
FOit xiU ^U:UE OP JJOGXOU tP PKllC^U'HI 

Ti_ UK1TJ i^ITY Qj? OXP01-JD

.uth. i

Nuffield college
Oxford

trinity 'i'arra 
1S63

- 5FEB

Abstract

of

OE "Ui.



Ch. 1 The thesis la an annotated edition of Limba folk­ 

tales or "oral literature**. This is unusual In 

recent British anthropology in spite of the 

earlier interest in the subject, mainly because 

of the reaction against evolutionism, and the 

more recent structuralist and functionalist

approach. Various approaches to folktales and
QS<. Mldts

myth laid/as irrelevant or unhelpful. The 

senses in which linguistic, structural and, in 

particular, sociological approaches are relevant 

to the present study are discussed, and various 

criticisms made of the narrowness or misleading 

implications of the more recent "sociological'1 

attitudes to oral literature in non-literate 

societies. The present approach is to treat 

suoh material as having the status of literature

("oral literature"), rather than as being in 

some way utilitarian, and to relate the stories 

to their social background, discuss their 

contents, categories, delivery, and narrators 

systematically, and discover something of what 

they mean to those telling and hearing them.
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Part I. The social context.

It is necessary to understand the background 

of the stories in order to grasp their effect and

Gh. 2 meaning. Limba life and story are set within the 

context of village and farm, and the chronological 

framework of the rice-farming year which is of

Ch. 3 great significance for the Limba. Marrying and

wooing a wife is a frequent subject in the stories 

and of great concern to all Limba men. The 

procedure is described in some detail, as is also 

the nature of Limba marriage. The Limba view of 

women in certain roles is discussed to throw

Oh. 4 light on various points in the stories. Chiefship 

is also considered, as it has great importance in

all Limba life and, in a rather different way, is 

often brought into stories. A chief's authority 

and duties are mainly in the spheres of hospitality, 

Ch. 5 knowing what happens, and "speaking". The final

subject is religion - the Limba view of Kanu ("God"), 

by reference to whom the Limba, in an unsystematised 

way, set their actions and experiences in a wider 

context; of "the dead 1* who are the common
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ancestors who bind together and mark the unity of 

the present society; and of the various individ­ 

uals with special spiritual powers. Some people 

have to power to "see" spirits, or to become 

witches, and both these activities are described. 

Finally the Limba view of psychology and the

central part they attribute to the "heart" are 

mentioned and brought into relation to their view 

of the importance of "speaking" well in order to 

make people's "hearts cool" and to achieve the 

"coolness", i.e. freedom from physical and moral 

harm (th£bina lima), that the Limba always strive 

for.

Part II. Language and literature.

Oh. 6 The Limba take a conscious interest in their own 

language, perhaps partly owing to the fact that 

they are surrounded by many different linguistic 

groups. In the spheres of greeting, thanking, 

accepting and announcing etc. language is used 

in a "performative" way to cement or maintain 

certain contracts or social relationships, to 

act and not Just to state. "Speaking" is a
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central concept which runs through many aspects 

of Limba life, and is recognised to be used for 

more than Just statement of fact or expression 

of feeling. Against the background of this 

interest in language and speaking it is possible 

to examine Limba literature. 

Ch. 7 Story-telling is one among several forms of Limba

artistic expression. It is impossible to classify 

stories definitively in terms of subject matter, 

truth, or purpose, but for convenience Limba 

stories are discussed under the three headings 

of stories about people, stories about Kanu and 

origins, and stories about animals. The main 

general topics of Limba stories are summarised - 

e.g. marriage and love, family relations, H slander", 

friendship, chiefship, food, and cunning. No 

one moral is being put forward, but various 

comments are being made about human actions and 

situations. The range of the word mbt?rp , most 

often translated "story", is wide as it also 

covers such things as historical accounts, 

riddles, proverbs, and analogies. The basic 

concept seems to involve both the idea of age, 

and the idea of analogical comment on something.



Ch. 8 Limba stories are not only literature, but

"oral" literature. It is essential to devote 

some consideration to questions of occasion, 

performer and style of delivery. The part 

taken by the audience in support of and respon­ 

se to the narrator is discussed, and examples 

given of some individual story-tellers, though 

this is not an expert profession in Limba in 

even the way singing can be. Style and techni­ 

que are discussed, in particular the way in which 

the teller uses the potentialities of the

language to make his points particularly effective 

or striking. The form or structure of stories 

is analysed briefly, specially the opening and 

closing formulae. Finally the genesis of 

stories is discussed. There is no one fixed 

or correct version of any Limba story, and the 

particular form in which it is told on any one 

occasion depends on various factors, in particular 

the individual performer. Though he draws on 

the store of traditional theme, style and 

technique, each story is a unique composition 

by a single individual. The idea of common or 

" authorship is in this sense mistaken.
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Each story is a new creation built on the trad­ 

itional materials. Limba stories should be 

classed as literature composed by individuals, 

and not as some special phenomenon which needs 

a special external explanation.

Part III. The texts.

After a brief note on recording, orthography, 

Ch. 9 translation etc, Limba texts and translations are 

given of a little over a hundred Limba stories 

recorded in the field, with brief explanatory 

notes. The stories are given in three sections

for convenience: stories about people; stories 

about Kanu and origins; and stories about 

animals. This is followed by a short fourth 

section with historical texts, proverbs and 

riddles. Finally there is a brief appendix 

listing the narrators of the stories included.
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Now the reason why man is more of a pol­ 
itical animal than bees or any other gre­ 
garious animals is evident. Nature, as we 
often say, makes nothing in vain, and man 
is the only animal whom she has endowed 

with the gift of speech.
Aristotle. 1233a.
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PREFACE

This thesis is really three things in one. First, 

and most important, it is an edition of Limba oral 

literature, with introductory chapters which explain 

the stories in the light of their social background and 

of trie Limba view of language and literature, an account 

of their stories anu story-telling, and, finally, texts, 

translations and commentary. It also tries to Bive 

some account of the Limba in terms of their own language 

and literature. And, thirdly, it lays stress on the 

significance of language and literature in society, 

thus adopting an approach wnich has not, recently at 

least, been followeu by most British social anthropolo­ 

gists. In view of these three aims, the thesis has 

grown to great lengths. Nevertheless I make no apology 

for this since the great bulk is largely due to the 

inclusion of the Limba texts and translations themselves, 

and t-Uese need no apology.

Practically nothing has been published about the 

Limba. They probably number something under 200,000 

in all, and live in the north of sierra Leone in an
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irregularly shaped area of about 1900 square miles of 

mainly hilly country. They are grouped into seven 

chiefdoms ruled over by Limba paramount chiefs. In 

the north of 3ierra Leone modern communications and 

education have been developed less recently than in 

the south, so that there are relatively few educated 

Limba, and, compared to many of the peoples of sierra 

Leone, they are noted for their retention of much of 

their traditional custom and culture, of which their 

oral literature described here is one important part. 

The fieldwork on which this account is based was

carried out in 1961 with grants from the Colonial 

Social Science Research Council and the Horniman Fund. 

The main part of my stay was in the east of ijimba 

country, and statements in this thesis refer primarily 

to that area, and to conditions in the year 1961. A 

general survey of the Limba in the traditional 

categories of ethnographic investigation was presented 

to the Colonial Social Science Research Council in 

September 1962. Much of this basic ethnographic 

material has not been repeated here, since this thesis 

is concerned primarily with only one aspect of Limba

life.
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Having written this account of Limba oral literature 

I can now see many gaps. For a complete study there is 

much more that could be said, other questions that 

should also have been asked. Thus I cannot but be 

dissatisfied. however it can perhaps be saiu that the 

very possibility of such dissatisfaction does show 

something of the potentialities of the rather unusual 

approach I have taken up here. And it can certainly 

be added that it at least marks some advance on the 

previously accepted conclusion about the Limba asserted 

by E.P. Sayers, an authority on the north of sierra 

Leone, in 1927? "Limba is a very fourth-rate language 

in which, so far as my experience goes, it is almost 

impossible to get any fine shades of meaning expressed 

... Limbas (pure blooded), although good manual

labourers, are certainly the most obtuse minded of 

all sierra Leone peoples". My account here has therefore, 

I would hope, revealed something more of Limba language 

and thought than, it seems, was previously recognised.



Chapter I

INTRODUCTORY. SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY, FOLKTALE, AND

ORAL LITERATURE.

This thesis is an edited collection of Limba "oral 

literature". It mainly covers their stories which are 

of the kind usually referred to as "folktales". I 

describe the social background from which the stories 

spring, for without a knowledge of this it is impossible 

to understand the meaning of the stories for those who 

heard or told them; give some analysis of the Limba 

attitude to language and story, and of the style and 

performance of stories; and finally include texts ^oi 

annotated translations of some Limba "oral literature",

mainly stories.

That this approach and subject stands in a very 

particular need of the usual introductory apologia, is 

both obvious and surprising, obvious in that I must 

clearly Justify my claim that a discussion focussed 

round "folktale" can be presented as "anthropology" 

in the context of the current lack of concern with 

such matters among British social anthropologists.



Surprising, in view of the great interest in stories 

and verbal art once taken as a matter of course by 

earlier field-workers and authors of monographs on 

foreign peoples, an interest still assumed in much 

American anthropology as self-evidently a part of the 

subject. This first chapter therefore explains the 

present attitude of social anthropologists to the 

study of folktales, and describes the apparently unusual 

approach which I am adopting*

The present situation is that British social 

anthropologists now mostly take very little interest 

in folktales. In the last thirty years or so 

practically no collections of African folktales have 

been made by social anthropologists to supplement the 

work published in earlier decades. Though some 

popular editions of African tales in smooth English or 

attractive format 2 have found their way to England

1. In this introductory section I use the term "folktale 11 , 
discussed later, to cover the usual scope of "house­ 
hold tale 1*, "fairy tale", fables, legends, and, at 
times, what are sometimes classed as "myths", and so 
on. See e.g. Thompson 1946 p.4.

2. e.g. Radin 1953, Jablow 1962.



recently, and though linguists may have presented or 

analysed texts in phonetic or grammatical detail, any 

systematic study or collection by professional British 

social anthropologists has been lacking.

Contemporary general and introductory works on 

social anthropology now often include little or 

nothing on the significance of verbal art even when 

they give a certain amount of space to the discussion 

of the plastic arts. As Prof. Berry points out in 

his stimulating survey of the field in spoken Art in

eet Africa, the change of general theoretical stand* 

point in the last thirty years whas not led (r<s was 

reasonable to hope) to improved techniques in collecting, 

but to an almost total neglect of the subject". The 

American folklorlst R.M. Dorson can sum up the present 

state of English folklore studies (by which he means 

primarily the collection and analysis of folktales) by 

writing that "in England the cause of folklore has

3. e.g. Firth 1951, TSvans-Pritchard (ed.) 1956,
Piddington 1950 and 1957; the 6th edition of Notes 
and Queries has some sound remarks on the collection 
of stories, but the space devoted to this is meagre 
compared to that on the "arts 11 , and is about 
comparable in length to the section on "string figures 
and tricks".

4. Berry 1961 p. 14



languished since the generation of Lang. British 

social anthropology has severed its once intimate 

relations with ethnological^:r minded folklorists ...

English social anthropology today has discarded 

folklore"^

The absence of interest in folktales and oral 

literature among modern British social anthropologists 

is, then, unmistakeable. '?hat perhaps is even more 

striking is the scorn with which many British social 

anthropologists react to any mention of the word 

"folktale" (and even more extremely of course to its 

congener "folklore"). There are good historical 

reasons for this reaction, which I discuss more fully 

later, and, as I also emphasise, the term "folktale" 

is in some ways not a very happy one. Yet it is 

striking that the word itself should sometimes seem to 

provoke such scorn that any serious interest in the 

study of, to use the more acceptable terms, "verbal 

art" or "oral literature" can be so easily classiiied 

as automatically uncritical, irrelevant, or, simply,

5. Dorson 1961 pp. 302 and 305

6. The words are now commonly written "folktale" and
"folklore"; the hyphenated form was more common in the 
earlier period. I have tried to adopt the appropria­ 
te forms in my discussion but it is hard to be comple­ 
tely consistent.



non-anthropological merely by attaching to it the label 

of "folklore". "Folklore", and hence by extension

"folktale», has become a term of abuse in British social 

anthropology.

This current neglect of and even hostility to the 

study of folktaler is all the more surprising when 

contrasted to the earlier work in ^gland on this 

subject. The works of the nineteenth and early twentieth 

century mythologists are still regarded as standard 

reading in social anthropology. Their work covered 

not only what would readily be called "myth", especially 

when applied to Greek or Indian pources, but qlso such 

tales as those included in, say, Grimm's collection 

which fall, on any definition, into the class of 

"folktale". The leading protagonists were of course 

Max duller and Andrew Lang, m<l it was in an English

context that they engaged in the controversies still
7 "

so famous for +.heir equal erudition -=uid wit. Muller,

with his stress on comparative Indo-European and 

"nature" mythology, was finally, according to the

7. For accounts of earlier anal/sfs of myth- etc. see 
e.g. Thompson 1946, Krappe 1930, duller 1881, Lang 
1887, Lindgren 1939.



7ausual conventional view, "vanquished" by the

anthropological scnool of Lang rm~; his followers, 

partly through such ridicule as Lang^s parody of 

Muller's early man with his "passionate sympathies 

with the fortunes of the sun and the dew ... morbidly 

anxious for the welfare of the sun and tearfully
Q

concerned about the misfortunes of the dew ..."; 

one famous <>atirlnt even went so far as to "prove" 

by fuller's methods that Max culler himself, and nis
Q

home Oxford, did not exist but were "solar myths". 

Lang on the othe^ hand preferred to derive myth from 

earlier stage? of savagery when "tales that even to 

remote and rudimentary civilisations appeared irrational 

and unnatural would seem natural and rational".

These battle^ are well known and need not be further 

recapitulated. The point is that though taere ±3 now 

little systematic study of the subjects with which 

they were concerned - myth and folktale - their views, 

however discredited in detail, are still recognised

8. Lang in Grimm ed. Hunt 1884 p. xxi,

9. Gaidoa 1884

10. Lang 1887 pp. 4-5



as within the scope of the subject. The relevance 

of their views to the subject-matter of social 

anthropology seems atill to be taken for granted.

Besides this general interest in the subject of 

mythology, usually in practice including what we now 

call Mfolktales H , anthropologists and other students of 

"primitive man 1* in the last century and earlier years 

of the present one often seem to have assumed that any 

close field study of, say an African people, would 

naturally include something of their folktales, stories, 

proverbs and so on. Up to about 1930 it appears to 

have been quite regular for any monograph to Include,

usually as a final chapter, 20, 50, or even 100 pages
11 IP of stories or proverbs. Junod in 1912 gave an

excellent account of Thonga folktales, diseasing, for 

example, the "place occupied by folk-tales in the life 

of the tribe", the classification of Thonga folklore 

and its literary value, the style of narration, and 

the antiquity and creation of tales. There were 

alsomany books devoted mainly to collections of tales,

11. e.g. Roscoe 1911, Routledge 1910, Huffman 193', ivieek 
, Smitu auu Dale 1920.

12. Junod 1912- ,.3 Vol. 2 pp. 1^1 ff.
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proverba, riddles and other texts, usually with the 

original vernacular facing or accompanying an 

English translati . ^

Some of the earlier collections seem to have been 

motivated in part by the desire to present Africans as 

"fully human". Koelle for example writes in the 

preface to his pioneer work outliehed 1854, that some 

acquaintance with Kanuri literature is

"a circumstance of paramount importance so long 
as there are any who either flatly negative the 
question or at least consider it still open 
'whether the Negroes are a genuine portion of 
mankind or not 1 . It is Vain to speculate on 
this question from mere anatomical facts, from 
peculiarities of the hair, or the colour of the 
skins if it is mind what aistinguisheti man from 
animals, the question cannot be decided without 
consulting the languages Ji the Negroes; for 
language gives the expression and manifestation 
of the mind". 1*

Other collectors were also interesteu in the possible 

origins of the tales they recorded in their psycholo­ 

gical effects, their explanatory function, the evidence 

they seemed to afrord of the primitive man'b supposed

13. e.g. schlenker 1661, ; oelle l354 f Burton 1865, 
Callaway 1868, Torrend 1921, Hattray 1913 and 
1930, Hollis 1905 and 1909, Beech 1911, Doke 
1927, Bleek and Lloyd 1911.

14. Roelle 1854 p. vi.



incapacity to distinguish between himself and the

animal world, or in simply letting "the ne^'\> .   
15 speak of himself in hie own words'*. The iaain

interest was very often a philological one, and some 

collections therefore had little social commentary to 

make the meaning of t"..t translations significant to 

English readers in the sense in which tLei were 

understood by the people wii:1 narrated or heard the 

original texts. However some publications did have 

lengthy notes or introductions, and tuju^n some of

the explanations might seem farfetched >i:vac,ays, some 

attempt was , even then, being made to fill in the 

social background of -^c tales. Whatever the 

defects of interpretation or rigour in these earlier 

collections, their authors diu realise that these 

items of verbal art were of importance to the people 

studied and a significant aspect of the culture as a 

whole; so, as a matter of course, they included them 

ae one part, or the main part, of their accounts of 

the peoples they wished to describe.

15. Burton 1865 p. xxvii.

16. e.g. Herzog 1936, Gardinall 1931f Tremearne 1913, 
Werner 1933* Nassau 1904 and 1914.
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It is then at first eight surprising that the 

present students of Africa, those who have followed 

in the footsteps of both these field investigators 

and the earlier mythological speculators, have been 

content merely to reject the methods and interpreta­ 

tions they applied to the study of myth, folktale and 

oral literature, without, in this case, wishing to 

improve on them in the same field.

This is the more remarkable in that American 

anthropologists have apparently retained at least some 

interest in the study of folktales. The Journal of

American Folklore, for example, (unlike its English

17 counterpart Folklore.) is dominated by professional

scholars, and there has in recent years been a brisk

interchange of views on the study of folktales,

i ft 
"verbal art" and so on in the context of anthropology.

Systematic studies of myths, tales, and other oral 

literature have been undertaken by American anthropol­ 

ogists from the classic work of Boas to the more recent
1Q studies today. A writer working in America can

17. See Dorson 1961.

18. e.g. Basoom 1953, 1954 and 1955? Levi-strausa etc. 
in 1955 (1958), Simmons 1961, Dundee 1962.

19. e.g. Boas 1916, Heichard 1947, Benedict 1935, 
Herskovits 1936 and 1958.
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state in tje course of a discussion of "the role of 

proverbs in ?ante culture 11 that Ha knowledge of what 

has been traditionally termed 'folklore' and more

recently 'verbal art', has long been considered
20 

essential for any well-rounded ethnography".

Why then* it is necessary to ask, has British 

social anthropology turned away from a study with which 

it was so closely concerned in its origins and which 

in other places is still considered as an essential 

part of its subject matter?

The answer must be looked for in the history of 

the subject as it developed in England. There are 

in fact easily understood historical reasons behind 

the present attitude to folktales* Of these, two are 

of particular importance.

In England "folk-lore 0 was from the start closely 

associated with evolutionary anthropology, and the 

early members of the Folk-Lore society included such 

names as Tylor, Lang, Haddon and Praaer. "Folk-lore" 

was likewise evolutionist and was, in fact, often 

described as Mthe study of survivals 0 . It was generally 

delimited as the customs and beliefs of both primitive

20. Christensen 1956 p. 232.
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or "early 11 man, and of the modern peasant, the "folk" 

among whom could be found the survivals of the 

earlier, cruder, stage of human evolution. "The 

science of folk-lore" in the eyes of (J.L. Oomme writing 

in 1885, for example, was "the science which treats

of the survivals of archaic beliefs and customs in

?1 modern ages", and in the second issue of the early

journal the Folk-Lore Keoord Andrew Lang too speaks 

in the same terms: "the science of Folk-Lore examines 

the things that are the oldest, and most permanent,

and most widely distributed, in human institutions    

P2 
Folk-Lore is the study/of survivals". Frazer was,

of course, widely regarded as providing the culmination 

of this movement with, for example, "the Golden Bough, 

in comparison with which all other attempts to solve
01

the riddle of the sphynx must appear dwarfish". J 

Frazer's adherence to the concept of unilinear 

evolution and the doctrine of survival is quite clear. 

He states his own position on folklore himself in, 

for example, the reface to Folk-Lore in the Old

21. Folk-Lore Journal III 1885 p. 14.

22. Folk-Lore Record II pp. i, vii.

23. Krappe 1930 p. xx.
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Testament:

"Modern researches into the early history of man, 
conducted on different lines, have converged with 
almost irresistible force on the conclusion that 
all civilised races have at some period or other 
emerged from a state of savagery resembling more 
or less closely the state in which many backward 
races Lave continued to the present time; and 
that, long after the majority of men in a community 
have ceased to think and act like savage^, not a 
few traces of the old ruder modes of life and 
thought survive in the habits and institutions of 
the people. Such sujvivals are included under the 
head of folk-lore, which in the broadest sense of 
the word, may be said to embrace the whole body of 
a people's traditionary beliefs and customs so 
far as these appear to be due to the collective 
action of the multitude and cannot be traced to 
the individual influence of great :uen".

When this concept of unilinear evolution came to 

be rejected, the whole foundation of the "science of 

folk-lore" collapsed with it. The study of primitive 

society developed other interests and theoretical 

preoccupations and was, under the name of "social 

anthropology", adopted into several British universit­ 

ies. Among academic anthropologists and fieldworkerB 

the term "folk-lore" came to be reserved as a synonym 

for the old evolutionist and uncritical position held 

by earlier writers in the subject, and by now totally 

rejected. Those "folklorists" who clung, and still

24. Prazer 1919 Vol. 1 p. vii.
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cling, to the old theoretical framework, and write, 

for example, about "the folklore of the British Isles'1

in terms of odd local customs, by-ways, "survivals",
25 

old superstitions, or "ancient fertility cults"

are regarded with scorn by modern professional anthrop­ 

ologists - and in general rightly so - ar> being out of

date, uncritical and addicted to a totally mistaken

25*.theoretical framework. It is not surprising in

view of this that "folklore* has become a term of 

abuse among social anthropologists today.

The one unfortunate consequence of this reaction 

against evolutionism - and hence against the term 

"folklore" - has been that one part of the traditional 

subject-matter of "folklore" which was in fact not 

inextricably evol-rtionist, has been rejected by modern 

social anthropology at the same time as the rest. 

The study of oral literature ("folktales") seems to 

have been abandoned at the sawe time as the doctrine

of survivals. The early issues of the journals of

26the Folk-Lore Society had included n<"»t only accounts

25. e.g. Hull 1928, Alford 1952.

25a. cf. also the otherwise interesting works of Graves 
1955 and RowSra 1962, both vitiated by their out­ 
dated evolutionist emphasis.

26. Folk-Lore Record, Folk-Lore Journal, and Folk-Lore 
(now spelt Folklore).
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oi quaint customs and superstitions defined as 

"survivals", but also texts of folktales 'uui oral 

literature from mainly non-literate communities. 

It is true that these were at the time interpreted 

according to the prevailing mode of thought: tales 

collected in, say Italy, were sometimes presented as 

"survivals", those from Africa or Polynesia as 

representative of an earlier, once universal, stage 

of society. But the collection and analysis of such 

tales did not in fact necessarily depend on the 

evolutionist framework In the way that the selection 

of odd customs in 5Sigland or \Valee as "survivals" 

more directly did. But when anthropologists rejected 

folklore in the sense of the customs of "the folk", 

a study steeped in evolutionist ideas, they also 

lumped together with this any study of what could be 

regarded as the literature of ' the folk*1 - folktales. 

The^ the re lore turned in general away from any 

systematic study of the oral literature of non-literate 

peoples, a study not, in itself, necessarily bound up 

with evolutionist ideas, even though traditionally 

classed with "folklore" and called by the similar 

word "folktale".

The study of folittalee, therefore, instead of
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being taken over by professional anthropologists and 

pursued in a more rigorous and systematic way, has 

in fact been neglected by British social anthropologists 

over much of this century. Any work that has been 

done on this subject has been from a mainly amateur

standpoint, or from a primarily linguistic point of
27 view by grammarians, phoneticians and philologists.

The prejudice among anthropologists against any line of 

enquiry once closely associated with the unpopular 

concept "folklore" goes very deep. Yet there is in 

fact no logical objection to a study of "folktales" 

in the terms of modern non-evolutionist anthropology.

The existence and subsequent rejection of evolution- 

1st anthropology is, then, one of the main factor^ 

behind the present neglect of oral literature by

social anthropologists. Another reason for this ie,
28 paradoxically, the interesting work on myth by Kalin-

owskl, or rather, the way -tn which this was taken up 

by other later writers who adopted a "functional! ;?'*," 

or "structuralist 11 approach to the study of society.

27. Contrast however the accounts in Green 
Uerry 1961, and whiteley (1964)

28. Paradoxically, be^au^e Malinowski in fnct collected 
and published texts, and gives a most valuable 
discusnlon of the occasions an 3 closes of Trobriand 
oral literature in his wor^ on myth 1926 pp. 23 ff.
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Malinowski is constantly cited for his remarks 

about the effects of myth in society-its function as 

the "mythical charter* in stabilising society 

generally or in Justifying the position of certain 

groups within it. Myths justify and validate. They 

are "the dogmatic backbone of primitive civilisation". 

The function of myth is "to strengthen tradition and
ou

endow it with greater value and prestige". Others 

interested in the functional integration of society 

took up this idea in particular of myth as a stabilising 

force, or as directly resulting from, or reflecting, 

or equalling, the "social structure" of the society 

they were studying. Examples of oral literature 

were singled out as "myths" if they could be closely 

connected with a continuing social structure, a stable 

and stablising force. "Their myths and legends"

writes Fortes, for instance, of the Tallenei,

"are one means of rationalising and defining the 
structural relationships of group to group or 
the pattern of their institutions «   In the 
elaborately differentiated structure of laic 
society there are regions of high tension where

29. Malinowaki 1926 pp. 36, 125.

30. e.g. Fortes 1945 pp 23 ff; Evans- ritchard 1940 
r*. 229 ff, Leach 1954 p. 14, Midaleton and Tait 
195o pp. 26-27; and cf. the rather psychological 
approach in the earlie^ writings of Hadcltffe- 
Brown, 1922 esp. chap. YI.
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groups are coupled together in polar opposition 
and regions of low tension where the units of 
structure are articulated in complementary 
relations to one another. 'J!he myths epitomize 
the factors which differentiate one group from 
another 11 . 31

A more recent remark by Beat tie in his general study of 

the Banyoro expresses much the same viewpoint.

interests us most about myths is the way 
in whioh they may express attitudes and beliefs 
current at the present time. Mythologies always 
embody systems of values, judgements about what 
is considered good and proper by the people who 
have the myth. Especially, myth tends to sustain 
some system of authority, and the distinctions of 
power and status which this implies. Thus Ryoro 
myths tend to validate the kinds of social and 
political stratification which . . . are character­ 
istic of the culture, and to support the kingship 
around which the traditional political system 
revolved. La Malinowski ( s phrase, tiyoro legend 
provides a "mythical charter" for the social and 
political order". * l

One of the main interests in recent social 

anthropology, therefore, has been in the social function 

of "myths H in validating or stabilising, or in the close 

connection of myth with the social structure and the 

network of social relations to which social anthropolog­ 

ists chiefly directed their attention. This uas meant 

that since analysis was centred on "structure" or 

"function 1*, tno collection or examination of a large 

body of oral literature for its own sake seemed irrelevant

n. Fortes 1945 p. 26. 

32. Beattie 196^ p. 11.
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yieldworkers were correspondingly less concerned to 

investigate, for example, how far the people themselves 

in fact made a distinction in their verbal   ^t between 

what the anthropologist tended to class as "myth" ( i.e. 

socially useful in some sense, or illustrative of some 

general principle which he wished to demonstrate) and 

what he put down as "folktale" (i.e. merely "culture*1 , 

irrelevant to the network of social relations).

This emphasis on the social effectiveness of 

"myth" can be connected with the neglect of oth^r forms 

of oral literature. Even if "myth" could be regarded 

as in some way "stable" and Hfixed", folktales were 

clearly fluid, changing, not tied to the social 

structure, amusing by-play, and with no "deep" or 

constant meaning. There had been earlier attempts 

to show the "usefulness" of folktales by emphasising 

either their role in education through their expression 

of morals or, alternatively, when the stories told 

were "coarse 11 , their psychological and cathartic 

effects ** - but none of these approaches were felt to 

accord well with the current concentration on institut­ 

ions which really affected the society, had an important

33. e.g. Van Gennep 1910 chap. 1, Rattray 1930 pp. 
ix-xii.



function, or fitted into the structure. In any case, 

the actual labour of collecting many texts Just could 

not, in practice, be combined with the equally long 
and laborious task of systematically collecting genealog­ 
ies which were self-evidently necessary lor a structural­ 

ist analysis. For various reasons therefore connected 

with the recent theoretical framework of British social 

anthropology in terms of structure and function, little 

interest has been taken in the systematic collection   

or investigation of forms of oral literature among 

African peoples.

The present lack of interest in this study, in 

contrast to the earlier work in this country and the 

present situation in America, may therefore be traced 

both to the strong reaction against the tenets of 

unilinear evolution, and to the consequent interest 

in a structuralist and functionalist approach to the 

study of society. There are, it seems, good historical 

reasons for the present position of folktale study in 

modern British social anthropology. This explains 

the paradoxical situation with which I began that such 

studies are both to be found in the earlier history of 

the suoject, and yet at the present time are so 

unpopular that a special apologia must be put forward



by anyone embarking on such a study.

A proper survey of the VM-ious approaches that 

have been made in the past to the study of myth, 

folktale, fable, or oral literature in general is 

clearly impossible here. It would, for one thing, 

involve a conspectus of nearly the whole history of 

anthropology, for the degree of interest (or lack of 

interest) in the two subjects are closely intertwined. 

The main lines are in any case clearly summed up in 

Thompson^ classic work The folktale. All I 

propose to do therefore is to indicate specifically 

some of the approaches I affl not ; in fact, adopting, and 

to distinguish the lines in other approaches which I 

have considered it fruitful to follow up in the present 

study* By differentiating certain questions which 

others have treated, I shall at least make it clear 

which questions I am not trying to answer. This 

perhaps is particularly neceesary in a field that has

been so confused and fought over -'S t k?at of mythology,

35 
and, by extension, folktale.

34. Thompson 19*6; of. also Krappe 1930 and the shorter 
remarks *.n Berry 1961 and Wtoiteley (1964).

35. The theories about myth and folktale have for the most 
part boen so closely linked that it is impossible to 
discuss one witnout tne other, even though in partic­ 
ular cases they may have to be distinguished.



In the first place, I am not asking q.bo^t the origin 

either of Myth and Folktale in gen oral, nor of the 

specific tales found among the Limba or others.

Questions about the general origin of institutions 

are associated in particular with the earlier comparativ- 

ist and evolutionary interests ' f nineteenth century 

-inthropology. Whether folktale in general arose from 

diffusion, independent invention, the dark shadow of 

language, the desire for an intellectualist explanation 

of natural phenomena, the inability to differentiate 

humans and animals, or the like constitution of the 

human mind everywhere is no longer a question usually 

considered worth investigating. Some of the answers 

have a certain truth - stories are sometimes aetiological, 

animal tales are widespread throughout the world, tales 

do pass from one people to another - but when these are 

posed as general questions or theories about all 

Folktale or all Myth they are quite unhelpful. 

Similarly the once debated Indian or Indo-European 

hypotheses about the provenance of the present tales of 

Vestern Europe are not discussed here, and they are by 

now in any case of doubtful value as general theories.

More exact and rigorous are the questions about 

origin treated by the so called historical-geographical



school of Finnish folklorists, also followed by Stith 

Thompson in America. This school is interested in 

the geographical and historical origin of /articular 

tales, and works through a precise comparison of 

evidence. They attempt to reconstruct the "entire 

life history of the tale", working back to the 

primitive local forms, hence to the ultimate archetype, 

in rather the way philologists trace back a series of 

manuscript traditions to their first original. stith 

Thompson's monumental Motif-Index of ?olk-literature 

is on the same lines. The "motifs" (i.e. plots,

subject matter, types of character and action) of
17 

folktales etc. are classified for easy reference

and comparison. This question about the specific 

life-history of various tale? has been one of the 

dominating influences in the more recent study of the 

folktale. I shall later, in Part II, refer to some 

of the difficulties raised by their assumption that 

one can isolate a set "prototype" or "original M of 

any given tale; this concept does not accord well with

36. Thompson 1955.

37. i.e. folktales, myths, ballads, fables, mediaeval 
romances, fabliaux, jeets, exempt, local tradit­ 
ions; but not rir*dler, proverbs, or customs 
and beliefs.
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the nature of Limba oral literature at least. But, 

in contrast to the grand evolutionist theories, this 

limited diffuslonlst approach is a precise and scientific 

study of folktales which has much interest. Though 

I do not adopt it here, it could be regarded as 

complementary, not contradictory, to the questions 

with which T am primarily concerned. It is partly 

because the comparative evidence on the various plots 

etc. can be found in Stith Thompson and writers with a
•jQ

similar interest-5 that I have not thought it worth 

while to follow up and cite references to the comparative 

distribution of tales similar in plot to those I present 

from the Limba.

It has sometimes also been asked in general terms 

what can be the Teal" content, or inner meaning 

contained or symbolised or hiddenly expressed in 

folktales or, more often, "myths". Max Muller's 

famous answer was that zayths are basically about

natural phenomena, principally the sun. Others 

suggested such themes as "totemism", "ritual", the 

primitive fear of death, dreams, or sub-conscious 

desires. More recently it is sometimes implied that

38. Thompson 1955, Herskovits 1936, Klipple 1938.
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what myths really express is, in a sense at least, the 

"social structure" or "social values". Fortes, for

example, writes of the Tallensi myths of origin that 

they are "nothing more than formulations of the

contemporary scheme of political and ceremonial 

relationships";^ and Leach asserts that myth is a 

form of "symbolic statement about the social order". 

Jn'soffar as these are intended to be generalised theories 

about the nature of myth, about what its real, though 

latent, subject matter is, I am not concerned to treat 

them. 41

Primarily psychological questions I ai»o lay
4-2 

aside. It may well be, for example, that, as Rattray

for one has suggested, the narration of prohibited or 

shocking episodes during a 'period of licence" has a 

certain cathartic value for the individuals concerned. 

This would indeed seem a plausible interpretation of 

one of the by-products of story-telling. I am not

however competent to judge this in the case of the 
j 
Limba. Similarly I cannot decide how valid in the

39. Fortes 1945 p. 23.

40. Leach 1954 p. 14.

41. On the sociological theories implied here see belowPP
42. Rattray 1928 and 1930 p.x.
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Limba situation is the suggestion sometimes made "that 

stories about, for example, the origin of death, in 

some way psychologically support the oereaved or troubled 

individual and aid him to cope with the situation of 

death - though this may in fact be true in psychologi­ 

cal terms. Nor am I capable of asking or answering 

questions posed in Freudian terms, nor of discuss!u*_; 

Jungian archtypes. similarly I will not try to assess 

Jung's dictum that "all mythical figures correspond to 

inner psychic experiences and originally sprang from 

them", ^ or the Jungian approach adopted by Hadin in 

his study in American Indian mythology where he asks 

about the content and meaning of the "original" plot:

"About this there should be little doubt I feel. 
It embodies the vague memories of an archaic and 
primordial past, where there as yet existed no 
clear-out differentiation between the divine and 
the non-divine. For this period trickster is 
the symbol ... he represents not only the undiffer- 
entiated and distant past, but likewise the ,. 
undifferentiated present within every individual**.

These kinds of questions are treated as irrelevant to 

the present study.

Another approach to oral literature, always in 

this case entitled M,^t.u" t is to discuss not its origin,

43. in Radin 1956 p. 195.

44. 0£. oil, p. 168
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content or meaning, but Its significance as a form of

thought. This psychological or epistemological
45 viewpoint is taken by, in particux^r, Cassirer,

in his poetulation of Mmythopoeic thought". TLis he 

considers a specialised way of <^^re.aending reality, 

distinct from scientific thought. "There is no 

natural phenomenon and no phenomenon of human life 

that is not capable of a mythical interpretation, and 

whicu. does not call for such an interpretation". 

whether there actually are empirical grounds for postul­ 

ating this kind of special thinking as distinct from 

other forms may be doubtful; but I am not in any case 

concerned to discuss whether or not the Llmba think 

*mythopoeically* in Cassirer' s sense, but merely to 

present and explain certain of tae tales they in fact 

produce, by whatever processes, and the concept which 

they themselves have of a "story"

These various questions, whether historical, 

pseudo-historical, symbolic, psyohologioal or philosoph­ 

ical, are all equally questions which I am not raising 

in tills study. Certain statements have commonly

45. e.g. Cassirer 1944; of. also ^rankfort 1949, 
I e*vi- Strauss 1958.

46. Cassirer 1944 p. 73.



been made about "myths" in these terms, often in a

way that is too general to be of mitcn help when 

applied to particular situations, and sometimes by 

those who in any case are not really competent to 

judge these matters* However even in the cases where 

such question^ have an obvious interest or point, I 

am not entering into them here*

There are however other approaches to the study 

of myth and folktale which are in varying degrees 

relevant to the present study. These are the 

approaches which could be called the "structural 11 , 

the "linguistic 11 and the "sociological". AS will 

appear, these can at some points be very closely 

related to one another.

"otructural" approaches can have various emphases, 

but what all share is some attempt to analyse or 

distinguish the basic components which make up myth or 

folktale (or ^articular examples of these; and. often, 

to analyse the form of the whole in terms of these 

components. How clearly these units are demarcated 

and analysed depends very much on the approach and 

purpose of the particular writer? the basic data for 

analysis or comparison have included such concepts as
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"type", "motif", «functir i" "bundle of relations 11 ,
A7 "motiferne" and even, perhaps, "the bit".

»

Likewise the selection and use of these various units 

have been various. :tlth Thompson's main Interest, 

for example, has been merely to provide a ready index 

of "motifs" to facilitate historical-geographical 

studies of diffusion; Propp looked to the analysis of

the stable, constant elements in Russian folktales (the 

"functions") in order to explain the problem of their 

simultaneous uniformity and variety; Dundes wants to 

isolate what he calls "emlc units" for scientific 

comparison, Levi-strauss and Leach seem also to be 

interested in the structural laws of "mythical thought" 

or "human thought" in general as well as in the basic 

structure underlying particular myths or tales*

In so far as these analyses concern themselves 

with the more general questions about folktale, myth 

or mythical thought, I shall not directly discuss 

them here. I am attempting only to treat of the 

oral literature of one particular people, and whatever 

insights may come froia these wider theories, I do not

47. Thompson 1955, flame 1961, Propp 1958, Levi- 
Gtrauss 1958, Dundes 1962, Leach 1962.
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attempt to consider them in any general way. I am 

not, for example, concerned - or competent - to decide

on the conclusion of Levi-Strauss' "structural" 

analysis of myth that "the kind of logic which is 

used by mythical tnought is as rigorous as that of

modem science, and ... the difference lies not in

the quality of the intellectual process, but in the
4.8 

nature of the things to which it is applied".

Nor am I concerned to confirm or deny general 

propositions such as that with which Leach ends his 

analysis of the structural oppositions in the myth 

of Genesis:

"whenever a corpus of mythology is recited in its 
religious setting such structural patterns are 
 felt' to be present ... it seems evident that 
much the same patterns exist in the most diverse 
kinds of mythology* This seems to me to be a 
fact of great psychological, sociological and 
scientific significance".^

The discovery or discussion of such wide cross- 

cultural structural patterns is not my aim.

It is worth discussing in a little more detail 

the classic article by Levi-Strauss on "The structural 

study of myth", first published in 1955, both because 

of its intrinsic interest and because of the very great

48. Levi-strauss 1958 p. 66,

49. Leach 1962 p. 35.
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prestige associated with the name of Levi-Strauss and
*>n 

his term "structural 11 . He professes to be adopting

a new and more scientific study of myth by finding the 

"gross constituent units*1 of a myth: these turn out 

to be not isolated elements or even isolated relations 

but "bundles of relations 1*. These multi-dimensional 

relations can be transferred to punched cards and, 

ideally, processed by I.B.I, equipment. In this 

way it should be possible to discover the structure of 

an individual myth with its variants, of groups of 

myths and, it seems, of myciiology and mythical thought 

in general.

In order to explain this approach in more detail 

Levi-Strauss shows how he would a^pl^ this method to 

two test cases, the Greek iiijtL. of oedipus and ine 

Zuni origin myth. He writes down the units (including 

such units as "Oedipus ^ills his father Laio&"> in 

four vertical columns, "each of wl^ch include 

several relations belonging to the same bundle 11 . 

This, he says, can then be read two ways, either down 

or across, according to the two-dimensional nature of

50. Levi-Strauss 19^8. cf. lOundea's remarks in the 
Journal of American Folklore 1962, where he 
concludes that "the structural study of folklore ... 
looks promising indeed** p. 104.
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the myth. The exact process of the argument is too 

long to reproduce here. The point however that I

want to make is that for all the scientific apparatus, 

and in spite of his several perceptive or stimulating 

remarks by the way in the course of his analysis, the

end result of his method is in fact to misrepresent 

at least the Greek myth. The components which are 

singled out for his columns do not seem to be those 

that are important or even present, in all versions 

of the Oedipus story (though one 01 the virtues of his 

method, according to Levi-Strauss, is that it can cover 

all versions), nor are they particularly stressed in 

the fullest version of the myth that we possess, 

Sophocles 1 Oedipus Rex. Furthermore one of Levi- 

Strauss' main points is what he considers the feature 

of the relation between "the denial of the authochthonous 

origin of man" and "the persistence of the authochthonous 

origin of man**. But this seems on the face of it a 

most un-Greek idea; what evidence Levi-strauss has 

that it was implied in the narration of the Greek myth 

is not stated. His conclusion about what the Oedipus 

myth "means'* seems equally unconvincing.

"The myth has to do with the inability, for a 
culture which holds the belief that mankind is 
authochthonous (see, for instance, Pausanias VIII, 
xxix, 4t vegetale provide a model for humans),
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to find a satisfactory transition between this 
theory and the knowledge that humans beings are 
actually born from the union of man and woman ... 
the Oedipus myth provides a kind of logical tool 
which, to phrase it coarsely, replaces the original 
problem: born from one or born from two? born 
from different or born from same? By a correlation 
of this type, the overrating of blood relations 
is to the underrating of blood relations ae the 
attempt to escape authochthony is to the impossibil­ 
ity to succeed in it. /Ithough experience contradicts 
theory, social life verifies the cosmology by its 
similarity of structure .  .». 50a

This conclusion, with no further attempt to relate it 

to the actual facts of Greeii thought or practice, seems 

not only unconvincing but positively misleading. 

However ingenious, it appears to be reached only by 

ignoring or twisting the form and natural Greek 

significance of the myth. Yet this unfortunate 

example was one of the two specially chosen by Levi- 

otrauss as a model for the successes of his own 

structural method.

This long discussion of one structural approach 

has illustrated a point of some importance. That a 

method,(however dignified oy the impressive term 

"structural 11 } which ignores the detail of the social 

and cultural background for the elegance of abstract 

theory can be very misleading as to the facts. Certain

50a. Levi-Strauss 1956 p. 56; cf. the expression in 
terms of a formula o... pit, p. 64.
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insic ;.ts may be generated in the process certainly, 

but if taken as a -universally applicauie method the 

dangers of distortion are great. It is too eaey to 

twist the material* However slightly 9 to fib a 

preconceived scheme of structure, columns or levels* 

The ancient ;reeks (or their scholars) can look 

after themselves} in a well-worked field every twist 

or new gleam of light may be welcome - perhaps. But 

for societies for which the basic data have not yet 

been established or publicised it seems unhelpful to 

loo^ too quickly for basic structural patterns. If 

such patterns cannot easily be fitted to the Greek 

material without distortion (a distortion in this

case easily detected) how far is it desirable to apply
51thi. to less well-known peoples? This kind of

analysis can have drawbacks as well as insights. It 

is dangerous in being at once too broad and too narrow*

51. e.g. the Winnebago and '^simshian, Levi-Strause I960 
and 1958; the latter account is the more convincing 
in proportion that so much more of the background 
detail is supplied. cf. also the similar analysis 
by Leach 1962, where the myth of Genesis is 
analysed without any evidence being put forward by 
the author either of a knowledge of the Hebrew 
language or early society, nor of any deep acquain­ 
tance with the meaning of Genesir for those who 
would be likely to read, recite or hear it in 
contemporary society. This give? his analysis 
a rather limited value.
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Too broad as implying a claim to be able to produce 

patterns of Jiyt.i or mythical thought generally or

universally applicable; too narrow in its tendency to 

isolate a text from itt: full social or literary context* 

At any rate, whatever its possible insights, this is 

not a method which I find readily adaptable to the Limba 

material I present here*

More convincing and more relevant to the present 

study qre the attempts at close formal analysis of a 

number of tales from a given society* This is the 

method followed by Vladimir Propp, one of the Russion 

"formalist school 11 , in his work on the morphology of 

the folktale. He discusses and criticises various 

earlier attempts to classify such material, and makes 

clear that he is discussing only one aspect of the 

folktale, leaving, for example, studies of style to 

other specialists, and he does not claim universal or 

definitive validity for his own analysis. He distingui­ 

shes the "functions" - the stable elements of a tale - 

which are constant and independent of the dramatis 

personae, and lists those that are found in the Russian 

folktales he has analysed* From this he is able to 

show both that there is a unity of structure in all the
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tales - the number of functions is limited, their 

sequence always identical - and that on this basic 

structure an infinite number of variations and recombina­ 

tions are possible* He is thus able to comment on

the creative work of the story-teller; in some spheres, 

the over-all sequence of functions for instance, he 

is constrained; in others, such as the choice of 

functions, the dramatlg personae and the style, he is 

free to create. The interest of this closely argued 

analysis of limited material is obvious and the detailed 

investigation he makes in fact throws more light on 

other examples of folktales than the more general 

theories. :.ucn the same kind of analysis could be 

made, for example, of certain aspects of Llmba tales* 

Though 1 would not wish to categorise the common themes

of Limba tales into such clear-cut formulae as does 

Propp with his "functions", the point he makes about 

the paradoxical uniformity/variety of folktales is 

relevant. The same move (or "function") does occur 

in different Liaba tales with different dramatis 

jjersonae; that, for example, of telling another's 

secret to a third party occurs both with the %iiree 

actors being (rod (Kanu), the prototypical Llsiba man
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(Sara) and the palm tree, and with a finch, a hawjt and 

a hen. Iuie point should come out more clearly in 

the later chapters on stories and story-telling 

especially with reference to their style and genesis.

There remains the related but smaller-scale structu­ 

ral approach in which, given an understanding of the 

social background and context, the form of a single 

tale, poem, song, or group of these, may be analysed 

in a way more akin to the procedure of literary critics 

than to that of the grander sociological theorists.

Under this heading one could discuss the way in which 

episodes are linked together, how far the close of a 

story may echo or reflect iis start, what kind of 

standard conclusions there are, whether or how far 

there is a central theme, form or motif in each example* 

This connects with the later discussion of the "linguis­ 

tic" approach to folktale. Here I only add that this 

kind of approach is in part followed in some of the 

section on the style of Limba stories in chapter 8. 

I have also in a sense buij.t my own commentary on this

into the actual presentation of the stories by dividing

them into paragraphs, a division which indicates 

something of what I consider their structure, but one
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obviously not directly dictated by the storyteller.

Thus certain aspects of the form - ttie sequences of

parallel episodes for example - become self-evident,

even though I have usually not added further detailed 

notee on this topic in the commentary.

Closely related to some aspects of these "structural 1* 

approaches are those which I have labelled "linguistic". 

Some of the questions asked by linguists who have 

collected or studieat specimens of African oral 

literature are not directly relevant to -.\ social 

anthropologist. I am. not, for example, concerned or

competent to analyse the grammar, syntax or phonetics 

of Limba. such studies have normally been of interest 

only to the specialist philologist as published texts 

tended to be annotated and transcribed from a

linguistic point of view, necessarily isolated from the 

social background which gave them meaning for the 

original teller or listener. This specialist 

linguistic approach is, then, one which I will r<ot 

attempt here.

A related approach which is of Interest is that

of the analysis of style, comparison of various 

"versions" of the "same" story, accounts of individual
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story-tellers, story-telling techniques and so on.

This is a topic which recently seems to have been

5? 
attracting more attention. This kind of analysis

is clearly relvant in any discussion of the folktale 

as a living or changing art, and of the use made by

individual story-tellers of traditional (or new) 

material, and T discuss some of these problems in 

chapter 8. This is of special significance when - 

as in the oa 3e of the Limba, and perhaps of many other 

peoples with btrong oral traditions - the people 

themselves consider the style and drama of the 

performance as almost of comparable importance with 

the content. To give just the vernacular text, the 

bare subject matter of a tale, or merely an abstract 

of the plot, was sufficient at a time when the main 

interest of students was centred on philology, on the 

diffusion of certain plots or archetypes, or on the 

social function served by the statement of certain

origins. But for any systematic treatment of oral 

literature some account of style and technique is of 

obvious importance.

52. e.g. Thompson's remarks 1946 pp. 449 ffj Delargy 1945} 
the work summarised in Berry 1961; Dorson I960; Lord 
1960.
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Finally among the approaches I characterise as 

"linguistic" is that which would oe adopted by someone 

who considered folktales primarily as "oral literature % 

in much the same way that is, as that traditionally 

devoted to written literature. This approach has 

been notably absent in most studies of Ai^tcan 

folktales* myths, fables, or songs. This is perhaps 

partly because when a people were known to be "non- 

literate 1* or "primitive", any notion of their 

possessing a form of "literature" might seem to oe 

self-contradictory. Thus what might have been

classed as at least akin to literature if encountered 

among other peoples, could be, in the case of "primitive"

Africa, treated as presumably being in some way utilit-
5^ arian rather than literary. J If analysed at all it

could easily be assumed to nave some "social value", 

to be part of the social structure, or to answer various 

psychological needs rather than to be a form of art in 

its own right. This assumption that the oral 

literature of primitive peoples was likely, if studied, 

to turn out to be somehow directly useful now seems to

53. But see Ohadwick 1932.
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be passing. A new approach is evident in, for example,

Berry's Inaugural lecture on spoKen art in V/est Africa, 

as well as in the projected new Oxford series of 

"African literature", and "/Jiiteley's discussion of the

concept of "oral literature" in the Introductory
54volume of the series. By now one can assert that,

naturally, "oral literature" must be seen in the light 

of its social context, without necessarily haying to go 

on to maiie the unwarranted assumption tn. -, « it can 

therefore only - or best - be regarded in terms of its 

social or ritual value, or its direct social function. 

Clearly an appreciation of the literary aspect of

verbal art and orally transmitted narratives must rest 

on some prior knowledge of the society in which these 

are composed and performed. This point would also 

presumably be accepted by most traditional literary 

critics also. It is in fact just because I consider 

the Limba stories in this thesis as examples of 

"literature" (albeit of orally transmitted literature) 

that I have included so many chapters dealing with the 

social background in Limba society, and, perhaps 

paradoxically, so relatively little direct discussion

54. Berry 1961, Whiteley(1964) pp. 1-12
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of the stories themselves as literature. My reason 

for this is that once the basic .knowledge of the social

context is acquired, the stories reveal themselves R.S 

literary performances* Without any knowledge of the 

social 9 economic and religious experience of the Mmba 

people, much of the content, overtones or attractiveness 

of the stories would be unintelligible and their meaning 

for the people who composed or heard them would be too 

easily misinterpreted or brushed aside; external 

explanations (of psychological need or ritual value etc.) 

to account for their apparent oddness to the English 

reader would then seem more plausible. "he meaning 

or artistry of the stories cannot be grasped without 

at least some preliminary knowledge of the society. 

Nor, indeed, can the society be fully understood without 

some realisation that it possesses, among other things, 

a corpus of oral literature. It is at this point 

that the literary and the sociological approaches 

inevitably meet.

Finally I must discuss the approaches normally 

classed as "sociological". &y discussion will recall 

much of what I said earlier about the functlonal- 

atructural approach to the analysis of myth, but it is 

worth following this up further here as some 01' the
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assumptions, dangers and implied narrovmess of this 

approach are not always recognised. The extreme 

"sociological" position taken up by many recent British 

social anthropologists makes it rather harder to apply 

to non-literate peoples the methods which would naturally 

be applied to any other cultures.

There is, first, the sense in wh^ch myths are 

analysed "sociologically" as being in pome way 

effective and useful to the society in which they are 

told; they either validate and confirm the position of 

a particular group, or they contribute to the stability 

and integration of the whole. So long as maintenance 

of the status quo, equilibrium and stability are assumed 

to be suitable or central topics of sociology, then 

clearly the analysis of myth etc from this point of 

view can be taken as self-evidently a "sociological" 

interpretation, whether phrased in terms of the noble 

lie, the opium of the people, or the mythical charter. 

In social anthropology this approach can be most 

directly connected with the "functionalist" analyses 

of Malinowski and Hadcltffe-Brown.

Secondly, myths are also sometimes spoken of and 

analysed In a way that seems to Involve the assumption



that they and the social "reality" in some way directly 

mirror eaoh other or are causally related. In a 

sense of course this is obviously true* But it is 

sometimes taken further to imply that the institutions

and beliefs of a people can be deduced from their
56mythology, or that a definitive account ox myths can

be given in terms of the social institutions or values
57 which they reflect. This is, however, "sociological"

in the sense that the myths are being related to those 

accepted entities of sociological analysis, "structure", 

"values", or "institutions".

Both these approaches are perfectly legitimate 

in that they have led, and lead, to much stimulating 

and perceptive analysis in detail* There are however 

certain dangers in applying them crudely, and it is 

misleading to assume, as it sometimes seems to be at 

present, that these extreme positions art* the only

properly "sociological" approaches possible in the 

study of oral literature.

In the first place, it is significant that the

56. AB is sometimes taken to be implied by Boas' classic 
on Tsimshiam mythology 1916.

57. As implied by Beattie I960 loc^cit., Hadcliffe-Brown
1922 chap. VI and in some of tiie accounts in Porde 1954.



normal word used in these analyses is always "myth". 

This term carries with it the connotation, implied 

but not clearly stated or perhaps even realised by the 

writers, that the narrative in question is in some 

sense authoritative, deeply meaningful, held in 

common, known and taken seriously either by everyone 

or by a group of recognised experts. The words 

"folktale", "fable", and "oral literature** carry no 

such overtones, and are thus felt to be unsuitable for 

use in a structural functional analysis. To consider 

systematically items described by these terms might 

seem irrelevant or marginal} but once something is 

called "myth" it can be immediately assumed to be 

significant, often without any further demonstration. 

"Tales" are mere amusement, or "culture"} "myths" 

are structural.

Once stated in these terms, the danger is 

obvious. some peoples certainly may distinguish 

clearly between two categories of oral literature, 

one roughly or exactly translateable as "tales", the
CQ

other as "myths 11 } others may make, in terminology

58. of. e.g. Malinowski's discussion of Trobriand
categories in this respect 1926 pp. 25 tt\ and 
Green 1948,
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or practice t comparable distinctions which could

perhaps be shown to be akin to the first; yet

other peoples again, among them the Limba, either make

no such uistinetion at all or posses> nothing which 

could be properly rendered as "myth" in the full sense 

often implied by the word. As Stith Thompson has 

repeatedly pointed out, in tJrie light of hie incomparable 

study of the literature, the distinction between myth 

and folktale is almost impossible to draw in general 

terms*

"As we get away from *eetern cultures and enter the 
circle of more primitive peoples, there is less 
concern about separation of folktales into the 
mythical and non-mythical ... in this reapect 
there is the greatest difference between individ­ 
ual tribes, and a strict classification of these eg 
tales into myths and non-myths is <jite impossible**. a

It is clear at least that in the case of a people who 

do not themselves divide their tales in terms of the 

categories implied by the theorist, it may be misleading 

for the sociologist to take certain B -acial tales from 

their context andr label tiitiii "myths w for the purpose 

of analysis or presentation* The tale may nonetheless 

be interesting when regarded from this point of view;

58a. Thompson 1958 p. 106.
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but in that it has been taken from the context of the 

whole class-of tales of which it is only one, the 

evidence has to that extent been twisted. At any 

rate the reader has a right to be told something of 

the grounds on v/hioh the ethnographer has translated 

the native word as "myth 11 .

This kind of approach seems to have resulted not 

from any conscious overweighting of one side of the 

evidence, but from the sort of theoretical bias with 

which fieldworkers have collected their data. 

Accustomed to focus their gaze on "myth", an entity 

which is well known to have a social "function" or be 

tied to "structure", their view of other, possibly 

related, stories was necessarily blinkered. Yet 

these other stories might have given added meaning or 

at least context to the first. This bias also meant 

that often only certain kinds of stories were looked 

for or recorded - those, for example, to do with 

"origins", or "God% or genealogical relationships - 

whereas other stories merely about human or animal 

adventures may not have been included even if they 

were, from the point of view of the people concerned, 

precisely comparable in general style, tone and
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situation.

This selective collection or interpretation of 

evidence is of course often very hard to avoid, 

Among the Limba, for example, I was at first very 

impressed by the significance of what I automatically 

considered to be a "myth*1 in the full sense of the 

term, the story of how Sod (Kanu) in the beginning came 

down and gave palm wine to the (apparently) first Limba 

man, and hence to the Limba people as a wnole. It 

was not until I had recorded fifty or so other stories 

that I fully realised that that particular one was no 

different in style, outlook or occasion of telling from 

other obviously light-hearted stories aoout animals, 

birds, or a man trying to woo a wife, and that the 

main pivot of the plot (the secret told to the hero 

by a third party) is also a common one in other Limba

stories like that, for exaiaple, about a finch and an
SQ eagle. * Again this does not remove all the

significance of the first story; but it certainly 

shows it in rather a different light* There can then 

be a danger in ignoring the classifications and attitude

59. The stories are Kanu and Palm wine, The finoh and
the eagle; cf. also The rinch's loan, The sun, the 
hawk and the hen.



adopted by the people themselves in relation to their 

oral literature, in favour of the obrerver's own 

theoretical categories. sometimes it seems that the 

word "myth" is used not to render any term or ooncept 

of the people themselves, but rather as a easy device 

by which the theorist may attach an acceptable label 

to an isolated tale as an indication of the kind of

interpretation which he intends to give of its si, i ificance,

There is alao the second danger of implying that 

any tale which seems significant to the theorist must 

also be well known, deeply meaningful or highly valued 

among the people being thus interpreted. OUiat this 

sometimes seems to ue assumed results again from the 

same theoretical bias of looking for significant items, 

labelled "myths", and not, therefore, taking pains to 

ask tUfc question of how many people in fact are familiar 

witn the narrative citea or take it seriously in a way 

they do not with otner narratives. It ie not, 

therefore, always made clear in monographs whether some
 *

story, referred to perhaps as a validating or stabilising 

myth, is in fact a myth in the sense of being known to 

most people, or at least to most experts, being told 

regularly in answer to certain questions or on certain
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occasions, or as forming part of a more ^r less 

systematic cosmology or mythotogy in the sense familiar 

to us from the probably very different society of 

Oreece or Rome. This certainly is the picture 

immediately suggested to many people by the word "myth". 

But whether particular myths in a given society actually 

possess some or all of these attributes is not always 

explicitly stated.

This too can be illustrated from the particular 

case of the Limba. When I fifst heard the story of 

the separation of God from man, this naturally 

recalled the many similar stories cited from other 

societies; the atory, for example, that is regularly 

cited at the beginning of accounts of Ashanti religion 

ia the "myth" that long ago "God" (Onyankopon) lived 

near man, but because he was knocked by the end of a

long pestle which an old woman used ior pounding her

61 
food, he went away up above* It would then have

seemed natural to assume that the Limba tale could have 

been treated similarly ss the foundation ol' Limb* 

religion or cosmology. But - unfortunately for this

60. Kami goes up.

61. e.g. ttusia in 1'orde 1954 p. Iy2.
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approach - it turned out that in fact the Limba story 

was not well known at all. Nor was it told, apparently, 

for any set situations, or ever even ae much as mentioned 

on the many occasions when I questioned people about the 

nature or acts of Kanu, *God M . The only time when I 

did hear the rtory was when it was told me with a group 

of otuer stories, including those about people and 

...aiiLals, in the ordinary context of story-telling and 

not that of a discussion of religion or history. Yet

if this had been the only stor^ I had thought to record 

and I had not investigated how far it was in fact known, 

it would have been tempting to have introduced it in 

an account of Limba religion as a "myth 1* comparable to 

other myths citea in ant&ro^ologic^.I or classical 

writings. The story is still an illustration of a 

typical Limba attitude* out again, when put in the 

content of other Limba stories, most of which are, in 

fact, considerably longer or more elaborate or more 

popular, the evidence appears rather different from 

when it is presented in isolation. Any historian, 

after all, who cites contemporary sources in evidence 

of his generalisations knows that he must also discuss 

the nature of his sources - whether they are primary,
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representative! how far they are in themselves biased 

or selective. I suggest that much the same attitude 

should be taken up by a social anthropologist who 

wishes seriously to cite ora± literature as evidence 

of his interpretations. Merely to refer to "myths M 

is not sufficient without some elucidation or the u ture 

of these in a particular society.

There is a third implication sometimes inherent 

in the sociological analysis of myth that might not

always be accented if made explicit. This is the

61a implicit emphasis on stability. A myth can be seen

as the guarantee of a traditional order, an essential 

factor in the statue quo. This ^p^roncu has already 

been mentioned. Not only does it, at times at least t 

seem to carr/ the i-k^lication tju; it society in some way 

needs stabilising by myths and. tn-t the consequent 

stability achieved is fixed and unchanging, ^t ^so 

often correspondiiifcl./ presents a picture of mytii itself 

as fixed or unc^joging. A special stress can thus come 

to be laid on the purely "African" or the fully ''traditi­ 

onal 1* myth. iiiis fits with trie common a

61a. It is well criticised in leach 1^4 e.g. ±>. 278   
myth aa a mechanism of disintegration not 4ust of 
integration and stability.
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that a "myth" is naturally a narrative or a story 

reoited in a fixed form, word perfectly, with no 

possible change allowed. This may certainly be so 

in some societies* But in the case of Limba oral 

literature at least - and, I suspect, that of many

other non-literate peoples also - quite the opposite
62 is true. There seems to be little concept of verbal

accuracy and identity and it is striking how often in 

the stories (some of which in a different analysis 

might well have been dignified by the name of "myths") 

the "same*1 story is constantly recurring in different 

words or forms. The stories change, grow, incorporate 

new material, weave the old motifs round a lorry, a 

white man, a biblical episode* To suggest, in the 

case of the Limba, that either their oral literature 

or the society which this might appear to "guarantee" 

is fixed and unchanging would be misleading*

Finally there are the dangers, perhaps too obvious 

to point out, of taking everything in the stories too 

literally as a guide to the institutions or values of 

the society in which they are told. This approach is 

perhaps understandable in the case of gome American

62. See Chaps. 7 and 8*
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Indian peoples where relatively little evidence about 

the traditional society may now be available beyond 

the texts that have been recorded in the past or from 

a few scattered informants* But this can sometimes 

not be a very reliable guide, as has been pointed out 

by many writers. ^ In any case it is unnecessary when 

the texts have been collected by an anthropologist 

who has also made a study of other aspects of the 

society. A simplicist account might, for example, 

suggest that all Limba believe in the const-mt 

possibility of transformation from one form to another

as happens in some stories or that a certain kind of 

magic is constantly practised, or believed to be 30, 

because some of the heroes of stories are represented 

as possessing these powers. In fact, though the Llroba 

suggest both that the famous chief** in the past, and 

the heroes of certain fabulous tales did possess these 

powers, they are not commonly attributed to people 

nowadays (though they are occasionally). similarly 

with the picture of chiefs presented in several stories/u 

oppressive, possessed of great power and immense riches

63. Esp. LeVi-Strauss 1958 etc.
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likely perhaps to give his chiefdom to the hero of the 

story; this certainly does not fit the contemporary 

position, and though in some ways it is slightly more 

plausible when y,rejected into the patt, even the 

nineteenth century situation does not exactly match 

that described in the stories. Again the theme - 

so common among folktales - of the hero marrying the 

chief's daughter or settling in his wife's village 

cannot be taken to imply either matrilineal inheritance 

or uxorilocal marriage, neither of which are the rule 

among the Limba. Furthermore the stories also do not 

necessarily stress everything that is of importance 

to the people themselves in the terms in which an 

ethnographer would desorioe these* The Limba, for 

example, are very aware of their obligation to pay 

the yearly chiefdom tax, and take great account of 

their dead ancestors in both oellef and practice. 

Yet in tue stories there are practically no direct 

references to either of these subjects.

In the same way one cannot alwaya argue directly

and simply from folktales to the moral beliefs nelo. by 

the people. Certainly very many moral ideas are

illustrated or stated explicitly in the stories} but
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this cannot "be assumed to apply in every c^se. In 

several Limba stories, for example, the irresponsible 

rascal Tunkangbali (or Tunkangbei) breaks rule after 

rule of politeness, good sense and social responsibility, 

yet, by no virtue of his own, he ends up unscathed and 

even, in one account, as chief} the rebellious 

daughter who refuses to obey her father succeeds in

obtaining the six diamond combs she demands even
65 though this costs her father ris chiefdom. One

cannot simply assume with no further evidence tiio/t the 

simple and self evident purpose of these folktales is, 

for example, to inculcate the correct moral lessons 

into the children who hear them told. Morals are at 

times attached to the stories. Jut these are sometimes 

very loosely added on, sometimes seem a mere after­ 

thought, sometimes are absent completely or differ with 

different tellings of the "same*1 story; at other times 

they seem to be in the nature of a generalising comment 

rather than a straightforward prescription of moral 

action* There seems to be no simple rule about this 

at all.

64. The three rascal boys; Turucangbei. Palonicbei and 
Yisinual

65. The story of a millionaire.



Various other moral effects have been suggested 

by those who look for moral purposes behind t-.vioh tales.

ven if the moral is not explicitly stated, for example, 

perhaps the tales really at base convey the moral that 

cleverness is better that brute strength, or in a

hier .pchieal society, represents the "discreet protest
68of weakness against strength 11 . Again this sort

of remark, sometimes assumed to a] ~ly to almost any 

examples 01 African folktale, fits with some of the 

material, not with all. In Limba stories it is quite 

true that at times the spider is represented as 

tricking the elephant and tiie hippopotamus, the goat 

gets the better of the leopard by his ingenuity, the 

chameleon in the end gets his own back on the monkey. 

But in other tales the results are different; the 

spider himself is defeated by the strong chimpanzee, 

by an antelope, or by his wife who is bigger than 

himself. Goodness does not always triumph though it 

often does| Tunkangbali 9 already mentioned, bullied 

his younger brothers, broke the rules - and met with 

success and praise; the spider cheated the firefly,

68. Junod 1913 Vol. 2 p. 205; cf. Werner 1933 p. 26.
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injured the leoj^.rd's children, and yet escaped the 

leopard and reached home safely. It is true of course 

that, as wit ; any other literature, Limba folktales 

must be seen in the context of the social values 

around them, g/id, in a complex way, they both form 

i.?.'.-.n, of these, derive from them, and contribute to them. 

uut to assert soiie simple theory of & general moral 

lessou inherent in all examples of folktales in an 

African society, or that every story, if it is a 

"folktale", must somehow have some definite moral, 

can onij lead to difficulties. ,jucn an approach can 

only be sustained uj either ignoring or twisting some 

of the material, or clinging so hard to the belief 

that the folktale - being the product of non-literate 

people - must somehow be shown to be directly utilit - 

.ciau that the evidence is submerged in -c.it theory.

various ulfficulties then are raised by some of 

the traditional "sociological" approaches to the study 

of oral lit51'-."cure* This does not mean that. I reject 

the necessity of connecting the stories closely with 

their social background and context: this aicer all 

is the subject of this whole thesis, one wiiie^ 

manifests perhaps a greater regard icr the necessity 

for seeing a practice in the light of its own context
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than do some of the traditional more generalised 

approaches to folktales. Nor am I suggesting that 

nothing has been gained from the "sociological" analyses 

criticised. Much of what they point out is true. 

&y point is tn^t to assert a unitary and definitive 

interpretation of folktale (or ja^thj as necessarily 

always oi one type can be misleading. 1 simplicist

and one-to-one correlation of story whether with social 

structure, social value, stabilisation, cosmology or 

morals may in certain cases not only be one-sided but 

lead to factual mistakes. The stories can no more be 

fairly explained when torn from the context of other 

and similar stories, than they can if t^eri out of 

ihe context of the society in which they were told and 

composed.

i'ttere is however, a third w sociological H approach 

to be mentioned. The analyses 1 nave discussed above 

have all been, directly or by implication, rather 

general ones, often concerned, it seems, with the overall 

relation between "myth" and "structure", with "the 

folktale 11 and "society", or with the place of fables 

in moral education.

This approach is more limited. It is to discuss



60

the stories that occur in one society only - the social 

situations in which the various examples of oral 

literature occur, who tells stories, for whom, when 

and why; the occasions on which proverbs are cited, 

the situations associated with riddling, the concepts 

and classifications adopted bj the people themselves 

when they discuss their oral literature. This sort 

of sociological approach Involves not broad assertions 

about the function or meaning of Myth or Folktale, 

but a close study of a particular society* This is 

in fact the kind of enquiry which kalinowski recommended 

even though, as it turned out, .it was his view of myth 

as charter than became popularised* 1'his sort of 

approach seems at present to be rare among social

anthropologists and students of folktales. It is 

said hoover that Russian writers have worked on these 

lines, making sociological studies of the social 

background and so on of their folktales, and it is 

unfortunate that little of this work is available in
rt f

translation and remains a closed book to western scholars.

69. Malinowaki 1926 pp. 20 ff.

70. See Thompson 1946 p. 451» One easily accessible 
account, recently published, is by ~/egh in the 
Hungarian periodical Acta Kthnograpiiioa 6. 1958.
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The few detailed studies made from this point of view

71 in the west seem mainly to have been by American students*

It can be seen how closely this kind of study can be 

linked with questions of style, specially for a non- 

literate society, and with the part taken by individual

story-teller in dealing with the traditional material,
72 or with process and change. Who tells the stories,

how, and why, are all questions of sociological signific­ 

ance in that they deal with the stories in their social 

setting rather than as isolated texts produced only 

for the grammatical comments of linguists, analysis of 

psychologists, or morphological remarks of formalists. 

This limited and particularised approach * which I 

follow here - is a suitable one for a social anthropologist.

There is one final approach which is essential for 

any sociologist or social anthropologist conducting a 

systematic study of a form of oral literature. This 

is to ascertain what a story (or proverb or riddle) 

means to those who tell or hear it. This in a sense 

is also a limited question. It does not deal with any

71. e.g. Simmons 1961 and 1955, Christensen 1958, 
Benedict 1935, Reichard 1947.

72. e.g. Dorson 196().
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large-scale theory of Myth or Folktale but IB merely 

a close study of the social oackground of a particular 

people without a knowledge of which it would be imposs­ 

ible to understand the subject matter or overtones of 

their oral literature. It is true that in a sense a 

study of "meaning 11 could take one very far, through 

various possible levels of interpretation. But it 

must at least be admitted that there is a basic minimum 

of common experience among any people, or in any 

historical period, which must be known to a student 

before he can appreciate the meaning, In the obvious 

sense, of a story told in that society or at that time. 

Without some acquaintance with, for example the nature

and concept of marriage among the Limba, something of
s

what is conveyed to the Limba listeners by a story 

about a young man's quest for a wife would be lost to 

an English reader. Similarly the stories about Kanu 

would be puzzling without some knowledge of Limba 

religious beliefs - just as an English poem about 

spring or ramantic love would be uninteresting to one 

who knew nothing of English society and concepts, and 

just as the story of Hamlet, told in a West African 

context, proved to mean something unexpectedly different
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to it* listeners there. J some knowledge of the 

background is clearly indispensable for the appreciation 

of what is conveyed in any literature} and this is 

especially so in the case of oral literature when each 

tale is told for the occasion, directed to an audience 

of native* listeners actually present. A. treatment of 

folktales in this light is also clearly a sociological 

one, and is followed, in particular, in Part I of the 

thesis.

The approach I am adopting is, then, a sociological 

one in the sense that I try to set the stories in their 

social background so that they may become intelligible 

to us as literature in Limba terms; and this also in 

practice necessarily includes a certain attention to 

language, style and story-telling techniques.

The two terms that I have used to describe the

subject matter of this thesis are "folktales" and "oral 

literature". I shall not discuss these terms at 

length; their application should become clear from the 

later discussion and examples in Parts II and III,

73. Bohannan 1954.
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better than by an abstract definition at this stage. 

However it is important to point out certain overtones 

and ambiguities in both these terms which may make 

them rather confusing at the outset.

"Folktale" is not altogether a good term. In 

the past it has sometimes been used to distinguish one 

special class of narrative from, for example, myths,

sagas and legends. But though these distinctions are 

certainly useful and necessary in some casee, in many 

non-literate societies they are now realised not to 

apply. This is in fact one reason why I have included 

mention of "myths" so often in the earlier discussions, 

for what is said of folktale often applies, or should 

apply, to the common accounts given of myths, and vice 

versa; it is therefore impossible to treat the terms 

in isolation from each other. In this study I do not 

set up such distinctions^ as they would not be properly

applicable to the Limba situation, and am using "folktale"

to cover every kind of story however it might be
74. classified by theorists with other Interests.

74. This does not cover the short section I have grouped 
under "miscellaneous", i.e. proverbs, riddles etc. - 
the term "folktales" is used only as a rough 
indication of the main subject-matter, the stories.
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More serious are other implications suggested by 

the word "folktale". It has misleading connotations 

of the MPolk% of evolutionist anthropology and of 

the doctrine of survivals. It also sometimes conveys 

the suggestion that each tale is in some way "fixed", 

traditional and unchanging even in the smallest item, 

the set heritage of the people* Finally, and most 

insidiously, it seems to suggest that the tales are in

some way created by "the folk*1 collectively, that 

communal authorship and not individual composition is 

proven.

Not only do I not intend to assert any of these 

assumptions sometimes attached to the word "folktale", 

but one of my main purposes is to controvert these 

three suggestions if applied to the Limba folktales. 

?he idea of survivals in the old sense is not relevant

in analysing Limba stories. The tales are not 

immutable but quite the contrary. And to ignore the

part taken by the individual story-teller and the extent 

to which he moulds the traditional themes would be to 

make a fundamental mistake about the nature r )t Limba 

stories and their concept of language and rtistic 

expression. If the term "folktale" has necessarily
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to connote these ideas then the main aim of this thesis 

could only be to demonstrate that my own sub-title, 

"folktales", is a misleading one.

Nevertheless I have retained the term both because 

though these three implications are so often in practice 

connected with the term this seems to be an inheritance 

of out of date ideas rather than logically implied by 

the term itself, and because the word has generally 

been used to cover the kind of stories which I am 

including here. I use "folktale" therefore as a mere

descriptive word for general reference and not for 

precise definition.

Less popular is the alternative form woral 

literature". I have used this term intentionally 

in order to point to certain aspects of Linba tales, 

but at the same time it raises difficulties of 5ts own.

In some societies in which there exist both written
75and oral traditions of story-telling Iy it could some­ 

times be hard to draw a strict line between oral and 

written literature; this however is not a difficulty 

that arises in the case of the Limba. More complicated

75. See e.g. Pfeffer 1939 on the Ful*be.
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is the question of just what, in a nor-literate culture, 

is to count as "literature*1 . Among the Limba there 

are many formal linguistic expressions, often thought 

attractive as well as useful in themselves, which are

used in thanking, blessing or acknowledging another's

76authority;' a certain formality of language is

associated with speeches in law casep, with funeral 

harangues and, even more, with songs, prayers and 

invocations. Just where to draw the line is difficult. 

In practice I have included only a very few examples 

from the letter categories, and devoted the main 

treatment to the forms, "oral literature 11 by any standards, 

that the Limba themselves would roughly include under 

their term mbor3- stories, fables, parables, and, less 

frequently, proverbs, riddles and, occasionally,

historical narratives. However the distinction I 

have drawn is arbitrary and practical only, for convenie­ 

nce rather than analysis, and even the Limba term mbaro

76a 
itself is not a clear cut one.

The main ommtBion is any systematic treatment of

76. See chap. 6. 

76a. See chap. 7*
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Limba songs (jiuluag.*. or ^tiv^;. These could be regarded 

as an important part of Limba oral literature, their 

poetry to the story's prose. A song suffers very 

particularly, of course, from being recorded in cold 

print without the drums and dancing which give it Lteaning, 

or its repetitions, rhythms and melody. However the 

main reason for the omission is simply that their 

recording presented such particular practical difficul­ 

ties - not only had the music and often indistinct 

diction to be coped with, but the words and meaning 

were often obscure even to the Limba themselves, so 

that to make a translation was often almost impossible. 

It is true that "songs" are not included directly under 

the term mborj which I give ae my sphere of reference 

so that I am formally justified in excluding them. 

Nevertheless since they occur in many stories and could 

rightly be defined as oral literature, my incapacity to 

discuss them except in passing is unfortunate. However 

for the purpose of this thesis, "oral literature" must 

be taken to refer primarily to spoken art.

The term "oral literature" is then not altogether 

unambiguous or clear-cut. But it is a most suitable 

term to describe the present lie^o: of study. it is
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useful, like "folktale% in that it suggests the 

comparative context in which it is possible to set the 

Limba texts, and thus points to a dimension that would 

be lacking if _ had insisted in using only the T*c  -V.T 

term mfr^ro. The use of t> e term, "OTP.! literature 0 

points particularly to the literary aspect of the Limba 

tales and the sense in which there ia a certain likeness 

between them and other kinds of expression also 

described in the same terms by, for example, the 

Chadwicks In their classic work The Growth of Literature, 

Delargy of the £aelio story-teller, or Lord a fascinating 

analysis of Yugoslav oral poems and the oral tradition
rjQ

in Homer. It also emphasises another aspect of Limba 

folktales that I wish to stress - the significance of 

the oral element, and, therefore, the Importance of 

style and technique, and the part of the individual 

author o^ composer. In short, I ?sn treating them as 

having literary - "oral literary" - rather than purely 

utilitarian status.

My purpose is to produce an edition of Limba oral

78. Ohadwlck 1932 etc., Oelargy 1945, Lord I960.
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literature. No grand theory ie being nut forward 

about Folktale or Myth or structure. The aim is the 

mere limited one of presenting a body of material - the 

tales - which is not a negligible part of Limba culture, 

and attempting to indicate something of what they mean 

to the Limba who tell and hear them through some

account of the social background and of the nature and 

techniques of story-telling. This limited aim is, I 

consider, quite sufficient. To present a corpus of 

material before inaccessible and comment on it so as to 

convey its meaning in context, much in the manner of 

any stan ard edition of a text - this is worth while 

even when not accompanied by any attempt at a new theory. 

Interpretation or speculation, some striking universal 

conclusion or attractively elegant analysis*

This Halted aim has a special value in the .resent 

situation. so much second hand material has been 

published on Africa that the presentation of texts 

with close translations and commentary is particularly 

worth while for its own sake* These are the primary^ 

documents. In the stuay of other peoples it IB normally 

taken for granted without question that an investigation 

of the society as a whole must include some aquaintance 

with its language and literature. In this respect
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oral literature is basically no different from written 

literature, nor should African societies, Just because 

they are African, be exempt from the rigoroue and 

systematic study given to others* Now that more is 

known of non-literate societies and now that there are

more students prepared to study them, less is said of 

their great Simplicity% and people need no longer 

assume that there can be short cuts by which such 

societies may be assessed once and for all without 

careful and detailed studies of many different aspects* 

One of these aspects is oral literature. This is as 

relevant in a full study as the traditional topics of, 

say> religion or politics. Language as well as economics 

is a social fact, and a society reveals itself in its 

complexity through its language and literature as it 

does in its other institutions.

Another merit of the present approach is its 

rareness in modern British social r-nturopology. Any 

discussion of oral literature has usually been confined 

to the structural or functional approaches to myth which 

1 have suggested are in certain ways limited or misleading* 

A fuller account of folktales in the light of their 

social background, their meaning for the people who 

tell them, their style and narrators, may encourage
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others to follow up this rather unusual but fully 

sociological approach.

Finally this limited aim is useful just in iro^ortion 

that it avoids the grander theories or some of the 

earlier speculators. The time ie past in British 

social anthropology when people asked about the origins 

or nature or purpose of Religion or Kinship as> a whole. 

The stress is now mainly on detailed and less ambitious 

studies of these topics in particular societies, and 

any simplicist universal account is avoided. Myth and 

folktale seem to have been the last subject to reflect 

this change in emphasis, and, specially with the word 

"myth" which so often seems to have a special magic of 

its own, the discussion seems to have been seen in 

terms of generalities rather than particulars. The 

best corrective to this can only be a precise study of 

the subject in one society. mis may serve to show in 

what senses the grander theories are, in a particular 

case, sometimes illuminating, sometimes irrelevant or 

unhelpful, and sometimes completely mistaken.

My aim is, then, merely the limited one of a 

straightforward edition of Limba literature. This I 

have done on the model of many classic*! editions. 

I give introductory chapters on the social background
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*7ft
and subject matter of the stories, a followed by a 

section on language, on the classification and nature 

of stories, and on the problem of style and compos it-

ion. This ia followed by texts and translations
79 accompanied by a few elucidatory notes. The question

raised is not the generalised one vlhy? but the 

particularised What? and How?

A limited study of this nature should need no 

justification, and no further apologia, I consider, 

need be added. For I do not accept that only those 

studies shall count as properly "sociological 1* which 

advance some new formula or some striking theoretical 

conclusion. However it may be well to conclude by

78a. Part I. The information is that collected in the 
course of my field-studies, and Is supported by my 
own observation* It does not rest on an assumption 
that Just because something occurs in the stories it 
must therefore also necessarily be so in reality*

78b. Part II.

79* I art III. >ui alternative way to present some of this 
would have been to give each story in turn followed by 
long explanatory notes on the social Background and 
meaning, in rather the form adopted by Beidelman 1961 
and 1963* Hie is a& illuminating way to present the 
evidence (though either I or the Limba rather lack the 
flair for comparable sexual symbolism;, out with over 
a hundred stories to comment on an introductory, more 
general account, followed by brief notes on each story, 
seemed preferable and certainly more economical.



74

79s. pointing out two emphases in my treatment which ii$y

seem of particular interest - apart, that is f from the 

basic assumption that it is worth while to approach the 

understanding of Limba society through its oral literature 

at all.

The Limba take great interest and delight in their 

own language. I hare therefore given several long 

quotations in the introductory chapters from their own 

descriptions - this is in any case a suitable method in 

a volume devoted to their literature* I have also 

discussed this subject in detail in one chapter, 

suggesting an obvious sociological approach to language 

by the analysis of the use of certain linguistic formulae

and the relevance of this in various social relationships* 

This kind of sociological approach to language seems to 

be one rather neglected by social anthropologists. 

It certainly applies very well to Limba outlook and 

practice* Furthermore the discussion of their view of
*

language in a way not very common among social 

anthropologists throws light on certain aspects of their

79a. Mainly in Part II, "Language and Literature 11 . 

80. But cf. Evans-Pr it chard 1962, i?dinowski 1935.
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oral literature and its delivery.

Of perhaps greater interest is the question of the 

composition and performance of the stories. Low far 

are they "traditional"? how far due to individual 

talent or expression? is there anything to be said 

for the suggested theories of collective authorship? 

what are the implications of the epithet "oral"? 

Part of the answer to this question lies in an acquaintance 

with their social background and experience - the limits 

within which the Limba story-teller lives and practises. 

Part is also evident in the corpus of tales in Part III - 

the many similar but disparate tales, the same yet 

differing versions. Perhaps the main value of the 

texts as given here is that they form a collection in 

which are inevitably juxtaposed so many tales with their 

likenesses, dissimilarities, repetitions, combinations 

and recombinations of themes. This in itself conveys 

more clearly than could any long abstract discussion the 

traditional yet individual nature of each true, and the 

infinite number of "variants" of the "same" tale 

according to teller, occasion or audience. Each 

performance is in a sense a unique composition - and 

yet fully traditional. This account of the genesis 

of Limba stories may throw some light on the nature of
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oral literature when practised - and studied - as a 

living art rather than as a series of dead, fixed 

texts, analysed in the study rather than in their own 

social context*



A

LC Jac'cground and materiaJ a of Liriba stories
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Chapter 2 

Rice, village and farm.

The destiny of the Limba people is rice-farming. 

This is an implicit assumption in day to day life. It 

is also brought out in many of the stories* The 

prototypical Limba man is represented as having been 

given a hoe or rice (poKala) while the white man is 

given a book, and the Fula the Koran. In another 

story, Kanu t*£od") is pictured as coming down onto the 

earth to show the first Limbas how to grow rice, and 

telling them "here is your food ... this ie your bank"; 

and in Koto and Yemi the blacic man, Koto, is depicted 

toiling hard in the fields, while his brother, the 

white one, does none of the work. The same contrast 

is often referred to in conversation in such phrases 

as "hoeing is our writing 1* or "our hoe is our book". 

The Limba consistently, in story and reality, see 

themselves as primarily rice farmers in contrast to 

other peoples they have encountered.

10 The white and OlacJc brothers; Limbas, Fulas and 
Europeans*

2. Kanu gave food to the Limbas.
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In most parts of Limb a country, rice farming is 

still the main occupation and interest. The Limba are 

farmers who prefer, if possible, not to sell much of 

their surplus rice "but ;ieep it instead for lavish use 

at festivals or for generous hospitality to strangers. 

though they do also possess a few cattle and cultivate 

secondary crops (including some for cash), such as 

millet, groundnuts, maize, cassava or tobacco, the 

main emphasis is always laid on rice, v/hetner the

traditional upland variety or the more recent swamp 

rice. The yearly cycle of activities is dominates 

by the cycle of upland rice farming, and the "hungry 

time" is when the staple and favoured food, rice, is 

scarce and people have to depend on the much less 

popular cassava, yams or millet. ace is continually 

spoken of and discussed *»y old and young; they delight 

in distinguishing scores of sub-varieties, or in speaking 

with pride and enthusiasm of the traditional farming 

methods which were taught to them by the "old people" 

an<i ky Kanu, or about t^e joys of drumming arid singing 

as they farm the steep hill- sides in their joint

1. iroperly "hungry millet" (digitaria exilie)
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"companies 1*.

Rice farming ia clearly central to Limba society, 

both economically and in their own experience and view 

of themselves as distinct from other peoples. It is 

also of great importance in the stories, for these 

presuppose a Knowledge of the significance of farming - 

of, for example, the phases and associations of the 

agricultural year and the system of farming "companies'1 , 

This chapter therefore describes rice farming and the 

significance of rice and farming for the Limba. It 

includes a brief description of the villages from 

which people set out to make their farms and where 

they form their "companies", followed by an account 

of the rice farming year and of the Importance of rice 

as food.

!  Village and farm.

Limba villages are compact and settled. Often, 

specially in the north, they are perched on the hill 

tops, reached only by a narrow path up the steep 

hillside, or surrounded by a thick cluster of great

1. I cannot also include here a description of the
secondary crops, however economically important, nor 
of the general economic organisation of Limba society, 
but limit myself to themes recurrent in the stories 
or essential to their understanding*



80

cotton trees, visible from far away, which have grown 

up from the palisade once built round the village to 

protect it from attackers. Wear the village it the 

watering place where the women walk daily to fetch 

water, people go to bathe, and just by the entrance 

one finds the smith's rough hut, the focus for UK of 

the men's secret ritual* Inside, the village it divided 

into several adjoining "compounds" (kuru kuru), consisting 

of a ring of houses facing inwards onto the central

circular space where the rice is dried on big mats, 

the dead are buried, dances are performed, and sacrifices 

of animals or rice-flour are carried out* Traditionally, 

and still very commonly, the dwellings are round 

thatched huts, each usually with a common central room 

and smaller private rooms to the side* In a village 

there may be anything from about ten to about sixty of 

these huts, or as many as a hundred or more in a 

paramount chief's village* Between the circular 

compounds there are often high fences of cane grass 

which dwarf the children as they run between them.

In the centre is the hut of the chief who "owns" the 

whole village in virtue of his responsibility for it 

and his membership of the ruling clan whose founders,
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it is said, were those who first made a village in that 

spot. In hia shaded verandah people gather morning 

and evening to hear the "big men" decide cases and 

reconcile disputants.

It is from this permanent village that people go 

out to cultivate their rice on the slopes of the 

neighbouring hills. In the Limba view, human beings 

(WD m£ti) differ from animals and from the "spirits 

of the bushM in two main ways: they make rice farms; 

and they live in villages (m^ti). Wherever a man 

goes to make his farm, he likes to come home at night 

to the settled village to sleep. Belonging and 

returning to a village is the accepted complement to 

the labour of cultivating the scattered farms by day, 

and the village is the centre to which a man's allegiance 

is bound and where his family both lives and is buried. 

Only the hunter, endowed with special powers and skills, 

is thought able to wander alone and unafraid in the 

bush at night.

It is also in the village that the farm wor^ is

1. In the densely jju^ulated oafroko chief dom people more 
often sleep at the farm itself, and this is also 
occasionally uone elsewhere if the farm is very far 
from the village, or if there are known to be 
wandering herds of cattle arouud, liable to eat the 
rice at night.
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organised. This is usually through the households who 

jointly own and work the rioe farms; also, on occasion, 

through the "companies* formed for all or part of a 

village. At night when the people are home from their 

farms, the orier may call round the various compounds 

in the dusk announcing special events in the farming 

calendar - some "company" to be formed in a few days 

time, for example, or the date set for people to tether 

their animals to guard the growing crops* In the 

centre of the village is the chief's household with 

its many "people" - wives, children, dependants - who 

help the chief in his farm so that he can get much rice 

to feed his people, cook for the "company 1* who come 

to help him, and entertain strangers to the village. 

Except for some individuals in the chiefdom capitals 

and on the main roads, every member of a Limba village 

regards himself as, basically a rice farmer. There 

is little division of labour in Limba society, and 

little emphasis on expert crafts. Even smiths and 

hunters, in spite of their extra source of wealth, 

assume the necessity to make farms; chiefs too are 

glad to visit their own farms, to greet and thank their 

workers and help with the work themselves.
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The farms are of various kinds. The most important 

are family rice farms, usually of upland rice. These 

are normally made on the hillsides in an alternation of 

farm and bush fallow, the cycle being anything between 

about five and ten years. Aa well as his work on this 

joint family farm, a married man also cultivates a 

strip for the use of himself and his own family to one 

side of the joint farm. Women frequently make their 

own farms, usually in the swamps, where they persuade 

their friends or relations to help them, and grow 

swamp rice or a aeries of secondary crops. In addition 

there are special millet and groundnut farms, and 

occasional banana plantations. But both in their 

work and in their own representation of themselves, 

the Limba are basically rice farmers, cultivators of 

family upland rice farms. For, it is assumed, it is 

the characteristic of a human being, or a least of a 

Limba human being, both to make a rice farm and, his 

work done, return to the fully social life of the village, 

where there are the ties in virtue of which he cultivates 

and desires rice.

The village, then, is not only the economic focus, 

but also the centre of religious, political and social



activities. T;very village has its chief or leading 

elder, and the hearing and "speaking" of cases, so 

important throughout all Limba life, are held with 

greatest formality and decision inside the village, 

The important religious sacrifices, burials and memorial 

ceremonies must be carried out in the village itself, 

not in the farm or farm-settlement} an adult who has 

died in one of the farms is carried to the village for 

burial, and it is in the centre of one of the village 

compounds that animals are sacrificed for the peace 

and health of the whole village of chiefdom. The 

farming "companies" are organised on a village basis 

and are regarded as important for more than purely 

economic reasons. Only a full village possesses the 

sacred bush and secret objects of the men's and women's 

societies, and initiations are made by the village. 

It is during these initiation ceremonies, as strangers 

flock in to see the dances, that members of the village 

are especially aware of their unity and together act 

as hosts. The village, already bound together by 

many ties of marriage and of actual or fictional kinship 

and descent, is In certain contexts, therefore, a 

self-conscious unit, politically, religiously and
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economically, and one which can send representatives 

in its name to ceremonies and festivities elsewhere* 

>7hen, ae often, people travel within and beyond Limba 

country, one of the first questions they are aaked on 

arrival is "v/here do you come from? 11 (JEame ngale?) to 

which the correct reply is the name of a village.

"Distinct from the villages proper are the farm- 

settlements. These are not self-sufficient units in

the same sense, and are looked down on by people living 

in the villages as "the farms"; their inhabitants

look to the village for all important purposes. These 

farm-settlements have about two to ten huts, often 2 or 

3 miles from the village, and built actually at the 

farm. One or several families may live there semi­ 

permanently, but they are committed to going to the 

main village for all big occasions, such as initiation, 

an important case, or even participation in a farming 

"company 11 when a boy whose family wishes him to take 

part has to sleep in the village itself for the duration 

of the "company". Tho* who die must be taken to the 

village, and the chief there notified of the death.

These farm-settlements are usually founded by a 

man who is already well off, but wishes to live very
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close to the farm where food is easier to obtain and 

where, therefore, he may become rich more quickly. 

hie family live there with him to work, and he is 

sometimes joined by friends or relatives who are ill 

or, for some reason, are ashamed to live in the village* 

A farm-settlement is regarded as a place of hard work 

and retreat* sometimes the founder returns to his 

original village after some years, leaving his dependants 

to work for him in the farm-settlement which he 

therefore "owns". Therefore in any village there may 

be wealthy men, usually members of the ruling clan or

family, who have their own "farms" in this way, because 

"one of their ancestors went there to make a farm and 

get rice". The founder's village is itself sometimes 

spoken of as "owning" the settlement as wits farm", 

and this relationship may continue over several 

generations. on the other hand if the original 

founder chooses to remain in his farm-settlement, and

becomes wealthy by getting much rice and attracting
P many people to him, thus becoming "well off" (njb gbang),

!  cf. The story of /vubaei t where the wicked cvuief is 
sent to "the farm" as punlshment 

2. A frequent phrase in the stories, signifying wealth 
in both people and rice.
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the settlement may grow and expand until its members 

begin to think of it as a village and try to assert 

its independence and self-sufficiency. It is in this 

way that many of the present villages are said to have 

grown up in the old days. But even if a settlement 

becomes established, after a struggle, as a full 

village, it remains in a sense subordinate to the 

village from which it was founded, and whose seniority 

it acknowledges.

This is how it happens in Limba country that a 

large village is so often surrounded by a ring of 

smaller, more recent ones, which are said to be "owned* 

by it, and which tend to send in representatives for 

all important occasions; they are often ruled over 

by relations of the ruling house of the senior village. 

These satellite villages, in turn, may each have a 

number of their own farm-settlements, which may or may 

not in time also grow to full villages. It is in the 

central, senior, villages and, above all, in the chief's 

village, where the first famous ancestors lived, that 

the "old old people** are buried, and where the chief 

sacrifices are held for the whole land and people, so 

that their inhabitants may "get much rice, and xive
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with perceful hearts rt .

This, then, is the geographical and social setting 

within which so much of Limba experience is located, 

and which, likewise, forma the setting of most of the 

Limba stories. The action moves between the village, 

where the chief livee and where are found people's 

home.? and families, the farms, the place of hard work, 

cooperation and source of food, and the path between 

the two - a path perhaps difficult because of deep 

rivers or the dangers from the surrounding bush, but

always ending ultimately in one of the two primary 

localities of Timba life, village or farm.

2. The cycle of rice farming. 

The rice farming cycle is at the heart of the 

Limba social and ritual year, and of their system of 

time reckoning. The year ie basically dividea into 

two parts - the dry season (firi) when there is 

leisure and food, and when many important ceremonies 

are performed, and the wet season (thamo) when there 

is much work to do in the farms and people are hungry. 

"The wet season fell. There was hunger" is a constant 

theme in both story and re^.l life. The names of the



months too are used not to describe meaeured ^eriods 

of thirty days each or even exactly correlated with 

the observable phases of the moon, but are applied 

when a certain operation ic in progreoe in the farm. 

They are reckoned by rice growing rather than by chrono­ 

logical calculation. Thus aangsang is the hungry 

month when women are weeding the growing rice and food 

is scarce; warakatha is the time of weeding and chasing 

the birds; and polipali the time when the harvest has 

been gathered and people are resting or dancing. 

Similarly in the stories, the effect of a long series 

of actions or of the passing of time is often created 

not by any statement about months or numbers of days 

or hours, but by a precise reference to the various 

successive operations of the farm - clearing, burning, 

hoeing, weeding, chasing and harvesting. This cycle 

occurs again and again as the chronological and social 

framework in which the events are set, and its 

recurrence reflects the constant cycle of tasks that 

takes place, year after year, in any Limba village *uid 

farm. Each phase of the agricultural year has its 

associations for a limba - the due operation, sacrifice, 

song and set order of work - and their mention sets 

the story in a distinctively Limba framework.
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The first phase of the rice farming year begins 

about I/larch following the leisurely season of feasting 

and plenty* The first operation is the clearing 

(mahi) of the bush that has grown up over several 

years since the last cultivation in that spot. The 

owners of the farms, old men who are heads of households, 

indicate the area to be cleared, and make a sacrifice 

by offering rice-flour or killing a hen for the dead 

"so that the rice may be much 1*. Then the young men 

go out into the forest or bush to cut down the under­ 

growth with their cutlasses and axes. This is one of 

the few operations that are not carried out with 

singing and cooperation; "we Limba like to sing and 

drum when we work in the farm; but not for clearing, 

the strokes are not the same". Usually each young 

man clears singly in one part of the bush, near, out 

not jointly with the others, and if he sings it is 

not with a chorus but for himself.

After the thick bush is out down, the weather 

becomes hotter, and the cut vegetation dries out, so 

becoming ready for the next stage, the burning (oni bu;.

1. In oafroko chietdom this is said sometime;- to be 
done with proper "company 11 , singing and drumming.
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/.s it is put in Kanu gave food to the Limbas, "Kami 

"brought out the sun. It was hot. The sun shone 

hotly, for about a month. It was dry. They event to 

put fire". The bush is set on fire with great care, 

and should be notified to the local chief, especially 

when the farm is near the village, for the thatched 

roofs of huts catch fire easily and every year some 

villages are burnt by mistake.

Usually not all the cut trees and bush burn completely. 

The men go out to slash the remaining wood up into more 

manageable lengths and toss them into large piles to 

which the women set fire by blowing into flame the 

smouldering logs they have brought with them from the 

village. This is the gathering and reburning (kari). 

If the farm owner is the chief or a village elder, 

many people come on a set day to help - his own children, 

wives, relations and friends, as well as the men who 

have married or wish to marry his daughters - and the 

men sometimes sing with solo and chorus as they hacK 

at the fallen trees. The owner sees that large 

quantities of rice and sauce are cooked for the workers 

and about midday all sit down in the shade to eat 

together, drink palm wine if they have it, and rest 

from the tiring and filthy job of chopping at the
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blackened vegetation*

The burnt farm is then ready for the sowing. 

Meantime, in the north, the scattered -.re&,s covered 

by thick grass are also being cleared (muku) by groups 

of men and boys who out through the tough stems with 

their hoes, working in a row and, often, singing. 

This type of farm can be cleared later because it will 

burn more quickly and thoroughly leaving no large 

brfijaches or undergrowth to be gathered and reburnt. 

This clearing too is hot and heavy work, and the men 

drip with sweat, but "the work is sweet: that is 

what Kanu has given me".

By about May, the rains are about to begin, and 

the farms are ready for the rice sowing (pal). As 

this begins, special sacrifices are usually made* In 

some places a small hut is dedicated for the dead just 

outside the village, and every house provides a 

contribution of rice to sprinkle near it, for "this 

is how we get much rice w .

Hoeing in the seed is always reckoned as one of 

the outstanding phases of the agricultural year, so 

that "hoeing" (yoli) is often used as a general term 

to cover the whole activity of farming. This is tne 

season of hardest labour for the men and boys, as they
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work day after day, sometimes in the pouring rain, 

hoeing the ground for the new seed; it should all be 

completed before the heaviest rains. Tet it is also, 

for the workers, one of the exciting, even enjoyable, 

phases of the whole year, when the drums are heard 

from the farms across the valley, "companies ' work 

together, and the boys compete in skill and strength. 

Various kinds of "companies" are formed in order 

to organise this hard and urgent work. The most 

common is the one called kun£. This is made by each 

family in the village, or part of the village, giving 

one of its sons to the "company", which then goes round 

the farms of all the families spending a day in each. 

There are usually between 20 and 30 boys in a "company" 

and it is commanded by three or four of the oldest 

boye, those initiated in the last couple of years. 

The rest are ideally boys coming up to the age of

initiation, or younger. Two among them are chosen
p as drummers to lead the beat on their wooden drums.

1. "Company" is the term always used by literate Limba to 
translate kun^. In a few of the villages on the main 
roads, these cooperative hoeing associations are tending 
to die out, but in most parts of the country remain 
central to Limba farming.

2. Or gongs (ngkali).
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The "company* is formally opened by a sacrifice 

which is performed in the village by one of the elders 

on behalf of the older boys who "own" the group as a 

whole. A hen is killed and a ritual performed over 

the "company's" special horns, followed by their eating 

the hen and rice given by the families taking part*

Then early in the morning one of the boys blows 

his horn, and the members of the "company" flock out 

together to the farm decided on for that day, with their 

hoes and their drums. Their work is to proceed in a 

long row, following the sower who is broadcasting the 

seed over a wide strip of the hill. The two drummers 

walk in front, marking the time and sometimes singing, 

and the whole group follow wielding their hoes in 

strict time to the beat, in a long line stretched across 

the hillside. The whole line raises its hoes as one, 

then together makes the three downward hacks at the 

ground, in exact and rhythmic time, breaking up the 

soil to cover the seed. The work continues all day 

or until the area is finished, for the "company" has 

great self pride and likes to compete with others in 

speed and hard work. No member of the group is allowed 

to hoe out of time or drop behind. Even tue youngest 

boys for whom the work is exhausting take a pride in
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keeping up with the beat, and even though they are 

abused or beaten by the older ones for flagging near 

the end of the day they are happy and excited to be 

members of the "company". The older boys are especially 

proud of their responsibilities, aad like to show their 

strength by stationing themselves near one of the 

weaker boys and hoeing strongly and widely.

Hear midday the work ceases for about fourty 

minutes for the workers to eat. This is one of the 

great moments of the day. The owner of the farm and 

his wives like to make a display of plentiful food, and 

have often made preparations for several days before. 

The rice and sauce is dealt out in large bowlfuls, 

and the boys sit down on the hillside in little knots 

of five and six to devour the food. The owner makes 

a speech of thanks to the "company" as a whole for 

their help in hoeing, thanking the leaders by name 

"and you others, I will not be able to name you all - 

you are doing a good thing today". He gives them a 

token of his gratitude in the form of 3d or 6d in money,

or a few kola nuts.

Then the boys are called back to their work. 

They continue until the farm is completely hoed. For
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several weeKe this is thtir daily task and they rest 

only one day in ten or fifteen, or when the rain is 

too torrential in the early morning for them to go to the 

farm.

The moat striking thing about this "company 11 is the 

way in which really hard and even painful work is 

organised in such a way that the main association is 

one of pleasure and excitement. The "company" is 

a proud and self-conscious unit, seriously and formally 

thanked by the elders, and aware of the important work 

it performs; and the beat of the drums and sideways 

step up the hill, recalling the step of a dance, 

integrate the swing of the work and the drum into one 

rhythm so that, however tired, the workers often end 

up happy and exhilarated. ;ven at other times of the 

year, people recall with excitement the joy of the 

hoeing "company" and the "sweet beat of the ngkali 

drum".

i'hat even a small child, for whom the work is very 

heavy, can still be happy and excited by his membership 

of such a "company1 was shown in the following fluent 

and proud statement about far,a work by a nine (?) year 

old* It is the work of the "c->*u >any" that he stresses 

in particular as tue high-light of the whole cycle.
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w J?hey clear the forest. It Is dry. All the 

wood is dry. They put in fire, it burns. It is 

left. Then they return and reburn it. vhea it is 

all finished, the company is made. Those going to 

the [adult men's] society are in charge, they are the 

seniors* They look lor horns, a hen and rice. They 

come, and the hen is milled. They speak before the 

horns, 'we are going to work, let no witch come 1 , 

/hen the rain comes, and the thunder, they hoe all 

the day. The small children come too and hoe. vhen 

the rain conies, you take off your shirt and hoe, 

standing in the rain. You don»t stop. If you stop, 

the older ones beat you. After the hoeing they weed. 

The rice grows and gets seeds and takes in water, and 

begins to be ripe, and is ripe, and is dry. Then we 

harvest and pile it, and thresh it and put it in the 

store. It stays there for long, then it is brought 

to the Tillage. Next year we go to another place, 

and make a company again. <e hoe ..."

The main work of hoeing, then, is performed by 

these "companies" of boys, regularly formed each year. 

There are also a few other associations of special 

kinds to help people with their hoeing. A man some­ 

times calls out a number of people for aja "association
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for friendship** (magbaki) asking a crier to go round 

the village at night to beg people to come and help 

one of his friends on the named day. In the past, 

and still in a few places, a whole village (mamcti) 

used sometimes to join in hoeing the chief's farm in 

return for rich and plentiful food, and the recognition 

that his rice would be needed to entertain friends 

and strangers* Besides these, there is the gathering

"for marriage* (mathan:?) into which people enter with
special enthusiasm. It is forced by a son in law calling a 

special company to hoe for his wife's father, and

consists of 60, 100, even occasionally 200 people* 

Unlike the boys 9 regular "company" this is a big 

occasion in the locality, and one in which the local 

men all Join. The best adult drummers of ooth ngkali 

and kusung drums are aaked to play and singj and people 

look forward to the occasion with anticipation. 

The young man who is calling out the gathering asks 

the crier to go round announcing the dates "attention 

all of you, attention all of you. Greetings to you.

A mathono gathering is called for - (father in law) by 

- (son in law) for Thursday. Please. Please. so 

that we may not be ashamed. That IB it. It is 

finished**. Preparations have been made for days
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beforehand by the owner and his wives, and the young 

man is anxious to have a large number of people, and 

is greatly chagrined if only a few come and the masses 

of food cooked by the owner go to waste* But if many 

people come he is proud and busy, "his heart is good". 

lie himself works vigorously in the middle of the line 

of hoers as they proceed with amazing rapidity up the 

field, striking their hoes into the ground in regular

time, or throwing them up in the air and catching them, 

with joy and excitement. In a very few hours the whole 

farm is finished* At the break: for eating, speeches 

are made. The man who called out the mathono group 

has been brought various contributions by his friends, 

in 3d'e or 6d*s, and these he hands on to his fatner 

in law, saying "We have all come to help you and honour 

you. Here ie money* Here are gifts". His father 

in law thanks him many times for the great help and 

honour he ha& given him.

Hoeing, then, a ti^e of hard and urgent work, is 

also a time of excitement, and of the recognition and 

cementing of ties between members of one village, between 

friends, and between those related by marriage, through 

both their actual cooperation in "companies" and joint 

gatherings, and the speaking and thanks that accompany it.
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When the hoeing is complete, the women and children

watch the farm for a few days, to prevent the biros 

from destroying the seed, and to break up the clods 

with their hoes. The &en build rough huts in the 

farms where people can shelter during the -ay from 

sun and rain, and can leave their farm implements.

After some weeks the rice is tall enough to need 

weeding (purung). This is exacting and protracted 

work, lasting several months, and ie always performed 

by the women. The weeds that spring up and 

continually threaten to choke the growing rice must 

be distinguished and plucked out by hand. The women 

pride themselves on their skill and speed in this 

task - "th3j tho3 thoj thJl" as they verbalise and 

mimic it.

At first the women weed singly in the farms of 

their husbands, fathers or brothers. The owners 

are expected to come personally to the farm to greet 

and thank them, often with a token gift of snuff, 

palm wine, or kola.

From July or August, the weeding begins to be 

more organised. The women form their own "company% 

kugbJkitfro. This too is organised on a village



101

basis, often primarily by the unmarried girls, and is 

opened by a sacrifice made for them by one of the older 

men, so that they "may have peace*1 . The girls go to 

the man who is the best player of the ngkali drum and 

the loudest and most skilled singer of the kugbokitho 

songs, to beg him to accompany them. "They go to the 

one who drums, and take a token present. They say 

 here is the present we have brought for you. May 

you come and beat the drum for us*. He says 'I accept"1 . 

The drummer is proud to accept the invitation and honour

implied by their choice. As with the boys' "company", 

the girls go in a group from one farm to another, weeding 

each day for different owners, and having food cooked 

for them with the rice that is now beginning to become 

scarce. They weed in a long line, bending down to 

their task and plucking at the weeds with quick fingers 

in time to the beat of the drum. The drummer, usually 

followed by a younger boy to accompany him on a small 

higher-pitched drum, proceeds slowly up the hill before 

the line of women, calling out one of the resonant 

kugbjkithJ songs that beg them to work hard and well? 

they reply in chorus after each line, repeating and 

adding to the words. In between the periods of weeding 

they dance or play excitedly, and receive the thanks of
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the farm owner. Though they are very aware of the pain 

and labour of weeding - the cold, wet, hunger, and their 

often lacerated hands - yet, as with the boys, the 

rhythm of the songs and drums dominates the whole event. 

"The singer drums and sings and watches. Hif song is 

about the weeding, begging them. When they reply to 

the song, their hearts are good Chappy].

As the rice grows taller, it has to be guarded 

against the birds and animals that can cause great 

damage to the crop. so, from about August to October, 

the ripening rice is watched throughout the day, and the 

birds and animals chased away (pang). This is the main 

job of the children. All day, from before dawn until 

sunset, they sit or stand on the specially ouilt 

platforms in the rice fields, in rain or sun, shouting 

until they are hoarse to frighten the birds, whirling 

the long slings around their heads to send stones 

whizzing at some cane rat among the rice, and all tiic 

time turning and watching all the different directions 

for marauders. "All the animals come. Kanu calls 

them all, to eat the rice. That gives us much suffering - 

oh{ very much. It is painful here - the chasing. 

When the sun rises, you go. You are tired. It is 

hard". The older boys are in charge, and if they see
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any watcher seen to flag, they call out to them across 

the rice "YouJ you! do not forget the rice. Think 

of the animals! There are birds - cane ratp ... 

Think of the animals!" This is the time when the 

children are left most on their own, and though the 

work is, as they continually point out, painful and 

exacting beyond ^ny other work for there is no rest or 

respite and food is short, yet they enjoy trapping 

animals, telling jokes and riddles, tapping and drinking 

their own palm wine, and making their "children's 

trifles" (mathianl) of wicker hats, wooden stringed 

instrumente, and toys.

This is how one child described the joys and 

pains of chasing.

"In the morning I was wakened. 'Off with yon to 
the chasing 1 . You go and ohase. You chase. 
You go and sit on the platform. You go for your 
sling, you come and sling stones against the 
animals, shouting kuyele, kuyele, kuyele, Ca 
kind of bird]. The sun sets.You go and 
pierce the palm tree. iou drink. You are 
given palm wine, and come to the village. The 
wine is drunk. In the morning you hang the gourd 
over your shoulder, you take it to the palm tree, 
then you go and chase. You are called. If a 
woman has gone to the farm and cooked millet, you 
are called. Good.1 It is for eating! You eat. 
You go to ohase. iou go and stay there for long. 
The sun is not. The animals come. Then the 
animals (?) come, they come to eat the rice. You 
are called if you are not there already. You go. 
You go and ait on the platform. The animals set 
out. You sling stones. They go somewhere else.
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Your companion slings stones. 'Veil, we cha-:e 
them away, so that they will go home. They go 
home to the forest".

If the rice is much eaten by the birds or animals, 

the chasers are beaten and scolded by their father and 

in addition are greatly ashamed, for everyone will hear 

him say "my rice is eaten". They are yery aware of 

their responsibilities in protecting the family rice, 

and of the thanks they are due to receive for this from 

their elders.

"When they (pwners] g° to the farm they greet the 
people there well. When they do that, then their 
[chasers'3 hearts are good, they will work well ... 
they will go early and chase the birds well the 
next day ... If the rice is not eaten, then the 
owner gives the chasers a gift, and thanks them 
well. He looke all round the farm, and the 
chasers' hearts are good 11 .

Soon the rice is ripe and dry, and about October 

the harvesting (ngong) can begin. ?irst a purification 

ceremony (masiang) is usually held in the farm. Then 

the rice is cut with small knives by the men and women 

of the family or their friends and relations. There 

is no formal association organised for this work, but 

all members of the family should be present, and friends 

like to help each other. The rice is tied in bundles 

and put on the tree stumps to dry, then after a few days 

gathered into a great heap on a space cleared out of the
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hillside. One boy described the process:

"When we start on the harvesting, at the time 
we start, there ip no food for us. >7e spend the 
day, fasting. We come and spend the nighty 
fasting. Then when the sun is setting after we 
have gone to begin harvesting - then at thr t time 
food is cooked for us at harvesting, in the evening,
hen the sun rises again, we go and work at 

harvesting. A little is left to do. The next 
day we go and finish it. when two nights have 
passed, we pile it up and carry it. We tie the 
rice in bundles - so big* and tie it with bush 
ropes, and carry it to the threshing place, and 
pile it up. 'ihat ie how the old people tell us 
to pile it. When two more nights have passed, 
we go to the threshing".

By this time, people are happy. They have access 

once again to their favourite food, rice. wvve dance 

and drink much wine. V/e could not dance before because 

of hunger. vhen the harvest comes, we eat BO much, we 

are filled. some eat a little at first, then call for 

palm wine and drink; then eat again and dance".

The first rice has merely been trodden out by 

individual women as they need it for cooking. But a 

few days after the harvesting an organised threshing 

(aokji; fang) is often held by the owner of a big farm. 

This too is a big event of the year, talked about with

!  There are frequent references in the stories to the 
moment of harvesting i.e. eating again after the 
hunger and hard work of previous months, e.g. Sara 
misery-Sara aorottnger, The spider tries to che'aT 
his wife."
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anticipation even in other months. The rice ie untied 

and laid down in the centre. Then the young men gather 

round it in one or more circles of about twelve people 

each, arid beat it out with long sticks. This is a 

dance as well as work. All the sticks are raised 

together, and brought down - one, two, threet - one, two, 

three - in uniform strokes with a pause between each 

three; as they are raised again the dancing steps 

kick the straw further and further down the slope until 

only the loosened grain is left behind on the floor, 

As they progress, the singing becomes gradually more 

regular until, often, the v.^ole process is taking place 

in time to the singing of a leader answered by a chorus 

of one or several groups. The men are streaming with 

sweat but highly excited; they do great high leaps as 

part of the dance, or career wildly across the threshing

floor shouting and singing. To the Limba, the songs 

and associations of threshing are among the "sweetest 11

of the year.

When the grain has all been separated from the straw 

and is lying on the floor, one of the men sweeps it up 

into a high cone in the c»ntre. One of the strongest 

takes a flat winnowing basket to fan (fuku) the rice
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and blow off the chaff. He circles t*ie pile whicu is 

turned for him by two kneeling assistants, and sin&K 

one of the special fanning c^auts to accompany the 

strong stiff sweeps of his arms as he fans the rice, 

while the rest sit in the shade to watch.

Then comes the crucial moment* xhis is the time 

when at last the season's rice can be seen to be little 

or much, and when envious-hearted neighbours may try to 

transfer it by magic means to their own farms and witch 

it away. Once it is safely in the store, it cannot be 

touched. But while it is being taken from the centre

pile to the store of sticks and straw a few yards away, 

it is in great danger. 30 the young boys fill up 

their baskets at great speed, and run to empty them into 

the store, urged on b,v the old men. One man watches 

over the diminishing pile, speaking and praying continu­ 

ously over it as the boys carry.

Here - to give one example - is a young smith a 

prayer over his guardian Sanasi's ricei

"Ka harika wo longtha? ka harika wo longtlia. You 
smiths.You dead.What is here is Sanaei's rice. 
It ie wh'it we have threshed today. When we beat it, 
it was not much. When we fanned it, it was not 
much. But now when we gather it up - let there be 
much. If someone tries to come and witch away the 
rice as a big bird - let that not happen; let him
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not be able to take It away. 'e are not chasing 
anyone away, except those who are witches. 0 you 
amithe. The man that can eay 'since I was born 
I have not made use of the smith's work - let 
that person only be able to witch away the rice.1 
fee. no one}. If there is a quarrel in the house 
leT it be free -nd finished - let it not follow 
the rice 11 .

3y the time the prayer is finished, the rice is 

safely in the store, where a ritual is performed over 

it to «lock" it for the months it will remain in the 

farm. The owner of the rice is told Mwe have finished 

the threshing". Then he "brings out a kola, saying 

'here is your thanks', and we go offf".

The harvest is then complete. It is not until 

several months later than the main bulk of the rice is 

carried in (nanthi) to the store huts in the village. 

Meanwhile the season of feasting and dancing has begun. 

Pood is plentiful again, palm wine can be tapped, and 

the weather is dry. People are glad to aanoe all night 

when the moon is full, and the girls and, even more, the 

boys practise their dances for their coming initiations. 

Husbands sell a little of their rice to buy dresses for 

their wives, and girla are given in marriage. Over the 

next few months of the dry season from about December 

to i'rirch, important cases ann ceremonies are held, for 

there is now rice and leisure, and people can travel
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more freely than in the rains. Memorial ceremonies

and witchcraft ordeals can be held, and the girls can 

be initiated and fed during their unproductive weeks 

in the bush. The greatest occasion is the boys' 

initiation which only takes place in each village once 

every four or five years, after a specially large amount 

of rice hap been planted and harvested. The ceremony 

is dependent on vast quantities of rice, for the (liter­ 

ally; hundreds of visitors to a large village must be 

entertained lavishly, and on the morning of the 

circumcision, basin after basin after basin of cooked 

rice carried to the bush for the adult men in ostentatious 

yet necessary display. This is the season of rest and 

ceremony, and for the rice that is essential for this.

It is the upland rice farming, then, that dominates 

the year for the Ltmba. In spite of the many secondary 

crops, it is always in terms of the rice cycle that the 

Limba envisage the year and reckon the passing of time 

in village or story. The seasons and months are 

connected with the phases of rice farming or rice consum­ 

ing, and even the weather is related to the growing of 

the rice: the sun comes out, they say, in time to dry
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the felled forest for burning; the rain fpJLls and the

rice grows. The cycle of work and leisure, hunger and

plenty ie one "we found from the old people" and, in

one story, was first instituted by Kanu to help the 

Limba people.

Rice farming is thus the main interest and pre­ 

occupation of the Limba. They admit - and rightly - 

that it also brings pain and hardshipi the sun is hot, 

the rain cold, and they are pricked and cut and torn by 

the sticks in the farm. wv/e Limba, we have much 

suffering ... Work in the farm is sweet. But the rain -

the cold - the hunger - we Limba suffer much". 

Nevertheless the most striking, and surprising, thing 

about Limba rice farming is the extent to which they 

enjoy and value it. Xven children of only three or 

four years fight their companions for small hoes to try 

to copy their elders in the farm©, and people of all 

ages speak with enthueiaaim and interest about rice, 

enquiring aoout its well-bei*v when someone comes back 

from the farm - "now was the rice?" - speaking of the 

dances and songs that accompany rice farming, or describing

1. Kanu gave food; cf. The dog and rice.
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in conversation or story the various phases of the 

farming year in a way full of meaningful and fascinating 

associations for the Limba who hear them. "'-«e - the 

rice - we love rice very much. The dead love rice 

too ... we make sacrifice to the dead people so that 

the rice may be much. If tne dead accept we have much 

rice". reople sing in the farms, even when alone, 

because "we are happy there. There is our work. 

That is our "books", our food. so we are happy there". 

The whole tone of the telling of the story of Kanu gave 

food was one of drama and almost miracle, as the various 

phases of the rice growing year were described one after 

the other, the way the set operations wase performed, the 

sun and rain came out at the right seasons, and the 

rice grew seeds and became ripe} and "when they had 

finished harvesting it was much more than what they 

had sowed. That pleased them 11 .

The other marked characteristic of Limba rice 

farming, is the emphasis on cooperation. This is an 

element of many aspects of Limba life - housebuilding, 

swamp farming, sharing of resources - and they tend to 

make wide use of the exprenpive reciprocal forms of
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the verbs to express mutual nelp or inter-dependence. 

It is in their rice farming that this element of 

cooperation is made most explicit in the formation of 

their farming "companies", an institution of which the 

Limba are proud. They introduce many references to 

such "companies" (kun£) into their stories; the boy 

Bayo, for instance, is said to iiwe made a "comucriy" 

with the animals, and the monkey and the catfish are 

shown forming a "company" which results in the 

discomfiture of each in turn. The same term is also 

sometimes used in the stories with the rather different,

though related, meaning of emulation, competition or
f

even hostility, a sense which is not, explicitly at 

legist, inherent in the concept of a farming "company" 

in eTeryday conversation. However, the most common 

and immediate application of the word is always to the 

Joint hoeing "company" through which one of the hardest 

and most pressing tasks of the year is so light- 

heartedly completed. Through this kind of cooperation, 

the farms are Jointly worked, and the ties of family, 

marriage, friendship and authority that bind people in

1. i.e. verbs ending in -ande, meaning "each other". 
e.g. aai-ifc? - greet; rnaftande - ^r^et each other in 
turn.
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the village are extended to the farm, recognised and 

reinforced by their Joint work and music there, and 

the formal thanks and speeches that accompany each 

event. This is the known and accepted background to 

Limba life and Limba story.

3. Cooked rice.

Bating cooked rice (sisa) is, for the Limba, one 

of the main aims and pleasures of human beings. It 

is true that during the wet season they are pleased 

to find any food, and "if there is no food, you endure 

it; you do not want people to laugh at you". But 

the preferred food is always rice. -rven in the wet 

season when others are eating millet, the local chief 

must try to keep a store of rice for strangers - he would 

be ashamed to give them only millet. The Limba ideal

of happiness is to sit in the evening with great bowl- 

fuls of rice and sauce, and a gourd of palm wine. Rice 

ie for them the best and most satisfying of food, and, 

they point out, "without food a man cannot stand". 

"You will never again eat rice" is used In one tale as 

a periphrasis for death. "The stomach", as it is 

wryly related ±n another, "is the chief of the body"
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and all the other parts must obey when the stomach 

gives them the order "I want to eat, I want to be 

filled with food'1 . To give real pleasure and 

satisfaction this necessary food, it i» assumed, 

can only be rice.

The cooking and preparing of rice is done by

women. After the threshing the rice is prepared by 

heating or parboiling it, drying it on large mate in 

the sun, and then beating ani fcnnlng it several times 

to remove the husk. It is cooked by being put in a 

great iron pot over an open fire with a little water, 

then part boiled, p*rt stemmed for some time until the 

rice is dry. It is served out for the household 

under the supervision of tiie senior wife. Men, women, 

and children usually linve separate bowls, one of rice, 

and a smaller one of sauce, made out of r.uch things ae 

pepper, palm oil, vegetables, and, if possible, meat 

or fish. The shares of food must be fair, PIU no 

mother is allowed to give her own child more than 

others; but it is assumed that she would li&e to do so. 

The "scrapings" (ngati), however, may be given to 

whoever the cooker wishes, and this extra portion is 

always a matter of great moment. A mother may give it
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to her favourite child, o> to the growing eon who helps 

her to carry water? a girl may give it to her special 

friend or lover} and, in the story of The hunter and 

the three twins, much is made of the fact that the mother, 

in her joy and affection, gave her husband and children 

not only their expected shares, but all the extra

scrapings as well.

jooked. rice, wnetner ?rt the regular evening meal 

or the midday meal in the farms, has many overtones

of love, friendship, and hospitality. A sister may

cook for her brother, a girl for her lover, a mother 

for her children. In uiarris^e too the cooking of rice

plays an important part. /hen strangers come to 

visit, it is essential to cook rice for tue^n so that 

when they go ^w^y they may say M 'Ve were cooked for. 

<e were filled".

Kating with otner people too is regarded as 

important. ^oniQone who refuses to eat with you or to 

accept a handful of food offered from the common dish 

is considered hostile or prou.u, as was Sira in her 

refusal of food in Kami gives cxiiefship* It is

1. See char. 3«
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essential for a .nan who wishes to gain a good n
ame to 

call his friends to eat with him, and a husband often 

tries to take out a handful to *jive to a favour
ed wife 

or child. A man standing for chiefship would have no 

chance of election if it could be sug/ested tha
t he was 

too proud to eat with others or if he went off 
to eat 

by himself indoors, shutting out his friends. Eating 

with people, cooking for them, and offering and accepting 

cooked rice is a sign of friendship and human r
esponsib­ 

ility. 1

Kice, then, whether raw or cooked, is an object of 

constant interest. tyhen, as so often in the stories, 

references are made to the cultivation, prepari
ng, 

cooking or eating of rice, the me<i)ir.~ is far m
ore rich 

and full of overtones to a Limba than would be 
possible 

to any foreign reader. Fanifold npsociatione are 

necessarily evoked - of song and dance in the farms
, 

drumming, cooperation, food, the recognition and thanks 

from old men, the o*re of « mother, and, finally, the 

sight of the rice gradually coming up in the fi
elds, 

becoming brilliant green in the rain, developin
g seeds,

1. of. the monster in . ira and the monster, who hid the 

food cooked for him, vdntlnp' to conceal his true 

nature, for "the monster will never eat rice" 
and is 

not human.
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and growing ripe and yellow for harvest. The constant 

references in story do uore tu?n Just set the scene or 

give a chronological framework, they add an extr<i 

dimension of meaning and vividness to the whole 

narrative.
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Chapter 3.

Marriage jand .the Lim'ba View of v/ omen.

Many of the stories open with, for example, "a 

man married a wife", " man once wooed a woman", or take 

as their theme the sufferings a young man undergoes to 

win a wife, or the ways In which a man is loved or 

betrayed by women. Those who tell or hear the stories 

already know the details of Llmba marriage* From 

their own experience they can, for example, enter Into 

the Intensity with which a young man looks forward to 

becoming a married man or being given a wife, and are 

already well aware of the many implications of marriage 

which are assumed but not stated by the story-teller*

This chapter is therefore concerned with the 

procedure and nature of marriage - one of the major 

Institutions of Limba society - and with the Limba 

view of the nature of women. A complete ethnographic 

account is not attempted* I merely touch on some 

points which are essential for an understanding both 

of certain themes in the stories and of the society 

from which these stories spring.
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1« Wooing and marrying a wife. 

A young man*s marriage to hie first wife marks a 

great step forward in his social and economic status*

For the first time he has a prospect of obtaining 

wealth in the two things the Limb a most value - rice 

and children. Before marriage he has no individual 

access to either of these, for without & wife he can 

have no private strip of farm nor legitimate children 

of his own. A young man therefore awaits his marriage 

with great expectancy, the more so as the arrangements 

are protracted and involve both hard work and lengthy 

formalities by both his parents and himself.

Girls are still often betrothed in childhood. 

A young man has therefore to wait many years before

he can be given the wife that is promised to him. 

Often the girl is asked for while still a small baby 

in her mother's anna. The boy (or his mother) goes 

to the girl's mother with a head-tie, the recognised

1. This is no longer everywhere the case; specially 
in the main road villages there are some modern 
changes in the marriage pattern. However the 
account given here Is that normally described by 
the Limba, is still widespread, and is commonly 
portrayed in the stories.
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sign of early betrothal (hathi), saying "this is my 

first gift for marriage. I love your daughter, I 

want her for my wife, to marry her". If this is 

accepted, then the boy and hie parents begin on the 

long task of taking continual presents to the girl and 

her parents, bringing palm wine morning and evening, 

kola nuts, money and clothes, making courteous visits 

with gifts and fine words on all special family 

occasions such as funerals or initiations, helping 

the girl 1 s parents by working on the farm at the busy 

seasons or even calling out an occasional "company" 

of their friends to hoe for the rice planting.

The young men regard this period of waiting and 

serving as a long and wearisome time. The usual 

pattern they say, is that they have to watch their 

young wife growing up over many long years. They see 

her learning to walk and talk a little, being weaned, 

growing bigger month after month, beginning to take 

pleasure in the gifts of clothes and ornaments brought 

to her, and then, at last, when she is 12 or 19, being 

considered old enough to be initiated into the women s 

society, the Bondo. With this initiation a man's

1. Initiation comprises clitoridectomy followed by a one 
two month seclusion in the bush.
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wife at last becomes a woman* so he should give great 

gifts to show the Joy he is always expected to feel. 

He must pay money for her initiation fees, supply her 

with clothes, jewelry and cosmetics,and send food for 

her to eat while in the bush. The young men take 

great pride in giving such gifts and honouring the 

girl*s parents and initiators with fins speeches and 

presents. At the final coming out ceremony (hunguta) 

when the girls emerge, lined up, oiled and gleaming 

and admired by all, the future husbands dance wildly, 

shooting guns and drinking wine, ecstatic with joy 

that their wives are now at last women, prepared for 

marriage after the long wait over so many years.

This aspect of the length of time and the hard 

work involved in winning a wife is always emphasised 

in descriptions by young men. It is still to the 

fore even if in fact the man, or "husband*1 , as he is 

already referred to, spends some of the intervening 

time down country earning money. The wait is still 

represented as a long one, and while he is away his 

parents should visit and help the girl's parents on 

his behalf. They must be willing to take orders from 

them and to "walk gently, for they are in the house
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of their son*s wife". All this counts as part of the 

bride-price due to the girl's parents, and even if he 

Is away and only sending gifts or services through his 

parents, the hoy himself is atill spoken of as the 

one who is "wooing" his wife.

The years are sometimes in practice fewer when 

the girl is betrothed not in infancy, but several

years later* But in this case too the time is 

represented as long, and protracted formalities thought 

of as an essential part of the marriage preparations. 

Here, for example, is a description of the betrothal

of a girl who is already old enough to think for herself

2 and cook for the man.

"If a man sees a girl he would like to marry, he 
or his messenger will go to her parents* He 
takes a gourd of palm wine, carried by a child, 
and four kola nuts* When he goes into the hut, 
inside in private he gives the gourd and says 
that 'he has come to visit the parents*. They 
understand by this what he means. They give 
rice to their daughter for her to cook for this 
'stranger' who has come ... He doesn't eay 
anything about the girl. But everyone knows 
why he has come. If this marriage pleases the

1. Pethi, i.e. seeking or being in the process of getting,

2. The details of the account are not necessarily 
accurate for all parts of Limba country, but the 
general outline is characteristic. (These 
quotations are referred to further in chap. 6).
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girl, she will be glad to cook well for him. 
Thus he knows that she is pleased! ... All 
sit there. The man takes out the four kolas 
and given them to the parents. He keeps one 
more white kola in hie pocket. Finally he breaks 
this kola into two pieces. He gives one half to 
the girl, and keeps the other himself, to show his 
heart is clean.2 Sne should take her half and 
bite it, then put it in her waist band to show 
that she is clean to the man. After that, if 
her parents have any difficult and heavy work to 
do, they send a child to the man saying 'we have 
heavy work here 1 . Then he comes 11 .

After all theee preliminary formalities have at 

last been completed and the girl has been through the 

flondo initiation, she is normally "given 1* (dungkuno) 

to her husband as soon as she is thought physically 

mature, and as the main bulk of the bride-price 

(nahulu) has been paid over. The husband initiates 

this stage of the proceedings by a formal request 

for his wife to be given to him. This too involves 

lengthy formalities and politeness of the kind always 

insisted on between «. man and his in laws, a point 

well illustrated in the following account.

1. cf. Sira and the monster where the girl shows
her uncontrolled delight in her suitor by cooking 
him the best rioe. His unhuman nature is demonst­ 
rated clearly by his refusal to eat tnis.

2 * y.t*u, t ! «  sincere, meditating no deceit, unfaith­ 
fulness or witchcraft, all represented by the 
whiteness of the kola*
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" yhen ahe is full grown and her breasts are full, 
then they are willing to give her to you. You 
find much money and take it. You get wine. You 
make a lappa {.skirt}, as a present to give to the 
mother of the girl. yo then you have the lappa, 
the money and the wine; you take it for the 
parents of the girl, 3 our wife. You say * ve 
have come for no trouble. We have come for the 
sake of the girl. It le for no trouble 1 . The 
old men greet you ... saying you may come. You 
say you have come to the girl's parents. 'Here 
is wine. Here is a lappa 1 , or, if you have it, 
money, or a goat, country cloth, salt, whatever 
you have been able to get, you bring it with you 
... If they agree, the girl's mother is formally 
"fcold (pengkito). She says 'I accept
It pleases me. He has acted well to my husband. 
He said he loved my daughter. flow I say that I 
accept. From this time now, the boy will always 
care well for me. If he gets a kola nut he will 
give it to me, me her mother. If he gets money 
he will give it to me. If he gets salt he will 
give it to me. If he gets oil he will give it to 
me. If he gets salt he will give it to me. If 
he gets oil he will give it to me. If he gets 
wine he will give it to me. If I am tired he 
will work for me, the mother. It is because he 
loves my daughter - that is why he cares well for 
me'.

"Then they all come. They come to discuss the 
matter. They say 'It pleases me*. They thank 
( kalangang ) the man who has come 'I thank you, I 
thank you for you coming. Greetings for [under­ 
going] the journey, greetings for the sun, greetings 
for the rain. I, the father of the girl, have no 
long word to say. I accept by grace of the mother 
who bore the girl. Ghe says that ie~ pleases her. 
I too - it pleases me. I accept'. Well, since 
he has accepted, the man who has come is told of 
this. He says 'It please r ine. I thank you 1 and 
gives a token gift ... TUej thank him.

''lie goes home. He t,oes back to his people who 
had sent him, and tells them (jfonaally) of what has 
happened. Then he looks for wine, to go again, to 
ask about the date [f or the girl to go to him} .



125

He comes and announces (tong danthdk*:) this. He 
says 'But I want to fix the date'.The parents 
agree* The date is fixed. he goes home."

The actual payment of the brides-price (nahulu) 

usually involves a cash payment of something between £5 

and £10, or gifts of traditional goods such as long 

containers of salt* kola nuts, rice, native cloth or 

occasionally, for a wealthy man, cattle. This trans­ 

action too is conducted with formality and with many 

interchanges of regards and thanks between the two 

families. Though the money or goods are all, in the 

end, counted in together, the bride-price is paid in

various parts during the interview. Here is one 

account of the many formal stages gone through during 

one payment.

"The money is paid in parts. Thus:

4/« - as the "calling attention" (kupeniti) because 
the man is about to eay an "important word",

2/- - as the "greeting" (liumang)

I/- or 6d - to ask if the parentt will let ;, ou 
speak (thongythong^ng ba hugbongkila ha). Then 
if the parents answer 'yes'7 then you speak, and 
gives

10/- to the mother and father as a formal asking 
about the girl, whether she is married (hutlrongth- 
ingina name wo dengp) ... Then the girl's parents 
tell you if anyone has come to woo the girl. If

1. Here again the details are not universal, but the general 
approach in a series of formal offers, acceptances, and 
thanks is characteristic.
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not, she is still a child. The parents agree, 
if the girl loves you. Then the man gives:

£4 - as "the right to love" (bohe kuJbnggb?) and

£1 - to "make the love firm" (kahatang killanggb ?_), 
that ir, strengthening the love so that it may 
endure. This is the "love of marri^e" (kulonggb * 
ko ta hud^nga) ... Now she is your wife.

2/- - "borrowing the wife" (nthele y erami), that 
is to ask if the girl may now go to her husband's 
house."

The time, then, has been fixed for the girl to be 

given to her husband. This is usually a few days 

after the formal discussions, to allow her to wash her 

clothes and prepare her things. She goes round all 

her friends and members of her family to say goodbye; 

"I have been given; I have come to say goodbye to you".

Two of her relatives are chosen to take her to 

her husband. This is called the "escorting* (hupeta) 

and is also accompanied by formal speeches and thanks. 

The girl is given rice, oil, a mat, bowls, and various 

personal ornaments such as head-ties, soap or a small 

mirror, to take with her to her husband's house. 

Before she leaves a sacrifice is made in the house to 

"announce it to the dead, to tell them that she has been 

given". As she is about to depart, she crouches down

1. Often but not always in another village.
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before her hut for her parents to pray that she will 

not be ill, that her husband may love her, and that she 

may have many children. If she is popular several 

of the family may go with her for part or all of the

way, showing her honour, as well as the official 

"escorters" who are formally responsible for her*

When they arrive, the Mescorters tt tell the husband 

that they have now brought his wife* "Here is a wife 

brought to your house, and here is the token gift 

(ktmi. - usually a kola) to show it". The husband and 

his family must thank the escortere, and give them a 

gift for themselves, and also one to take back to the 

girl*s parents to announce that she is now with her 

husband.

"They accept - those to whom the wife was brought. 
They get money, and say  Here is this money for 
the girl's mother; and this money for the girl's 
father| and £1 for the one who brings the wife. 
We - that pleases us 1 . Well, he OscorterJ goes 
back home. He comes and makes the announcement 
(tong danthi-kfc) and shows the money. But the 
woman is left with her husband".

The girl spends two nights with her husband. On 

the third day he kills a hen, to make a sacrifice for 

her and to tell the dead "Here is the wife I have been 

given", so that they may soon have a child. Much rice 

is also cooked and the husband, wife and relations
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eat it together. If she is a virgin the husband 

likes to send extra money, perhaps £1, to show his 

pleasure, accompanied by a white kola; if not, a red 

kola. After that, "she remains in her husband's

dwelling, and goes there to sleep 11 *

This, then, is the procedure normally expected 

for a man's first marriage, and the terms in which it 

is normally described* It is a protracted as well as 

a costly arrangement, and few men manage to acquire a 

wife before the age of about thirty.

Besides the regular difficulties of finding the 

bride-price and conducting the long drawn out arrange­ 

ments, there is also the extra risk that when the girl 

is ready to be "given" she may decide that she dislikes 

her betrothed husband, and therefore refuse the marriage. 

In the past, say many limba, this happened seldom, and 

there were in any case ways of persuading or forcing her, 

by imposing a "swear 112 or imprisoning or starving her.

1. The sacrifice is an honour to the girl as well as a 
religious act. Thus in The man killed for a banana 
the girl*s attractiveness is emphasised by the chief's 
extravagant gesture in sacrificing not the usual hen 
or even goat, but an ox.

2. A curse imposed through a material object, much 
feared by the Limba.
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Now however it is more common. It is easier now, for 

example, for a girl to run away down country, or, 

instead of going to the man chosen by her parents, 

prefer someone who has just come home after earning 

enough to pay her bride-price on the spot* sometimes 

the girl can be persuaded by her parents or the chief 

to go to her promised husband, by being "begged" with 

fine words or with money or gifts; this is the situation 

described with amusing exaggeration in The story of a 

millionaire* In some of the larger villages on the 

main roads, particularly in trie south, a certain amount 

of stress is now laid on the necessity of obtaining the 

girl's full consent before the main bride-price can be 

accepted. In Safroko chiefdom, for example, the money 

paid over the girl's parents is sometimes not given 

directly to them but to an old man who is present; he 

puts the money on a head-tie and places it at the girl's 

feet saying that it is for her to decide whether or not 

her parents are to spend ("eat") it; if she agrees she 

must then take the money and give it to her father, 

saying "don't be afraid; you are my father; eat this 

money*. If she disagrees, then the money and goods 

already paid over the years must all be refunded to the
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husband. If necessary he sues the parents in court 

for the return of his bride-price, saying W I wooed a 

wife, but she refuses me. I want my bride-price. 

The wife refuses me. Her mother too says she does 

not want me 1*. With the money, he goes and looks for 

another wife. Yet from his point of view, no sum of 

money can really compensate him for the many years he

has spent waiting and working for his wife, and for his 

disappointment at losing the immediate prospect of at 

last becoming a married man.

Marriage, then, and the preparations for marriage, 

are thought of as one of the most important events in 

a man*s life, an event which is fraught with difficulties, 

formalities, and expense. A man often speaks with 

gratitude of the essential help given him in this matter 

by his relatives and friends. His mother, he says, 

hslps him to get a wife by spinning for him so that he 

can then weave oloth to take to Uis in-laws; his 

father helps him with money and by supporting him in 

the trying arrangements with his wife's people before 

whom he must conduct himself with great shyness; and 

his friends, especially the contemporaries initiated 

with him, encourage him by keeping him company and even
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at times helping him with money. This also comes out 

in the popular stories about a companion's help in the 

difficulties and dangers of winning a wife. A friend's 

support is particularly valued at this crucial time, 

and any request for help would be unlikely to be refused 

for this might lead to the bitter reproach of "you - you 

did not want me to get a wife**. Winning a wife is 

considered one of the most important steps for any young 

man - a wife is Ma very great thing - a human person* 

- and a stage in his career which is full of difficulty, 

work, expense and waiting. As one man concluded his

account of marriage "thus marrying and wooing a wife - 

it is hard".

It is not therefore surprising that there are 

continual and effective references in the stories to the 

proceedure of wooing and marrying, and to the consequen­ 

ces and nature of marriage itself. The references are 

of many different kinds. They allude to the supposed 

origin of bride-price, for instance (in The beginning of 

marriage), of the obstinancy of a girl and how she was

won by an ugly suitor (sira and the monster), of the

1. e.g. Two friends where one man both travels to support 
his companion and is actually prepared to become blind 
to help him.
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beauty of an attractive young girl and the attempts to 

*in her by offers of large bride-price, gifts or sacrifice 

(The man killed for a banana), and of the trials through 

which a man goes to win his wife (e.g. Two friends, The 

wooing of 3ira, Roma trioks hie brother in law, The_ 

woman who wanted to be greeted). All these references 

have in common the assumption that a wife, however 

difficult to acquire or troublesome to live with, is 

yet eelf-evidently something that all men struggle to 

win. "ken do not love men, but women**.

2. Limba marriage.

For a Limba, the ideal is a polygynous marriage 

with many wives and children. In practice this is 

usually only attained by paramount or section chiefs, 

who sometimes have up to 30 wives; some of the famous 

historical chief are even said to have had as many as 

100. Iv.any of the wealtuier village elders have 4 or 

6 wives, while the younger men may only have one, or 

as yet, none. A poor man without many relations to 

help him may never succeed in winning a wife at all.

Several years elapse between a boy's of tidal coming 

of age at initiation and his marriage, and during this
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time it is quite usual for him to have affairs witn the 

young wives of the chief or elders, paying a fine of 

£2 - £4 if he is caught or is "confessed" by one of 

the wives. But, for every man, the ideal remains to 

have many wives of his own.

The reasons for this, say the Limba, are very 

simple - "rice and people". These two go together*

Once a man has several wives, and therefore a bigger 

rice farm, he can call in his friends and show 

hospitality by giving gifts of cleaned or oooiced rice; 

he can thus attract more people around him; as the 

number of his wives grows, so too does the number of 

his children, and so of people to work for him and, 

again, increase his production of rice. A great 

number of wives is particularly important for a chief 

since he above all is expected to be hospitable to 

strangers and give presents and entertainment witix 

open-handed generosity. Marrying a wife means that 

a man gets a farm of L.La own, and more respect from 

other people. If he marries many wives he is able to 

build a house of his own separate from his father's 

and form his own household; he will have around him 

many children and dependant8 to show him honour and
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greet him morning and evening; he will get more rice 

and money to pay bride-price for yet more wives, and, 

when he dies, children will be left after him in the 

Tillage to give him prayers and offerings and keep his 

name (keng) alive. This is every man*s ambition. 

Even an as yet uninitiated boy will say that his desire 

is one day to have two wives and four children and 

build himself a house of his own; once he has children, 

he says, even if he should die young, he will still be 

called on when he is dead, and remembered in the 

sacrifices for household or compound. "If you have 

no children, you cannot become a big man N . Honour 

(yiki) to a Limba means the greetings and visits of 

many people, in life and in death; to achieve this he 

must have rice, wives and children.

Many wives, therefore, are essential if a man is 

to acquire the things he most values - rice and many 

people to bring him honour. But at the same time as 

continually assuming or asserting the good results of 

polygyny, the Limba are also very conscious of the 

difficulties of having many wives. The wives quarrel 

over the treatment of children or because one is 

Jealous that her co-wife has more or healthier children
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than she has* The husband dare not try to settle the 

quarrel himself; if he did he would be accused by the

one he decided against of favouring the other; "now 

I know you don't love me, now I icnow clearly - I won f t 

accept it" (yang aa me). A wife who ie angry with 

her husband, they say, may run away or may turn to 

witchcraft, bringing great danger to the whole family. 

This is one of the reasons why the husband must never 

show favouritism in any open way. Even if people in 

practice guess which is the wife he prefers, he should 

never maice her any special present - or if he does, 

it has to be given in complete secrecy, concealed from 

all the others. Otherwise they will come and complain 

"you married us together, and you wooed us together - 

now you are loving her more", and the husband will ioiow 

that they are right to be angry.

This potential friction between co-wives is an 

accepted factor in marriage, even though in practice 

the wives are often friendly and cooperative. It is 

also assumed in several of the stories, e.g. The two 

women, Two co-wives, The jealous mothers. Many co- 

wives cause great trouble, admit the Limba, quarrelling 

together, or having to be fetched back from their
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parents 1 homes, given exactly equal gifts and watched 

over by their husbands; sometimes they are thought to

join up against their husband to conceal their love 

affairs or even practise witchcraft against him. On 

all these counts, then, Limba of all kinds, but especia­ 

lly those on the main roads who are influenced by the 

ideals of a cash economy, say they would in some ways 

prefer to make do with only one wife. As one English- 

speaking Limba put it (albeit with slightly drunken 

exaggeration), "One wife, one trouble; two wives, two 

troubles; three wives, three troubles; four wives, 

four troubles. I will repeat. One wife, one troubJe

The difficulties of polygyny are therefore clearly 

recognised, in both, larger town and bush village. Yet 

almost all Limba assert that in spite of these difficul­ 

ties, marrying many wivee is clearly essential if it can 

be achieved, in order to acquire rice and children. 

"Some people would like only one wife. This would 

stop muoh trouble. But they have to think about their 

farms and rice, and about getting many people'*.

1. If a husband has not enough to go round all, then the 
division ought to be made by the senior wife and not 
himself*
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Riot and children F the two themes which are basically 

bound up with the whole concept of the nature and purpose 

of marriage, are also implicit in much of the Limba view 

of the mutual responsibilities of husband and wife* 

Thla should emerge from a brief description of the Limba 

ideas and practice about these rights and duties.

The most Important single contribution which a 

wife makes to the family farm is her weeding. There 

are many other smaller ways in which she helps throughout 

the year* But weeding the rice during the wet months 

of July - September is her special task and skill, one 

for which her husband is almost completely dependent

on her. This is why a man cannot have a farm of his 

own until he has a wife. she will both weed his farm 

consistently and possess the necessary skill to disting­ 

uish and swiftly remove the weeds from the rice and the 

five or six other crops that have been inter-sown among 

it. ?or this special work of hers she must be specially 

thanked by her husband; and Limba men sometimes also 

spontaneously express their sympathy and appreciation 

for the women who, they say, go out in the pouring rain 

to weed the rloe, their hands turning pale with the cold 

and their only clothes soaked in the rain. The husband's
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contribution is to clear, burn, hoe and thresh. In 

the rest of the farm work the men and women mostly 

work together.

By virtue of this cooperation, the husband and 

wife jointly own the rice. It would, for example, be 

considered quite wrong for a man to try to keep all 

the rice for himself. This is what the irresponsible 

spider tries to do in the many stories about him and 

his wife Kayi, and the conclusion is often his complete 

failure and discomfiture. Indeed it is one of the 

understood rules of marriage that the husband should 

not even begin the harvesting of the rice Mbehind his 

wife"; if she is away from home when the rice becomes 

ripe he should, theoretically, go and fetch her before 

starting to reap the farm. Though it is the man who 

is naormally spoken of as the "owner" of the farm and 

who has the right to sell some of the surplus rice if 

he wishes, he only owns or controls it "by grace of his 

wives M . The rice ctored in the village is under the 

control of the senior wife (sometimes called the "house- 

owner" (babangka)). Bach day she takes out the amount 

that is to be cleaned and cooked for the whole house­ 

hold, and supervises the cooking and sharing out of the
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food. The partnership between husband and wife ie 

recognised to be of great economic significance and one 

that ie essential for the production of rice, which, 

in turn, is itself essential for marriage* "Without 

rice a marriage is not sweet".

Husband and wife have also particular economic 

pursuits peculiar to themselves which do not necessarily 

involve joint ownership. For example, though the wife's 

first duty is to help her husband by weeding on the 

joint family farm, she may also if she wishes, make a 

farm of her own, helped by her husband, brothers and 

friends, who assist with the heavy work* She alone 

however is the owner of the produce. She is generally 

expected to share some of the rice with her husband, 

cooking for him or his guests, and for this she is duly 

thanked. But she, not her husband, is the one who 

ultimately owns the ricej and she usually chooses to 

sell some at least of it to buy herself clothes or, 

perhaps, help a son with bride-price. A similar

1. A woman's success in persuading people to come to 
help in her private farm means a great deal to her; 
this is why, in Four wives, the woman who abandoned 
her workers was comparable to those who, respectively, 
risked death, killed her child or betrayed her 
father.
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principle applies to the trading in which, specially

in the larger villages, the women sometimes earn a 

considerable amount over the months. Even if the 

husband was the one who first gave the woman her 

capital, he cannot claim her earnings as a right. If 

she is a Ngood wife" she helps him when he is in 

difficulties, paying the yearly tax for example. But 

even though the men often try to cheat or coax money 

out of their wives, they implicitly recognise that it

belongs to the women.

Economic cooperation between husband and wife does 

not, therefore, extend to a complete sharing of resources

The women have their own sources of wealth through 

marketing and their private farms, whether of the market 

gardening type, secondary crops such ae millet or 

groundnuts, or swamp rice. The men find money from 

the sale of palm produce, practice of various crafts, 

and selling of surplus rice from their farms. But 

in the central point, the production of the family rice 

on the joint farm, both husband and wife are required 

to make their own contribution to the work, and to 

consume the produce jointly. luch stress is laid on 

this as the natural sphere of inter-dependence between
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between husband and wife, and rice, it IB always 

considered, is an essential result and condition of 

marriage.

Rice is also involved in the second major task

expected of a wife, that of cooking for her husband 

and his guests. A man would "be ashamed" (nio kulahu) 

to cook for himself, and needs a woman to do this for 

him. It is also shameful if he has not wives to go 

quickly to prepare and cook food for strangers who 

come to visit him, or if a wife is dilatory about going 

for water and cooking when hia companions come to eat

with him. It is sometimes said that the wife a husband 

lores best of all is not necessarily the most beautiful 

or most lively, but the one who can cook most quickly 

and effectively when his friends come to see him. 

For then he gets honour and a name for ready hospitality, 

and many people like to come to visit him.

Cooking for the household as a whole is the duty 

of the wives, under the supervision of the senior wife. 

Cooking in general is one of the tasks considered most 

characteristic of a woman, in both story and actuality.

1. e.g. the girl in Sira and the monster, the mother in 
The hunter and three twins, the woman in The woman 
with four lovers.
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Though in practice their ^oint cooking may at times 

lead to disputes between wives, if, for instance, one 

thinks that ehe has done her share of the work already 

or that another's child has been given too large a 

share, in general it is considered that one of the main 

binding forces in a household of polygynous wives is 

if they all "cook together in one pot".

Cooking specially for one's husband is also an 

important facet of marriage. This is one of the things

a young bride must do when she first comes to her 

husband's house: Nshe cooks well for him, showing 

him all the sweet sauces she learnt in her parents' 

home". It is also understood that the wife who will 

sleep with her husband that night is the one who has 

been aspigned to cook specially for him that day, bring 

him gourds of water to wash and drink, and serve the 

dishes of rice and sauce. Partly because of the 

sexual overtones of "cooking 14 a wife's failure to cook 

or husband's refusal to accept her food is considered 

as almost tantamount to a total rejection of the marriage,

!  of. the spider's rejection of his wife's food in The 
spider, the whip and the pot.
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and is always taken very seriously by any court trying 

to arbitrate or decide between husband and wife; this 

would show that their hearts "were not clean to each 

other".

Sexual relations^ therefore, as well ae economic 

inter-dependence are connected with the wife's duty to 

"cook", and a husband takes exception to his wife's 

cooking for an unrelated man in secret from him (as, 

for instance, in the story of The Jealous husband^ In

theory the husband has exclusive sexual rights over his 

wife. But this is a theory more subscribed to in 

practice by the married men than by the younger bachelors 

or by the women, and the husbands believe - with some 

justification apparently - that many of their wives 

have lovers. It is true that a girl is expected to 

be a virgin when she is first given to her husband and 

at the time of their Initiation the girls swear that 

they will go to no man before their husbands. But, 

as they sometimes point out themselves, nothing is said 

then about their behaviour after marriage. The women 

are quite prepared to admit something of the justice 

of their ^usbands 1 complaints "Of course we have lovers" 

they sometimes claim, "It is not hard. If you want to
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go off to him, you tell your husband 'I am just going 

odff to the stream to wash*; then quickly quickly you 

alter direction and to to him 11 . Sometimes the women 

are afraid of their husbands; they also know that

unfaithfulness may make childbirth difficult unless 

they are reconciled and "confess the evil in their 

hearts, BO that the heart may be clean again to the 

husband 11 , But, in view of the general attitude about 

this, it is not surprising that one motif in the stories 

is that of the upright husband betrayed by a wife who 

has told his secrets to her lover, and that this, for 

Limba listeners, should be a popular and meaningful 

theme.

It is also typical of the Limba view of marriage 

that the sexual aspect should be spoken of in the 

idiom of the material cooperation between husband and 

wife, specially that of cooking the rice. A man who 

suspects his wife of unfaithfulness believes that what 

the woman does la to blow on the sauce to separate off 

the poor part for her husband, keeping the thick rich 

sauce underneath for her lover. It is because of rice, 

it is sometimes said, that an adulterer should pay his 

fine to the rightful husband, as compensation for the
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cooked food that, it is assumed, the wife will have 

given to her lover; ana when the husband is ntakii^ a 

speech in court complaining of his wrongs, what he 

often speaks of, with great drama and feeling, is the 

food that has "been secretly given to another man; "she 

wtnt and gave the rice to himj and he went off, fuuuu, 

with the riceJ" Rice, both raw and cooked, is central 

to the relations of Limba husband and wife. For 

whatever sexual significance marriage may hold for 

individual men and women, what is always stressed in 

descriptions of marriage is not a wife's attractiveness 

but her work; her first duty and role as a wife is 

always expressed in terms of aer economic and material 

contribution, "If a wife doesn't work, and cook and 

wash and go to the village - even if she is very lovely 

to look at, you won't marry her". A wife's work 

includes many tasks, such as fetching wood and water, 

farming, spinning, and cooking. But it is often 

summed up in terms of rice - her weeding of the rice 

farm end preparing and cooking of rice for her husband. 

"Hice is essential to marriage; without rice there is 

only quarrelling 1*.

The other main purpose of marriage is children.
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Much centres on this aspect. Both when the wife leaves 

home to go to her husband, and when she has been accepted 

into his house, prayers are made to Kanu and the dead 

that she may have children. If a wife does not conceive, 

special sacrifices and rituals are performed, or 

divination made to discover the reason for this. Both 

men and women want to have many children, and for a

wife barrenness also means she will have no children 

to care for her when she is old. This is a matter on

which she is liable to be very touchy. Limba say that 

this is therefore a frequent cause of quarrelling; a

childless wife will be jealous and quarrel or even use 

witchcraft against her envied co-wives who have children. 

It is considered very bad for a husband to reproach his 

wife, either explicitly or by suggestion, for her lack 

of fertility; this, it is thought, may well make it 

even less likely for her to have children, and would 

also be a sign that "his heart was bad to her", that he 

did not, in his heart of hearts, really wish her to bear 

the children she wanted. "All women want to have 

children and become pregnant", and this is one reason

1. cf. the references to this in e.g. Four wives, The 
story of Kubasi, The chief*s son, Two women.
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why a husband and wife must keep a "clean heart to one 

another".

Because children are so valued in a marriage, many 

of the complementary rights and obligations of the 

couple are centred on this. It is, for example, the 

wife's duty to carry, suckle, and care for her baby, 

see that it has food, and not leave it when it is 

crying. The suckling continues for about three years, 

sometimes at the wife's home, and during this time the 

child is never far from its mother. Even later it 

remains very dependent on her for its daily food, and 

there are several stories told on the theme of an 

orphan's sad lot if his mother dies and he is left to 

the care of his step-mothers. ^ach mother is concerned

to watch the interests of her own child and to make 

sure that the other wives are not giving extra large 

portions of the food to their own children. This is 

a frequent and expected cause of quarrelling among 

co-wives. It is the father's duty to try to avoid 

showing favouritism among his wives' children. He 

is also expected to express his gratitude to his wife 

for her labour in bearing and rearing a child, a task 

recognised by the Limba to be a difficult one. Just
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after the child s birth, in particular, the husband is 

obliged to take great pains to visit his wife, to 

bring her a gourd of palm wine, and to see that she

has rice and a fowl cooked for her, "to return the 

blood to her body*. He must express his thanks for 

the "great thing" which she has done for him in bearing 

the child* At this time, especially for a wife's 

first child, the husband should also send presents to 

his wife's mother to show his pleasure*

As the children grown up, the household becomes 

larger, so that the husband receives honour and labour 

from his children as well as from hie wives. The boys 

can help with the men's work in the farms, and sacrifice 

to him after he is dead. in addition a son will see 

that his mother never wants, for even when he marries 

he will be glad to have her in his household. The 

girls help their mothers with the women's tasks, and 

also increase their father's wealth by the bride-price, 

through the money, goods and service paid by their 

husbands* Therefore continual care of the children 

of the house is essential, and it is an important duty 

of a wife to see that they are fed with rice and s=-<uce» 

The husband, for his part, Head of the household, prays
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and sacrifices that all his "people" may be well and at 

peace, and calls for a diviner to discover the causes 

of deaths in the household so that the effects of 

witchcraft or of a "swear" can be counter-acted or 

prevented, and the children be safe.

Besides the interdependence of husband and wife 

in the m&in purposes of marriage - rice and children - 

a third aspect the Limba like to stress in marriage is 

the related "respect*1 (yiki) each should give the other. 

They should "apeak well" to each other. If a Man 

"abuses" (yaki) his wife by speaking rudely to her 

this is a fault taken very seriously if she complains 

to the elders, and he would be made to "beg" her with 

apology and gift. There should be mutual respect. 

The wife however is particularly bound to honour her 

husband, clapping when he speaks, bowing or curtseying, 

and fetching and carrying for him. The theory is that 

she is inferior and should obey him. Nevertheless a 

husband also has responsibilities towards her, and in 

her parents 1 home, where he must go to fetch her if

1. This is what the spider, an anti-social being, does 
to his wife Kayi. On yaki, "abuse" see chapter 6.



150

she runs away, he is always in a position of inferiority. 

He can only give gifts and beg her parents humbly to 

let him "borrow* his wife back again. Usually she 

is not allowed to go, especially if her husband has 

been in the wrong, until there is a public reconciliation, 

with each "speaking well" to the other and manifesting 

the respect and gratitude they are expected to show to 

each other.

Respect, then, good words and cooperation are 

important in marriage. Nevertheless the I-imba also 

think of marriage as a kind of conflict. 2 This conflict 

is represented, in particular, in the many stories of 

the anti-social spider and his wife, Kayi, who is bigger 

and stronger than he, and whom, for the most part, he 

tries to trick without success. People are not 

surprised if husband and wife quarrel, and many of the 

oases decided or arbitrated at the small local courts 

of chiefs and elders are to do with quarrels between 

husband and wife or with the more drastic, but not

1. cf. the spider's taking of kolas to beg for his
wife's- return in The spider tries to cheat hie wife 2.

2. On the ambivalent attitude of husband to wife see 
further below pp.
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uncommon, case where a wife has left her husband so 

that he is demanding back her bride-price from her 

parents. Men admit that they are dependent on 

having a wife and, at the same time, that this causes 

them much trouble because of their wives' shamelessness, 

infidelity, and the "bad" nature of womenkind in general. 

The women too have an ambiguous attitude to marriage. 

Though in some ways not wholly dependent on their 

husbands, they recognise that they are obliged to work

for him, bound by the bride-price which is "like a 

rope". This comes out, for example, in the chorus 

of one of the women's songs, which goes "oh my load; 

oh my load; oh my load", where "the load" refers both 

to the actual weight of the wood or water carried by 

the wife, and to the bride-price that has imposed this 

task on her. Nowadays wives not infrequently leave 

their husbands, temporarily or permanently. "They say 

 I don't like such and such a man. Today I do not love 

him 1 . They part. If you don't like someone will 

you greet him morning and evening?" But on the other

1. This also refers to the way bride-price binds the 
two families together.
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hand women also say that a husband is essential to give

his wives gifts and help. Once a year, after the 

harvest, a husband must give each wife a drees or skirt, 

and must also be prepared to help her in her private 

farm and give her the continual respect and thanks due 

to a wife. "A man sews for his wife, sees that she 

has food, gets her everything. It is from your 

husband that you get clothes, and you get children". 

Prom the point of view of both man and woman, therefore, 

marriage is represented as involving both conflict and 

yet cooperation according to their shared and accepted 

aims.

The obligations, then, between husband and wife, 

are regarded as basically mutual rather than one-sided, 

and are expected to be conducted with respect and good 

words on either side. hither party who fails to live 

up to the expected standards i£ blamed by neighbours 

as well as the local court of chiefs and elders who 

often try to compose marriage disputes. The code to 

be observed is understood by all parties, and rests on 

the system of mutual rights and duties that accord with 

the Limba view of the purpose of marriage - that it is 

fundamentally concerned with tne production of rice,
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and the bearing and rearing of children, the "many 

people who bring you honour".

3. The Limba view of women.

Many of the stories treat of women, whether as 

mothers, wives or young girls, and an understanding of 

these depends partly on some knowledge of the part taKen 

by women in Limba society. This section therefore 

deals first with the position and activities of women, 

and secondly with the Limba view of the nature of women 

in general and the characteristics attributed in 

particular to a wife, a mother in law, and a mother.

The difference between men and women is strongly 

emphasised in Limba society. In many spheres - the 

economic, social, political and religious - the part 

played by men and by women is expected to be very 

different.

The economic division of labour has already been 

indirectly referred to. The main division is by sex. 

In rice-farming, the men do the heavy work of clearing 

the bush, burning, hoeing, and threshing, while the 

women both help throughout the year by cooking, seeing

1. See chapter 2.
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to the fires, and fetching and carrying, and also have 

their own special job of weeding. Both men and women 

cooperate in harvesting, and in carrying the rice to

the village. In addition to thie, the women often 

have their own private farm to work, with some help

from the men, or grow food for "sauce" in gardens in 

or near the village. The women also do much of the 

work on the secondary and some of the cash crops, such 

as millet, groundnuts, or tobacco. In non-agricultural 

activity too there is a strongly marked division of 

labour by sex. Men are in charge of house building 

and repairing, hunting, fishing with traps, smith- 

working, weaving, sewing and the tapping of palm wine 

and gathering of palm fruit; they also manufacture 

such things as large baskets, musical instruments, 

red dye, and leatiier products. By contrast, the women 

clean and mud the house, fetch water and firewood, fish 

with nets, card and spin the cotton, weave mats and 

small baskets, process soap and palm oil, and dye 

cloth indigo; they also go in for small scale marketing 

specially in the larger villages. This division is, 

in Limba eyes, a right and natural one, befitting the 

respective natures of men and women. It is, for
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instance, forbidden for a woman to weave cloth, or, 

still more, to have anything at all to do with smith­ 

craft, for *ranu gave that to tiie men".

In spite of, or rather because of, thir strict 

division, the Limba clearly recognise the necessary 

cooperation between men's and women's activities. 

This Is particularly marked, as already pointed out, 

in the case of rice where the situation of marriage 

makes quite explicit the essential inter-dependence 

of husband and wife. It is also evident in other 

activities also; in the manufacture of cloth, for 

instance, a commodity highly valued by the Limba, the 

cotton is planted by the men, then gathered, cleaned, 

carded and spun by the women; the men then wind it 

from the spindle onto the shuttle, weave it into 

narrow strips of cloth, then sew and tailor it into 

long gowns. The favourite illustration always given 

of this is of the way in which a mother spins thread 

for her son to weave and take to his mother in law; 

through her essential help he eventually wins that most 

valuable of all commodities, a wife. The Limba stress 

the way In which a man is dependent on women for their 

essential contribution to the well-being of the whole
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community.

Socially also the division between men and women 

is very marked. In the context of death and burial, 

for example, the women are required to weep and wail 

in mourning, and to sing sad songs as they dance in a 

circle round the dead body; they should fall down on 

the ground In the prescribed gestures of grief, and 

should be raised and comforted by the men. The men 

do not cry, but fire guns to express their sorrow. 

It is the men also who dig the grave and speak formally 

to the visitors who come with sympathy and presents. 

Members of the same sex as the dead wash and carry 

out the corpse and perform the final ceremonies after 

the buying, and a man is buried lying on his left 

side, a woman on her right for "a man and a woman are 

different".

In other social contexts too women are expected 

to act differently from men. There are various 

prohibitions to be observed by women, especially in 

regard to the smith's hut which no woman is allowed 

to enter. A woman may not eat eggs or tortoise fieeh, 

both allowed to men, nor touch a hunter's bag. The 

vocabulary of men and women is also required to be
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different in a few key words and phrases. The formal 

word longtha (n&), for example, by which speeches and 

prayers are ended is forbidden to a woman who may only 

say "I have finished" or clap to honour the men present 

and end her words formally. Clapping is in general a 

characteristic activity of a woman. She claps to show 

respect for superiors, usually men; she also claps 

when the men are sacrificing, for that is the women's 

special contribution to the ritual since, unlike the 

men, they do not formally "speak" or pray. It is 

unusal for a man to clap, and if he does so it is to

express the fact that he is deliberately putting himself 

into a position of inferiority in order to beg humbly 

for forgiveness or help.

The social distinction which is assumed to exist 

between men and women is made quite explicit by the 

Limba secret societies. The women's society is the 

Bondo, with its own local head (barigba) and officials; 

under various names (Sande, Bundu) this society occurs 

widely in bierra Leone. The Limba man's society is 

Gbanggbani or Gbanggba society, which is controlled

!  The societies mentioned are secret in the sense that 
certain rituals are secret from non-members. Their 
purpose and membership is not secret.
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by the local smith and is much feared by the women; 

they run screaming to hide inside their huts whenever 

the spirit Sbanggba dances inaide the Tillage. One 

of the strongest prohibitions of Limba society is that 

no member of the opposite sex may trespass on the secrets 

of the other, and it is believed that illness, barrennes 

or death automatically follows a sin of this kind unless 

the culprit confesses and is cleansed, at great cost, 

by the society leader. Both societies initiate their 

members by circumcision and seclusion for a month or 

so in the bush. There are also dances and ceremonies 

by the societies at the burial of their members (in 

practice every adult Limba) and at a few special 

ceremonies throughout the year. The public parts of 

the ceremonies are attended by everyone and, especially 

the men's initiation dances, are important and crowded 

occasions. But the distinction is always observed, 

and there is always a point at which members of the 

opposite sex and unititiated children must perforce

withdraw. Both men and women are thus separated into 

clearly organised groups which serve to make explicit 

and obvious the separation between them.

In the sphere of what we might refer to as politics
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and law, men are expected to take the major part and 

women have only a secondary role* Women, for instance, 

are never chiefs of either chiefdome, sections or 

villages* In this the Limba contrast themselves with 

the Mende of the south of sierra Leone who have some 

women Paramount Chiefs} but for the Limba "Kanu does 

not allow a woman to be chief 11 . "speaking" cases to 

reconcile or judge between opponents which is, in Limba 

eyes, the main function of chiefs at every level, is

always thought of as appertaining primarily to men, not

women* Women do take part in cases as disputants or 

witnesses, and nowadays sometimes sue vigorously in 

the Native Administration courts. But women are not 

generally expected to possess the ability to "speak" 

in the sense of settling cases with the rhetoric, 

authority and terminology appropriate to men, nor is 

it their primary responsibility, as it is that of the

chief and elders, to decide local disputes.

However though women are not members of the 

hierarchy of local chiefs and do not take a central

1. i.e. in the local hierarchy of territorial chiefs. 
Women of course have power AS leaders in their own 
Bondo society, and, in the last few years, there 
has also been eone attempt to appoint women as "Mammy 
Queens** to arbitrate cases between women in the 
chiefdom capital*
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part in legal procedures, there are a few women who 

are significant in the organisation of the chiefdom, 

either personally or by virtue of office.

The senior wife (bath* or bagbodj) of the chief 

potentially holds an important position. she is the 

first wife he has married, usually before he became 

chief, and she is in charge of his large household, 

organising the wives' work, mediating in personal 

quarrels between them t and caring for and advising the 

younger ones; she is also responsible for the entert­ 

ainment of strangers, so important a function of the 

chief's household. Any man's senior wife is relativ­ 

ely important; a chief's especially so. Because the 

chief's production of food and hospitality to strangers 

concerns the good name of hie chiefdom as a whole, his 

senior wife is correspondingly thought of as essential. 

People expect her to be able to gain great influence 

with the chief and to be a suitable person to appeal 

to to settle quarrels Detween women associated with the 

chief's household. She can therefore have a great deal 

of influence but this depends rather on her personal 

use of the potentialities of her position than on any 

precise office held in the chiefdom as a whole. Her

position ie one recognised as a possible road to
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personal power rather than a titled office.

In contrast to her is the basaraka, the 

"sacrificial one H . This is a special position held 

by a woman on behalf of the chiefdom as a whole, one 

for each paramount chief. The basaraka is ideally 

a young virgin with a light or "red" skin; *Kanu 

and the dead love red** and she is associated with 

rituals and sacrifices to them. She should always be 

near the chief, at home and abroad, and have to perform 

none of the usual women's tasks except for spinning and 

fetching water. She is the only woman who is allowed 

to approach the sacrificial victim when the men are 

praying over it, and through the "cleanness of her heart 11 

and her pure intentions towards the chief, she brings

peace and health to the whole chiefdom, the "cool spirit"
2that all Limba pray for. She has no specific political

authority or right to settle disputes, and, in fact, is 

little in evidence in the day to day life of the chiefdom. 

But her support ia said to be essential for the chief 

and he cannot afford to incur her anger; for without

1. Occasionally she is one of the chief's wives in the 
southern chiefdome, where, some suggest, the custom 
rns^r be dying out.

2. See chapter 5*
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her "cool spirit 11 the sacrifices cannot be effective 

nor the chiefdom be at peace - and this peace is 

always the main aim of any chief.

These and a few other individual women, such as 

the chief's sister or hie favourite wife, do take a 

certain part in the organisation of the chiefdom. But 

these exceptions do not invalidate the general view

implicit in Limba thought that political authority and
d/*- 

decision ts primarily the sphere of the men*

Much the same applies to religious practice. The 

women have no access to the important secrets of smith­ 

craft round which much ritual is centred} they cannot 

directly invoke the special curses called "swears", 

nor in general become expert in the skills of divinat­ 

ion. In rituals for the well-being of the chiefdom, 

village or household, the women do not take a leading

part, for though they do have certain rituals of their 

own which they alone control, all the public and 

representative sacrifices are accepted to be primarily 

the responsibility of the men to perform. It is the 

men who pray over the sacrifice, stretching out their 

hands to the sacrificial animal, whereas any women 

present must crouch, behind the group, their backs to
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the animal. With the sole exception of the basaraka y

they may not approach or touch it. The women themselves 

say "we do not know about sacrifices - the men own that w . 

Even the basaraka takes no active part in the ritual 

beyond her presence with Ma pure heart", and the only 

positive contribution the women in general make is by 

clapping; this reinforces what the men say, and is an 

activity represented as both the natural function of 

the women and, in a sense, a kind of sacrifice in 

itself.

Though the women take little active part in the 

actual sacrificing, it is believed that they have the 

power to spoil (teti) it. If they are harbouring bad 

or angry feelings or if their "hearts are not clean to 

the men", this makes the sacrifice useless and the

chiefdom or village cannot achieve the peace and health 

which the sacrifice has been made to secure. This 

aspect is felt to be so important that a special ritual 

is occasionally performed, supervised by the men, in 

which the women confess and so end all the quarrels they 

have had during the year, saying, for example, "my 

husband said bad words to me. All these bad words 

were in my heart; but today these words are finished.
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rt is forgiven."

In religious matters, therefore, the women can 

help to bring about the peace of the chiefdom or 

village by not allowing their hearts to be "unclean" 

to the men. But they do not themselves take a 

positive part in the rituals actively designed to achieve 

this peace and regard this as the duty of the men.

In the light of this description of the actual

position of women in Limba society and of the economic, 

social, political and religious contribution they are 

expected to make, it is possible to discuss more fully 

the Limba view of the nature of women in general, and 

of the way women are often expected to behave and feel*

As has already been implied in much of the previous 

discussion, women are assumed to differ from men in 

four main ways: they cannot "speak" in the formal

sense) they are less "hard" and steadfast than men; 

they do not take the initiativej and they are inferior 

to men.

Perhaps the most important point is the sense in 

which women cannot "speak". It ie true that women

1. Gbongkoli. On "speaking 11 see chapter 6.
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are often vociferous, enjoy gossiping and teasing, and 

in many oases are not afraid to speak for themselves 

or answer back in discussions or disputes; and the 

officials of the Bondo society and senior wives know
,*»

how to make formal replies to the set thanks or praise 

they may receive. But the theme that "women do not 

know how to speak 11 runs through all aspects of the 

Limba woman's role and the concept of what it is to 

be a woman. Women do not "speak" in the formal sense 

of assessing or reconciling in a public dispute nor 

sit among the chief and elders when a case is being 

formally heard and decided; they do not "speak 11 in 

the sense of addressing Kami and the dead in prayer; 

and it is the men who most regularly speak to or thank 

the women, who, for their part, often reply by clapping 

or singing, often in a group, rather than by long 

individual speeches* It is the women's place to support 

and honour those who "speak", in particular the chief 

who has the arduous Job of continually speaking and 

reconciling disputes* As the Limba say "women have 

less sense than men; when something happens to them, 

thty cry and fall down at someone's feet; they cannot 

apeak".
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Secondly women are represented as, in a way, more 

sensitive and emotional. A woman's heart is believed 

to "spoil" (teti ) more easily than a man's from grief 

or disappointment; if, for instance, a girl has been 

given to a man she hates, it is said that she sometimes 

thinks and thinks in her heart (siaoka ka huthukuma ha) 

until she thinks herself to death and dies one night 

in her sleep. Similarly, men say that women ought 

not to drink much, giving as a reason for this 

assertion the idea that women get drunk more easily 

so that their heads go round. Women are thought more 

liable to cry or give way to sorrow. When their sons 

or brothers go into the initiation bush, for example, 

the women are said to be sad or cry over the pain they 

know will be inflicted on them by the elder boys who 

are hardening them to make them men. Before the boys 

leave for the bush too their mothers are believed to 

suffer much as they helplessly watch their sons being 

bullied or beaten by the older boys. At a burial the 

women are expected to weep, and always do so whether 

they in fact feel sad or not, while the men shoot and 

"speak*1 . Women weep and respond, while men take charge.

The Limba also suggest that men generally take the
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initiative while women are more passive. This, it will 

toe clear, does not completely aocord with the facts, at 

least in the sense that women often take personal 

initiative, are not shy with men, and are quite prepared 

to organise their independent farms or marketing, or to 

run away from their husbands, thus at times Initiating 

a divorce| a mother, furthermore, can ask her son to 

do almost anything for her in the full confidence that 

he will agree. However when Limba imply that men take 

the first step, what they have in mind is the constantly 

cited instance of initiating marriage - of wooing a 

wife, putting the token amount for betrothal, then 

enduring the long wait with continual visits and gifts 

until she is ready. Further, a man  'marries 1* (deng) 

a wife, whereas a woman "is married" - (dengo, the passive) 

Only in a case where a man cannot afford bride-price 

and therefore goes to live in the woman's house and 

work for her parents is it eaid that "he is married 11 , a 

rare situation and one considered shameful for the man* 

Normally the husband takes the initiative in giving 

the bride-price, in bringing the wife back to his own 

home and expecting her to obey his orders. "In our 

country, a woman has not yet ever said that she will go
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and marry the man'1 * Because the situation of marriage 

and the procedure of see&ing a wife is BO constantly

in mind, the view of man as taking the initiative in 

general becomes part of the whole picture of the nature 

of men as opposed to the more passive role of women*

The point that men are quicker to take action was 

also exemplified in a short parable or story told by 

one old man*

"A parable (mb^ro). Long ago people were brought 
out on earth. Chief Masala ("God") asked 'Of a 
woman and a man, which loves the most? 9 At once 
we, the men, stood up, 'I do.' 1 Kanu Masala said 
"Oh! I had not been expecting you to answer so 
quickly!  You see now, how we the men are with 
the women* Long ago we were the first to say 'I 
do'; now we also give a token gift, saying that 
 I love you'* 1 It is we who always give something 
to woo a wife. so Yenkeni (jR.F.J, you see now 
the function Kanu brought out for us. Long ago 
Kanu gave us those who do not talk quickly - the 
women. If you sleep with her, it is you who 
begin* It is finished". 2

Closely connected with the idea that women wait 

for men to take the initiative is the assertion that 

women are less than men. This is said by both men 

and women. In many ways, though not all, this obviou­ 

sly fits the actual situation of women in that they do

1. This refers both to the gift given as earnest of bride- 
price, and also to the white kola which is the accepted 
sign of furtive love.

2. For a different account of the origin of bride-price 
see The beginning of marriage*
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not take a leading part in political or religious 

functions, they obey their husbands in certain spheres, 

fetching and carrying for them, bringing them water 

to wash and so on, and showing them honour by bowing 

or clapping. The men also have the right, in certain 

circumstances, to beat their wives and apply ordeals 

to test their fidelity. "A man is more than a woman, 

because he marries a wife, and can take her and beat

her". Though it is known that women can individually 

have great power, and a certain amount of economic 

independence, it is accepted that in the public sphere 

of «speaking" which means so much to the Limba the 

women are less prominent. In day to day life, therefore, 

the role of women up to a point implicitly reflects 

this kind of inferiority.

The view that women are less is also sometimes 

stated quite explicitly* Men say, for example, Nshe 

is only a woman, she wears a skirt", "men are more 

that) women 8 , "the men own (bile) the women", or "a 

man is more than a woman} he can go everywhere, even 

at night, by himself, but a woman would be afraid w . 

The women aocept this view saying, specially in the 

context of sacrifice,   we are not equal with the men"
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or "the men are responsible for US H . Further, the 

number three is commonly associated with a woman, six 

with a man. This occurs in many contexts, such as 

the ritual washing to cleanse from disease or sin, or 

the speeches over the chief ordeal for witchcraft; 

these must be performed three times for a woman, six 

for a man. There are also references to these numbers 

in stories when the woman is struck three times, the 

man six (e.g. Kanu gives chiefship). "Each" according 

to the Limba Hhas its price, even with beatings: three

for a woman, six for a man 1*. In both story and real 

life women are also often compared with cats, animals 

considered amusing but of little use, and, furthermore, 

thieves of food; men on the other hand are likened to 

dogs, which are much valued by the Limba for their help 

in hunting and protecting the family against witchcraft 

and theft, and who are therefore, unlike cats, given 

names, food and affection. The idea of women's 

dependence on men also comes out .quite clearly in some 

of the stories. It forms, for example, the concluding 

moral to the long tale of sira and the monster, where 

the girl, Sira, is rescued from the disaster she had 

brought on hersAf by her younger brother Sara. She
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falls at his feet and thanks him. "Ky father, I am 

less than you. You told me at the beginning, but I 

would not listen. Now I leave it all to you. You 

came and saved fay life". In bringing the story to 

an end the speaker elaborates the moral.

*Now for Sira, before she could find a husband, 
it was Sara that had to say 'here is the man you 
will marry 1 . Kaau saw this. That is what he 
told us in farewell, we Limbas. Even if it is 
only a small boy, and you are the first born, you 
the woman, if he says to you 'Here is where you 
will be married 1 , you the woman - agree to what 
he says. Sven if you are known to be the older, 
you the woman, you will not be able to stay in 
marriage by your own power ... Stand behind what 
the boy says* He is able to speak for you. 
Since Kanu told us that, all of us Limbas now we 
follow that. The boy says 'I am able to speak 
for you, to say where you will be in marriage* 
She will agree."

This is the general view of woment they are 

inferior to men, less enterprising and steady, and, 

unlike men, incapable of "speaking". However the 

Limba also have more particularised pictures of certain 

women who are in specific relationships, whether, th?t 

is, they are thinking of a woman primarily as a wife, 

a mother in law, or a mother.

The most common representation is of a woman as a 

wife. This is the primary connotation of the term 

for "woman", and all adult women are, or have been,
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married. Also, in some dialects at least, the term 

for "woman" and for "wife" is identical

Therefore in their representation of a "wife" 

the Limba include all the general characteristics 

mentioned in the last two sections. A wife is some­ 

one who helps with rice and children, has her own 

specific rights and duties towards her husband, and 

is one of "the women" with all that that recalls for

her general position and function in society, and the 

qualities constantly attributed to a woman. 3ut in 

addition to this Liraba men have a special view about 

wives in particular. This is, in sum, the view that 

a wife is at once good and valuable, and at the same 

time also "very bad" and "a very great trouble".

This ambivalent view has already been touched 

on in the discussion of marriage as conflict. On 

the one hand, the Limba men recognise, a wife is the 

greatest thing of all in that she is an essential 

prerequisite for higher status and the wealth in rice 

and people connect with this. In both story and

actual fact, a wife is an important thing for any man, 

something that must be paid for, worked for and waited 

for often over many years; she is someone who must be
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consistently thanked and honoured for her essential 

contribution. AS one old man put it in a public 

speech "It is Kami who helps men to get wives - without 

wives a man can do nothing", and an influential senior 

wife of a chief spoke of how she "helps her husband 

and draws people to him . . Kanu says that a wife 

should help her husband. If a wife doesn't help her 

husbandf is that good?" In stories too the hero often 

sets out to win a wife, or is supported and helped 

by the love of the wives he has acquired.

But there is also the other side to this. "Wives 

are bad 11 (lehe ta) , "the women here are very trouble­ 

some" (a Dang-oi, referring to wives). The men complain 

that "as soon as you shut your eyes, they are out of 

the house after another man. You can't trust them at 

all". This attitude reflects the men's awareness that 

they are not fully in control of their wives. A mother 

or sister will stay close always) but a wife is 

always liable to run off to her parents, reject the 

marriage, quarrel with her co-wives, or take a lover

1. e.g. The wooing of Sira, Two friends, The boy who

fot a""wife from a DlrdV On women's love, see 
ubaai, Four wives*
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in secret. Wives are like oats, they are thieves; 

they are also liable to use witchcraft against their 

husband, sometimes discovered only through the husband's 

dying-words "when I die, go to the diviner. I am 

killed by a woman (wife)". A wife is a woman who is 

not necessarily permanently committed to stay with you, 

in the way a mother or even sister will, but may at 

any moment betray you.

This view of wives as treacherous is also very 

common in the stories. The theme of the wife who 

tricks her husband for love of another man is a standard

motif. Sara, for example, is promised the chiefship, 

but, because his wife betrays the secret, Kanu mistak­ 

enly gives it to her lover instead. Finally however 

the virtuous husband triumphs and after all gains his 

due reward. Another common theme Is of the beautiful 

young girl who seduces or tricks a man into marriage 

with her, only to betray him. This comes out in, for 

instance, the story of The man killed for a spinach 

leaft where the girl's attractiveness is described, 

then the way in which she wins crver the chief to marry

1. Kanu gives chiefship
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her, all in pursuit of her plan to kill him in his 

sleep| when his son comes after her in vengeance 

she tricks him too bj suggesting marriage, and so 

gets away quite free.

The references to wives and their actions, are 

not introduced into the stories at random; they can 

be seen to fit with the ambivalent attitude to wives 

held by the Limba. It is not surprising that in the 

stories a wife should be presented at once as the 

expected aim and support of any man, and, very frequently, 

as both evil and treacherousf both these representations 

have real point for the Limba who hear or tell the tales.

A man's concept of a mother in law (than:;) is less 

complicated. ohe is shown great respect, but, in 

general, little affection. One of the strictest 

rules of marriage is that a man must always be humble 

before his wife's mother, must bring her gifts, greet 

and welcome her, even if he has to get into debt to do 

this| he must continually be showing his gratitude 

for the great gift that has been given to him, something 

which he can never repay even with all his bride-price 

and service. Though he should of course also reverence 

and thank his father in law, it is his relationship
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with hie wife's mother that is always specially stressed, 

and the demanding mother in law who must be satisfied 

before a man can marry is a stock theme in the stories. 

One of the most dreadful things that a Limba can imagine 

is to speak disrespectfully to, or abuse, a mother in 

law. This is one of the points in The story of a 

hunter, where the hero's involuntary laughter, apparently 

directed against his mother in law, nearly leads him 

to sacrifice his secret, and so his life, in an attempt 

to placate her. A mother in law can break any marriage, 

it is believed; for if a man is rude to her, she 

persuades her daughter to leave him, so a man cannot 

afford to risk insulting his mother in law for fear of 

lojarsing hie wife. People expect there to be a certain 

amount of tension between the two. A wife is always 

going off to see her mother, thus having an excuse to 

leave her husband and putting him in a position of 

inferiority if he comes after her; the irritation that 

this may give rise to is indirectly expressed by the 

song attributed to a birdt "lujag, my mother in law, at

* £  The woman who wanted to be greeted, The wooing 
of Sira, The spider woos a wife, the beginning of
marriage.
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last she is ... teng". isrhere the word understood is 

"dead" (tuku). The story behind this f according to 

one informant, is that the bird (pop-a) had married a 

girl who was always going to see her mother, who was 

supposed to be ill and likely to die; the husband 

therefore was always being left alone, and grumbling;

when at last the mother in law was dead, he rejoiced, 

but could not ever say so in so many words; hence the 

incomplete and riddling song of the bird. A mother 

in law is reverenced but not, it is expected, loved. 

^uite different from the concept of either wife 

or mother in law is the Limba picture of a mother 

(nanda). A man always speaks of his mother with great 

sentiment, pointing out the many months she carried 

him in ner womb, her labour in bearing him, suckling 

and carrying him for three years, rearing him with 

constant care and affection, providing him with food 

and fighting for him against the children of other 

wives in the household. She spins thread for him to 

weave and win himself a wife, end supports him in the 

wooing. His mother never leaves him. she stays with 

him in the house even after his father dies, and cares 

for him and the household; "she makes the house sweet".
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Certainly a Limba has also great respect for his father, 

specially for the essential part he takes in his son's 

initiation. But the relationship with a mother is 

expected to be much closer. Where a father may be 

stern or remote, a mother is always pictured as 

affectionate and loving, caring only for the interests 

of her own child and no others. "You may forget about 

your father but you will not forget your mother". 

Similarly a mother ie represented ae closer than a 

wife. When a man speaks with gratitude or affection 

of a wife, this is always to some extent affected by 

the accepted ambivalent attitude to wives who may at 

any point betray? but when he speaks gratefully of 

a mother, this always exhibits the greatest sincerity 

and emotion, unaffected by any doubts. Girls are 

also fond of their mothers and frequently visit them 

even after their marriage. But it is the son's close 

relationship to his mother that is most frequently 

spoken of, one marked by mutual affection and disinteres­ 

ted help. It is, indeed, impossible to exaggerate the 

picture Limba men present of a mother as a compound of 

complete unselfishness, consideration and affection. 

He, in return, is considerate to her and, usually in
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practice as well as theory, accedes to her demands.

"She is the one who bore me. It is good for me 
to do what she says, for she bore me ... A father if he talks you are afraid ... If we are not afraid, he beats us. TVe are afraid of our father. 
?or your mother - you fear her too. The reason 
why your fear hen that is because she conceives 
you; she becomes pregnant, she grows big; she comes and gives birth; when she has borne you 
she brings you up. so when you are grown, you 
fear her a bit. For she bore you and brought 
you up. That is what we think of, and fear her a bit".

This image of a mother is not generally a central 

theme in the stories but is one of the basic assumptions 
lying behind them. In one, the result of lack of 

affection for a mother is amusingly illustrated: the 

son, water, quarrelled with him mother, the earth; so 

he went off down country to Freetown to get a lawyer 

to conduct his case against his own mother. But 

"when the water wanted to return up country, he was 

not able, for water is always running along. Thus 

it happened, because the water's heart was angry. You 

see now, you should not bring a case against the person 

who bore you". In The story of an orphan the climax 

is where his singing and struggles at last actually

1. The earth and the water, not included among the 
texts.
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bring his mother back from the grave to protect him 

and confront the cruel step-mothers who had been 

maltreating him. The sufferings and discomfort 

attached to motherhood are alao brought out clearly 

in the story of Two women, where it ie made quite 

clear that only the one who shows unselfishness and 

lovt is able to bear a child. And, finally, in The 

story of Deremu, the tragedy lies in the fact that the 

hero was endangered by the one person in the world who 

should never injure him, his own mother; and that to 

save his own life, he had to take nee, his mother's. 

Even then the expected affection of mother and son is 

pictured as still existent as she dances with joy to 

hear that he is coming safely, and later in his sorrow­ 

ful words over her dead body, and the magnificent burial

he gives her.

"He took her and put her in a chest, so that the 
earth would not touch her body. He took gold and 
put in on her mouth. He took more gold, he put 
it in her left hand. He took more gold, he put 
it on her right toe. He said goodbye, saying 
goodbye to his mother".

Only when one understands the Limba picture of a 

mother is it possible to grasp the full meaning which 

such a story could have for the Limba <ofe0 hears or tells

it. In the same way, it is only through some knowledge
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of the Limba attitudes to wooing, marriage, a wife, or 

a mother in law that the many stories which refer to 

these can be understood in the sense in which they are 

told. It would be misleading to say that Limba beliefs 

and institutions to do with women or marriage are, in 

any simplified way, the direct cause or result of 

stories - but they form * relerant factor which any 

foreigner must know to assess the impact and meaning 

of such stories in the actual situation of story-telling.
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Chapter 4*

Chiefs and ohiefship,

In The story of Kubasi, the hero goes off to 

discover "where chiefship begins and where it ends". 

lie, like the hero in The four wives, succeeds in winning 

chiefship through the help of women. Others get it 

through their own virtue, like Sara in Kanu gives 

chiefship, or through a series of humoulroue and cunning 

tricks as in Koma tricks Sara and ">ara and the greedy 

chief* Winning the chiefshlj is a common conclusion 

and climax in several of the stories, and is represented 

as the unquestioned aim or reward of many fictional 

characters*

The institution of ohiefship is an important one 

among the Llmba. However the actual position of chiefs 

is not as simple as that represented in the stories* 

There are various grades of chiefs, *»nd their duties, 

aims, and organisation have undergone various changes 

over the last century, not least with the British 

declaration of the Protectorate in 1896. However 

certain attitudes to chiefship have not changed completely.
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and though the picture given in the stories in many 

ways differs from the present reality, there are some 

themes in the Limba concept of chief ship whicU can

either be chiefly related to those in etory or which 

would be present in the minds of those Limba hearing 

or telling a story concerned with chief ship*

A brief account, therefore, of the organisation 

of chiefs and of the Limba view of the nature of chief- 

ship and authority may illumine some aspects of the 

stories and give a further understanding of the 

essential basis of Limba society.

1. Limba chiefs in tradition and history. 

In the period before the coming and rule of the 

Europeans, there were, according to Liaiba story and 

belief, famous and powerful chiefs ruling over great 

chief doms in the north of Sierra Leone. Many tales 

are told of their power and magic. Suluku, for 

example, perhaps the most famous of all, ruled from 

his centre at Bumban and trained his warriors in the 

plain between the two great rocky hills which guard 

the entrance to the vAlley. It is said that he had 

100 wives, and that people from all over the north of 

Sierra Leone used to come to Bumban to "greet him",
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have their oases settled toy him, and bring gifts of 

rice and wine. He in his turn received them and gave 

them presents to take home. Many magic powers are 

attributed to him. He could, it is narrated, transform 

himself into some other shape in order to travel round 

and survey his chiefdom, and he is sometimes said to 

have been the son of the spirit Rumba who helped him 

to gain and keep his power. Stories of similar 

magical attributes are also told of many of the other 

chiefs who ruled in the old days* One, for example, 

is said to have had the power to transford himself 

into a woman and go to marry the chief of a hostile 

village} then, when he had learnt all the secrets of 

the place, he would resume his own form, and lead his 

followers in successful attack on the village* In 

the old days, according to many, the chiefs were masters 

of much magic, sometimes called "witchcraft of t,iie 

afternoon 1* because it helped rather than damaged the 

chiefdom. But few people nowadays, they say, are 

capable of such feats. Those were "the old days" 

(maboroma) before the "European times" (maporotho ma)

1. On witchcraft etc.. see Ciiapter 6, sect. 3.
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and wonderful things happened on earth then.

Suluku was, in fact, a historical chief, and up

to a point it ie perfectly true that some of the 

nineteenth century chiefs were greater and more 

powerful than their counterparts of today. The 

whole of Limba country seems during that period to 

have been dominated "by three powerful chiefly houses - 

the Kontehs of Bumban in Biriwa^l, of which Suluku was 

the most famous, the kansarays of Safodea in the north, 

among whom sumang is specially remembered, and the 

Bangurae in the west (the present Tonko Limba) who had 

no settled capital town but whose chiefs had great 

power, always under the title of Bombolai. These 

chiefs are not only remembered and praised by their 

Limba descendants, they were also visited and mentioned 

by European travellers or administrators. Governor 

Sir Charles King-Harman, for example, reports that in 

1901 he went to Bumban

"to see the old chief Suluku, one of the most 
powerful and influential chiefs in the Protectorate 
... yuluku gave me a cordial reception, and came 
to visit me in great state, gorgeously apparelled 
and escorted by sub-chiefs, headmen and two of his 
wives, who assiduously fanned him or wiped off the 
prespiration ae it appeared on his face and neck 
... In reply to a casual reference to the hut-tax, 
Suluku poohpoohed the idea of any trouble in the
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matter.  ! am 3uluku' was sufficient to indicate 
his authority and position in the matter".

These Limba ruling houses seem to have had many 

connections with the further north, and though probably 

only few of the chiefs were actually Muslims, they 

seem to have looked to Guinea in the north for inspiration 

and guidance as well as trade. The reverence in which 

they were, in retrospect at least, regarded by their 

mainly pagan subjects may have had some connection with 

the special powers attributed to Islam and to those 

connected with it, as were many of the early Limba chiefs

through their contacts with the Fulas and the well-known
pcountry of "Futha".

These spheres of influence in the north of Sierra 

Leone, then, were ruled over by chiefs from three 

leading Linba families, their great prestige drawn from 

their ability to keep peace, prosecute wars when 

necessary against other tribes, further trade on the 

routes through their chiefdoms up to Guinea, and keep 

contact with the wise men of the north. This position 

however was disrupted by two events in particular at

1. King-Harman 1902 p. 8.

2. i.e. the Put a I) jail on in Guinea where was located 
the town of Timbo, capital of the Pula empire.
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In this way, therefore, there is a certain truth 

in the Limba ascription of greater powers to the "old 

chiefa H and the assumption in many of the stories that 

chiefship is a high and dignified position. "The old 

days" are both the times when "the old people" lived, 

those who were, in Liinba tradition and story, wiser 

and better than those now alive, and also the period 

when, in fact, the few actual chiefs there were had 

in some ways wider powers than nowadays 

Over the last fifty years, there have been further 

changeP in the position of Limba chiefs* At first 

few alterations were explicitly made except that the 

chief's right to judge was in certain cases limited, 

and that he and his subordinates (now defined as 

"section chiefs") became responsible for the collection 

of tax and were supported in this by the government* 

With the introduction of the"Native Administration" 

scheme into Limba chief dome from 1937 and onwards, a 

systematic attempt was made to introduce local govern­ 

ment with democratic representation, a Tribal Authority, 

and a ohiefdom court and treasury. More recently a 

special "Court President" has been appointed to judge 

ohiefdom cases and the Judicial function thus - in
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theory though not everywhere in practice - removed 

from the chief. Several of the chiefdorns have now 

been amalgamated so that Limba chiefdorns at present 

number seven, and vary in size from about 100 to about
s

370 square miles.

The present hierarchy of iocal chiefs includes 

the paramount chiefs of each chiefdom, each with four 

to six "section chiefs" or eub-chiefs (bayaha) to 

control a "section 11 of the chief dom, and village 

heads (bathagba) who are responsible for the good 

order and tax of the village. The paramount chief 

is assisted by his deputy, the appointed "speaker" 

(a modern defined office for which there is no single

indigenous Llmba word), the President, now in charge

of the local court, and the chiefdom police. In addition 

the local elders or "big men", many of them with special 

influence over nearby villages, help him constantly 

with advice and support; the full "Tribal Authority" 

of representatives from the whole chiefdom usually 

only gathers on a few special occasions throughout the 

year. The Llmba term for "cixlef", gbaku, is strictly 

speaking only applicable to the paramount chief of a 

whole ohiefdom, but it is also sometimes used more
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loosely to refer to any sub-chief or village head, or 

even to all the "chiefs% that is the elders of a 

village who still commonly help the local "chief" to 

settle cases.

There have, then, been many changes in the actual 

position of Limba chiefs. These detailed changes, 

however, do not seem to be very directly reflected in 

the stories, and are not discussed at length here* 

There are few, if any, references in the stories to 

Speaker, President, Section Chief, Tax or Police, and 

it is usually the native and traditional followers 

and functions of the chief that are mentioned rather 

than the modern governmental officials. The stories 

picture the chief as surrounded by such people as 

"the sacrificial one 11 , the senior wife, his drummer, 

and his "cousin" or "mother's brother" (aesa), a man 

standing in a special relationship to the chief which 

gives him at once the duty to support him and the right 

to rebuke him* Governmental signs of power are not, 

in most stories about chiefs or discussions of the 

nature of chiefship, stressed so much as the traditional

Basaraka, a young girl with mainly religious
functions, see above, chapter 3 P* /*' •
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symbols of authority sucii as the chief's drum, his 

chair, headdress long gown, nd, sometimes, whip. 

It is these which are most coiiJionly spoken of as being 

given to the new chief in several stories. The one 

Iteropean symbol which seems to have become fully 

accepted ^»e closely associated with the position of 

chief, is the staff. besides these r, trrabols, the 

chief is also sometimes depleted as riding a hor^e, 

followed by bands of musicians, or having rich ponreas- 

ion? of gold. This last picture is, for the Limba, 

probably an ideal one rather than reporting the 

actual position of any Limba chief; it perhaps belongs 

more properl^ to the influential kings and princes 

known to exist in the further north than to the 

smaller chiefdoraa of Sierra Leone. The exaggeration 

of riches and numbers is a not uncommon trait in the 

stories and in this case serves to enhance one of the 

common images in story - the traditional chief, secure 

in hie power and wealth, untouched, apparently, by 

the modern innovations of elections, tax or government 

administration; it is for this happy position of 

chiefship that the heroes of stories are BO often 

pictured as striving.

1. e.g. Xnnu gives chiefship, The story of i.
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2. Chief ship and authority,

"The chief owns us all" (gbaku bile mina foma) 

is a common and everyday Limba sentiment. The "ownership*1 

or authority meant here carries with it certain respons­ 

ibilities. In the day to day conduct of Limba life 

these are to be exercised up to a point by any "big man" 

or even any head of a family; but they appertain 

particularly to a chief, above all a paramount chief. 

The areas of this responsibility are primarily three: 

generosity, knowing everything that happens in the 

chiefdom, and "speaking".

A chief is always expected to be hospitable and 

"iind". In the story of Kanu gives chiefship ranu is 

depicted ns going round all the villages in disguise 

looking for a wise man to whom he might give the 

chiefship. He is turned away by all until at last 

he comes to Sara. "Sara welcomed him ... He greeted 

him very well. He brought out a mat, he spread it for 

him on the verandah ... He brought him into his room, 

he Sara. He brought Kanu in there. Kanu ate". So 

Sara is given the chiefship by Kanu. "Of all I found, 

you alone knew how to look after ne. so I will give
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you the chiefship. You will now look after the 

whole country In the same way* '11 the people
t

will now stay with you".

This story brings out a theme very common among 

the Limba* HTo give things is the mark of a chief", 

they sayi "to help the poor people". And this ideal 

to a large extent fits with the actual practice of 

Limba chiefship.

In the first place, it is the chief's duty to welcome 

and entertain visitors who come to him. Almost anyone 

who comes to greet the chief, whether of a village or a 

chiefdom, is welcomed with fine words and a token gift, 

very often two kola nuts. A more honoured visitor is 

often formally presented with a hen, rice or even a goat,

sometimes being told that this is his "sacrifice"; the 

normal procedure is then to kill the animal, after 

praying over it, and to eat the meat jointly with the 

others in the village. A chief's wife is normally 

asked to cook for strangers if they are staying long 

enough for food to be prepared, and this is always 

considered one of the delights of going visiting. If 

the strangers are staying for some time it is the chief's 

responsibility to provide them with lodging and food}
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he likes to entertain them as lavishly HS he can, even 

at the expense of his own family, and provide them

with luxuries such as warm water to wash in the mornings. 

In all this he is often helped by one of several of his 

"big men" - this is one of their chief duties - and such 

hospitality is expected of anyone who is well off. The 

chief however should surpass all in lavish generosity.

In this way, he can receive honour from many people 

throughout the country. The generous chief's reputation 

is prized by both him -and the people of his chiefdom, 

an* a man would be ashamed to be known as stingy.

"The chiefship - to give food to strangers. If 
not, when a stranger comes, if he is not well fed 
and well treated, when he goes back again far away 
to his own people, if he is asked about that chief, 
he will say 'Ah.' He is not a good chief. But 
if they are well fed, then that ciiief will be known. 
If your father is a good chief, when the son travels 
he will be known and people will go quickly to cook 
for him. If the father is not good, the child will 
not be so well treated. H

For this reason the chief must have much rice, and should 

make a bigger farm than others, helped by members of his 

village. He often does not sell much of it but keeps 

it for strangers who come to visit him and for use at 

the big ceremonies of the village such as initiation.

"The chief must have much rice to give to strangers. 
Then he will get a good name. Everyone will say, 
when that chief is mentioned, 'Yes, he is good, we 
got much rice, we filled ourselves 1 . But if a
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chief has no rice to give people, then he will be 
ashamed, and everyone will know".

In addition to his duty of entertaining etrangers 

and visitors, the chief should also be generous to his 

own people and help them. He should know how to 

"hold people 1* (bohiti bia), and look after those who 

are poor or without relations. If someone is caught

in a difficult case he should be willing to support 

them, and perhaps help with the payment, and Hif anything 

happens in the country, the chief binds an ox for 

sacrifice". v.hen he eats he, like other people, should 

call in others to eat with him or give a handful of rice 

to those nearby. Eating with people and not shutting 

himself up in his nouse to eat nlone is an important 

quality of a traditional Limba chief, and a literate 

chief who does not act in the traditional way is strongly 

criticised. He should also give his "big men" a share 

of the gifts that are brought to him - wine, rice, kolas 

and so on - and hand these round with honour and fine

words. People praise him as well for "cooking" for 

them, in reference to the specially good food that he, 

like other household heads, provides for those who come 

to help him withfrrork on his farm or his house; the food

provided by the chief is expected to be the best and most
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plentiful of all to suit the wealth and generosity 

ascribed to him. Because a chief is expected to be - 

and must be - wealthy so that he can discharge hie 

duties of hospitality and generosity, candidates for 

chief ship like to go around before an election making 

ostentatious contributions to the funeral ceremonies 

of the last chief or gifts to the old men to show 

their wealth and intention of using it for those in 

the chiefdom. 1

In order that the chief may be well supplied and 

able to exercise his function of hospitality, he needs 

to have a large household of wives, both to work for 

the rice in the farm and to see to its quick preparation 

and cooking when visitors arrive. Almost all paramount 

chiefs have five or more wives, and some have as many 

as thirty. In addition, people often give him special 

help with his house and compound so that he has room 

to lodge strangers. A chief has many people who 

either work for him occasionally, or are permanent 

members of his household, and his farms are usually 

bigger than others'. \a well, people often bring him

1. cf. the fine presents from the "chief" in The 
spider and the squirrel 1.
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gifts when they come to visit him. These, they imply, 

are not a forced tribute, but a way of bringing honour 

both to themselves and to the chief. After the harvest, 

for example, people like to come to the chief bringing 

rice, and perhaps a fowl, to tell him "we have finished 

the harvest, and here is your share, for we have got it 

through your grace". There are m^.ny small token gifts, 

of, say 3d or 6d or I/-, brought to the chief when 

people arrive to bring him news, <*sk him to arbitrate 

between them, or ask formal permission to hold some 

ceremony such as initiation. wine is often brought to 

him in this way, juat as it is, to a lesser extent, to

the other household heads in the village, and a hunter 

gives a set portion of big game killed in the chicfdom 

to the local chief, as well ae the skin and teeth of a 

leopard. In return the chief tl.auks him fully, 

sometimes with money.

Goods of various kinds are, then, continually 

coming to the chief, v/ho is constantly pictured in 

story and discussion as wealthy and possessed of great 

riches. He in turn redistributes thene among those 

of his people who are near him or in need of his help. 

Having many people around uim, greeting him, working for 

him, bringing him gifts and being presented in turn, la



198

one of the m?rks of a chief or any man in authority 

among the Limba. This is what is referred to in the 

phrase that occurs so often in the stories, "to become 

well-off" (niagbang). This implies both that a person 

is wealthy, and also that he is good and generous with 

his wealth and hae many people around him to join in 

this. This relationship of chief and his people is 

very much a reciprocal one. Both sides have responsib­ 

ilities, the people to help the chief and bring him 

gifts to honour him, the chief to show lavish generosity 

to both members of his own chiefdom and visitors from 

another. This dual responsibility of help and 

generosity applies to any Limba man who is "well-off". 

But it applies above all to a chief.

A chief is also expected to know everything that 

happens in his chiefdom. In this respect he is like 

t father, or head of a household, for anyone in authority 

is supposed to know about everything important that 

happens to those under his control because he "owns" 

them, is responsible for them. The chiei, then, should 

be told of any important event in his chiefaom. Deaths 

for example should be notified to him; it IB sometimes 

said tnat ideally he should be told of every death, but 

in practice, specially in the larger chiefdoms, less
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important deaths are merely notified to the local headman 

or sub-chief, while the paramount chief is told of deaths 

among leading elders in the villages or of those ne^r to 

his own centre; he then often gives a gift to contribute 

to the funeral. Any departure from the chiefdom, 

specially if permanent, should be told to hi*n, and the 

man concerned should come to say a formal goodbye, often 

with a gift. similarly, a stranger who comes to visit 

locally or to settle in the chiefdom must visit the 

chief to declare hie presence and intentions* Someone 

staying for a short time in the village may be *shown" 

to the chief bj his host, so that if anything happens 

as a result of the visit, the chief will know the 

people concerned and understand the reason for the visit.

All special ceremonies are told to the chief, whether 

a big village sacrifice, a memorial ceremony in some 

remote village, the dedication of a specially fine house, 

or the imposition of a dangerous "swear" (or curse). 

The chief should also be told when any large game (such 

as leopard or bush cow) is killed in his chiefdom, when 

some accident occurs, or when, as not infrequently 

happens in the dry season, a village is burnt. 

Initiations must also be declared in advance to the
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chief; for though he is not himself in direct charge 

of the societies of men or of women, his permission 

must be formally asked and given before they can 

perform the initiation of new members or any important 

ceremony - "the word of the chief holds the whole 

country". It is part of his responsibility and 

authority to know of all important occasions in his

chiefdom.

In order to know this fully, the chief must be 

told what is happening by members of his chiefdom. It 

is not enough for him merely to know these things 

informally or through private enquiry, it is required 

that he should be formally "told" or "notified" of them 

by people who come specially to tell him of it, often 

bringing a gift to emphasise their words. They explain 

formally what has occurred, and he replies (me) with 

equal formality, generally in the form "I accept" 

(yang yerakji) by which ne signifies that he has 

received the news, accepted it, and approved. It is 

now under his control.

In this way those in the chiefdom by their continual 

journeys to "tell*1 the chief what is happening at the 

same time continually acknowledge the chief's authority
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over them, that "everything in the country belongs to 

the chief". Not to tell the chief of important events 

would be tantamount to repudiating hie authority. 

This is why a chief complains if someone has gone away 

down country without saying goodbye to him, did not tell 

him of a quarrelftyiiask his help in settling it, or did 

not come to greet him on his return home. But when 

people ooaie as required - which for the most part they 

do - then the chief's position is assured, people acknow­ 

ledge that they act only "through his grace" (thoko ba 

kanama), and he is kept informed of what is going on 

in his sphere of authority. /hen the chief is "told" 

and formally "accepts" what he has heard, he has also 

accepted his responsibility to and interest in the 

people concerned - that he will help them if necessary, 

by giving a contribution to a funeral, aid to those 

whose village is burnt, arbitration between those who 

are quarrelling, or his presence, himself or through 

a representative, at an important ceremony. In "replying 1* 

to their announcement he admits that he now knows of it, 

and is himself now also responsible. It is in this 

sense that he "owns", is responsible for, hie chiefdom. 

Perhaps the meet important of all the chief's
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attribute* is hie power to "st>ee& M (ffbonj&oli; » ihis is

given aa an essential quality of anyone with

authority, and in the chief doras where the chief goeQ into

seclusion before hie inauguration he i& t&u&ht "how to

apeak, how to ^ive honour to each person". ^a ihe old 

days, ^ was onoe told, "^anu came down onto the aarth 

because people then hacl no chief; if anyone did &rv'U.in£, 

there was no speaking. Liit now he does not n@ed to corn® 

down, v>$ cause he looks and. uees that thero is a ehiaf 

^varywhara, that people ar© living together in village^'* 

^t tii«5 u.5 ginning of gjanu gjlveg o^efshipc a similar 

situation is described. "Icn^- o^-o   * w® idr-ibes rsad no 

chier where we ooulO F*@at to,:-2ther ! '| by this is impliad 

the n.?ating together of paojl ; 2 to hsar the chief "gpeak'* 

betwe^:, tiiaifi and sat tie th^ir ^usrrele. '-itho^t & chief, 

it is oft on said, ti:.are would be fighting and .-

Jds woi-k ia to ''^peak 1', anJ f;o brln^ and ka^v, p^a 
.4. 
'^h.3 most ooirnon fonn which i» t®k»n by th« chief's

"speakiiig11 ie the settling of disputes and conduct ox' 

cr.3":S* As already mantiun^d, certain offencae v;3ro taken 

from tha native chief1 a court ia th«§ organisation of the

i-ri, tact orate

1. The Temne ouetom of kantha, seclusion, is followed 
ii a faw Limba chiafdomj* See V. 1 ;'. tcrjah/i,  ' } 
.Political ;iysteia of th-,- tamne. >: i'rlqa 3C, i'jGC.
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administration at the end of the last century, and the 

chiefdom court is now under the control of special 

court Presidents distinct froTi the paramount chiefs. 

In theory, then, the Limba chief is no longer in charge

of settling legal cases. Yet in the Limba theory of 

chiefship, this is still usually assumed to be an 

important function of the chief, and in practice some 

"speaking" in this sense still takes place outside the 

context of the official Native Administration court. 

This is especially true of the lesser local chiefs 

(sub-chiefs and village heads) in villages off the main 

roads. There the previous system is still very marked} 

morning and evening the old men of the village gather 

with the local chief in the verandah of nis house to 

"speak" out any quarrel that has happened, and reconcile 

the disputants. The concept that this is the main 

function of the chief is one stiil fundamental to Limba 

thought, and, to a certain extent, to their practice. 

The following description therefore of the traditional 

procedure gives what is still in many places the common 

practice and the usual picture of how a chief or elder 

in authority should act.

The most common of the cases which are brought to
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the chief are those to do with marriage, quarrels about 

property, and, in some chief dome, cattle damaXgs "to 

rice. Cases involving husband and wife, or their 

relatives, are very frequent; they may be in order to 

end a marriage, the man demanding his bride-price money 

back since his wife haa left him; to persuade a girl to 

go in marriage to the man who has been putting bride- 

price for her but whom she does not like; to "beg" a 

wife to return to her husband; or to reconcile a 

quarrel between husband and wife. A small dispute 

between spouses or co-wives can usually be settled 

by a local elder who is called in to mediate, but a 

serious one often has to be dealt with by the local 

chief* Food, cooking and rice are also frequent 

subjects of quarrels in marriage, and co-wives dispute 

about the division of the work or the care shown to the 

others' children. People also summon others for debt 

or for property which they claim as their own - a gun, 

for example, or a dyed native gown - or for letting one 

of their cattle eat another's rice, thus bringing him 

serious loss. In addition there are casea about 

witchcraft, when the convicted witch must "beg" and 

pay compensation for the victim he has confessed to
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have killed, the compensation due for accidental 

homicide or wounding, quarrels, often involving verbal 

"abuse" (yaki) f and cases of adultery.

A case is usually begun by a man coming to tell 

the chief of some complaint. He "tells ft (tepe) the 

chief formally, with some token gift like 3d, 6d or I/-* 

or some kola nuts. The chief "accepts" (y^rpko) the 

announcement formally and then asks the man whether 

he wishes h±m to proceed further with it or if he is 

telling hiifl merely "so that he may Know". If the man 

replies in the affirmative, then he must usually give 

a further gift so that they can formally "call" (yongong) 

the other party. This second payment may be of, say, 

2/-, sometimes more; once the chief has "accepted" 

this he sends a messenger to summon the one complained 

of. When he comes, the chief and the local elders 

gather together to hear the dispute. Leading elders 

are sent for, and other people flock in to hear what 

will be said. The defendant is then "told" (tepo) 

of what had been said against him by the other, and if 

formally shown the amount paid by the plaintiff and 

asked to pay an equal amount. The principle that they 

must pay equally is sometimes made R. central part of the
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case, and each may give a larger amount, sometimes of 

several pounds, is a kind of "wager", as it is often 

translated into English, staging the sum on their 

innocence. The defendant "accepts" what he has been 

told by the chief, and agrees to pay a similar amount.

Then, either at once or after an interval, the two 

parties are asked to speak, to explain what has happened, 

Usually the plaintiff begins, giving a long description 

of exactly what had occurred, what he said to the 

other, and the reply he received, all given in f;reat 

and often dramatic detail. The defendant replies in 

the same way. Each should speak within the set 

framework of opening greetings to those who are there, 

mention those Hby whose grace" he is acting and, if a 

man, end with the formal words "that is it, it ig 

finished " (huna hoho, longtha). Within those limites 

he can speak as he pleases provided he keeps to some 

extent within the bounds of relevance (wider in Limba 

courts than in ours). There may be some coming and 

going among the listeners, but on the whole he is

usually listened to attentively, and the chief or one 

of the leading elders sometimes interrupts to clarify 

a point or ask a question.
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After this, witnesses (basereng) are usually called, 

and questioned about what they had seen happen, and how 

each of the parties had been behaving to the other on 

the occasion of the quarrel* sometimes a father or 

friend of one of the disputants intervenes to "beg" 

for one of them, or speak well of his behaviour on 

other occasions* when all these people have been heard 

and thanked for their words, the elders present begin 

to speak. They sit, stand, or move around in the

centre of the crowded verandah, throwing back their 

long sleeves as they gesture, and using all the devices 

of oratory to persuade the two disputants to end their 

quarrel, explaining how wrongly one, or both, had been 

acting. They employ rhetorical questions to make 

their points, gesticulation, abrupt changes from harsh 

shouting to quiet winning tones, sitting down then 

standing up in excitement to emphasise a point, even 

walking right out of the court at the end of the speech. 

They call on the one party to "beg", the other to 

accept the "beg" and give up his anger, to "cease" 

They try to bring them to a sense of proportion about 

the quarrel, reminding them, for instance, that "Kanu 

does not like that". Those who are listening should 

support them by "replying" (me), that is by agreeing
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with what they say, answering the rhetorical questions 

with murmurs or grunte of agreement, or Emphasising 

the speaker's words by "true, true" (thia, thia)*

When several of the old men have made their speeches, 
the chief finally sums up. He too speaks with full 

formality and rhetoric, and makes clear in what respect 
one or both of the parties have been wrong. Often 
they are blamed for not coming to the chief in the 

first place to complain and speak out the cause, 

instead of becoming angry with each other and quarrelling 

openly. He tries^often at great length, to compose 
the dispute and reconcile the two. One is usually 

asked to "beg" (theteke) the other, that is to apologise 
and, usually, to give a token, or sometimes a substantial, 
gift as part of the "beg". The act of "begging", 
admitting that one is in the wrong and accepts what the 

elders have said, is as important as the actual payment 
of the fine, and the amount paid over for, say, cattle 
damage of rice is very often considerably less then the 
damage known to have been caused; the main point is not 

arithmetical exactitude of compensation, - "for you are 

people living together in one village'1 - but the 

admission of guilt implicit in "begging". The chief 

also tries to persuade the otner to accept the "beg"
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to remember, for example, that they are all of one

village, or of one descent, and that it is not right 

to continue angry when "begged" by the other and 

entreated by the chief and elders. In this way the 

chief helps the one who ia declared wrong, who "was 

unable" (pungke ta; thamoi), to "beg" his opponent. 

If he agrees to "beg", and the other agrees to "accept;1 

they are both thanked and told they have acted well. 

The one who lost the case is told that he should not 

feel bad or ashamed at what has happened, but should

remember to act well for the future, and, when people 

offend against him, to come to the chief for help 

rather than quarrel on his own. If a large "wager" 

has been made, the money given by the one who won the 

case is handed back to him, with some of the other's 

wager as well, "so that he may forgive him"; the rest 

is divided among the chief and the old men who had been 

"speaking*1 the case.

In theory, by the end of the "speaking" the two 

disputants should be reconciled, and their anger and 

shame removed. This, in the Limba view, is one of 

the main purposes of the case; what is aimed at is 

not the punishment or full compensation of either party,
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but that peace should be restored between them. Many 

of the important offences - murder, homicide, alleged 

witchcraft - are strictly no longer allowed to be 

tried by local chiefs, and these, and other, offences 

at times go to newer courts* But many Limba prefer 

their own system, for, they say, even if the verdict in 

a District Commisioner's or NA court is correct and 

even if it happens at times to be cheaper, still their 

"hearts are not cooled" there; only the long persuasive 

speeches of the traditional system can do this fully, 

and bring about the "cool spirit" in the village and 

chiefdom that will fully prevent quarrelling, anger 

and witchcraft.

The main aim, then, in such formal cases is not 

so much punishment or decision as the basic reconcili­ 

ation of opponents. The chief's part is usually 

referred to as gbongkoli, 'to speak", though it ie 

sometimes also called koaongong, "to 4 ud&e". The 

emphasis is laid on the power to persuade shown by the 

chief and elders, to make the heart of each feel "cool", 

Hgood H and"clean* again so tnat there will be no

1. cf. chapter 5*
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further dispute, hidden or overt,

H Speaking" is thus regarded as a most important 

activity of the chief. By settling law cases in this 

way he keeps hie chiefdom at peace, and the hearts of 

individuals "cool".

As well as this primary senee of "speaking ' to 

settle caoes, the chief also "speaks" in two other 

related ways, each, though to a lesser degree, partaking 

of the same kind of formality as that manifested in the 

full law case. One has already been mentioned. *vhen 

people come to the chief to inform him of important

events in the chiefdom, or show him some new thing they 

have acquired, he should "speak" to them in return 

using the same formal expressions of thanks, acceptance

and reply as occur in law cases; much the same also 

applies to any formal discussion, whether about a 

marriage, sacrifice or exchange of information - in 

all of these the "speaking" of the chief, the leading 

figure present, is considered of effective significance.

The second sense in which the chief must "speak" 

well, is that he should talk freely with people, greet 

them honourably and not show himself proud or remote. 

If is common among the Li^ba to praise someone because 

he "greets you well" or "talks well with you" and this
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quality should be manifested above all by the chief. 

He should take iains to greet people, thank them, listen 

and reply to what they say, arul never keep himself far 

removed from them in the way, according to the Limba, 

that other people's chiefs sometimes do. By his good 

"speaking" to people in this way, the chief acknowledges 

their presence and shows them "honour" (y iki), a concept 

of great moment among the Limba. If you are not 

spoken to well, and praised, then you "are asU&^od" 

(nipkulahu); but if people "speak to you well" then 

you get "honour" and "your heart is £ood".

3y his "speaking" in these three related senses - 

settling cases, taking part in formal discussions, and 

talking with honour to people - the chief is considered 

to perform an important function for those in his 

chiefdom. He shows that he "loves them", and helps 

to achieve "honour" and a "cool spirit" so that they 

may enjoy physical and moral peace.

This, then, is the Limba picture of what any chief 

should be. He should "hold them well", love them and 

help them in difficulties, take responsibility for them 

through his supervisory knowledge of what is happening
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to them, and "speak" for, between, and to them. It 

is, of course, an ideal picture. For, though the 

main functions of any chief certainly do lie in the

spheres mentioned, those of economic interdependence, 

general supervision, and settling of disputes, 

individual chiefs do not on every occasion act with 

the degree of fairness, justice and kindness ideally 

expected of them. Oppressive or greedy chiefs are 

mentioned by name as having existed in the past, cited 

in the abstract in illustration of wrong behaviour,

and, brought into stories| there a chief's wicked 

or stupid actions are often shown to result in his 

own loss, and the moral is drawnysometimes clearly, 

warning against such disregard of the Limba ideals 

of chiefship. In the past, before the recent defini­ 

tion of ruling houses by government, it was possible 

to appoint a chief from a new family rather than the 

son of a dead chief known to have been a cruel and 

oppressive one, and instances are cited of this having 

happened. By this means, as well as through the

1. e.g. the chiefs in The man killed for a spinach leaf, 
A cruel chief, Sara~ahd the greedy chief, The story 
or Kubasi.
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special admonitions of the chief f e "cousin" and his

"sacrifical one*, the ideal of chiefship oould be 

upheld even against thoee individuals who violated it. 

Whatever the individual behaviour in practice, the

ideal in principle is clean it is the chief who 

must take responsibility for his people, for "he owns 

them 11 .

The main functions of the chief that I have 

discussed - generosity, supervision through knowledge, 

and "speaking 11 - also appertain in some degree to 

anyone in authority, whether sub-chief, village headman, 

or father of a family. The idea of "ownership" (bile) 

among the Limba carries with it the implication that 

the "owner" is responsible for looking after the one 

"owned" by giving him gifts, food, and support in

difficulties, by taking note of everything that concerns 

him, and by speaking to resolve any disputes in which 

he is involved and so bringing him again to a state 

of peace. The "owner", in turn, must be recognised 

and helped by being told of important events among 

his children and depandants, given gifts, labour and 

honour, and being called in and recompensed for settling

quarrels. Relationships of "ownership" aid authority
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occur at every level in Limba society - relations of 

kinship, marriage, secret societies, farming organis­ 

ation, and between master and pupil, parent and child, 

and chief, sub-chief, elders, and people; all show 

the same basic pattern of mutual responsibility in 

the spheres of generosity, supervisory knowledge, and 

"speaking rt . Everyone in authority should to some 

extent exercise these virtues for those he  owns"; but 

the chief, and in particular the paramount chief of 

a chiefdom, must manifest them above all*

This concept of chiefship, authority and "ownership", 

and the actual working out of the relations between 

chiefs and people, those in authority and those "owned"

by them, are of fundamental importance in Limba society, 

An aquaintance with these is common to all Limbas 

whether in daily behaviour, general conversation or

formalised story, and is an assumed background to any 

story referring to chiefs or chiefly status.
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Chapter 5.

Kanu, religion and cosmology.

In the stories there are many references to 

religious topics. Kanu not infrequently appears as 

a leading character, people continually seek advice 

from diviners, and sacrifices are made or spirits 

encountered by the heroes of the tales. This chapter 

therefore gives a more systematic account of some 

aspects of Limba rleigion. This is both in order 

to explain what these references in the stories mean 

to the Limba hearing or telling them and to give some

1. There is not space to consider Limba religion fully, 
and I have concentrated on those aspects relevant 
for understanding the stories, I have not, for 
example, directly considered the effect of the 
missions (mostly of the American Wesleyan iJlssion) 
working in Llaba country"; beyond the actual villages 
of the four raain mission stations (Kambai, Bafodea, 
Bindolo, Kamakwie) there has been little direct effect 
on Limba religion and the vast majority remain pagans. 
In the west and ertremefenorth of Llmba country there 
are many Muslims and, as will be obvious, the indirect 
influence of Islam has been great; however the Limba 
do not anywhere seem to play a leading part in Islam 
and many keep to the practices and outlook of the 
traditional religion. I have here tiarefore spoken 
mainly of Llmba paganism partly because this is In any 
case less well known than the precepts or practice of 
Islam or Christianity, but mainly because it is the 
pagan ideas which are moft important to the Limba 
and most significant for the understanding of their 
stories.
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idea of deiiefs and practices which are important to 

Limba thought and day to day action.

In everyday life and ritual it seems to be "the
4

dead" (fureni be) who stand out as the most significant 

element for the Limba themselves. However since Kanu 

appears so very often in the stories, T shall begin my

account with a discussion of this term, followed by a 

section on "the dead" and, finally, on the spiritual 

powers attributed to certain special individuals.

1. Kanu.

The Limba have no theology. That is, they give 

no systematic account of Kanu ("God"), nor do they 

show any desire to speculate about his nature or powers. 

They hare no special cults of Kanu, no priests, no 

church. They never discuss or argue about Kanu in 

the way they do, for example, about farming activity, 

hunting, or the various Limba dialects, and there is 

no explicit system of beliefs or dogmas about him which 

can be taught to children. It is true that Kanu

1. The full^name is sometimes given as Kanu Masala, 
often abbreviated in the west to l/iasala, in the 
east to Kanu, the term I use.
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appears frequently in the stories, where 4^ is

represented in various roles - as a chief, a stranger 

going to beg for wine, a judge - but such stories do 

not seem to be taken or offered by the limba themselves 

as conveying any real information about Kanu's true 

nature or actsj though they illustrate certain themes 

characteristic of the Limba concept of Fanu, they are 

not "myths" in the usual sense of being implicitly 

believed or widely known either by the people in 

general or by any expert class ae a piece of esoteric 

lore, nor are they associated with ritual. Many of 

the stories differ according to the story-teller or the 

locality, and there is no idea of an accepted authori­ 

tative corpus of tales concerned with ?anu. If one 

asks about Kanu* s nature or acts this never evokes a 

story in reply. Indeed almost the only specific 

assertion the Limba are prepared to make readily about 

Kami is that he is not directly known; he is far away 

up above and humans cannot see or know him. The Limba 

concept of Kanu, therefore, is implicit in their words 

and actions rather than abstractly formulated in 

explicit statements about him. The Limba themselves 

have no interest in this kind of systematic formulation.
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It would, then, be misleading to begin an account 

of the Limba idea of Kanu by asking or answering abstract 

theological questions about his nature or qualities of 

the kind that we are accustomed to treat when speaking 

about "God". The Limba are interested in speaking of 

and analysing the world around them, not in speculative 

theorising about God.

Nevertheless the lA/riba frequently make use of the 

word Kanu. It occurs in exclamation, blessing, 

moralising, story-telling, commenting on some event 

or custom, or in explanation of some disaster or success; 

they also make prayer and sacrifice to Kanu Jointly with 

the dead. From these usages it is possible to under­ 

stand something of what "Kanu" means to a Limba, when 

used in a particular situation, and to grasp some of 

the underlying assumptions about him. In this section, 

then, I analyse mainly the various contexts in which the 

Limba refer to Kanu, and some of the implications of 

these references.

1. Sacrifice, prayer and ritual are mainly dealt 
with in section 2. below.
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One of the rost common r-entione of the name Kanu 

i? after a death. The women weep and people say with 

a sigh e Kanu, in a tone of sorrow, bewilderment or 

resignation, A aon coming home from down country to 

find his father dead exclaims in the same way, ot a 

young man hearing for the first time of a close friend's 

death, sometimes the phrase is expanded further - 

*e Kanu, the power of Kranu is great* (sempg. ba kp Kanu 

a boi), acknowledging Kami's power to cause unforeseen 

disaster so that men's plans turn out to be worthless. 

Similarly, in pain or distress, a Limba may utter the 

same kind of exclalmation - e Kanu, or yao Kanu, yao 

Kanu (alas Kanu) to express his grief or anxiety. If 

a man finds his rice eaten by another man's cattle he 

may say e Kanu, and his friends utter the same words to 

show their sympathy for him, knowing that there is 

nothing that can be done now to undo the disaster.

when a man has spent the whole day hungry and, coming 

home to his house in the evening after his hard day's 

work in the farm, finds no rice for him there either, he 

may say, sadly and resignedly, "a, Kanu, I have had no 

food today".

This invocation of "Kanu" in a situation of distress 

is so frequent that a ^imba asxed about the nature or the
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importance of Kanu often replies by referring to the 

way in which Kanu is mentioned when one weepsi "Kanu 

is for weeping" (nd^ berino)| "the work (or function) 

of Kanu - if a man dies, one weeps 'Kanu"1 or, in reply 

to a question, "we don't see Kanu but we wail him" (;a 

boki ning). \ Chribtian Limba summed this up by expla­ 

ining contemptuously what he considered the inferior 

pagan experience of Kanu - confined merely to crying:

"they cry yao Kanu when a child dies or when there is

aome bad disaster (masibo); they know Kanu by (or through)

hardship and difficulty".

The most serious and frequent invocations of Kanu, 

then, are in a situation of misfortune. But Limba 

also at ti <es use a similar exclamation when they are 

happy or pleased. They sometimes exclaim with delight 

or surprise e r<anu or, when they have met with success 

in a difficult task or obtained an unexpected piece of 

good fortune, either "thank you Kanu* (ngwXli Kanu) or 

what may perhaps best be translated as ?hurray Kanu" 

(mbadeag Kanu), When a hunter shoots at an animal 

and kills it he may say "a Kanu, thank you". After a 

man has passed the night peacefully and has wakened 

safely the next morning he may describe this with the
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comment "Kanu, thanks" or say "I spent the day with 

cool spirit (thgfrina lima); I spent the night with 

cool spirit. Thank you Kanu". In a similar way 

people often add "by grace of Kami" (thako ba Kanu) 

to assertions about good health or good fortune, as 

in the common exchange "how are you?" - "I am well, by 

grace of Kami* (or, sometimes, "by grace of the dead"), 

or "the rice is plentiful this year by grace of Fanu". 

Admiration or surprise also evokes a reference to 

Kanu. When, for example, they see or discuss European 

achievements, they olften exclaim in an expressive tone 

e Kanu!, or "everything is Kanu" (foma Kanu) or "Kanu's 

power is great" (s^mpe, ba ka Kanu a boi), to show their 

awe and admiration. E Kanu I or, occasionally, Alia.' 

are common phrases used to comment on something 

impressive such as a rainbow, some exaggeratedly funny 

narrative, or the touching gestures of an adored baby. 

When people describe or demonstrate something they 

consider very wonderful, like the amazing metamorphoses 

of the grub they find in a palm tree which "has its 

own dress and house" of palm fibre, or the intricate 

weaving of the palm bird's nest with its beautifully 

made "entrance and place to sit in", they sometimes
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refer this to Kanu's power. A Limba hunter, too, an 

he looked up at a oalm sunset sky oehind the hills in 

the wet season was noved to exclaim quietly "Xariu is 

a chief 2 " (Kanu gbaku.*) to express the depth of his 

appreciation.

Kanu is also referred to in blessings and prayers. 

A blessing is common in thanking someone for a gift 

or favour - "May Kanu help you to a long life; may 

your heart be well"? "through Kanu may you not meet 

any bad thing", or "through K^flji may you tread a cool 

tree" (i«e. when you cli:flb a palm tree may you not

fall but be successful). Prayers to Kanu and the dead 

are described below; they normally accompany sacrifice, 

and ask for a peaceful heart (th£bina lima) and escape 

from disaster for the sacrificer and his family.

A reference to ^jnu in sometimes also used to 

recall eoreeone to himself or to prevent or disclaim 

any further action. Thus if two people are quarrelling 

a bystander may oall on them to stop: "Cease, by PTanu* 

or a man may try to soothe down an angry friend with 

"the power of Kanu is great, caase". someone who has

1. As described below, prayers are often primar4/to 
the dead and only indirectly to Kanu. J
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wronged, as he considers, may say that he will consent 

to "leave it to Kanu 1*; this means that he will not 

pursue the matter or trouble people further.

These then are the common exclamations or remarks 

concerning Fanu which first strike a visitor to a Limba 

village, and which any Limba grows up to hear uttered 

around him. Almost all these usages have implicit 

in them an element which is also clear in other aspects 

of Limba language and action - an attitude of resignation 

and detachment. This habit of standing back from events 

and commenting on them dispassionately or resignedly by 

a reference to Kanu comes out in many contexts. A 

mother who has bonne twins, which she knows will cause 

her much extra work and trouble, will yet often say 

spontaneously "What is given you by Kanu, you cannot 

object to 11 ; and people frequently say of some unpleasant 

or unlocked for happening "What Kanu has sai^, you do 

not refuse". A man speaking of the possibility that 

he may never achieve his ambition to get money and 

build himself a house, or admitting that perhaps he 

may never succeed as he wishes but will just have to

1. Twins are though to be powerful or troublesome, 
but are not objects of horror nor is there any 
tradition of twin-killing.
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endure It, expresses all this by saying "It is y anu" 

or "It is all to Kami" (i.e. depends on T'anu only). 

So too in situations when great fortune or great disaster 

occurs, "It is Kanu" they say, meaning that in spite of 

all the efforts and precautions taken by men, there 

still lies behind everything the ultimate and universal 

cause, Kanu; they are relating their present misfortune 

to the general lot of mankind. Even the apparently 

more direct address to Kanu in thanks for good fortune 

seems also to involve a kind of generalised comment on 

the present situation and the way in which, with all a 

man's efforts, success is uncertain and is dependent 

ultimately on something beyond him , out of his control; 

the remark seems to be understood in this sense by the 

speaker and hearers in the actual situation, and not as 

a pressumption to any kind of direct personal communic­ 

ation between man and God.

In the situations, therefore, in which Kanu is most 

frequently and spontaneously mentioned, the Limba seem 

to be primarily concerned to make some detached comment 

on the situation itself. They are not directly putting 

forward formulated belief in Kanu as a personal being 

with whom direct contact or worship is conceivable or
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about whom men can or should know anything in detail.

This impression is strengthened by answers Limba 

give when asked about Kanu by a stranger - a question 

they are not themselves concerned to ask in normal 

circumstances. One of the more frequent statements 

has been mentioned already - that Kanu is for weeding. 

Even more common than this is the twofold reaction 

that Kanu is "up above 11 , and that he is unknown, "we 

do not see him, we do not know him". In this he is 

contrasted with "the dead" who are below, buried in 

or near the village, and wh <?re known to their 

children for "they are Limba"; they were seen by their 

contemporaries, are Known to love their descendants, 

and, even now, may appear to them in dreams, a thing
/

which Kanu will never do.

Kanu is always pictured a« being up above. He 

is high above (kabegede ka, or fcathinthi ka), probably 

in or near the sky (kuthahine) though the exact location 

is not made clear. In one story the explanation

1. Kanu goes up above.
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postulated for his distance is that he went far away 

because he was harrassed by the continual demands made 

on him* But this story does not seem to he universally 

known or cited, or even, by those who have heard it, 

taken altogether seriously as a definite historical 

explanation to account once for all for Kanu*s distance. 

In other stories various episodes are related in which 

Kanu "long ago" (nde) visited those on the earth, coming 

down for certain specific purpose? and then again 

returning to "up above 11 . Nowadays, is the implication, 

he does not come down to the earth or enter the village 

(ttfcti) which is the abode of human being (WQ m^ti); he 

stays far away up above where he can be neither seen nor 

approached b. mankind.

The other attribute of Kanu about which the Limba 

are quite explicit is that he is not and cannot be 

directly known to them. When specifically asked, they

say they do not know whether Kanu is good or bad, male
por female, white or black, or even whether or not he

!  e.g. Kanu gave food to the Limbae; The stomach is 
chief of the body;Kanu and palm wine.

2. There is no sex differentiation in Limba grammar, 
though I have, for convenience, used the masculine 
pronoun when referring to Kanu. In stories he 
usually appears in the masculine roles of father or 
chief, and is referred to by the personal pronoun
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or Ma man cannot know that". everything about iianu 

ie obscure. "We don't know him, we don't see him". 

One old man expressed this as ">*hat is meant by Kanu; 

Kanu is up above, and we are down below. This is the 

word that was left for us long ago - we will not be 

able to see him. This was left for us long ago* 

That is why we always say by grace of Kanu. v»e cannot 

ever see him". It is vaguely thought that perhaps the 

dead see him, but those living never can. "Perhaps 

Kanu is where the dead are (icatile ka) ... we don't 

know very well. \Ve have heard that the dead see i>anu; 

but we don't know, we have not yet died. We don't know

Besides this general attitude of ignorance about 

anything to do with Kanu, the Limba also at times 

explicitly contrast their own lack of knowledge with 

the certainty of Europeans and Muslims. some Limbas 

have come into direct contact with Christian missionaries 

and others have heard indirectly that the 'Europeans have " 

'been Kanu", and are greatly impressed by this. They

1. In particular through the American Wesleyan Mission 
stations.



229

also admire the Muslims, of whom they have had longer 

experience, through the Muslim peoples who have 

travelled or settled in and near their country, and 

accept their claims to authority in religious matters. 

Limbas like to ask a Muslim (a *moriman") to make them 

charms and prophecies, and are impressed by the learning 

of those who can read the Koran. This attitude comes
o

out particularly clearly in stories where the destiny 

of the white man is said to be read, that of the Pula 

(i.e. Muslim) to have the "Marabou 1 or Muslim writings, 

and that of the Limba to tend his rice, in ignorance 

of the wisdom of Pula and European. In contrasting 

themselves to these other people the Limba are quite 

open about their own ignorance of Kami. M , erhaps some 

people have seen Kanu, but we have not H . One old man 

in one of the larger towns said ponderingly M /e Limba 

do not know Kanu as you Europeans do; but we know the 

dead (fureni) which ^erhaps you do not know. We know

1. Pula, SUBU and iianaingo.

?. e.g. Limbas, Pulas and ^uropeans; cf. Kotp and Yemi; 
The wEIte and black brothers."

3. Kabala, a District Headquarters, where there are both 
a few missionaries and many ruslin and other foreign 
traders or settlers*
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the dead very well ..." Kanu, they assume, is 

inaccessible to them and it is for this reason that 

they often pray primarily to their own dead who they 

know to love and care for them and stay near them; 

their own dead can then perhaps, they vaguely assume, 

communicate with Kanu on their behalf. The Limba 

recognise that Kanu is the same for all the peoples 

they have encountered, including the Muslims and the 

Christians, and they are prepared to believe th t 

theee other peoples, in this respect superior to the

Limba, are able to see Kanu. So a Limba may, when 

asked, quite positively assert the universality of 

Kanu. "We do not know Kanu, only the name; but 

Kanu is one for the whole earth. Te do not see him, 

we only imagine (simoko) ... perhaps it was Kanu who 

made the earth at the beginning and the people. If 

we cry, we call on Kanu; if someone is ill, or dead 

we eay e Kanu. But we don't know him".

The main point, then, that emerges from explicit 

statements by the Limba is that Kanu is far away and 

not comprehended by men. They, in turn, have no 

control over him though they may use his name in grief 

or pain as well as in wonder, and invoke Kanu in
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conjunction with the dead in sacrifice and prayer.

In addition to this, a further consideration of 

their actions and statements in the light of what has 

already been discussed may make it possible to 

elucidate another facet of the Llmba attitude to Kanu 

which is implicit in their outlook and practice.

The Limba conceive of Kanu as in some sense behind 

everything, ultimately responsible for all that happens, 

both good and bad. This is inherent in the common 

phrase already mentioned Hby grace of KanuH (thokp ba 

Kanu), and in the Timba citations of Tanu*g name in 

especially intense situations, or in their assertion 

that "everything is Kanu M or "the power of Kanu is great 1*.

This also comes out indirectly in many other everyday

remarks.

Kanu is often spoken of as the ultimate cause of 

an event or situation even where there are known also 

to be other proximate causes over which men do have 

control, so, for example, one young Limba described 

how he had fallen from a palm tree and badly hurt him­ 

self whtn his climbing strap broke? since then, he 

said, he had always carefully inspected his strap and
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if it was at all frayed he made himself a new one: 

"Since then I have not fallen; Zanu has helped me too. 

For even if you are very careful and you make the strap 

very well, if Kanu does not help you, you will fall. 

But you must look to your strap as well". Similarly 

a man should make all the proper offerings to the dead 

or spirits, and work hard on hie farm; without that 

he cannot obtain a good harvest; but even if he performs 

all that is requisite "unless Kami helps hi"1 the rice 

will not be much 11 . Whether a man will do well or 

badly in his search for wealth, wives or mastery of a 

craft depends not only on his own efforts but, ultim­ 

ately, on Kant . When a man sets a trap, "if Kami 

agrees 11 he catches an aninal in it. The human 

precautions and actions are necessary for success but 

in themselves they are not sufficient for "it is all to 

Kanu." It is Kanu ultimately who decides what will 

happen to people - "his i^ower is great - some people 

can build houses while others have nothing", and "it 

18 ^anu who tells a man what to thinic in his heart".

Kanu then is ultimately responsible for everything, 

both particular events, and, as described below, the 

institutions and existence of mankind .1 a general. In
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addition to this he ie also sometimes said to know and 

see everything that happens. When, for example, a 

"swear 1* is laid, ganu knows for "if we speak, he hears 14 .

When men sacrifice and lay their caps crossways on
i 

their heads to show their respect, "£anu sees us, we

don't see him"; and If you tell a lie "ganu looks at 

you 11 (Kanu n^ki yi). "Kanu is in the sky; he lives

there; he sees us quite clearly in the light (i.e. in 

the world), all of us".

When such remarks are m ;de about what we would 

call the omnipotence or omniscience of Kanu, the point 

for the Limba who say or hear this is not to describe 

some abstract quality of Kanu (as might be the purpose 

in a European context), but rather relates to the 

specific situation of the moment, and is a comment on 

that. To say, for example,that the successful 

acquisition of chiefship ultimately depends on ganu 

over and above all human preparations may mean various 

things according to the context and circumstances of 

the remark: that a man ultimately receives chiefship 

from Kanu and not from himself, and so, since he is 

chief only by Kanu * s will, should not act irresponsibly 

or break the rules implicitly approved by Kanu; that

1. On swears see iJL2£ below..
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it is only TTanu and not man who can decide the t^e of 

the chief's death that marks the enrt of hip chiefshipj 

or, as often, to remind the chief th-vfc mp.n's efforts, 

even hie own, are never certain and that the future 

remains unpredictable and out of his control. This 

sort of remark, then, serves the purpose of pointing to 

the general and universal element in some single pituation, 

and of recalling the wider aspects of the particular 

event in which an individual is concerned. It 1? as a 

comment on an aspect of thi? world rather than on the 

nature of some supreme supernatural being th*t a statement 

about ^g>nu IB often to be understood.

The phrase "it is Kanu" may therefore be used to 

imply something about the place of man and his particular 

actions in the wider scheme of things, sub specie 

aetemitatis as it were. As well as this it also 

often has the connotation that this is the right way 

for things to be. Kanu is sometimes spoken of as a 

kind of justification for something. A particular 

form of action is in this way related to acme general

1. The neighbouring Demne are said to kill their chiefs 
to end their rule. The Limba contrast their.telves to 
this, declaring that they always "leave them to 
Kanu".
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moral attitude approved by flanu. i was told, for 

example* that it was wrong to as* for payment for plaiting 

another woman a hair; if you do ask then "you will meet 

her before Kanu - it is wrong'1 ; or, when the Limba 

habit of ' begging" was being explained and justified, 

"the other will agree (to desist from hie anger) when 

begged, since he looks to Caiiu. It is wrong not to 

give in to begging - Kanu comee to us all. 'Looking 

to Kanu* - that means agreeing to the beg". Occasion­ 

ally Kanu is even spoken of in a moralising tone as if 

of a direct agent helping an individual and rewarding 

right action; "if you do good now, r Hnu will help 

you" or "Kanu helps a man who helps the chief". The 

duty of a son to help his father in the farm is explicitly 

asserted through the descriptions "if you forget your 

father, Kanu 8*ys "Why did you forget? , asking you. 

You go through hardship to bear and bring up a child. 

When he has grown a bit he should think of you". In 

these assertions too the point seems not a statement 

about any direct personal or particularised interference 

by Kanu in the world below but rather some generalisation

1. See chap. 6,
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about human potentialities or duties.

More often Kanu is explicitly mentioned as the one 

responsible for some important Limba institution on 

which a speaker wishes to comment, or to praise as right 

and natural. .traditionally the Limba have no women 

chiefs, i was told, because "Kanu made it like that'1 . 

It was Kanu too who showed mankind housebuilding so that 

they could live in villages and be fully human - Mif 

not, we would only have been like animals". It was 

ultimately Kanu who showed mankind how to grow their rice, 

and Kanu not any human being that said that men must not 

marry within the forbidden degrees.

The instituting of certain customs by Kanu is 

described in some of the stories, Kanu is depicted 

as coming down onto the earth in the old days and beginning 

the customs and values of Limba society. ;e gave them 

the cycle of tne farming year, showed them how to cook 

their food and tap palm wine, and taught them how to 

exercise their strength and skill. He travelled round 

to find a wise and hospitable man to hold the chiefship,

1. oee especially the firo-t gro^ of stories in chap. 9.
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and laid down the different locations R.nd destinies of

the peoples on earth. As discussed later such stories 

could be regarded as in a sense about the wider dimension 

or justification of the present rather than a definitive

description of certain events in an exact and chronologi­ 

cally defined past. For a Limba, an account of some 

institution would not necessarily have to start from 

its historical beginnings at some fixed point in tine 

but is concerned with its purpose and nature rather than 

its historical origin. Thus ohiefship was introduced 

by Kanu to show generosity to the poor and homeless and 

the present chief should always be kind and hospitable. 

For the Limba the moral of the story or its success in 

amusing or enthralling the audience is normally of more 

interest than any information about a chronological series

of events in the past. Kanu in the stories is not 

envisaged as a "culture hero* or "mythical figure" who 

at a specific past date came down and in some systematic 

way performed a series of related acts in the world 

directed to ordering Limba society, nor are the acts 

which do come into the stories universally known or

1. See chap. 7» esp. sect.
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recounted by people as a body of knowledge about ^anu

nor related with awe or piety by the present generation. 

The place of Kanu in the stories is quite different 

from this. He appears sometimes as merely one character 

among several, perhaps in the narration of some <musing 

or exciting tale, sometimes as a term which gives force 

to the generalising commentar;. on present affairs inherent 

in the story.

Kanu is also sometimes spoken of as a creator, though 

there seem very few stories that touch on this.

"Kanu made everytninfo there is - people, the women's 
and men's societies, everything that is in the bush, 
the animals, rice, palm wine, palm oil, he made them 
flow in the palm tree so that it would come out and 
be sold to the Syrians, and taken to England as oil 
- Kanu made it".

Just as with Kanu'e instituting of social customs 

described above, creation by Kanu does not seem to imply 

that at a fixed point in past time Kanu is believed to 

have created thw worict i'roji nothing. In the first

place, his act is never described as happening at any 

specific time in the past which could be regarded as the

set beginning. secondly, the word used here for this

1. The beginning of marriage *
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creation is either leheni, to fix or order (lit, to make 

good) ratlier than begin from nothing or, more often, 

fungutu, bring out. It is usually saia, not that q.anu 

made man, but that he "brought them out" (fungutu bia), 

apparently in the sense of bringing them out into tLe 

light of day, making them conspicuous, giving them a 

particular form; this word is basically the same as that 

used in the stories in such phrases as H a man came out" 

(wa na fungg nde) v/Lere there is no implication that he 

came or was produced from nothing. Occasionally in 

the stories Knnu is vaguely referred to at? having "borne 

Us " (kie mina), but this is an unusual expression in

everyday conversation. Generally the distinction is 

made that " gnu brought us out In the old days, but the 

dead bore us 1*. ^h<t is being alluded to in such remarks 

is in fact little more than the general belief, already 

discussed, that Kanu is responsible for the existence 

and qualities of everything in the world, both particular
H^>L

events, social institutions whose purpose the value can 

be emphasised in a given situation by explicitly reminding 

hearers that it originated from Kanu, and, finally and in 

a general way, for the whole world a.nd everything in it. 

"We don't know Kanu, but Kanu brought us out, he owns us 

all".
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Besides this general responsibility for all that 

exists and happens in the world, Kami IB also said to 

have a special and direct responsibility for conception 

and birth and, often, for death.

In the birth and rearing of their children the 

Limba have only too frequent occasion to observe human 

powerlessnesr, and they are often led to speak of Fanu'e 

power in this context. In this context T\anu seems to 

be conceived of RP ^Ming In a cs».tta.al renae a? distinct 

from the more generalised responsibility discussed 

above. It is Kanu who causes (ni - lit, makes, acts) 

children to be born, and thus makes human beings. He 

is the real cause underlying conception and birth. "He 

places the child in the womb 11 and gives it breath and life; 

"it is not the dead but Kanu who puts the heart in you; 

he puts the heart into the child in the belly ... we 

don«t know how. Kanu makes it".

Part of what is meant by thip description of Kanu'a 

action is the familiar point that Kmnu is responsible 

for everything - "without Kana you can do nothing" - 

but there is also the further meaning that in the case 

of child-bearing which is one of the things the Limba 

are greatly concerned for, they are in the last analysis
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particularly helpless. In this context more than others 

they recognise that they cannot predict or direct. 

WhetLer or not any couple succeed in bearing a child is 

unforeseeable and uncontrollable, and depends on Kanu, 

something beyond human comprehension.

"borne have no children; what Kanu has said, you 
cannot reject. v/ith other things you can make 
efforts to <^et them. . But with a child, only Kanu 
can help you. It is hot the dead that stop you 
getting a child, for the dead like children to be 
born; but ilanu may forbid it, it is Kanu 'ciiat says 
everything".

Even after conception and birth Kanu for a while is still 

all-important. A very young baby is held solely Mby 

grace of Kanu", and it is only later when it is a little 

grown and "can walk, see and hear, even talk, that it is 

a proper Limba". 30 in the uncertainties of birth and 

early childhood, when the T ii:bH have observed many 

children fail to live, Kanu is presumed to play a very 

significant part, and (in this situation) there is 

special occasion to refer to his power or mention his 

name*

For death too Kanu is held particularly responsible. 

This is expressed both in a general attribution to Kanu 

of all death, and in reference to some particular kinds 

of death as distinct from others. It should be already
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clear from the Li/aba exclamationo and references to 

Kanu in the situation of death that he is especially 

closely connected with tnis extreme eventuality and ip

in this situation very present in people's minds. ivanu 

is also explicitly connected witu death in a peculiarly 

intimate way. Ee ±t ueld uireotly responsible for all 

death even where there are also other causes, such as 

witchcraft, for Kanu it is said, will nut lei a witch 

succeed if this is against his will. '.»hen a close 

relative dies, people try to comfort the survivors by 

reminding them th t "Kanu owns us all", recalling to 

them the fact that Kanu causes both birth and the death 

thiot is bound to ooiae to all; "Zanu brought us out and 

also kills ua"; in this way ' anu is good, but Kanu is

bad".

Generally, jjinba say tint Ui-v cannot Know about 

the process of ueatii for "it IB ^.uia". out occasionally 

an individual is prepared to try to ^ive some further 

explanatory acoouit of what he imagines to happen in

ieath.

H inen you die it is your heart tlx^t Kanu Kills, that 
is where the life is. Kanu put the heart in you. 
But he does not take the heart away, when you are 
buried it is still there".

Another man pictures it in a different wayi
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 When you are ready to die, Fgjru takes hold of you, 
but you won't know. He says - when your life ends
- he says 'today you die 1 . He brings sickness, 
a little only. You will feel your body all sore. 
Then your head begins to be sore. You will say ' 
I, I can feel my body all throbbing (na merernere), 
my head is sore 1 . It is sore, your body is all 
sore. Then he, Kanu, ne finishes your life. You 
die, Kanu has come for you. Kanu comes for us, 
claiming a debt. It is as if I come to you and 
borrow, say, £1 or a cow; after much time I ask 
for it back, and you come and bring it. That is 
how it is with Kanu. He takes back the life in the 
end, only you cannot know. Kanu gives life in the 
beginning; he is helped by the dead, but Kanu is 
more, he owns the Limba Cl.e. human beings}, &e 
gives them life and breath".

«

This account, though characteristic of the Limba attitude 

to Kanu, would be recognised as a kind of literary and

imaginative statement rather than an accepted dogma*

Kanu then is said to have a close connection with 

all human death. But he is also in some contexts 

spoken of as being only one among several possible 

causes of death which are mutually exclusive. The 

Limba believe that though Kanu is responsible for all 

death, from another point of view there are four 

possible causes of any one death; from a "swear;1 a 

spirit, witchcraft, or Kanu. If an old person dies, 

they say, there is nothing unnatural about this for it IB

1. All more fully discussed in section 3 below.
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only what one might expect. Therefore "it is Kami". 

But with a younger person's death some other agency 

may have been involved. After every death, a diviner 

is consulted to discover its cause. If he says "it
*r

is .Tanu" then no further action need be taken and no 

further complications expected. But if It is attributed 

to a witch, spirit or "swear", then further action not 

only can but often must be taken, either to exact comp­ 

ensation from the murderer or to protect the rest of 

the family from the contagion resulting from the death,

The implication seems to be that any death brought 

by Kami is what we would call a "natural** one, and no 

further causes need be sought, ^his is in contrast to 

the cases where there is thought to have been human 

interference with the natural order - someone has used 

witchcraft, laid a swear, or given the dead fi-nn to a 

spirit. These ^eathe are therefore caused by another's 

interference.

7nnu therefore is from one point of view regarded 

as a direct cause of death, as when an old man, or 

occasionally a younger one, dies "from Fanu*1 and not 

from a human. Part of what this means is tMt, from 

another point of view, there has been no cause. That
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is, that there has been no known human interference 

with the natural course of events, and no further 

measures to be taken in connection with the dep.th.

This use of the term Kami to indicate that something 

is natural, unimpeded, unaffected by human activity, 

also occurs in some other contexts. That no human has 

taken ?. part is implied in such phrases as "7ami taught 

that diviner; but the other diviner learnt from his 

father 11 , or "it was Kanu who showed me how to tune the 

kulikitha stringed instrument 1* (i.e. M I tune it by ear 

and intuition ^nd not according to any formalised system 

taught to me by another person), "It is Kami" may alao 

mean that no other human being has 9. prior right or 

responsibility. When someone says "it is Kanu w!'^ 

plant? the yarns'1 the meaning is that since they ^row 

wild in the bush, anyone who wishes to dig for them may 

gather and eat them. In a similar way people complain 

of the way their rice in now eaten by cattle belonging 

to the passing Fulas, saying that "before it was only 

Kanu * a animals'1 that destroyed the rice, that is, the 

wild animals who had always come there, whom "Kanu called 

out from the bush 1*; that, they imply, was only natural, 

but the new source of destruction is due to human activity
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and may perhaps be removed in the panic way, by law cases 

or trying to expel the Fula. Connected with this is 

the way in which it is sometimes implied that Kanu is 

the originator of all that IP natural as distinct from 

the more recent innovations introduced by men, especially 

the white meri. In one formulation this was explicitly 

stated:

*Kanu made everything - water, earth, the animals 
in the bush, rice, the pal^ tree; but the Europeans 
make cloth, salt, food. The Europeans have spirits 
to help them . . . yet they are not able to put in 
breath Cl.t. give life] - only Kanu is able".

There are, then, many themes implicit in Limba 

references to Fanu, both in spontaneous exclamations or 

in the more considered but still tentative replies 

evoked by some query* Which theme is in mind depends 

above all on the situation which calls it forth. For 

the Limba these themes are never formulated in a systematic 

contextless abstract theology which could be stated neatly 

by the foreign student, nor are they interested in 

expressing them in this form. Even the stories ostens­ 

ibly about Kanu are often concerned either to entertain 

or to set out some truth about human society or circumst­ 

ances rather than to describe Kanu himself. Therefore 

to try to give some logical account of, say, the "Limba 

concept of the nature and powers of God" would be to
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twist the evidence. All i have attempted to do in 

this section is, as far as possible following or quoting 

the Limba terminology, to allude to various implications 

apparently inherent in the statements they make concerning 

Kanu and describe the situations in which they refer to 

Kanu and what, in each case, they may mean by this. If 

we put it in our terms we could say that ;, reference 

to f 'anu may do several things: it rta;/ postulate a 

particular explanation, or lack of explanation; it may 

claim "th*vt something is natural or traditional or right;

it may suggest that something is beyond human powers of 

control Qt prediction; or it may point to the wider 

aspect inherent in some particular situation.

Kanu, the Limba imply, is tiie ultimate originator 

and upholder of everything in the world, he knows every­ 

thing that happens on earth, he is universal to all 

mankind. Yet lie is inaccessible, far away from mankind, 

up in the sky. Though they may pray and sacrifice to 

him jointly with the dead tuey are sceptical about his 

response, unless "perhaps the dead can tell him 11 . He 

is beyond human beings, unknowable and uncontrollable,
•

yet responsible for everything, above all for life and 

death and everything that is natural.
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It is thie concept of ranu, then, which the Limba 

use in the particular situations in which they wish to 

refer to him - sometimes to express sympathy or blessing 

or to assign a cause when they do not know or do not 

wish to think of any otherj to recall some angry or 

despairing fellow human to a sense of proportion in 

disaster; to express the accepted Limba diffidence and 

awareness of ignorance before disastrous or tragic or 

wonderful events} to drive home some moral by invoking 

the agency or wishes of Kanu; using him as a character 

in a story to amuse or to convey some lesson; and above 

all, in the detached and resigned manner so character­ 

istic of the liiaba, to express their awareness of the 

irony or tragedy of human affairs, the way in which 

their individual joys or sorrows form part of a whole 

common to all mankind. Where we would say "such is 

life" or "that is the way of the world 1*, the Limba would 

say, with sad resignation, or affectionate irony or 

even an amused shrug, "it is Kanu**. Though in the 

stories Kanu is so explicitly personified, the aspect 

of personification is not one that, in everyday life 

and speech, is constantly stressed. The Limba attitude 

about Kanu must be looked for not just in the entertaining 

or moralising stories about him, but in their common
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references to him "by which they set their individual 

actions and situations in a wider context.

2. The dead.

Although Kami is admitted to be the one ultimately 

responsible for everything, in any Llmba village there 

are in fact more references to be heard to the dead than 

^° KQfru* Sacrifices and prayers are made specifically 

"callinr the dead" (yongong fureni be), the traditional 

ways are Mwhat we found from the ancient people" (the 

dead), and men speak of their ancestors as being near 

them, caring for them, and accessible to their prayers. 

They are in the village in contrast to Kanu who is far 

away in the sky, inaccessible to humans.

In the stories there are few references to "the 

dead 1*. nevertheless I intend to treat briefly of 

Limba actions and statements concerning the ancestors, 

partly because they could not be omitted from any 

attempt at a systematic account of Limca religion, 

partly to explain why it is that in spite of their 

central importance in every aspect of life, they yet 

would seem to occur so little in the stories.
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The term that I Lave translated as "the dead" or, 

occasionally, as *the ancestors", is the Limba fureni be 

(sing, fure wo) or, especially in the northern dialects, 

betio be, (lit, the old ones). Limba who are asked 

about the meaning of these words, which occur frequently 

in conversation in reference to sacrifices, prayers or 

charms, often reply not with a description of their 

nature or acts, but with a statement about the details 

of death and burial - "and that is what * fureni * means". 

I shall therefore follow this Limba mode of procedure 

and begin with a brief description of certain aspects 

of death and burial.

In the norraal course of events a man, passing through
 

the usual stages of the life cycle - birth, initiation, 

marriage, building his own house, becoming the respected 

father of a family - gradually ar he ages acquirer more 

prestige and influence within his village. Pip words 

have weight in the "speakinr" of capes before the chief, 

and he has attributed to him the wisdom and authority 

always associated with old age. T^e Is surrounded by 

"his people" - his children and followers - and these

1. Possibly cognate with furu, a breeze, and various 
forms from the root fur - meaning to sleep, spend 
the night eto.
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show hidi respect and come daily to greet him, work for 

him or, presenting some small token gift, beg for hia 
help or support.

Then his time cones to die - "Kanu has come for 

him". Messengers are sent to the farms and neighbouring 
villages to inform his relative* and affines of the death. 
The chief is formally told of the event, and in the 

evening the women of the household file into the village 
in a long line with both haads on their heads as sign of 
mourning. They half-sing half-wail, and when they reach 
the chief or the house of the death, they throw themselves

on the ground to express the agony of their grief. The 
men raise and comfort them, and th*»*n«elves fire guns to 
show their sorrow. The women circle round the corpse 
singing mourning songs while the men dig the grave. 
The corpse is then carried out and buried by members of 
the same sex. The funeral ceremonies of a grown man 
are accompanied by the special dances and sonars of the 

secret men's pociety, and its spirit, Tbanggba, while 
the women are strictly confined to their huts, A 

woman is buried with their Bondo society rituals. The 

graves are traditionally within or adjoining the village

1. The British authorities encouraged graveyards outside the villages, but in many of the smaller and more remote villages, the dei-.a are still buried in or directly adjacent to the village itself.
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An ii^ortant elder is regularly buried in the middle of 

the round compound of huts, others are buried near their 

own homes? an important chiefly line sometimes has a 

special burial place to one ?'ide of the village.

After a few weeks the site of the grave is not 

clearly distinguishable but the name of the dead man is 

remembered by his children and dependants, specially if 

he was an elder. xhey make offering? to him in the 

compound juet in front of their own huts. This is thought 

to be the general location of the buried dead, and one 

of the ways of honouring the dead is said to be to keep 

the compound clean and hoed.

The first ceremonies are made on the grave itself. 

In the "3 day H and the "7 day" sacrifices the dead man is 

called on, and often a hen or possibly a goat is sacrifi­ 

ced on the ^r^ve. Later, for the "40 day" and the final 

"memorial" ceremony, the prayera and rituals are made 

anywhere in the compound without special reference to the 

exact site of the grave. In thece later rites, the other 

dead too are calledoon.

At the 40 day ceremony all the children of the dead 

man should ideally be present as should all close relations 

by blood or marriage. For an 4 m^ortant elder's ceremony 

visitors come from other villages, animals are slaughtered
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and the ~e is feasting and dancing. The memorial ceremony 

(huboka lit,, mourning, wailing) is an even bi£/?er affair, 

only performed for important or wealthy people, nnat often 

men. It takes place anything from about two to about ten 

years after the death. During th^t time he has been 

given offerings and prayers in just the same way as the 

other dead, but a son always feels a certain measure of 

"shame" if he cannot perform this ceremony for his 

father. He and his brothers or uncles need several 

years to accumulate the rice and cattle necessary to feed 

and present to the great hordes of visitors that crowd 

into the village for this important three day ceremony. 

The leading dancers from the area are all there, long 

moralising speeches are made by elders, and a sacrifice, 

usually of at least a goat, sometimes of many cattle, is 

performed in the centre of the compound. The oldest 

among the local elders calls on "the old old people" 

by name, and prays for peace ana health. After the 

slaughter, wiiioli "tae dead imow ?nd are glad for", the 

meat is distributed and the aancing continues.

This then ie the process bj which a man becomes 

integrated with the other dead, and the terms in which 

the meaning of the word fureni is described. As xar as
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accounts of the dead go, these often stop at the burial 

of the man, or at the 3- or 7-day ceremonies, when the 

dead person is sometimes said to reach katile, the 

indefinite place where the dead are. "Katile ia when 

a person dies and is buried in the ground - that is what

we mean by katile H . By the time these small scale 

ceremonies have been performed, therefore, and even

before the larger gatherings of the 40-day ceremony and 

the optional memorial ceremony come to be held, the dead 

man has already come to be regarded as one among the other 

dead, to be invoked and sacrificed to collectively with 

them, Lie name now added to theirs* The process ie 

therefore in a sense a gradual one, and there seems to 

be no explicit clear cut theory about just exactly how 

long after death a man becomes fully one of the fureni. 

What is clear is that the Limba regard the dead not as 

a special class of distinct supernatural beings as 

opposed to mankind but as human beings who are now dead 

and buried, and who are the oldest of all; since they 

are old and "no longer in the light" they now receive 

offerings and prayers. ;3ut unlike the "spirits" 

discussed later, they are not a separate category of 

spiritual beings with some secret mode of existence 

completely other than humanity.
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The Limba lay more stress on the basically human 

attributes of the dead than on any speculation about 

tne kind of world they now live in beyond the grave, 

or on any imagined spiritual qualities appertaining to 

their changed nature. x'his is clear both from general 

descriptions and rituals and from explicit statements 

about this aspect, "The dead are Llmbas", "they are us",

"they bore us and taught us, for they are the old old 

people who were in the light in the old days", "of course 

they love us - does a father not love his children?".

There are many ways in which th4 dead are assumed 

to be fundamentally like the living, that is, "those who 

are now in the light". The dead, who are the oldest of 

all, like respect and greetings from their dependants 

just as does any old man during hie lifetime) if the 

dead are forgotten and not "begged" or given food by 

their children, then, like any father, they are angry 

and must be asked for pardon* Being older, they are 

therefore wiser than other peoples they know everything 

that happens, but must yet be formally "told" about 

important events such as the arrival of a new wife in 

the compound, entering a new nouse for the first time, 

or the visit of an important stranger; they must be 

told in very much the same way that a living chief or
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elder should be for inlly notified of important events
t M^>7
(even though ae may already ^uow of unofficially), 

the formal words often being accompanied by a token 

gift "to give them weight". A formal statement to the 

dead is similarly accompanied by an offering, the 

sacrifice.

Besides making statements, the Limba also pray 

to the dead, theteke. This is a term also used in other, 

non-religious, contexts, for example for the formal 

apology in a law case, and for the process of entreating

a chief or elder for help or support. Prayers to the 

dead are thus in some ways regarded as basically like

entreaties used among living people, and do not necess­ 

arily have the connotation, often implied in the English 

word "pray", of supplication to a spiritual power or 

powers utterly removed in nature and activity from the 

man who prays.

Another obvious way in which the T imba attitude to 

the dead resembles that to the living is the great 

respect everywhere paid to age. *11 "the dead" are, 

collectively, older than those <iow on earth; they are 

therefore automatically wiser, as all old men are wiser, 

and, in their wisdom, have handed down the traditional 

ways to their children. Just as men on earth are not



257

all equal for those who are old are likely to be able 

to apeak wisely and have many people around them, they 

are the ones who gain a name (keng) and receive honour 

(yiki), BO too among the dead some have special honour 

because they died whenalready old, leaving children to 

remember their names. It is these names which are 

pronounced in prayers to the dead. A younger man's 

name is soon forgotten except by those of his own house­ 

hold, and unless he has left children he will not be 

prayed to. In a big sacrifice for the whole village 

only those who have been village chiefs or elders near 

the chief are named in the prayer.

NThe dead" then, though often used to mean all 

those who have died, sometimes refers primarily to those 

who are known and remembered in prayers and sacrifices; 

it is even sometimes said that children and young people 

cannot become fureni for they are not truly "old people" 

In the same way the names of women are not so frequently 

included in the prayers, except within the women's

1. In practice only chiefly lines are remembered by 
name beyond two or three generations.
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society. Women are in general considered less able 

to speak wisely than men and they do not collect round 

them the numbers of people that can be acquired by the 

polygynous head of a household. In addition, since 

Limba society is patrilineal and marriage patrilocal, 

those who are most closely associated with the village

in that they are both born and buried there and leave 

their own children there to rememOer them, are the men, 

not the women. The men have direct ties both with 

those who came before them in the village, and witii those 

who will follow them. It is they who when they are 

old become the important fureni of the village, and they 

who, in life, utter the prayers; "they are near to the 

fureni, for they are old and will soon be fureni; they 

are old and know the names of the old ones'*.

It is, then, the old men, especially household 

heads, who, when they die, are regarded as the fureni, 

the "old people" who are due honour and offerings and 

who have the power to reply to the begging of their 

children. However there is one further exception to 

be made. It is not only young people and women who are 

not usually remembered, but anyone who is known to have 

died a witch, whether old or young, man or woman, is 

not included among the dead in prayer. A witch is said

1. See chap. 3 pp. 164-ff



to be rejected even by the dead themselves, and is buried 

with ignoniny and disgrace to show that he is disowned by 

the living. Bead witches are an object of fear, for 

their death may involve the living too in their contagion, 

and precautions are taken against them when they are 

dead, just as precautions are taken against living 

witches and a persistent offender expelled from the 

village.

The dead are not objects of fear or awe merely in 

that they are dead. As with living people, they are

occasionally angry or malignant, but just as in normal 

life there are recognised ways in which to understand 

and cope with these situations, so too this is possible, 

in similar ways, with the dead. In general the dead 

are regarded as those who help and favour their children 

in the same way as chief or father should help and be 

responsible for his dependants.

In these ways the dead are assimilated to the living, 

not conceived of as beings of an entirely different 

nature from humans. They are in the village and "near 

us", unlike Kanu who is inaccessible in the sky, or the 

unpredictable and fallible spirits in the bush.

This relates directly to what is perhaps the most
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important characteristic of the dead in Limba eyes. They

are accessible to people. It is possible for the living 

to communicate with them directly, and for them to reply 

to questions, signify that they have accepted an offering, 

and even appear spontaneously to their children in dreams. 

!LUC}I of Limba religious thought and practice is founded 

on this implioit assumption about the constant nearness 

of the dead; they will always listen to their children's 

prayers even though they are now hidden in the dark 

gravt and "we in the light can ao longer see them".

In the first place, the dead sometimes appear in 

dreams, and are aeen by their descendants, something 

quite inconceivable in the case of Kanu. One of the 

dead, they say, may himself come in a dream, sometimes 

to give his son authority to drum or sing or exercise 

some skill. At other times he may complain that he is 

being forgotten and demand some sacrifice or indicate 

some coming fortune or misfortune. This way in which 

the dead, though buried and gone, can yet contact the 

living and continue effective through their descendants, 

was summed up by one old man who was prepared to try to 

theorise about the action of the dead.

"Kanu brought uy out. After long, we die and 
become a fure. The fureni - that is, the body
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, lit, earth, clay] is rotted in the earth} 
but the power to act (huni ha, lit, the acting} 
the abstract verbal noun from ni, do, act, makej 
comes in a dreara. You will never again see the 
fureni. But when you sleep the fureni come round 
you. when you wake, they have gone. 3ut they 
opeak in the dream".

In *&e ritual and artistic expression too the dead 

are said sometimes to inspire a man directly, provided he 

is duly trained and performing on the required occasion. 

Thus it is the dead who inspire a man to eing the weedirjg 

song; he may not be able to think of the words when at 

home in the village, but in the farm while the women are 

weeding "the dead tell me it. They told me in a dream 

and also in my own heart (i.e. while in the farm); If 

I forget a bit while I am singing, the dead tell Jie.

Kanu helps only a little* He does not know how to 

sing the song for weeding, but the dead are able to sing 

it". similarly a smith who has learnt the right words 

and actions for preparing the medicine for certain 

rituals may at the set time momentarily forget the 

procedure, but "provided you are a smith, the dead tell 

you in your heart if you forget a little; other people 

Just forget".

4s well as direct contact with the dead through 

dreams and inspiration "in the heart% it is also 

possible to communicate with the dead through divination.
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The most common ways are by capting lots (kola nuts) and 

testing a fowl with rice. If the halves of the split 

koli nuts fall with the flat pide uppermost, this is 

said to mean that the dead agree, "they say yes"; if 

the round side, the answer is negative. The test with 

fowls usually accompanies the casting of lots; if the 

nens eat the offered rice, this also means that the dead 

agree, but if, as sometimes happens, the hens refuse, 

then the dead have also refused. This kind of divinat­ 

ion is often part of a larger ritual; it is used, for 

example, to decide the right ground for action when 

releasing someone from a swear, or in the course of the 

masiang ceremony which discovers a dead witch *.nd frees 

the living from his actions. In both these ceremonies 

the ritual preparation of liquid leaf medicine (mafoi) 

and the formal questioning of the dead through kola and 

fowl are prerequisites for real contact with the dead. 

In practice the questioner often merely continues to 

test until he reaches an affirmative answer, bound to 

occur sooner or later. As the Limba express this - "if 

the dead do not agree at once, tiie sacrificer bows down 

and begs th«m, yandi, yandi, jandi, so that they will

1. The usual word of entreaty used for mollifying a person's 
anger or begging for some favour.
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agree". The theory is quite explicit: it is the dead 

themselves who answer through the media of the kolas 

and the hens. This point is perhaps best expressed in 

an account given by an expert.

'When you make a magiang ceremony, you split a kola 
to asi'v who is the witohT You give the names of 
the dead. Then if the kolas fall flat up, then 
that man is the witch. If not, not. With the 
hen too, you ask with it. If he is the witch, 
then the hen eats the rice quickly. But if he is , 
not a witch, they refuse to eat. It is the leaves 
and the dead that make the hen know, because the hen 
is near to the dead; the hen hears them. If the 
dead say 'don't eat 1 they refuse. But if the dead 
say 'eat 1 then they eat quickly quickly quickly 
quicfcly ... the leaves hear them, the leaves tell 
the hen to eat ... If he was a witch the hen eats 
the rice quickly. If he was not a witch, the hen 
will not eat."

In this way, through the hen, kolas and leaves, the 

living can learn the truth from those who are dead, and 

by this gain their authority for what is to be done. 

In a rather similar way the dead are said to signify 

their acceptance of an offering by sending vultures to

pick at the remains of a sacrificial animal, or small
ants to nibble at the :J-ft of rice-flour. The vultures and
/ants always come. Thus the dead always give a sign to 

the living of their continued approval and care. Just 

as a father or a chief both accepts and approves the 

words and token gifts given him by his juniors, so too

1. The leaves used to make the mafqi medicine which plays 
an important part in the ceremony.
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the dead approve the formal statements and offerings 

made by their children.

The most important way in which the living contact 

the dead has yet to be discussed. This is prayer and 

sacrifice to the dead. The living bring some offering 

to the dead and beg for peace and health for themselves 

and their children; they ask for a "cool spirit" or 

"cool heart'1 , for freedom from war and quarrelling, from 

witchcraft and anger, and from all the physical and 

moral disasters that flow from these.

Such offerings may take many different forms. I 

have already referred briefly to the ceremonies at the 

burial rites of individuals, at first performed for 

the single dead man, finally in conjunction with the 

other dead of the village in the larger-scale 40-day 

and memorial ceremonies when many visitors come and the 

wholt village takes part.

A similar pattern of wider and narrower scale 

ceremonies is apparent in all Limba sacrifice to the 

dead. sometimes the offerings are at a personal or 

household level, such as an attempt to deal with some

1. On Mcool spirit 1* see further in section 3 below.
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sickness or misfortune prophesied by a diviner by asking

the dead ancestors of that particular household for 

peace and aid; this kind of sacrifice is performed just 

outside his hut by the oldest man of the household on 

behalf of all the others there and usually involves 

the offering of rice-flour or the killing of a fowl. 

Apart from the set burial ceremonies and a few special 

occasion* such as a marriage in the household, initiation, 

or the beginning of certain phases of the farming year, 

when the dead are formally "told" about the event, there 

are not prescribed times for such sacrifices, but they 

are performed in response to some particular fortune or

misfortune or when the household head thinks fit. It 

is not good to neglect the dead too long. At another 

level, the dead are sometimes jointly invoked by all 

those belonging to a wider kin group (hungpo hunthe), 

perhaps to help to free them from the effect of a "swear" 

or action by a witch. The various farming activities 

of the year are initiated by prayer and sacrifice at a

1. i.e. the joint family of those living together in a 
compound, often of 6 or 7 huts5 it may also include 
those connected by ties of marriage or fictitious 
Kinship. Ideally the group has a common grand­ 
father or greatgrandfather.
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household, or sometimes a compound, level. On a, wider 

scale agftin, a sctorif4c» is some times a- compound, lev-el. 

On a wider scale again, a sacrifice is sometimes made for 

the whole village or the whole chiefdom. This is quite 

likely to happen about once a year but there is no fixed 

rule. The immediate occasion may be some special disas­ 

ter or success, the accession of the new chief, an 

accidental homicide, or at the suggestion of some diviner. 

It ie most likely to take place in the dry seapon when 

food and wine are xore plentiful. In all these sacrifice, 

of whatever scale, the prayer is always the same; it 

is directed towards the dead and asks for a "cool 

spirit" - peace and health.

A description of the conduct of one such chiefdom 

sacrifice will give some idea of the sort of ritual 

and prayers involved. In this case the particular

occasion for the sacrifice was that a young man of the

chiefdom had been accidentally shot by his companion

as they came back together from the farm. The sacrifice -

1. strictly now a sub-chiefdom, amalgamated 1950, but
still regarding itself as self-sufficent in some ways. 
The Paramount Chief of the amalgamated chiefdom was 
also present, as were some of the chiefs of the other 
ex-chiefdoms which now are sub-divisions of the new 
bigger unit.
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"a sacrifice because of a gun" - was so that they could 

pray to the dead to avert such disasters in the future 

and to give them peace. People had all been told in 

advance when the sacrifice was to be made, and on the 

day representatives came from the main villages and sub­ 

sections of the chiefdom. They brought gifts of kola 

nuts, palm wine and money for the chief as their contri­ 

bution to the sacrifice. Long formal speeches of thanks 

and appreciation were given by the chief and his elders 

as well as by the visitors. There was also a prolonged 

discussion of the particular occasion for the sacrifice. 

The local hunters had been specially summoned and as 

part of the formal discussion the chief and elders 

reminded them, all jointly to be careful, and remember

that *a gun can kill a man". Part of the formal 

speaking also included some investigation of the history

of other members of the dead man's family and the 

suggestion that so many early deaths might be due to

the operation of A "swear"; it was decided to look into 

this matter fully later. At one point in the proceed­ 

ings the mother of the dead boy came and lay on the 

chief's verandah, weeping and singing mourning songs for 

her son. The chief made a long speech to her in sympaliiy 

saying that now a gun had killed her only son; but she
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was not to think that she was left all alone, for there 

were others by her; let her remember that her son was 

well blessid for many people had come to gather in one 

place for his pake. "You see on earth here - if someone 

is shot, it is what Kanu said. Even if he had not been 

shot he would sometime have died. But since Kanu said 

'here he is', so he is dead, thus he died now; thus it 

was said by Kanu".

The ~i ong discussions and speech-making are a normal 

part of the preliminaries to the specif ice, ^,nc! a
<*

necessary formality. Meanwhile the saorifiofel ox had 

been tethered nearby. After the speeches were over, 

the young men present, representatives of the various 

villages or household, were sent to drag the ox in, its 

legs bound together. It was laid down in the centre of 

the compound with its neck facing to the east, the 

customary direction.

Then the prayer was made, invoicing Kanu and, in 

more detail, the important dead of the village and 

chiefdom by their riamee. '.11 the men crouched down

1. The named dead of the central village of a chiefdom 
are normally also regarded as those most important 
to the chiefdom as a whole. Many of the heads of 
sub-sections or satellite villages of the chiefdom 
are members of the chief's family which springs from 
the central village.
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and stretched out their right (or both) hands towards 

the animal. The oldest man held out his hands to the 

ox and prayed on behalf of all there, prompted and 

seconded by the chief, with some muttered repetition 

of the names and central formulae by pome of the older 

men*

His prayer went roughly as follows.

"Attention Kanuj Attention you dead; (Ka bari 
KanUf ka bari beng do fureni be) You Eongkong, 
you sithane, you singko, you Korombo, you ^alifu, 
you Sanghang. May we have peace (th£bina lima). 
The bad thing that came to us, may we not see it 
again. You t anu, may we have peace; you the dead, 
may we have peace. That is why we are making a 
sacrifice. A. man will not make a sacrifice to 
twist his neck upright CUe. to live]. That is 
why we make sacrifice. Wherever people go - 
everything that is bad, may we miss it on the road 
as we go. Since Kanu said we should make this 
sacrifice today - so if one goes to the left, if 
one goes to the right, nay he gain r>eace. If 
people go up, if they go down, may they gain peace* 
If there le anything that remains Cto be said], 
you the dead, what remains, may you complete it 
for me; y^u Kanu, all that remains for me [to 
sayj, may you now complete it for iae. That i@ 
the word - wherever the people go, may they be 
at peace. 3y grace of the dead. Lon&tha, longtha, 
Ipngtha".

When the prayer was finished, all stood up and the 

ox's throat was cut. When the death agonies were 

over, the young men ae representatives of their various 

villages skinned and cut up the CHroas^. The meat 

was carefully shared out under the supervision of one
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of the eldersi making sure that each village received 

a due portion of meat. The chief received his special 

share from the chest and one of the legs. Some of the 

meat was cooked on the spot so people could eat and 

dance, and the rest distributed to be taken back to each 

village, thus formally associating it with the sacrifice 

that had taken place*

Any big sacrifice, whether for chiefdom, sub- 

chief dom or whole village, follows much the same pattern! 

the formal speeches and presentations; the joint prayer; 

and the killing an^ sharing out of the animal. The 

details may vary, and, apart from a few set formulae at 

beginning and end, the prayer differs according to the

occasion of the sacrifice. 3ut the principles and 

general framework remain the Fame.

Sacrifices also take place on a much smaller scale. 

As already mentioned, they may sometimes involve only 

part of a village, or a single household where the 

father prays for the peace of his own family offering 

not a goat or even a fowl, but merely rice-flour. This 

tcj is referred to by the same term, saraka, as that 

used to describe a large chiefdom sacrifice.
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The word, saraka t h^s e.lr*o other applications. 

Though it is regularly translated as "eacrifice" "by 

literate Limbas - and this ie certainly one of its 

meanings - It is also ueed to refer to ceremonies which 

involve neither milling nor even offering of rice-flou.r.

It may coter, for example, such ceremonies as the 

dedication of a new house, and the material white flag 

and bell that are erected on that occasion and Left to 

guard the house; the ceremonial disposal of old climbing 
straps by the village as a whole; and even the material 

charms of various kinds which occur everywhere in Ilmba 

country to protect people - the white cowries tied in 

the corner of a red handkerchief or set into the handle 

of a knife; the kola nuts hung round a young wife's 

neck by her husband so that they may quickly have children; 
a ring given a son by his father or tied onto a young 

baby to protect it against witchcraft and disease;
t

or the fine chain often worn round an old man's ankle. 

All these are saraka*

1. This term occurs widely in the area in various forms (e.g. eala, s/'re. ?ale, aa/r-j., sadaka) among e.g. 
the Susu f Kiepi, Temne, MandinEau See Paulme, 1954 t p. 173; W.A.A. Wilson, SL.s 13 I960 p. 51. Paulme 

it may derive from Arabic sadaqa.



272

What seems to be co'i on to all these different 

applications of the term saraka, from the large chiefdom 

sacrifice to the cowry shells, is that a ritual has been 

performed in association with some material object; an 

old man (or sometimes a Muslim "Koriman") has spoken 

over it and prayed to the dead for a "cool spirit"; 

the object which is associated with the prayer also 

becomes aaraka and brings about the peace that has been 

prayed for, freedom from physical and moral harm.

The Limba, then, astume that the dead are, like the 

living, in principle open to contact and communication. 

They have set ways of achieving this through prayer, 

sacrifice, and divination.

e well as believing that the dead can be contacted 

in a way not possible with Kanu or the spirits in the 

bush, the Limba also assume that the dead are normally 

benevolent and wish to look after their children. This 

is evident both in their general attitude to the dead, 

and in their explicit statements. I have already 

described how the Limba do not seem to regard the dee" 

as spiritual beings utterly other from mankind, but as 

endowed with human qualifies and, ap/art from the fact
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that they are now in katile, the place of the dead, 

and so "no longer in the light'4 , as differing from the 

living only in the great degree of their age and wisdom. 

The dead "who bore us" are thought of as like a father 

or a chief, and therefore, einoe "they oalnus" and expect 

duty and honour, they also have a corresponding respons­ 

ibility to help their children, just as does a chief or 

father. If a Limba is asked whether the dead love 

people he may reply in surprise "but of course - does

a father not love his children?" or "of course they 

love the Limbas - they are Limbas". The dead have 

passed on the traditions of limba society to their 

children whom they bore and left in the light when they 

themselves were buried. "It is like the rice. It 

is burled and rots, but it comes up and comes into seed. 

It is the same with a man; he dies and rots but leaves 

people behind him". The dead may inspire one of their 

children in a dream or in his own heart, and help
V

people to get rid of sickness when the due sacrifices 

have been performed. They may guard and support a man

when "caught in the white man's court" so that he escapes 

"by grace of the deaa" Ith^ko ba Ka fureni be). The 

dead are specially concerned with two of the most 

important aims for a L-Uiba - much rice, and a "cool



274

spirit*1 . It was the 5ead who passed on to the present 

generation the knowledge of how to grow rice, and they 

have the power to help or prevent a good crop. so 

they are prayed to and formally told at the beginning 

of each new phase of the farming year, either in the 

village where they are buried or in the fields, for 

"they follow their children" to help them. wlf we 

do not make proper offerings to the dead, they will be 

angry and we won't get rice. But if you give them 

good sacrifices, you get what you want, especially rice'1 . 

For "cool spirit", or peace, both Kanu and the dead 

are invoked. But, though the subject is obscure even 

to the Limba themselves, it seems often to be the dead 

in particular who are asked rather than i.anu, for Kanu 

is unknown, whereas "the dead are near us and love us'1 .

Because the dead are in the village and care for 

their children, they are sometimes said quite explicitly 

to intercede for their descendants with Kanu who is far

off in the sky. This is sometimes said to be analogous 

to the way in which a father may beg the chief of a 

village on behalf of his son. Though the Limba are 

clear that Kanu is ultimately repponsible for everything 

and, in particular, for birth and death, they sometimes 

imaginatively de«cribe the dead too as playing an
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important part by persuading Kanu on behalf of their 

children whom they are presumed to wish to help. 

Occasionally they are prepared to theorise about the 

way in which they imagine the dead to communicate with 

Kanu as in the following two descriptions!

"Katile is when you die and are buried. Down below 
tnere, there are all the dead (fureni). You go to 
katile. There you are not in the light. There 
is no light there when you are buried ... We 
don't know very well ... we have heard that the dead 
see Kanu but we don't know, we have not yet died ... 
The dead tell yanu after the sacrifice. But even 
if the dead tell him and us about many things - 
everything is Kanu*.

"Kanu and the dead - they are not near each other. 
Kanu is above, he brought us out. But if you have 
not yet died, if you speak he hears, but if he 
speaks, he Kanu, if you have not yet died, you will 
not hear. Bui if you die, you are far from Kanu, 
he above, you below in the earth. But if you think 
of something in katile, perhaps you wish to bring 
out something good for your child, you tell him, he 
Kanu, there where you are in katile. You speak 
there, paying 'I - my child, whom I bore long ago 
and he loves me and I love him, my child had not 
yet become well-off when I died. Now I, I want to 
bring out some good thing for him so that he may 
become well-off. But I am speaking Conly] by grace 
of Kanu'. Well, if that pleases Kanu he says 'I 9 
that pleases me 1 . He asks you *Has he Cthe childj 
done no bad thing since you bore him?' The man in 
katile says 'Nothing'. Me11 Kanu says 'I too - 
that pleases me. I willhelp you*. Since he 
Kanu has agreed, he helps the dead man (fur e) to 
bring out a good breeze for his child, for him to 
become well off. Well when they have brought out 
that good breeze for you, you the child become well 
off. That is it. The dead and Kanu hear {[under­ 
stand} each other'1 .
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dead are essentially communal and nodal, 

responsible for the common inheritance of the HKI'DH now 

on earth. Their graves in the centre of the compound 

or to one side of a village mark the unity of all that 

live there for they are either descended from those new- 

dead in the grwes, or related to them through marriage, 

adoption or friendship. The continuity of special 

groups is asserted in the prayers by, for instance, 

hunters, smiths or the women in their society, to the 

experts that ureceded them. But mo^t often what is 

stressed is the unity of, progressively, household, 

compound, village or chiefdom, each made up ^f those who 

are united in being sprung from the s^e ancestors. 

Even different parts of a big ohiefdom or of several 

whoIt chiefdoms may be clai led to share "the eame dead", 

"the old old people were the same 11 . Different villages 

too may have special links, and these are expressed by 

sayingthat they are "one people", that is that they are 

descended from one grandfather or greatgrandfather even 

when the exact links are not Known. on the very few 

occasions when people speak of the unity of the whole

1. How becoming more common as the Li^ba bogin to take 
some interest in national politics, and as communic­ 
ations improve.
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limba people, thip is always expressed in terms of 

brotherhood and common parentage - "we are of one

descent". This unifying principle represented by the 

dead also oomee out clearly at a big sacrifice when 

people join together to call on the common dead - "they 

bore us all" - and reprepentatives from the various 

groups of descendants are welcomed and recognised. 

The dead are the common inheritance of those now on earth, 

and are accessible to human entreaties in the same terms 

as are living people. The Limba feel that they know 

how to approach them and pray to them} "/Ye Limba are 

always thinking about the dead. We know how to beg 

them". These dead belong to the ordered life th«t is 

lived in the village, and are assumed to have more in 

common with their human descendants still living in 

the same village than with what might properly be 

called the supernatural beings that are outside the 

village - Kanu in the sky, and, in particular, the spirits 

In the bush.

It is now clear why Mthe dead" do not appear in 

the stories as supernatural beings, or ghosts, or demons

1. Important men on the villages are often connected to 
the central ruling family by marriage or kinship.
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forming a special category Juxtaposed to humans. In 

Limba eyes the dead are not really a distinct kind of 

beings about which it is possible to theorise or narrate 

stories. They are human beings who were once aliTe and 

now are dead and buried, basically resembling those of 

their children who are now alive. Prom this point of 

view all the characters portrayed in the stories might 

be said to be fureni in that the stories are set in the
(LsC

past and the characters by now among "the old people". 

Possessing essentially human qualities ae they do, there 

is no point in introducing the dead into the stories as 

a separate category of beings. For in spite of the 

important part played in Limba life by prayers and 

sacrifices to the dead, they are at root not special 

separate beings at all, but the human beings of the old 

days - "they are us".

3. Individual.s - witchcraft and contactwith
spirits.

Human beings, the Limba say, differ from animals in 

two nain ways: they make farms, rice farms? and they 

live in villages. A Limba goes for the day to the bush 

or to work his farm, cutting down trie growing forest in 

the way the dead did before hi;n; in the evening lie comes
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where they are now buried; there they have built them­ 

selves houses to live in, unlike the animals and spirits 

who are outside the village, of the bush. Vheee two 

characteristics of humanity are implicit in the terras 

in Limba which can most plausibly be translated as "human 

being": first, the words wulimba, or limba miti, which, 

denoting merely "human", also have the connotation of 

one who t*kes p?7*t in the traditional social, economic 

and linguistic activities expected within the limba 

social order; and secondly the term wo m^ti, literally 

one who lives in or belongs to a village (mrbi) .

But within the Limba order of village life and 

humanity, common to all Limbas, there are believed to 

be some individuals who are in certain respects different 

from normal people. They are able to "see" iuto a 

dimension not visible to ordinary people. This power 

may lead them either to have direct personal contact 

with some individual 'spirit 1* in the bush, with sometimes 

good, sometimes harmful results, or, if they become 

angry, to use their spec ; al ability to injure their 

neighbours with whom they live in the village by the 

malignant exercise of witchcraft.
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Some consideration of these Limba beliefs about 

individuals is essential in order to understand certain 

aspect* of their theory of causality, especially the 

causes of death, and their concept of human personality 

and motivation. Furthermore individuals who can ''see* 

in this way, such as twins, smiths, or diviners, very 

often appear in the stories; so do the "spirits" with 

whom they and others make contact; some account therefore 

of the meaning of these t^rms to the Limba should help 

to elucidate the stories.

The Limba believe that there are a few individuals 

who are born with "eyes". sometimes a child inherits 

these, or learns their use, fron his mother; but one 

cannot predict or certainly know who has or will have 

these "eyes", for "it is Kanu who gives them 11 . Twins 

however, and the next ohild following twins, are said 

always to have "eyes". Those with "eyes" are able to 

"see"; that is, they can perceive things that are hidden 

to ordinary people (pongp^di) ; they can see spirits, 

the activities of witches and themselves have the power 

to become witches if they choose. ,,uch individuals 

are sometimes said to have "two eyes" (thaya

i.e. double or extra eyes, or "four eyes" (thaya thanang),
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i.e. "both the two normal eyes and then two extra ones 

which have extra spiritual vision. sometimes they are

merely called "eyes" (thaya) using the normal word tout 

with a meaningful inflection that r.okea the sense clear. 

A man who refuses to use these "eyes 11 for the anti-social 

purposes of witchcraft is sometimes said to have "good
 >*.

eyes M (thaya thalo hoi) or to be Kele, "clear eyed", the 

same word as that used to describe water thnt is clear 

and unmudciied.

Possession of these "eyes" gives a man the potential 

ability to encounter a spirit and he may through this 

gain the opportunity to become a diviner, a witch-catcher, 

a skilled dancer, a smith or so.ne outstanding member of 

the village. Or, if "his heart becomes hot" he may turn 

to witchcraft. Oiie following page&, therefore, give some 

account first 01 the belieie held b; tL.e i.imLa &,bout 

witchcraft, secondly about tat .spirits encountered by 

individuals, and the ways in which the ^iiaba conceive 

these two to be related.

The Limba often speak aiJ^ut witchcraft and adopt 

various means to prevent, detect and punish it. .It is 

held to be the most dreadful and anti-social crime of all,

1. ¥hen used in this sense I refer to them in quotes, as 
"eyes"; similarly with "see".
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by hidden non-physical means, perhaps smiling at a rn?n in 

the afternoon "in the light'1 and then at night "going out" 

in secret to try to :xill hi <and "eat his heart". In

contrast to their attitude of ignorance to K-.inu and even 

the spirits of tiie bush, about whom they profess to imow 

little, the Limba are articulate and forthcoming about 

witchcraft, for witches are human beings who live in the 

village with other men, and they think it possible to 

know something about the people who practise witchcraft 

and how and why it is exercised.

A witch (bawsthl or bayaku) is believed to be some­ 

one who has "eyes" and decides to use his power to injure 

others. The immediate cause for his turning to witch­ 

craft is envy. often this envy is of someone close to 

the witch himself, as, for example, when one of two co- 

wives has children, the otner has not; then the second, 

out of spite, tries to kill her companion's chli,. by 

secret witchcraft. Sometimes a man is believed to use 

it against a brother who, though bcrn of the same father 

and so starting with the same opportunities, has yet 

managed to build a house and acquire a large family while

!  Baw£thl is the ut ual word in Biriwa and related 
dialects, bayaku in the north and west.
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his brother remains poor. Then the witch is ssid to 

look at hip brother's child with greedy eyes and say in 

his heart "he is a fine child, he ir grown well, let me 

go and kill him". Then the man's "heart rises and he 

goes out with eyes" in witchcraft.

Here is how one old man described the main motive of 

witchcraft and its procedure.

"If you have, say, a fine gown or much rice or a 
child, witches are jealous and eat and itiil or injure 
you. The CotherJ people who love you are /jla^ when 
you do well. That is the difference between witches 
and other people. The bodies of all men are the same; 
it is in the heart (huthukuma) that the difference is. 
We cannot know another's heart. witchcraft begins in 
the heart and goes through the eyes. Envy is the 
beginning of all witchcraft, it is wit one "^ft. A 
witch will kill anyone - a brother, a relative, even 
a mother or child. M

"We work, we go to the farm. Ve have children. 'Ve 
do well. But if someone hates you he kills your child* 
Sometimes when he is talking to you in the day he 
speaks well and greets you kindly - but then at night 
he comes out with his "eyes" for his heart is angry. 
The eyes are not the eyes we all have - but other 
eyes coming from the heart because it is angry. It 
is Kanu who gave the eyes ... We Limbas would be 
well off - if it were not for envy . . . Jf you 
quarrel with a witch in the daylight he can do nothing; 
but at night, he comes out' 1 .

Once a man's heart is hot and -v^rry from envy he 

"goes out" and becomes a witch if he hae the "eyes" to do 

it. Though the Limba say that they cannot know the 

ezact means by which a witch actually kills and "eats" 

his victim by secret non-physical means, they often
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describe the actions they imagine the witch perhaps takes. 

It is always at night, they say, in the darkness. By 

day the witch behaves like any other person and does 

not dare to attack. But at night when all others are 

inside their huts asleep, he goes alone out of his hut. 

When he departs, his body only (kotpj or kupati, lit. 

earth) is left. If his companions wake they will see 

his body still Lying there, though if they try to rouse 

hi*! he will not stir. His heart (huthukuma) or power 

of acting (huni ha) has gone out of the hut to kill some­ 

one. He has "taken off his skin" in the way a snake can 

do. '.vhen he returns after hie witchcraft he turns

back into a human (limba) and becomes a named person/ «         

«^gain who can be awakened.

Once he has escaped from his own hut and body into 

the night, he is pictured as looking round for his victim, 

usually his enemy's child. T e has to ?-truggl« hard to 

kill, for the charms hung over the door may kill him 

either as he enters in witc><crift or, more often, when 

he tries to return to his own hut. This medicine "fighte" 

him, and only if he is powerful can he overcome it and 

succeed. "It is like a fight. One is stronger than 

the otuor 1 . If he conquers the ciarms, he goes in and 

"eats tiifc heart" of his victim. This is done in ooeeurity
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"by h^3 witchcraft only". As one typical statement put 

it,

"We don't know how they come ... we only know what 
it resembles. li someone could go up a pawpaw 
tree and suck the inside out of the pawpaw fruit 
eating it all inside without breaking the skin - 
well witchcraft is like that. They eat the child 
inside, eat his heart. Then the child will die. 
Often he will be ill for a long time first, then 
he will die".

ordinary people do not see the witch or know the cause 

of the child's illness for the activity of witches is 

"in the dark". They can only see the child fall ill 

and die.

This, then, If, the characteristic picture of the 

way a witch actsi he goes out secretly at night to eat 

a child. Besides this standard description, there are 

also other modes of procedure sometimes attributed to 

witches. Some are ?;ald to have the power to transform 

(kahe) themselves into animals or birds. A leopard, 

for ex.*Tuple, who kills a man is normally assumed to 

have bee n activated by a witch, for, argue the Limba, 

normal leopards are known to run away when they see 

human beings; this one did not} it wag, then, evidently

1. Some famous chiefs of the last century are said to
have been able to change tLeii forms in order better 
to safeguard their chiefdoms, e.g. by turning into a 
bird to fly round and observe tneir people. This kind 
of good magic is sometimes referred to aa "witchcraft of 
the afternoon" to distinguish it from the usual witch­ 
craft which is always connected with the dark and evil.
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a witch, Sometimes witches n.re said to change into 

Dirde who co^e openly or secretly to steal a neighbour s 

rice and transfer it to the witch 1 s own farm. People 

who do this are soaetl/.ee referred to "by the special 

term bangahing but are usually said to be fundamentally 

the same as other witches; they all equally try to 

injure another person through jealousy. Though the 

usual picture is tl^-t witches proceed by non-physical 

means, their "heart" only going out against their victim, 

it is occasionally said tuat they may also use something 

called a witch-gun" (pingicari, or sometimes kufangki) 

or special witch aedicine (^oroninay. sometimes, it 

is said, witches join together into a "company** (kunQ 

for practising witcncraft; each witch must in turn 

provide a victim for the company to eat. Frequently 

too descriptions of a witch's activity refer to dreams. 

The witch himself is said to have "gone out in a dream 11 , 

or to have been seen in a dream by anot: *-r person. 

Confessions elicited fro^ accused witchee are regularly 

in terms of dreams dreamt by the witch; these are 

understood by both him and his listeners to refer to his

1. Fore often spoken of in the south of Liiaba country, 
specially S^-froko;
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witchcraft.

The main means by which tut Limba feel they can 

detect and combat the activity of witches is through 

tho«e people who have double eyes but use them for good 

purposee. These include in ^articular the diviners 

of various kinds and the smitho. Someone who is 

who has "good eyes", may be aole to aee the witcn coming 

at night, perceiving him in a uream or with hie "eyes" 

(these two media are not clearly dietinguished). He 

may even see the witches standing outside his own house 

wanting to kill him but unable because of the charms 

or "things" over the door; he may hear them call him 

out by name, "come out, come out, we have come to kill 

you". He may see them clearly "but he doesn't go out. 

If ht does, ht will die, for the things will say *we 

tried to help you but you refused 1 . But if you have 

no  eyes 1 you will not know the witches are there". A 

man who has these "good eyes 11 will not join the witches 

in "going out" against hie neighbours but will wish to 

prevent or detect witches.

Since witchcraft is considered the most criminal 

and dangerous of all activities, the Liraba take many 

measures to try to prevent or discover it. There are 

many material charms, ceremonies and sacrifices to try
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to avert witchcraft or the effects of witchcraft on the 

criminal 1 ?: family. The most effective means, tuey 

consider, is for an expert, usually a s^itk, to make 

a "swear", a curse exercised through the medium of a 

material ouject, which is thought to detect and punish a 

witch. After every death a diviner is asked to diagnose 

the caure. If it is due to witchcraft further measures 

are taken to discover the c ,iprit, to deter him, exact 

confession and compensation and punish him. There is,

specially in the southern chiefdome, a set series of 

ordeals, administered i)j experts with "good eyes". If 

after appeal to the final test the accused is found 

guilty, he normally confesses. sometimes the confession 

is elicited by beating him until he admits his guilt; 

sometimes the confession is apparently spontaneous, either 

directly - "yes, I went at night and killed the child" - 

or allusively through the recounting of a dream. The 

witch then must pay compensation.

The Li .ba, then, believe that among those they meet 

and greet every dav in their own village, some individuals 

may be witches and are therefore secret murderers. ihis 

is a sin worse than any committed in daylight, worse 

even than open quarrelling or abuse, for it is secret 

and hidden, and one cannot see into another man's heart
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"All out bodies are the same, but our hearts are different 

- some are witches". Jhis is why the Limba lay such 

stress on their prayers for "peace" (-ouLbina lima) , 

that is, on freedom from ttac&s by 't aes or temptation 

to practise witchcraft, and on the possession of "a clean 

heart" (huthukuma hom^-th£.) which implies the exact 

of the selfishness of witchcraft.

Among those with "eyes" there are also ^eople who 

use this power for good purposes, to help themselves ar 

other people. Because they fear the deterring medicines 

or because tut ir "heart is cool" (huthukuma ^othgjjg.) they 

do not turn to witchcraft buo use their power well.

Often W..LS is exercised in association with a "spirit", 

u!'he "spirits" (abaali^fo be, sing, vvaa^i wo, are always 

associated witn the bush, in clear contrast to the. dead

who are of the village. They are basically un-human,
2and may even at tines be spoken o, as "animals". But

though they are in the bush there are certain ways in

1. In Sierra l.eone this is often rendered <=u< "devil".
?his is misleading for mbaaling are not necessarily 
evil in Li^ba eyes; some are good, some bad.

2. Especially Gbanggba of the men*s recret society, often 
described as rttne animal" (mama).
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which human beings are believed to contact them, either 

by making sacrifice or by an individual actually "seeing" a 

spirit in the bush. Unlike Kanu and the dead the spirits 

are generally capricious, unpredicitable and individuali­ 

stic, and with the exception of the few well known spirits 

more formally associated with one special place or with 

a chiefly house, spirits are always represented as being 

connected with certain unusual individuals whom they 

severally happen to have met and liked.

Some spirits have names and are known widely through-

pout Limba country (sometimes even beyond). But often

they are known only locally and are sometimes nameless 

and featureless. They are often connected with some

prominent landmark in the bush, a large rock, a river, a 

big tree, and are apparently thought of as indefinite in 

number. They can thus be brought into any story and 

referred to merely as "a spirit" in much the way we 

introduce "a fairy" in our own fairy tales. They are 

thought of as individuals who may on occasion make

1. Pamang, a term usually confined to offerings to a
spirit in the bush, distinct from ni saraka, normally 
of sacrifice to Kanu and the dead.

2. e.g. flbanggba, Bakangba^ SQkoro, Koiyande, Kumba, Ningki* 
nangka, uingkangdingKangthengku.
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contact with individual human oeings rather than as 

having relations among themselves or as forming a kind of 

society of their own in even the vague sense in which the 

dead do. The Limba do not give any general account of 

the nature of spirits, nor do they speak of a "spirit 

world" in any sen^e. In the stories individual spirits 

appear only in their relation to some particular character 

in the tale and not ae consistent agents with a Joint or 

separate sphere of their own. In describing how the 

Limba speak of spirits it is simplest to explain how 

those with "eyes" are often said to individually contact 

them and make use of this ability. I shall therefore 

consider briefly first the special powers of diviners and 

of smiths, and then the way in which other individuals 

communicate with spirits.

Diviners are those typically cited as the best 

example of individuals with "good eyes". A diviner is 

able to "see" to take a spirit and to use this power for 

good ends. Diviners of various kinds play an important 

part in Limba -Life; they ire also frequently mentioned 

in the stories, often appearing in the conventional form 

of a small bird, the finch. The Li nib a constantly wish 

to know things in the past, present, or, future which are
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hidden to ordinary people but which diviners can see. 

There are experts to administer ordeals, detect and name 

witches or conduct certain rituals. The most common 

in day to day village life is tue ordinary diviner 

(bamandi) who for a small present answers questions about 

the cause of a death, about Mhow a wife's heart is to 

her husband" or about what sacrifices are necessary to 

achieve peace.

A. diviner should have "eyes" to gee and take a 

spirit; otherwise he is thought not properly capable 

of exercising the art, even if his father had practised 

before him. But if a child has been born with "eyes" he 

can then also learn from his father how to throw and 

distinguish the stones commonly used in divination, for 

he can see the spirit which tells him the answer.

"To a man who has no eyes, they seem only to be 
stones. If a child has eyes, he seess even when 
he is little, though he does not yet speak aloud to 
all the people. A diviner need not be the son of 
a diviner. It depends only on the eyes on whether 
the heart takes it".

A. diviner, then, is always believed to have taken a 

spirit to help him. Because he lias "eyes* he has been 

able to see the spirit in the: bush and persuade him to 

be taken. In most other pursuits, say the lirba, an 

expert witu a spirit will not aduidt this to ordinary
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people. 3ut divination is an exception, for there the 

diviner is known to depend on his spirit, and it is 

part of his skill to acknowledge his spirit's power in 

public,

Tt is the spirit rather than the diviner himself 

or his dead ancestors that is claimed to declare the 

truth, though it is the diviner, the spirit's "owner" 

who has chosen to "take 1* the spirit to help him. In 

general, the Limba believe, diviner* speak truly - "they 

know how". Occasionally a spirit may mislead its 

owner so that the ^Ivination turns out to be false and the 

owner no longer trusted. But the diviner himself is 

not penalised for this. For spirits are sometimes 

good, sometimes bad, and though they are at times helpful, 

they are undependable in that they are unhuman.

A second class of people to whom "eyes" are attributed 

are the smiths* ^ach village of any size has a smith

or smiths who practise their art in the smith's

hut (kurg ) situated to one side of the settlement. 

A smith must train for many years with^senior

1. Except in the case of tne special expert diviners 
who become witch-catchers.
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smith in order to learn both the art of iron-working 

and the special rituals of which the smith alone is 

master. He is commonly said to have "eyes'1 in that he 

has special powers, but he cannot use them for witch­ 

craft for they are good "eyes in the light here" in 

contrast to the bad witches' "eyes" associated with the 

dark*

Smiths hold an important and respected position in 

the village. It is even occasionally said that the 

chief and the smith are equal to one another* The Limba 

often speak of the economic necessity of the smith's art, 

in particular his ability to make and mend the essential 

farming implements. "Everything a human being (limba)

does is impossible without a smith* If there were no 

smiths no work would be done, we wouldn't eat, we would 

have nothing".

Even more important than this in the Limba view, is 

the close association of the smith and his kur£ (his art, 

implements and hut) with the men's secret society and its

1. This may have including some smelting in the past, 
but nowadays scrap metal is obtained from down 
country.
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spirit Grbanggba. It is through this association 

that the smith has authority to purify women who trespass 

on the men*s rituals, and knows how to impose a "swear" 

to pursue anyone guilty of a stated theft, adultery or 

witchcraft. Gbanggba, and through him the smith, has

the power to kill those who go out in witchcraft while 

he is in the village auring the men's secret dances.

The smith has great power to "see" and act. But 

these powers, being potentially greater than those held 

by any other individual, are also said to be carefully 

controlled and checked. The spirit G-banggba "helps 

people 1*, it is true, but he is al&o dangerous and should 

only be contacted or temporarily brought into the village
/

with the specified rituals and precautions known to a 

smith. The smith's power to invoke a "swear" or curse 

is also carefully controlled in various ways. In 

addition to tius, say the Liffba, a smith can never 

practise witchcraft; that is, he can never use his 

special powers to injure other people out of the selfish 

or spiteful feelings of his own heart. Any smith who 

tries to "go out" is said to die automatically through

1. Often called Gbanggbani in the south of Limba 
country and by the Temne.
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the power of the kur.g (smithy etc.), in particular his 

hammer. "It hits the witoh on the head so that he 

dies - he grunts, and gasps and dies. Thus a smith can 

never be a witch 11 , sometimes the smith's danger la 

described in Imagined detail as in the account of two 

smiths who quarrelled over the elder's child.

"That hurt nis heart and he forgot about the smithy 
(kurej and thought of witchcraft. He went out to 
kill the other. But he was killed. For when he 
went out - all right. But when he wanted to come 
in again, the smithy said 'l«o. You won't return 1 
Quickly he died".

That is why, say the Limba, a smith will never be found 

practising witchcraft; for if he tries even once, he is 

killed immediately.

Saith and diviners, therefore, have "eyes", and 

practise through their contacts with spirits, the smith 

with the most dangerous of all, ftbanggba, the diviners 

with other individual spirits. Both smith and diviner 

use this for social purposes, and both, especially the 

smith, also pray to the dead practitioners of their own 

art, thus bringing their own individual actions into close 

connection with what is most communal and social, the 

dead ancestors.

Besides these two classes, there are also various
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other individuals who are believed to make contact with 
spirits. Anyone who is outstanding in dancing, singing, 
money making, or having continually large harvests is 
frequently said to have "taken a spirit«, though, the 
Limba add, such a person will not openly admit to this* 
Good fortune or etricing ability is thus often attribu­ 

ted to a spirit, usually Hidden from other people. It 

is according to the same idea that Limba often say that 

the Europeans too must have spirits to help them for 
otherwise how could they produce money or invent such 
effective and mysterious machinery?

The Limba conceive of contact being established 
between such an individual and one of the spirits in the 
following ways someone with "eyes" is wandering in the 
bush. He meets a spirit whom he is able through his 
special ability to see. The spirit likes him and agrees 
to help him to what he desires - perhaps to grow rich 
quickly, acquire much rice and many wives, become a

1. This is not spirit possession in the normal sense(the man "takes" the spirit, not the spirit the man) Ifor did I see or hear of any oases of induced trance or hysteria in connection with spirits. The diviner though said to be inspired by a spirit, does not speak with a special intonation or language nor deliver his advice in the name of the spirit.
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famous speaker or excel in drumming, dancing or singing.

If he agrees to "be taken to the village" he is carried 

home by the man in the apparent shape of * small round 

stone* His true nature is seen only by his owner who 

gives him gifts of, for instance, cowries and even the 

occasional slaughter of a fowl.. Ths spirit then helps 

the man, (though he too must work and cannot just sit 

back and rely only on the spirit; and over many years 

all his efforts result in success.

Here is how this process is pictured by a Limba.

"If you see a spirit, you «ay 'I want to take you 1 . 
If he agrees, he says 'I accept*. You take him, 
If he ie taken, he says, 'give me such and such a 
thing'. If the man is able he says 'I accept 1 . 
If not, he says so. If the spirit likes you, he 
asks 'What then can you give me?' You tell him what 
you are able to do, and if he agrees he says 'I 
agree*. You take him. Or again, if you meet him, 
you may say after greeting him 'I like you, I want 
to take you to make me well off. The spirit agrees. 
He asks 'What do you want to become well off?' 
You ask perhaps for rice, or property or chiefship 
or for your family - you say what it is. If the 
spirit is able, he says 'I accept 1 . The spirit 
says 'If I help you with this and if you get it, do 
you agree to give me something? 1 The man says 'Yes 1 . 
... If the spirit works hard at helping him and 
the man gets what he wants, the spirit asks for his 
payment. 'Now give what I told you; for I helped 
you; you got what you wanted, now give me my share'. 
If you can get it, you give it to him. If you are 
not able you tell him 'I cannot'. The spirit says 
'If you are not able I will kill you'. He Kills 
you. 3ut if you are able and give to him, he won't 
kill you. He goes off and leaves you alone".
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A "good" spirit may not demand payment at all. 

But a wbad H one insists, demands and threatens. He 

may come and ask, they say, for Ha sheep". The man 

knows what this really means - a "Limba w , a human being* 

The spirit is pictured coming again and again to the man 

to demand the pay^ment. If he is continually refused, 

then he kills his owner. But if the man agree? to pay, 

he has to give some child to the spirit, and the spirit

"eats his heart" in the same manner as a witch, so that 

the child dies. "He asks for a Limba. If you agree 

to give him you have killed a person, you are a witch*'.

So when people make contact with spirits, thip may, 

on the one hand, lead to great success in the spheres 

the Limba value most) but, they sometimes suggest, it 

can also result in the most hated of all criies, witch­ 

craft. This is a paradoxical. For witches are most 

typically described, as I have discussed earlier, as 

those who wilfully try to, injure others by witchcraft 

only*-that is the action of a typical witch. Yet, 

paradoxically, those who are thought to achieve success

through apparently innocent relations with a spirit, 

sometimes, it is iraplied, turn out in a different way 

also to partake of the nature of a witch. This danger
/ / * /

is seen as the provftrfcH al tendency of an individual who
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greatly outshines his fellows, the price sometimes 

demanded for his success*

Some of those who can see and take spirits, 

therefore, use them for recognisedly good purposes,

specially diviners of various kinds, and smiths, who 

detect or punish witches. But even in the good and 

helpful activities, the spirits themselves are appar­ 

ently felt to be unreliable and dangerous, belonging 

basically to the bush outside, beings quite other than 

the human dead who represent what is intelligible and 

trustworthy for the children they have borne* And 

the "bad" or occasionally "bad" spirits can lead their 

owners to disaster* The spirits who make contact 

outside the village with individuals who are outstand­ 

ing either for good or evil are thus always spoken of 

as quite different both from Kami who is conceived of 

as universal to all men, and from the dead who 

collectively are the "old people" of the village and, 

ultimately, of all Limba society*

4* Personality and "peace***

?rom this account of what the Limba believe about 

"eyes 11 , witches, spirits, and powerful individuals,
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and from the terminology In which they express their 

beliefs, some idea should now have emerged of the way 

in which they conceive of a person and of how an 

individual may be motivated.

As already mentioned, a human being is represented 

as one who lives in a village and makes his farm. In 

this respect men are all alike; they are even similar 

in bodily form and in the way they greet each other 

and speak among themselves. But, say the Limba, where 

they may differ radically from each other is in their 

hearts. All other differences, even of skill in art 

or farming, are insignificant compared to tha thing 

that really matters - the intentions of a man's heart. 

Whether his heart wills good or evil to his neighbours 

is what decides whether the family, the village or even 

the whole chiefdom will achieve a "cool spirit", the 

peace that Limba always strive and pray for. I 

conclude this chapter, then, with some account of how 

the Limba conceive of the "heart".

The word "heart" (huthukuma) is common in Limba, 

a language which is otherwise meagre in words referring 

to mental or emotional processes. Phrases about the 

heart are constantly occurring. someone's heart is
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"clean" (m>tte-), for example, "good" (loh^>), "bad"

(lehe ta, thangk?), "hot" (t^kO, "cool" (th -te.).

To remember is to "put in your heart" (thi lea huthukuma);

to worry is to "think in your heart" (simoko ka huthukuma);

and a man who is "off his head" in English is in Limba

someone whose "heart is not full" (huthukuma thinge ta)

or who "has no heart» (ka ing huthukuma).

After our consideration of Limba religious beliefs 

it is now possible better to understand this concept 

of "heart" and its connection with "cool spirit", 

thfcbina lima* The heart is, is the first place, the 

will or motive power which decides what a person will 

do*

"The heart - that is what is bad or good, what makes 
you abuse people or not . . the heart tells you to 
do everything. If the heart is not good, quickly 
you do witchcraft".

The Limba do not, as we would tend to do, separate the 

mind or brain from the heart. Though they have a word 

for "intelligence" (funung) they are clear that this is 

situated in the heart and not in the head (huyaK

"The head's work is to carry loads ... you think 
and intend in your heart". "The heart is more 
than the head ... if you are angry it is your heart 
first that is angry| it is hot. When it becomes 
cool, then you stop. If you love someone, it is 
your heart that first loves ... It is the heart 
that says if you are to like or dislike something,
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if you are to be a witch or a thief. I'he heart 
owns us completely'1 .

The heart, besides being the basis of a man's 

intentions and memory, is also the seat of life or 

health*

"If you run uphill, your heart is sore} it goes 
fui fui fui, it begins to die a little} but when 
you go and wash and rest, you are better. The 
heart owns your life. If it dies, you die and 
are buried ... When Kanu comes for your heart, 
you won't remain but will die. The heart owns 
people. If it goes, there is no intelligence 
(funung), you can no longer speak"*

Thus it is the heart which Kanu is often said to put

into a child when he first gives it life (sii) and 

breath (rnaht- ma) ; in the end the heart is taken away 

by Kanu in that he causes all death. It is a man's 

heart that is said to be eaten bj witch or spirit so 

that he dies in the end however healthy he may seem 

from the outside. And if anyone's heart is "spoilt" 

(teti ) by grief or bitterness, then this may result

in his death. 1

The Limba also use "heart" in rather the way we 

would use "character" or "disposition". A bad-tempered 

man is, literally, "short-hearted" (huthukuma hothuro), a

1. Said to happen, for example, when a woman is given in 
marriage to a man she hates.
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cheeky boy has a ' broad 11 or "large" heart (huthukuma 

hobukulu)  Old men are often said to have "cool" 

hearts (huthukuma hothU)*,) in that they speak calmly 

and without propensity to anger or partiality. some­ 

one who likes to hurt his neighbours by theft, evil- 

speaking or witchcraft has a "bad" heart which is not 

"clean" or "good" to other people*

The heart then may, if evilly disposed, result 

in witchcraft or in giving someone to a spirit* It 

may therefore be responsible for someone else'a death, 

either by killing them directly, or indirectly in that 

a man killed by a "swear* while practising witchcraft 

may involve the rest of his family in danger unless they 

discover and revoke it* People with evil hearts are 

a danger to the whole community, for they can injure 

others either by open anger and quarrelling, or by the 

secret means of witchcraft*

The Limba wish above all things to avoid this 

danger of witchcraft and death in the village. Since 

the heart can be both proximate motive and abiding 

disposition, they feel it Important to try to prevent 

a sudden impulse of anger or shame from becoming a 

settled bitterness of the kind which will, in the Limba 

view, sooner or later result in the man's going out to
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injure his neighbours by witchcraft. This ie why they 

consider it essential to try to settle every quarrel 

by good words, usually from the chief or an old man, 

so that the opponents' hearts may become "cool" again. 

Unless the chief has succeeded in achieving thin the 

quarrel is not ended, for even though the due compensa­ 

tion may have been paid or the "beg" offered, if a man's 

heart is still "hot" or "angry", or if the decision 

"hurts his heart H (thong huthukuma) so that he broods 

over it (simoko ka huthukuma), then the quarrel ie 

certain to break out again, if not in open anger then 

in hidden witchcraft. This is also why in one 

religious ceremony the women are all asked to confess 

the evil feelings in their hearts, so that they may 

be uttered and so ended} to harbour a grudge in the 

heart may interfere with the efficacy of a sacrifice, the 

process of childbirth, even the success of a hunter. 

They should speak out and end the hotness of their 

hearts. It is, then, partly its close connection with 

the motivation and power of the lieart that makes "speaking" 

so important to the Limba. The way you speak can make 

another man's heart "good" or "bad"} speaking out the 

evil in your heart may make it "cool" again; and the
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chief must "speak well" to people so that their hearts 

may he "cool*.

The most profound concern of the Llmba therefore 

is that people's hearts should be "clean" and "cool". 

This is the main a:U of a Limba chief. It Is also the 

chief purpose of religious practice and prayer. If 

people's hearts are not "cool" then not only is there 

fighting, quarrelling or angry words in the chiefdom, 

but people go out in theft, adultery and witchcraft to 

satisfy their own individual spite; and this mu&t 

result, directly or indirectly, in death, loss and

disease. The "badness M of an individual's heart 

necessarily results sooner or later in outward physical 

disaster for himself or other people.

So when the Llmba pray for th^bina lima, a "cool 

spirit", 2 this refers both to the coolness of a man's 

heart, and to the peace and health in which this coolness 

results. Th^bina, JUfflft aeane both physical health - "it 

means you will not suffer" - and the inner cauae of this,

1. "Speaking" is more fully treated in the next chapter.

2. "Spirit" (lima) in the sense of heart or state; it 
has no connection with the supernatural spirits 
(mbaallng) discussed earlier.
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a peaceful heart. It means that not only should there 

be no open fighting or quarrels, but that there should, 

equally, be no bad selfish feelings of the kind that 

give rise to this; it implies that there is no witch­ 

craft, intended or active, for once witchcraft is practi­ 

sed neither victim nor witch have thcbina lima* If 

people possess thibina lima then they are free from the 

evil results of death or illness that follow the family 

of a witch after he haa been killed by a swear or the 

charms over a door. If they have tiubina lima they 

will not die from any of the three causes that result 

from bad human activity (so, ultimately, from a person's 

"hot heart"), that is, from witchcraft, giving someone 

to a spirit to eat, or the effects of a "swear" - but 

die only "from F.anu H | that would be the natural way to 

die if it were not for the spite of people's hearts.

All Limba religious activity is directed to achieve 

thcbina lima, a well body and a peaceful mind. The 

personal charms or amulets, medicines over the door or 

in the farm to deter witches and thieves, purifications 

from "swears 1 * or trespass, and the various procedures 

for killing and punishing witches, are all directed to 

combating the evil activities and impulses from men's 

hearts which upset the natural order of peace and health.
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The Limba thus hope to deter or punish the self-seaking 

individuals who try to injure their fellows in secret. 

In a positive way too they make prayer and sacrifice to 
try to obtain th^bina lima for themselves and their 

children, thn.t their hearts may be cool and their bodies 

well. For this they pray most of all to the dead, 
their own old people who themselves in the old days 

reconciled quarrels and brought peace; they pray that 

Hby grace of Kanu  ' tney may again grant thrblna lima "to 

their children.

This brief account of Li nib a religion has been 

presented in order to give some idea of certain themes 

which occur frequently in the stories - the many 

references, for example, to Kanu, spirits, diviners, 

morimen or smiths - and to show what such references 
may mean to the Limba who hear or tell the stories. 
It has also, I hope, served to fill out the picture 
of the Limba in general by describing how they think of 

themselves and the various expressions by which they 

indicate this* their awareness of their place in the 

universe and their common humanity with all people 

which they formulate in their expressions of resignation 

or acceptance when they have occasion to speak of Kanu;



their view of themselves as members of Limba society, 

common descendants of their own old dead; and their 

explanations of death, of misfortune and of outstanding 

success in term of individuals' actions through contact 

with spirits outside the village or by the secret 

malice of hidden witches within it.
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Chapter 6 

Language and "speaking"

Language and speech are of the greatest significance 

in Limba life. They are themes which have had to enter 

constantly into descriptions in earlier chapters, whether 

in discussing the concept of women as opposed to men, the 

duty of a chief, or the right way to address the dead. 

For the licaba "speaking" well is an essential part of 

social activity and also something in which they take a 

delight, and an interest, for its own sake. In addition 

to this there are certain linguistic formulae which are 

of central importance in every Limba transaction as well 

as in their own descriptions of these transactions, and 

even in minor everyday discussion there are formal ways, 

marked "by language, by which to make and accept offers or 

decisions, linguistic formalities which are considered 

essential to an ordered social life and are frequently 

referred to in the stories.

These topics form the subject of the present chapter. 

I do not intend to discuss wider aspects, such as the 

connection of Language and Gociety in the sense of relating 

the overall structure of the language to that of the



society, or analysing the general iimba classification 

of concepts in terms of language either in the large sense 

or in connecting such speciiic points as, for example,, their 

apprehension of time with their use of certain tense forms. 

Here I am concerned only with the attitude of the Limba 

to their own language, and to "speaking", and the signifi­ 

cance of certain linguistic acts in Limba society.

1. Language

In the study by Westermann and Bryan, Limba is 

classified as among the "West Atlantic" languages. It 

falls into one of the two main groups (West Atlantic and

Mande) of the fifteen or so native languages spoken in
2 oierra Leone. As with other languages of the west

Atlantic group, Limba has certain structural affinities 

with the Bantu languages in its system of voice and aspect 

formed by extensions of the verbal radical, and in the 

"class'1 system according to which each noun falls into one 

of thirteen categories each with its characteristic marks

1. Langua&ee of tfest Africa, 1952.

2. 3ee T.D.P. Dalby, air-v<7uage Distribution in Sierra Leone 
iwith map) in Sierra Leone Language Review 1, 1962.



of agreement and concord.

There are several dialects of limba, an unwritten 

language. A Limba from the extisae north finds it diffi­ 

cult to understand one from the south. Up to thirteen 

different dialects are sometimes distinguished by the Limba. 

These can however be classed into four main groups: Safroko- 

Biriwa in the south and east; Wara Wara towards the north;

Ke or Kamuke in the extreme north; and Tonko-Sela in the
o 

eouth west. The main differences are in some terms of

vocabulary, and in certain sounds which sometimes inter­ 

change, between or within dialects;-' the intonation and 

the amount of nasalisation also sometimes seem to vary 

from place to place.

Those on the edge of the irregularly shaped area of 

Limba occupation are often bilingual, or at least able to

1. See J. Berry, Nominal Classes in IIu-Limba, and A ftote 
on Voice and Aspect in Hu-Limba, in S.L.S, 11, 1958, 
and 13, I960.

2. The full list sometimes ^iven by Limba usually follows 
the distribution of the old chiefdomsj they are spelt 
phonetically: aafroko, Biriwa, Kalanthuba, B£la, Th^ngko, 
Songko, Yaka, Keleng, abongk^gbsng, Thamiso, Wara Wara 
Yagala, Wara Wara Bafodea, and Kamuke or ke. Toat of 
the texts are in Biriwa and Yaka, and the terms used in 
Part I are mainly in Biriwa.

3. E.g. g/kj gb/kp; -ala/-aa, an*, very commonly within 
as well as between dialects, the alternation of f/h; 
w/ng and ? sometimes



understand some of the language or languages of the neigh­ 

bouring peoples, and the children there commonly grow up 

with an ability to interpret taken for granted. within 

Limba country too there are occasional settlements of 

foreign peoples, mainly Fula and Mandingo, and in the two 

largest Limba towns Kxio (or "Creole") and native languages 

other than ^imba are often spoken. Limba then are well 

aware of the existence of many languages other than their 

own, and frequently have a close acquaintance with one or 

more of these.

Their language is one of the marks by which the Limba 

distinguish themselves from the many peoples round them. 

In spite of the difference that they are constantly noting 

between their own various dialects, they still seem to 

assume that one thing that they all share together as 

distinct from other tribes is the Limba language. "rhe

Limba language is one, i'he Limba are one." The native
2term is hulimba ha, M the Limba language"; and the prefix

hu- in this term is commonly used net only for most terms 

referring to speech, words or language but as the normal

1. See Dalby, loc.cit.

2. Vara Vara and Sela-Tonko societines have huyumba or 
huyifiiba.

3- E.g. hutha ha and hulung ha - word; fouthemine ha - 
the Temne language.
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prefix used to transform a root word into an abstract noun. 

Hulimba ha could therefore easily be interpreted to mean 
not only the Limba language but Limbahood itself. My 

statement that I had come to learn about the Limba people 

was often passed on as "she has come to learn hulimba ha, 

the Limba language". iSverything that connects directly 

with language is often assumed to be distinctively Limba, 

and I was therefore continuously and spontaneously instructed 
in new vocabulary, stories, songs, and the requisite greetings 
in the various dialects. Living as they do in a small 

country inhabited by peoples speaking several mutually 
unintelligible languages, the Limba recognise that many 

of their customs - marriage, for example, or some of the 
"secret societies" - are shared by various of these peoples, 
but that the Limba language is owned only by the Limba, 

and is their distinctive characteristic.

The Limba are self-conscious about their own language* 
They like to discuss linguistic matters, whether in comment 

on their language as a whole or in comparisons between their 
different dialects. This is perhaps a natural result of 
their experience of the many different languages around them, 
their own distinctive forms of speech, and the fact that so

1. e.g. gbaku wo, chief; hugbakine ha, chiefship. 
Thari. run, fleet huthara ha. flight.



many of them speak more than one language or are well 

acquainted with the principle of interpretation from one 

language to another.

They sometimes comment on their own language in general. 

''The Limba language is old M said one, "the old people tell 

you stories and tell you what is forbidden and so onj you 

hear that. The Limba language is not new". Many Limba 

expressed pleacure that I had come "to understand Limba'1 

(ba luya hulimba ha), and they sometimes contrasted their 

own language with others, giving imitations of the sounds 

of various languages; English, for example, was said to 

sound Just like y£ng y£ng v^ng yeng or ng^ng ng^ng ngeng 

ng^ng.

ftore often the discussion is of the forms of the 

various dialects. This is a constant topic of interested 

conversation. Comparisons are made between the varying 

dialectal terms, how, for example, some words are quite 

different in meaning, others have different connotations, 

the regular word in the south implying an obscenity or 

curse in the north and vice versa, and the greeting terms 

distinctive of the different areas. They sometimes cause 

laughter by imitating or parodying speakers of other dialects, 

the high voice, according to one mimic, of the Wara Wara, 

or the rough badgering tone of the Safroko. 1-,'ach group
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likes to claim that its own dialect is the best or most 

pure of Liaba and sometimes speak of other dialects as 

"bad" (lehe ta). "unintelligible" (yi sa lu) or "mixed up" 

(fangitande) with other languages; they also notice with 

displeasure when people use a greeting term other than the 

common local one. They say that they are continually 

laughing at the speakers of other dialects who "can't 

speak well" and are themselves in turn laughed at by them. 

In such discussions there are several terras which are used 

to describe the various characteristics of a language or 

dialect: it can be "deep" (sunftoi i.e. subtle and not easy 

to understand), "fine" (m^l£8£« i.e. full of small words, 

subtle, analytic), "broad" (bukulu> i.e. with longer words), 

"straight" (teiumbfO. "good" (loho). "sweet" (thimo); 

according to one English-speaking Limba his own dialect, 

Biriwa, was the one that "is sweet and nice and straight­ 

forward". The limba, then, are very aware of these various 

ways of speaking their own language, and of the possibility 

of having dialectal differences within one common language. 

AS one old man answered in some surprise when I asked about 

the reason for the many Limba dialects "But why do you ask? 

Are not English and Krio the same language but with 

differences? Well, it is the same with Limba*1 . The 

existence of dialects, with their basic similarity and
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detailed differences, is something, they assume, which 

everyone can be expected to understand.

Beside such general reflections on the nature of 

their language and dialects, they also make intentional 

use of language for amusement and joke. They take great 

delight, for example, in words or phrases they consider 

particularly funny and bring them in to make people laugh. 

Th£ngthengthfjruma. for example, is a term used to describe 

humorously the kind of person not able or willing to carry 

loads on his head: kut£ngtengbsri. meaning a hollow beneath 

a bank or wall, is a Biriwa word thought funny in itself 

and also used as a test word for strangers. Phrases may 

be introduced for no other reason but amusement, as with 

the rhythmic words a boy once used to express hie hunger 

in fun, "Ho ho ha ha nothing in my mouth" (ho ho ha ha 

ntha ka ka hothi) or the punning phrase said to be used by 

mothers to answer a child's continual whines of mte 7 "what?", 

with "what, goat?" (mb£ bahu?). mimicking the ascribed cry, 

mbi£ of the goat. A form of reduplication in names - for 

instance the pair of fools called Jimping and Dampang or 

the spirits Ningkinangka and JJingkangdingkangthengku - or 

the repetition of words or phrases are also used for their 

effective ring rather than their sense. Nonsense or semi- 

nonsense words are enjoyed as, for example, in the chant
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about a spirit, k^ng kcng koi£ k£ng koig kcring king, or 

th« alliterative words sometimes said to be chanted by the 

fishes "tho th:> tho the wet season is ending, we are going 

to be killed" (th> th:> tfr> 1& tham^ th^i ba tfoyes hiri 

puth>>i ming se ba korio) in which the little fishes are 

supposed to be stuttering tfr> thi. trying vainly to speak 

like their elders. They also take pleasure in representing 

some bird cries in words - the kokoro koo koo o- the cock 

at dawn and the kutangtangtangtaro of one of the francoline. 

In addition to this, by the various devices of repetion, 

parallelism, imitation, onomatopoaft^ mimicry and exaggeration 

of tone or length, they have a recognised means of using 

language for calculated effect as well as in its ordinary 

use for the communication of fact.

The Limba take a certain amount of reflective interest 

in the analysis of their own speech. discussion of 

separate elements and words is made easier by the common 

Limba word na which is used both to introduce reported 

speech and to i;ut a word or phrase in, as it were, in- 

quotation marks. Thus one terz:, phrase or sentence can 

be singled out for discussion or elucidation in its own 

right by prefixing it with na. People sometimes cane to 

me spontaneously with the intention of explaining some 

word or phrase in this way, quoting it for the sole purpose

1. All more fully discussed below chapter 8, in reference 
to style in the stories.



of comment and explanation. This habit of considering 

their own words may also perhaps be illustrated by their 

common use of hu- to turn any word into an abstract noun, 

a device which the Limba employ frequently when they wish 

to refer to the general concept. The Limba are aware of 

the possibility of considering a linguistic formulation in 

itself detached from its direct social or personal context.

3ven what has been sale' so far should t-how how far 

the Limba are from conforming to the still all too popular 

picture of the primitive as a being unreflective and unself- 

conscious, or even - the more extreme view - emotionally 

involved with the world around him, unable to stand back 

or analyse in any detached or abstract way. This picture 

is quite untrue of the Limba, at least in the sense that 

they are aware of the distinctive nature of their own 

language as contrasted with others' and are greatly inter­ 

ested in the language they epeak, intentionally using it 

for play, comment and analysis, not, as sometimes seems to 

be assumed, just for the straight communication of fact or 

the expression of feeling.

In addition to this, there are also three further ways 

in which the Limba are significantly aware of the possibilities

1. Cf. e.g. the implications in Frankfort, 1949, pp. 12ff, 
Boura, 1962, e.g. pp. 22, 234.



of language and speech.

In the first place their "oral literature" is an 

important feature of their culture. ^tory-telling is a 

pnrsuit that is, up to a point, practised by every Limba, 

and the hearing or telling of a good story is an activity 

widely enjoyed and valued. There are also other forms 

of "oral literature" in riddles and proverbs, and both 

stories and proverbs can be used to persuade people or 

to illustrate some general truth. Historical narratives, 

and any kind of excited narration or generalising comment 

are to some extent related in style and presentation to 

the more formal types of story. Songs, sometimes of 

nonsense words, sometimes describing a series of actions 

or expressing some moral, can also be classed as one form 

of "oral literature", sung either in the course of a story 

or for their own sake, often at a time of festival and 

dancing. In addition to these types of literature, more 

fully discussed in the next chapter, there also occur the 

formal prayers to Kanu and the dead, where, though the 

actual wording may differ from prayer to prayer, the general 

framework is always much the same and there are certain 

phrases that constantly occur. Similarly invocations to 

impose a "swear", or in certain kinds of divining, use

1. E.g. prayer to dead smiths, chapter 2, p./07; prayer 
to Kanu and the dead, chapter 5t



constant forms and are uttered by an expert with set tones 

and expression. The Llmba also have what could be called 

a type of oratory. This takes several forms. The 

speeches by chiefs and elders in deciding disputes or 

receiving messages have already been mentioned; so too 

have the formal negotiations and discussions over marriage 

and sacrifice. The most striking form is the long harangue 

regularly delivered at the memorial ceremony for a dead 

chief or elder; these often last up to twenty or even 

thirty minutes, and each sentence is usually repeated 

aloud by a crier to relay it to the large gathering of 

listeners; though each speech differs from others, they 

are all of the same type - full of good advice to young and 

old, with much moralising. In all these ways, then, the 

Limba frequently use their language for what we could term 

literary and oratorical purposes, a type of linguistic 

expression with which they are well acquainted.

Secondly, the Limba make significant use of language 

in their law cases and in formal transactions of every kind. 

In these situations, more fully discussed later, certain 

linguistic formulations are used in what could be called 

an operative and legal sense, to create, recognise or 

reinforce certain social relationships and positions.

finally, the central part taken in both Limba procedures



and in their representation of themselves,"by their term 

"to speak 1; is evident in any discussion of their social, 

political or religious institutions. This illustrates 

the importance the Limba themselves quite explicitly attach 

to speech and language in their everyday life, in the 

representation of this in their stories, and in their 

formal activities and relationships in a way further dis­ 

cussed later in this chapter.

2. Words and Deeds

There are certain formal utterances which are of 

central importance in the conduct of Limba life - in 

inter-personal relationships, decisions, and formal 

recognitions. No Limba would describe the institutions 

of his own society without constant reference to these 

linguistic forms; as will be noticed, these have also 

appmred in quotations in earlier chapters and often occur 

in the stories. Nor could a student considering the 

forms of social relations in Limba society give a full 

analysis without some consideration of the use they make 

of language in this connection.

1. The title of this section is taken from that of a
stimulating series of lectures delivered by J.L. Austin 
(later published as "How to do things with words", 1962), 
in which he isolates and examines distinctive "performative 
utterances" such as "I promise", I bet", or "I name".



These linguistic acts are those described by Limba 

terms which can be translated as "greeting", "thanking", 

"saying goodbye", "accepting", "replying" and "begginfe". 

ouch terms are constantly occurring in formal cases before 

chief and elders, in personal transactions, and even in 

much ordinary and less formal conversation; they are also 

often mentioned in the stories.

These words, and the actions to which they refer, are 

discussed in turn in the present section. i'irst, however, 

I give one description by a Limba which shows the kind of 

context in which many of these terms may occur. Similar 

examples have been referred to or quoted in previous 

chapters, in particular those concerning the formal 

negotiations for marriage, and in many passages in the 

stories. In the example given here, young boys are formally 

bringing fire-vood into the village to announce their wish 

to be initiated soon.

m.rWhen the toys are ready to go to the bueh, those who 
own them [parents] tell them to cut wood and bring it 
to the village toUie chief here, to tell (tepe) him 
that f we are ready now. We want this year to put on 
headdress 1 [i.e. be initiated]. They bring the wood 
to him. One older boy comes to the village with them, 
to announce their purpose (tang danthUcL) to the chief, 
with wine. They come. They come and announce the 
wood. They greet (mang) the chief. The older boy 
whom they have brought, he names (yongong) all the old

1. See chapter 3 section 1.



people in the village. He says 'they have come to 
announce their reason (tong danthek*)'. The old 
people greet (znang) you, they say that they have 
brought the boys to the chief, for they want this 
year to put on headdress. That is why they said 
they would bring wood to the chief - to come and 
tell (tepe) him that 'we are ready now'. So now 
if you see that I am coming with them, that is the 
reason. It is finished, (lanfithang)*. They 
pass on the word (p£ngk£ti), they pass it to the 
chief. The chief, if it pleases him (wung thlme 
ning). he thanks (kalangani) them, he says 'I thank 
you - it is by grace (thoko ba) of the old people, 
those in the village*. Then the elders speak. 
They thank (kalangang) them, calling (yongong) them 
by name. One speaks of the suffering - to carry 
wood in the sun and the rain; it is heavy. He 
gives them four kolas to thank (kalangang) them. 
Well, they have accepted (y£r?k^i) it... Then if they 
wish to dance, the boys give a token gift (k^mQ to 
the men to say (tepe) that 'we want to dance. Please 
(yandi) drum for us'. Well, the men agree (yer?k^). 
They tell (tepe) the women to reply (me/ to the song, 
riving them a token gift (kgy). saying 'Reply for 
us' . If this pleases them (mVni. wun£ thime bincfc ) 
they say 'we accept (ygjre.loijT* Well, the drummers 
come. The singers come. They sing - beautifully. 
The drummers drum. The dancer takes his stand. 
He begins to dance - beautifully. They dance - oh, 
for long. If they are able they dance all night... 
The boys from all the villages - that is what they 
always do. They bring the wood here, to the chief 
here. Veil, that is what they do".

, "to greet", is one of the most common Limba words. 

The Limba attach great importance to the action described by 

this term both in their everyday practice and in their 

descriptions of themselves. They contrast themselves

1. ftith its derivatives such as manande, greet each other; 
mania. greet many people one after the other; humana 
ha, greeting (abstract verbal noun); bamang wo. pi. 
bamani be. greeter



sharply i/i this respect with Europeans who, they find, 
are puzzling in appearing not to have the time or 

inclination to greet people. When I -.aid that 1 

wisliUv* co learn the LimLa language and ways, one of 
the first phrases 1 was taught was "i have cone to 

jrost" (yan& ae ba mpiia) , and the various ways cf 

-xpres.ji-.ii.;; these ^eatx^^s. 1 was also continually

told at great length oi' the various jr 

i;; in differlno dialects and of the ways of raet 

pjo;:l3 according to tl-o person ad-Ji^essad or spea>: 

or suitable to the o coast o . ...

1. Jee following? page



The following are some of the most common greeting terms 

in two idmba dialects f Biriwa and Yaka, all to be heard daily 

in any village. For ease of reference I have included here 

some terms of farewai and thanks, perhaps not strictly to be 

Classed with greeting   

Biriwa.

or ngse«); ngekf o. plural prgg.ke bena (or.
bena dpndp ) s *gr*e tines" . re r.ost common salutaton 

at any tine ol the day. The reply (me) is nit ag iu;8ske wui

^  w -^r ^-w^w^^ ̂*r •m ^fLjfSP"" ̂^HL. J* _.. _ *T^y*****_ T"1* . .:~^ W W-*V>^Hr ** « » >i» *«* »***"* » «W *** ̂ »r H Ifl I Till «     "^tL-i_ T*^T F"--^ . ^*T .?^*^ "^^ '**' ^ ____ _ ^** ̂

**no, no trouble ** ; or ' ball, ka. ngde ; "no trouble "here"';"1 sometime*1 '"' .
there is the addition tnoko"' ba Eu ; *by sratfe of EanuM : 
kftsethc Kanu; "thanks feo Kaau^; or thoko ba fureni. be; "by 
grace of the dead".

Mande. plural aanc bena i "greetings"* Usually on seeing 
someone after a* 'long time. The re-oly is nr: ng nr:gel>e etc.

Wall (or wall o). plural wa^i benai "g^eetia -s**. baid to 
greet p © ople ret urn intr f rod work , e . Q * called out by thoae in 
the villar© when people corae home fros the farms in the 
evening* ThQ reply is nr; n.K. ngsgk.e etc.

(or gangkalaio ) . plural oangkala bena ? "goodnight".
when expectng to -eot the nex moanin, The reply is 

canr-kalaio or io aanpckala io t

. plural linga benai "goodbye". Said when cc-i&u away, 
e»g« leaving the village for sonic days or weeks, 1-he reply ic

> or some question such as e yi ;.kaiY "are you go'ing?11'n^Iin(:aio > or some question such as e y ;.kaY "are you go' 
with the answer ndo ; *»ye« M ; yxgng do kai! *T' aa going"; or 
yanfi do kubs> M I am setting off1* .

Mande. plural nanp bena; "grcetiiaga". The usual salutation, 
anyTime of dayV Reply is ng ng ncscke (or ngseke wiye), fo 
owed by e bai ka.' or e baljT'Ka? "any trouble l̂ tt as in Biriwa.

IH^      _____

Other dialect terr.u; ax»e on the ua.':;e lines (;ven though the 
actual form may differ (e.c« Bela normal . reeting io hcreba 
yiar:e or hgrsba hui-e)



Hsengi "srectings"* Said to someone who h.:ui co-<e fro i far, or 
has been away eoac time. The reply is ^x*ssks o (or ngsslpr 
yffie)» aad the interchange is coaaonly followed by a series 
of puection^j and answers about where the ntran^er haa cone 
fj?om etc.

jjajUL, plural wall benai "greetings", to those returning fron 
work, as in Blriwa.

Sanekaa. plural sannkaa. benas "eoodnight 11 .

plural lin~:a bena; "goodbye", 3;^ei/eally when oins away 
for some time. 1'he "re'.?l'y is lo li^aio. Occasionally bels t 
the Wara vJara dialect term for M <~roo<H>ye;' is used.

Many of the,je forns are ©loo follov^ed fey extra syllables 
such as £, Jo, ne, wui or wiye . 1'hey are also very commonly 
repeated severa1T"timc3 over betv/een the two people ;;reetinc; 
each other. Mien one "frectc* (mangj_ t the other should "reply**

jjhere are asjo many stock ^hrases chat frequently follow 
the isrec-tin-; ter^c. In addition to those already mentioned t 
people may say, for example 9 to someone setting cut; ;m a 
journey "I will ^oet you Gf^ain M (yangg si do begfe pen^ki), "we 
will be seeing e»ch other" (ning go kutaadej*' "where are you 
^oinc?* (kagc hs yi ke?). T,\e one going " of ten says "I am 
coming back 1* Cyann _ d'o s )» ^ nc wonts to convey that he is_ 
going only 'briefly, or te l am c;oing w (yan^; kai); or -he may tell

^oirv;t "I a, ^oxa to cha^c biivus*(ln thethe other where he is
f ar;:ff H (./-ring do ke p-^i) ^a :-an?a)» W I am f:olnr to Bu.aban 
(yaqg. do^]ial ka . .Buirr.ban.j.« u !T"am" coing to waiider round a little, 
not' rax'* Cy.an^'do ii.c ka th ar ok ». »,. at hieni), A returned tra­ 
veller is usually ar-;:ed whore he hais coce
na pon^?)« and about; tLe news f ro i there? "any trouble wn'ere
you caine frori?*4 (e .ball ka lea yi nj..ale? j« **WEG the cliiof 
there.' 11 Cf i. alio kipg', Jfesn5 ij^? )'t ' ** wac- so and so there?" (wana 
king kecfdi^ ? J % * was it peace f ul ? r> Cg. wuthcbe?). The traveller 
will reply, for cxaap-le, "no trouble at all there" (ball o 
ball ka kends } t Mthe chief is there - he greets you" (. EcT'q 

Jcende ""^"a aan"; yinaj * or "it was at peace there"
Jbven cviTeone coaling b^c": fter a few hours away in the 

is customarily questioned by those in the vill.'..£;e with, 
for example, "were the ;>cople there?" (bia .be kin^;: ksnde?Jt 
and is greeted aj^d ti.aruied i'or lihe po.rticular work "h^' Via3 
been doing there: Mf;rcetiri;;s for rebuming" (ngaske. .ba .l:ari_o)> 
or "; reetinra for cle-'-riiv;' 1 (wali ba



These and similar phrases can be heard repeated 

many times every day in village and farm. Though a 

person passing in a hurry merely calls out and receives 

a single word greeting, it is common for greetings to 

take much time and be treated very seriously. Some­ 

one who failed to make or return an expected greeting 

and instead frequently kept silent (nffliru) would be 

considered odd or culpable; in fact this seems to 

occur only seldom. Limba as a whole take pleasure in 

giving and receiving the required every-day jreetings.

Greetings are given and expected in many situations.

In the first place, it is assumed to be a universal human
# 

obligation to exchange greetings with those you encounter

in tha village, farm or road. People who meet on the path 

between villages or fanus normally greet each other (manande)

and often atop to enquire about the other 1 s home or affairs.
•-&i     

In the village people greet each other in the morning before

1. Sae below



leaving for the farm. Husband and wife too should "greet 

each other well" and a man must take special care to greet 

his wife's parents with courtesy and the prescribed term 

of address. Children greet their parents, specially their 

fathers, morning and evening. Friends and contemporaries 

are more informal* but even they greet each other when they 

meet. When people come home from the farm in the evening 

they greet and are greeted by those who have spent the day 

in the village, and they often comment or ask each other 

about how they have passed the day.

kven these minor everyday greetings between individuals 

are regarded as both an essential social obligation and a 

thing in which a Limba will naturally take pleasure. 3o 

when a story is being told the exchange of greetings between 

the characters - Hany trouble?", "no, no trouble" - 

illustrates vividly their common humanity, and is also 

much appreciated by the listeners, sometimes repeated or 

filled in spontaneously by members of the audience. Some­ 

one wishing to set the scene in a story or a narrative of 

his own actions may rattle off at great speed a long list 

of the greetings exchanged, with obvious enjoyment both 

to himself and others in this typically Limba behaviour; 

or he may describe with pride and affection the way in 

which he himself "greeted someone very well" (a mang wana



or "was greeted fully" (mano na feu). This

interchange of greetings is among the pleasures of life; 

for one young Limba, for instance, the most idyllic occasion 

imaginable was to have a young girl smiling at him with her 

pointed teeth, bringing him food, and greeting him: "you 

meet, and say goodbye, and greet again throughout the day, 

and smile and drink wine, and eat again, and drink". 

"Greeting" is an essential factor in marriage - a husband 

can complain against his wife that "you haven't greeted me" 

or that she did not allow "his companions to come and greet 

him well". Exchanging words of greeting is both an 

obligation and, as well, "makes a man's heart good".

In addition to the regular everyday greetings expected 

of everyone as a matter of course, there are also situations 

where greetings have a special meaning or where a man makes 

a special expedition to greet someone with extra formality. 

The same word, mang, is used for this kind of greeting, 

referring not only to the brief interchange of the salu­ 

tations themselves, but also to the whole act of going to 

visit someone in order to greet him, the time spent in the 

visit, and all the talk, and on some occasions gifts, that 

accompany this.

A minor example of this kind of greeting is when someone 

goes out of his way to visit within or beyond the village.



A man or woman goes to someone else saying "I have come 

to greet you" (yan/: se ba na mana) or "your greeter has 

come" (baman& wo k£nda ae); the honour brought by this 

visit should be answered by a full greeting in reply and, 

according to the relative status of the visitor, by an 

appreciative attention for a time at least, or gifts and 

hospitality. More important are the special efforts a 

man must make at times to go and greet his parents in law, 

specially his wife's mother. ^his is a very formal 

relationship and therefore one in which, according to the 

.bimba, it is of great moment to greet very fully and care­ 

fully with the right term from both son (ngsite th>n3) and 

mother in law (ng ng lahii. ngs£fr£). i^ven before his wife 

has been given to him in marriage, the suitor must initiate 

or formalise the relationship by coming formally to greet 

his prospective parents in law. i'he importance attached 

to this particular lorm of greeting is referred to in, for 

example, the story of The woman who wanted to be greeted. 

all day and all night; only, it is related, the monitor 

lizard had the patience to continue greeting and so win 

the daughter as his wife.

Similarly an obligation to come to greet may be an 

understood requirement of a contract or formal relationship. 

Thus if a man has gained permission to tap wine from a tree



on another's land, it is assumed, though not stated, that 

about once a month he will come to "greet" the owner; 

sometimes he brings a hen or some money as part of the 

"greeting"; but in any case he must come to greet in 

words saying, for example, "we thank you, we come to thank 

you"; the owner should reply "it pleases us, we thank you, 

may you not fall from the tree".

This custom of coining specially to greet someone, 

often, but not necessarily always, bringing a gift as part 

of the "greeting", enters into many relationships, and is 

one of the accepted ways by which a man acknowledges the 

authority or responsibility of another, or his own obligations 

to him whether in the sphere of marriage, chiefship, personal 

seniority, or the mastery, and teaching, of a craft such as 

hunting or smithing. A "big man" is continually being 

greeted by those who come to acknowledge their indebted­ 

ness to and dependence on him and so in this way to bring 

him honour.

This is especially explicit in the case of chiefship, 

in which the "greeting" of people is an inherent part of 

a chief's authority. When he is lirst elected to chief- 

ship, people come to see him, usually bringing gifts, to 

greet him, acknowledging him as chief. His own dependents 

and members of his village £0 regularly to greet the local



chief, and sub-chiefs or relations in other villages are 

expected to come at times specially to greet the chief; 

in this way they show him honour and demonstrate that, as 

before, they accept his authority. Any stranger who comes 

to the village is expected to go to greet the chief and is 

received and welcomed by him. In addition the chief has 

many people who are in one way or another specially 

dependent on him - to whom he has given a daughter in 

marriage, helped with money or food, or accepted into his 

household - and these people are especially scrupulous 

about bringing him full and frequent greetings. A chief 

or elder is important if he has "many people"; by this 

the Limba are not speaking just of the numbers of people, 

mathematically considered, who are bound to work for the 

chief, but of the numbers who can be seen crowding into 

his verandah to visit and acknowledge him, that is to "greet 

him" (ba ning mana). One of the main characteristics of 

a man who is "well offM (nio gbang) is that he should have 

many people coming to greet him every day. In The story 

of the millionaire, one of the hero's first triumphs was 

when be "began to see people coming to greet him", for it 

is in this that the honour (yiki) of any man, and above 

all of a chief, largely consists.

A chief or "big man" must accept and acknowledge these



greetings by "replying" (me) and himself greeting in hie 

turn. This is part of the duty expected of any important 

man: he must not be proud, but must speak well to people. 

One of the highest compliments that a Limba can pay anyone 

is to say "he knows how to greet a man", and this is 

specially important for a chief. Someone who "knows 

how to greet you" is said to be more likely to succeed to 

the chiefship, while an effective accusation against a 

rival candidate is to say that whe does not speak well with 

people,,he does not greet them". A chief should go to 

the farm so that even if he does not work there he can at 

least "greet" and "thank" people, acknowledging the work 

they are doing and making "their hearts feel ^;ood" by his 

words. Because of this, one of the reasons why the Limba 

are sometimes puzzled by the Europeans and Creoles they 

encounter in positions of authority, is that, in Limba 

terms, they seem proud and apparently unwilling to acknow­ 

ledge their responsibility to the people under them in the 

way of a traditional chief by returning or offering pro­ 

tracted greetings. On the other hand, they were corres­ 

pondingly delighted to follow out their own picture of 

authority, as involving greeting and kind words as well 

as dignity, on the occasion of the queen's visit to Tort 

Loko in Northern Sierra Leone in 1961; Limba visitors came



back overjoyed that she had acted in the way they had 

hoped of a chief: "in spite of her fine gown and all the 

honour she was not proudj she came down to greet the 

old chiefs who could not walk". According to the same 

ideas, a well-known ^imba of chiefly family who had been 

to school was praised enthusiastically in another chiefdom 

many miles away because although literate he was yet not 

proud or removed from people - "if you met him you would 

not think he was one who could read - he greets you well 

and eits with you". "Greeting", in the Limba sense of 

the word, is a necessary part of the relations between 

any important man, specially a chief, and the rest of the 

people.

Ihe sort of way in which people cone to greet and are 

replied to with equally formal greetings has been illus­ 

trated by several accounts in previous chapters. IV,re 

is a final one, showing how the chief is recognised by 

the fact that the newly initiated boys are bound to come 

to greet him, and how he must reply to this with thanks.

"When the boys come iron the initiation bush, they 
must go to greet the chiefs. When they come to 
greet the chief here, he gives them a gift to thank 
them - * greetings to you 1 (wali bena) - because 
they have come out of the^ush with peaceful hearts. 
They say 'We have come from the bush; we did not 
fall ill. We have cone to greet you, to se* you. 
We are well 1 . He, the chief, thanks them * thank 
you, thank you, thank you, it pleases no 1 . When



they have announced this, he takes a hen saying 
'here ie a sacrifice for you, it pleases me 1 . 
The hen is killed and coo-red and prepared. They 
eat. They say 'we are going. Goodbye. ! . Well, 
he takes a small gift and gives it to them, saying 
'greet your people. It pleases me 1 . They go 
back through the bush, they greet their own people. '

Their custom of greeting, therefore, is one way in 

which the . inba mark and recognise various relationships. 

Great stress is laid on the importance of explicitly 

greeting people, whether superiors, equals or inferiors, 

and by this greeting the position of the other is accept d. 

It is, in particular, in the careful visits of sub-chief? 

and people to their chiefs that their authority is felt 

to consist, and the chief or "big man's" duty to greet 

people well in return is typical of the Limba insistence 

that the relationship between chief and r^ople is a 

reciprocal one. He is responsible to and for them, just 

as they are t. him, and this is made explicit in the 

constant series of greetings between them. The theme 

that seems to run through all tb«se various usages of the 

Limba term for -reeting, whether of quick off-hand ex­ 

changes of a word, or the formal visit, often with gift, 

to greet a superior, is the idea that to greet someone 

is to honour him and to acknowledge a relationship with 

hii', often an acceptance of his authority. What is 

exchanged in these greetings i? both a recognition of the



other's position and, as the Limba continually stress, 

"honour". It is "seeing people come to greet you" that 

brings a man honour and position, and greeting is, for 

the Limba, one of the most important factors marking any 

recognised relationship.

Much the same account could be given of the Limba 

words for "saying goodbye" and for "thanking". These 

terms are related to "greeting" in meaning and use, being 

in some ways merely special forms of salutation. "To 

say goodbye" (sangkalang). for example, is merely the 

causative verbal form of the common term for "goodnight" 

(gangkala) given in the earlier list of salutations. And 

in certain circumstances, for instance when addressing 

someone who has completed a piece of work, the correct 

way to "greet" is to use a term (wali) which could equally 

well be translated as "thank you"; a boy going to greet 

his father on his return from the farm may express this 

as "I am going to thank (kalangang) my father". For a 

Limba, "thanking" and "saying goodbye" are closely connected 

in meaning with "greeting". Following the analysis of 

"greeting", they can, therefore, be dealt with here rather 

more briefly.

laying goodbye" (sangkalang) is often a required andMCV



Ill

formal stage in a ceremony or transaction. For several 

weeks before their initiation, for example, the young boys 

must travel round all their friends and relatives in their 

various villages; they come "to say goodbye" (ba 

sangkilina) and often give kola nuts as part of their 

goodbye, being formally thanked in turn for this. When 

a girl is told the date when she must finally leave her 

own home for her husband's, she goes round all her relatives 

to say goodbyes "I have been given, I am coming to say 

goodbye to you". A man intending to leave home,to seek 

his fortune down country should - in theory - say a formal 

farewell with a token gift to the chief, and the occasion 

may be further formalised by speeches of thanks and 

blessings from the chief and elders of the village. This 

theory is not always kept to, for now that many more of 

the young men want to leave home, for a while at least, 

they sometimes go off secretly at night for fear that 

their goodbyes to the chief may not be approved; but 

even they themselves admit that this is a wrong thing to 

do and that the chief then has a right to be angry; the 

ideal is "to say goodbye well and ask the chief to agree; 

if he agrees, to thank him well". Similarly, a man 

should also say a careful and formal farewell to his father, 

his father's brother, and, if a smith or hunter, to his



llS

master in that craft - to all those, in fact, with special 

authority over him, those who "own" him. In saying good­ 

bye, he receives explicit or implicit permission for his 

new venture, and acknowledges that what he is doing is 

only "by your grace" (thoko ba kgnda). The formal act of 

"saying goodbye" occurs constantly as a way of formalising 

the movement from one status to another or the ending of 

some stage, and often includes explicit recognition of the 

authority of others over the speaker.

As with greeting, saying goodbye is something which 

is also enjoyed for its own sake, and the utterance of the 

formal phrases of farewell and acceptance, thanks and 

blessing, are repeated with the knowledge that honour is 

thus exhibited from both sides. A gift is often given 

as part of the "goodbye". This is either merely a token 

such as a kola or 3d, or, occasionally, more substantial. 

When, for example, an expert is about to leave the village 

after conducting some ritual he is formally "told goodbye" 

(sangkilino)j this is the point at which he expects to be 

rewarded for his services with, say, several shillings, 

a fowl and long containers of salt, as his "goodbye" 

(kusangkalang), and he mkkes obvious his unwillingness 

to leave until he is satisfied. Yet even this situation 

which we would express in terms of payment and bargaining,



is always in Limba spoken of as "saying goodbye" and must 

be accompanied by words of thanks and honour on either 

side. In a way characteristic of the Limba interest in 

"speaking", the central point picked out in any description 

of the end of a ceremony is in terms of the linguistic 

interchange - "he was thanked", or "he wae told goodbye" - 

and emphasises the consequent relationship of honour and 

interdependence between the two sides marked by the exchange 

of formal words.

"Thanking" (kalangang) is strikingly frequent among 

the Limba. The most usual terms are ngwali or wali, 

plural wali bena, "thank you", sometimes expanded to the 

fuller yang kalangang yina, "I am thanking you" or ming 

kalangang yina, "we thank you". These phrases are usually 

repeated several times. A full thanking may also be 

accompanied by clapping, specially by the women, or by 

laying a hand on the other's ankle or by a gift. Sometimes 

blessings are also included such as "may Kami give you a 

long life", "through Kami may you have peace" or "by Kami 

may you meet with no bad thing". Rather similar to 

thanking is the term mbadeng. an exclamation of Joy or 

congratulation uttered when a man or his friend has met 

with some great success or good fortune; the women say 

this when they first see a new born child, or an owner



when the "company" of workers come to hoe his farm.

Such thanking terms are continually being used. Any 

gift that is given should be formally thanked for, ideally 

as publicly as possible, seconded by the dependents or 

relations of the individual who has received the present; 

sub-chiefs and followers join in thanking for a gift given 

to the chief, a husband comes to thank someone who has 

given a present to his wife. Thanking is also expected 

as a normal greeting to thoae who come home from the farm 

after a day's work, thanks are due from a husband or guest 

to the wife who has cooked for them, and a speaker often 

thanks those who are present when he is speaking: "thanks 

to all of you, you who have come" or "I give thanks to all 

you who are here".

Thanking is also used in a very formalised way to 

mark some explicit acknowledgement of interdependence or 

authority between two sides. A husband, for example, 

must take great pains to thank, with full honour and 

giving of gifts, the Bondo officials 1*10 have initiated 

his future wife into the women f s society, and, later, the 

old women who have helped his wife in childbirth. Ke 

must also thank his wife for her contribution to the family 

farm, her cooking, and, above all, her bearing of children; 

any friends and relations who come to visit the new mother



always thank or congratulate her - "thank you for parent­ 

hood, thank you, thank you, thank you" - but it is the 

husband in particular who must speak well t6 her and bring 

her rice and palm wine "to thank her" (ba niag kalingina). 

In the same way, a person should thank those on whose help 

he is dependent in performing some work or ceremony; the 

bereaved son temporarily stops the women's singing at a 

funeral in order to thank them with a token gift, and the 

owner of a farm formally thanks those who come to help him 

and also calls out excitedly as they progress up the rice 

field: "Fine (mbadeng). fine, fine, fine, fine, fine; 

thanks (ngwali), thanks, thanks, thanks, thanks, thanks". 

Another example is from an occasion when a "company 

for friendship" is called out. There are several formal­ 

ities of thanking. The caller announces his presence to 

the owner of the farm.

"I am ^anggbang. By my grace, by grace of my people, 
by grace of my companions who love me - now we have 
come to work for you... it is finished (longthang)". 
The other replies, thanking them by name, "Thank you, 
thank you, thank you, you who have come, all of you, 
thank you. Faheni, thank you. Nabing, thank you. 
Kongkong, thank you. All you who have come, I 
cannot recount you all - I am thanking you now... 
Since I had no child to Join in a "company", it is 
hard. That is it... You said please help me to do 
my work. Your companions came, by grace of your 
father, by grace of your mother, by grace of your 
brothers and your companions who have come to do 
the work. I accept it now... I thank you now. 
That is the word. It is finished. (Huna hoho. 
longthang)



A further quotation will illustrate again how much the 

Limba stress the verbal acknowledgement of interdependence 

when they dBscribe a transaction between two sides. This 

is a description of the apprenticing of a boy to a smith 

to learn smithcraft.

"When the boy is about seven years old, his father 
takes him to the smith. He talks to him about the 
child. He takes a red fowl; his people pound rice; 
they get oil, they get salt, they get a mat and bring 
them. lie goes to the smith and says 'here is a fowl; 
here is rice; here is oil; here is the child. We 
want you to teach him smithcraft.' The smith thanks 
him well. He says 'it pleases me'. He takes the 
child. xhe child stays there long, he teaches him... 
His people come and thank the master. They bring 
rice and a mat and a fowl and oil and money and cloth - 
everything. They come and thank, saying 'here they 
are. For the child we brought here, you taught him 
smithcraft; for us now, that pleases us. Here is a 
gift (kfcmLj thanking you. It pleases us. Here is 
a gift to (?) thank you.' The master, if it pleases 
him, he says 'I accept*. They say goodbye, fully."

The whole transaction here, as so often, is described 

and enacted in terms of the Interchange of formalised verbal 

utterances, in particular, in this case, of thanking.

Thinks are particularly frequent between a chief, or 

other person in authority, and the people who come to him. 

Those who have received special help sometimee come in order 

to thank him formally, often with a gift; and those who 

arrive to announce some special event or success to the 

chief are thanked both for their coming, for the news they 

bring, and for th© efforts they made to achieve the success.



This mutual thanking and the words of honour and blessing 

on each side point yet again to the reciprocal even quasi- 

contractual nature of authority among the Limba, where the 

relationship must be continually acknowledged on both 

sides, and the mutual responsibilities and interdependence 

are constantly voiced in their verbal interchanges.

The most formal occasions of thanking are accompanied 

by a gift, sometimes a substantial one, and a mention of 

"thanking" often implies that a gift has also been expected 

and given. But without the prescribed linguistic action, 

without, that is, the verbal utterance required on a set 

occasion between the appropriate people, the gift or pay­ 

ment would not in itself be sufficient to constitute the 

"thanks" nor would it be described as "thanking", whereas 

a mere verbal expression of gratitude, even though in 

practice less acceptable if given "with the mou'th" only 

than when accompanied by a gift, would still be classed 

as "thanking".

"Thanking", therefore, an institution of such great 

importance to the Limba, is not to be defined ultimately 

as the giving or interchange of gifts. Nor is it to be 

analysed principally in terms of an inner feeling of 

gratitude, for this need not enter into the situation at 

all; though the Limba are clear that thanking is in fact



usually a source of satisfaction to both speaker and 

receiver, "making your heart good", this is the result 

of the thanking rather than its cause. Rather, Limba 

thanking can be interpreted as an institutionalised way 

of acknowledging some transaction or relationship between 

people. "Thanking" is regarded as a proper and construc­ 

tive social activity and, correspondingly, as a suitable 

move or conclusion in a story.

The next group of terms to be considered are those 

to do with formal communication and decision - announcement, 

acceptance and acknowledgement. There are certain quasi- 

technical phrases to describe these actions, and the theme 

of formally "telling" people runs through all aspects of 

Limba society, whether within the family, between indi­ 

viduals and groups, or, more formally, in relations between 

defined groups or villages. Announcing the relevant facts 

is also required in almost any gathering or corporate action 

by a group of people and in formal relations with someone 

in authority, and in both story and everyday life formal 

announcements and dignified acceptance or thanks for these 

are of constant occurrence. Similarly "announcement" is



a frequent, and satisfying, conclusion to a story. The 

stress is less on the actual conten t of the communication, 

which may in fact often have been known to the participants 

"before they were formally "told", than on the set declaration 

made of the relevant facts in the required manner and situ­ 

ation.

The most common phrases for this announcing is tang 

danthtk* . to "announce", declare a purpose or tell important 

news. This is usually a very formal act and so is often 

accompanied by a gift, sometimes merely a token one. It
*  9r V««* ' (/

often involves the explicit statement of the recognised 

purpose of some viRit or ceremony. When, for example, 

visitors come to a funeral celebration, one required stage 

in the proceedings is the interchange of formal speeches 

between them and the relations of the dead; they all sit 

together in one of the verandahs and the visitors show or 

announce their purpose (tong danth^kQ by saying that they 

have come to join in sympathy with their friends, relations 

or af fines, and by riving the gifts they have brought with 

them. In a memorial ceremony too the formality of 

presenting a contribution by the visitors - "here is 4/-" 

or "here are kolas" - is also called tong

Similarly marriage negotiations contain several such formal 

announcements: a man going to declare his wish to marry a



girl or to ask for his promised wife to be given to him, 

takes a gift as "notification" (danthikg). and when the 

girl is brought to her husband, the escorters go specially 

to make a formal announcement to him of her presence | he 

too sends back a token gift to declare (t>ng darithikO 

that she is now with him. In a law case, the various 

stages of the procedure are often formally marked by a 

"telling" of the chief or disputants what has occurred, 

usually with a gift. Another example, described more fully 

above, which also illustrates the importance attached to 

formal notification, is that of the young boys who are due 

to be initiated. Everyone in fact knows that initiations 

are due to take place that year and preparations have in 

fact been going on for some months already and the 

necessary large harvest ensured by sowing extra rice. 

Yet it is also obligatory for the boys to join in a group 

to perform the ceremony of carrying in wood for the chief 

and elders as an "announcement" of their desire to be 

circumcised that year. One boy or young man is chosen 

to express this on their behalf, and he sits with the 

elders so that speeches can be made on each side and he 

can formally declare their purpose (ton^ danth^k^) and 

hear their acceptance of this.

Such formal announcements according to the set usage

1. pp.



and response are thus employed to declare the purpose of 

some ceremony or action, or to initiate or cement some 

transaction between two parties. They are also used in 

recognition of someone's authority or ownership. Thus, 

as already described in chapter 4, one of the marks of a

chief's authority is that he should know everything that
bein^ formally "told",whether or not he har> >enj to know It 
happens in his chiefdom in the sense of/informally already.

When & visitor comes to the village, for example, he or 

his host must go to "announce" his presence to the local 

chief; or when a stranger wishes to settle in the locality, 

he must go and tell the chief formally of his intentions, 

saying, for example, "I have come here; I wish to live 

here, by your grace"; by such words and the offer of a 

token gift, he declares his intention (tong danth^k^) and 

by so doing makes clear his acceptance of the chief's 

authority. Similarly any other important event in the 

chiefdom such as a death, killing of big game, imposition 

of a dangerous "swear", initiation or accident - all these 

must be formally announced, preferably with a gift, to the 

paramount or local chief; and he in turn accepts and 

approves the news,

A chief is the one who must always be told of all 

important events with full formality. But the principle 

of announcing events or purposes occurs in many contexts,



sometimes with lees formality when the term used is not 

the semi-technical tong danthsk* but the more ordinary 

words to H tell" (tepe) or "ask" Cttonffthpn/^ng). A child 

should in this way tell his parents of his plans and his 

successes or failures, specially when he returns after a 

long absence; a husband should tell the old women when his 

wife is pregnant; and elder should be told of a dispute 

when his intercession or mediation is requested. A new 

wife, a new chief, a new chief's drum, or the initiation 

of a new phase of the farming year should all be shown and 

notified to those in authority, including those who are the 

most senior of all, the dead ancestors. whatever the 

degree of these various communications, there is always 

some tinge of formality and of the recognition Uarough the 

words of the announcement of some formalised relationship 

between individuals or groups, one in turn accepted and 

further reinforced by the formal reply and acceptance of 

the announcement by its recipient.

The formalised acceptance of a gift, an item of news, 

or a declaration of intention is described by the Limba 

term yerokj., "accept", agree, or approve.

This term has its most clearly formalised application 

in the conduct of a law case. The chief or elders trying



to reconcile the disputants "speaks well between them", 

persuading the one to apologise or "beg", the otker to 

"accept" this. The aggrieved party may continue to 

refuse his acceptance for some time, reiterating, for 

example, "I will not agree" (yang aa me) or "I don't like 

that, I don't like that" ivang thimo ta wung, yang thimo 

ta wung) . Finally, however, the case is normally brought 

to a close by his formal acceptance "it pleases me; it is 

good; I accept" (wung thime yama; wung a l^h^t yan# 

^ij or simply "I accept" (yang ygr^k^i) . In this

context the words can clearly be described as having a 

legal or performative force in that it is the verbal act 

which formally marks the end of the dispute,

In many other situations too, the acceptance in words 

has the same function of marking a final stage in some 

transaction. In marriage negotiations, for example, 

after the formal announcements by the suitor, the parents, 

if they agree, declare "we accept" (ming ygrokoi) . and even 

a friendly discussion between contemporaries is occasion­ 

ally ended in the same terms. They also tend to use 

the same terms in discussion of religious topics; as 

already quoted, a spirit encountered by a mortal is

1. Chapter 5,



Depicted as answering "I accept" to the man's proposals, 

and even the dead, who can no longer speak in the usual way, 

are imagined by the Limba to signify their acceptance of 

a request or notification accompanied by a gift (sacrifice), 

by speaking through the medium of hen and rice in divination, 

or by sending vultures as "witnesses" (basereng) to show 

their acceptance; "if they accept (y^rakaj), the vultures 

come". In every sort of context, then, story, song, 

public transaction, discussion and decision, the Limba 

like to use the formal phrase signifying acceptance; and 

they project the same terra even into their discussions of 

religious topics.

The actual acceptance may not be given immediately. 

Those asked for it may hesitate, or may first make lonp; 

speeches ending with tindt t "enough" signifying that some­ 

one else is now to speak ; or "passing the word" (pgngk^ti) 

to communicate the information to each other in turn, as 

the father does to the mother in the very formal context 

of marriage negotiations; or they may say that they are 

"holding the word" (bohi thampa) until a stated time, 

indicating that they have taken notice of the declaration 

and will give a formal decision later. It is expected 

that they should give some verbal reply at the time, for 

to "stay silent" (nguru) is the height of discourtesy.



They must "reply" (me), a term which often, but not always, 

has the further implication of acceptance, so that it is 

partly similar to yg.roto in usa^e; it can also mean obey, 

approve, reply In song or chorus, or answer to a greeting 

or summons. However the strongest and most usual phrase 

in which the transaction must be finally clinched is always 

the performative utterance yang yer^loi, "I accept".

By uttering this required term, with or without a 

gift, a man can put the final seal of approval or 

acceptance on some offer or statement that is made to him, 

an^l is thus using the formal words quite explicitly not 

to express a feeling or describe facts, but to do some­ 

thing, to perform a quasi-legal act. In stating his 

agreement, the speaker is undertaking a certain respons­ 

ibility and, often, adding to this a clear statement of 

the other people associated together with him in this 

responsibility or in authority over him by such common 

phrases as "by grace of my father", "by grace of the sub- 

chiefs". The whole social situation as well as the 

specific act or transaction is thus declared and approved.

1. Se<? further in chapter 8, section 2.



The final term to be discussed is the Limba word 

thetske. This means to entreat, apologise, pray, or 

acknowledge a fault; the usual rendering in Sierra Leone 

English, and the translation I have most often used, is "beg".

So^ne one "begs" by uttering one o^ the standard
i

phrases which expresa request, entreaty or desire for 

-"ci-givenese, yandi, kuluho or ilaho. usually adding "I 

am begging you" (yang thetek? ylria). Soiretiiros this is 

followed by the pleader clap pin- or putt in <* a hand on 

the other's ankle as a sign of humility, or, occasionally, 

in extreme cases, lying prone on the ground; another 

person may be begged to intercede as well on the pleader's 

behalf, and tMff is usually accompanied by a <H.ft, T, in 

an important case, by a substantial payment. When some­ 

one pronounces the standard words i^ a prescribed situation, 

even without a ^ift, then the action is described as 

"begging".

Any quarrel should, ideally, be ended >y "begging" 

on th* one side and "acceptance 11 on the other. A dis­ 

pute between two women, for example, or between a husband 

and wife, may be finished b^ an agreed apology, -usually 

with the offer of a token gift as the "be^". People 

also formally beg for forgiveness if they have failed to 

some obligation to someone in authority over them;



society members, for instance, would have to beg their 

leader if they had danced without full and formal permission; 

and a sub-chief who is late in bringing rice due to his 

paramount chief brings a gift to apologise, "beg" for the 

delay, and it passes from hand to hand among the chief f s 

followers who thank the giver in turn (wali, wali o.) and 

finally goes to the chief himself who says "I accept". 

Asking friends or neighbours for help with some special 

task is also referred to as "begging"j a man goes round 

begging people to help him to build or thatch his house, 

or begging his friends to join him in a hoeing "company 

for friendship". ^ven a chief's special requests to his 

people should, ideally, be describable as "begging"; 

though there may be in practice no question of disobedience, 

he should always "speak well to people", thank them for 

their work and "beg them well". The normal word for 

praying is also theteke, and the words and actions of 

prayers are similar to those associated with other begging: 

people use the same terminology (e.g. yandi. "please", or 

ka bari bena. "attention", the usual start to a speech or 

announcement by the village crier) and may show the same 

signs of humility (in extreme cases, for example, lying 

prone on a grave to beg a dead father's forgiveness). 

People "beg" the dead for a "cool spirit", or a father



intercedes with the dead for a child in much the same 

terms that he would intercede for him with the chief 

"here is this child, please, I "beg you (yandi iljho) may 

he be better, may he not stay ill, yandi iloho yandi iloho". 

In sacrifice too the dead ancestors are "begged" and the 

animal killed to give them "honour" in the same way as a 

gift accompanies a beg to living people; then the dead 

"accept" the beg.

Situations of various kinds are, therefore, continually 

arising in which the correct action for a man is "to beg". 

In doing this he is acknowledging his dependence on the 

other, his responsibility to him, and his respect for him, 

and, sometimes, his own inferiority or guilt.

Many further instances of this kind of begging could 

be given. Here is one, as given by a Limba, to describe 

the way a husband may have to "beg" for his wife's return; 

the various means he adopts to beg successfully are all 

standard ones.

"If a husband has done badly, when the wife goes to 
her parents, the husband will come there for her and 
beg I theteke). so that the wife will agree to return. 
The husband will give kola to the wife's people. 
Then they go and question her about what it was that 
made her go away, about why the husband is begging. 
Sometimes the husband will ask the wife's younger 
sister to beg for him with their mother. The sister 
goes to the mother, saying that the husband has 
confessed to doing evil, he is begging. The husband 
must sit humbly. i^ven if they curse him and say bad



words, he must not reply, he is ashamed, he can say 
nothing. Sometimes he goes to an old man, he gives 
him kola, he begs, saying that he will not do it 
again. So the old man goes to help the husband to 
beg the wife's family. However much they speak 
against him the husband must not reply. The old 
man may go in private into the room with the wife, 
and give her wine, and speak well with her so that 
she may agree to return... [Again] if a wife is 
beaten she will go to her people and tell them that 
1 my husband has beaten me'; then the husband will 
have to take a great amount of kolas, more than you 
can count, and give them to his wife's father; he 
will bring fine things too for his wife. He begs 
his father in law. If his father in law agrees and 
wants to say 'I accept 1 , he takes a white kola and 
splits it - white to show that his heart is clean. 
He gives half to the husband, and eats half himself, 
or gives it to the wife or the mother in law. If 
they accept and eat it, then it shows that their heart 
ie clean."

Besides these situations, "begging" is also used in 

the related but even more formal context of a law case. 

A man Mbegs" to make a formal admission of guilt, and 

this often includes the gift or payment he has to make 

in consequence. A witch, for example, must both "beg" 

(theteke), or "confess" (meteke) in words, as an initial 

and necessary acknowledgement of guilt, and also later 

Mbeg" further with material property - money, rice, live­ 

stock. Similarly an adulterer must "beg" the husband 

by first admitting his guilt, often accompanying this 

by a token payment "to confess", and then later paying 

the fine of £2 - £4. These are extreme cases, for both 

witchcraft and adultery, forms of "stealing", are very



serious crimes. In other offences the amount of compen­ 

sation or fine is usually considerably lees, and the 

emphasis is primarily laid on the verbal act constituting 

the acknowledgement of guilt. If a man "begs well" it 

is considered right and Justifiable that he should be let 

off some of the fine, and the European refusal to be 

"begged" in the Limba way, causes misunderstandings on 

both sides. The main principle in the Limba cases is 

not so much the exact amount of the compensation paid as 

the performative utterance of "begging" , thus acknowledging 

the culprit's fault and, very important, his good intentions 

for the future; he also in this way admits the authority 

of the arbitrating elders and recognises the part he 

should be playing in village life and that he will now 

resume.

"Begging", then, is used in personal quarrels, requests 

for aid or forgiveness, and the formal apology or payment 

of compensation in a law case. When the "beg" has been 

made, the matter is then ended and ratified by a formal 

acceptance of it in the phrase "I accept" (yang yerok^i), 

or, in the case of an apology, by "it is finished" (wung 

pat i) or "it ceases" (hung pQ, by which the cause of the 

offence is formally declared over. The culprit or pleader 

is sometimes also thanked for his words and gifts of



"begging" and told that he too has in that respect done 

well and shown the due honour to those he was begging. 

It is considered very wrong not to accede to someone's 

begging without a very strong cause. In this respect the 

Limba sometimes contrast themselves with others. Europeans, 

they commonly say, do not know about begging, and make no 

difference between a man who begs well and one who does not. 

This seems to the Limba quite wrong.

"Begging is a big thing among us Limbas. You 
will send a friend to the other saying 'please, 
please 1 , begging for you, asking the other to cease 
Ifroni his angerJ. The other will agree when he is 
begged - looking to Kami. It is bad not to accept 
when you are begged. Zanu comes to us all. Looking 
to Kami - that means listening to the one who begs."

3ven if in fact great amounts are sometimes exacted in com­ 

pensation (in the past culprits were sometimes sold into 

slavery), the theory and very often the practice remains 

that people should "beg" if they are guilty and they should 

then be forgiven or let off lightly.

By this public acknowledgement of guilt or the formal 

request for aid made through the Limba custom of "begging", 

something tantamount to a legal act is performed by the 

speaker of the words. He sets himself in a certain 

recognised relationship to those he is addressing. In 

the case of a formal court action and apology, this utterance 

is an admission of guilt, withdrawal of his own claims, and



formal acceptance of the elders' assessment and moral 

position; it is a necessary stage in the settlement of 

the case. By begging for help, the speaker is also 

formally acknowledging hia dependence on another, and 

showing him honour. The theme that runs through all 

the usages is that in uttering the words for "begging1*, 

a man by saying something is also doing something. He 

is quite explicitly initiating or ratifying a certain 

relationship or situation.

The utterances I have been discussing could all be 

classed as "performative" in the sense that the voicing 

of the set words at the suitable time is in itself oper­ 

ative - it ratifies a decision, recognises a relationship, 

marks a stage in a law case. This is obvious in the case 

of "I accept" or "I apologise" where the performative 

force is clear in English as well as in Limbaj in the 

case of "I announce" or, still more, in the earlier 

examples of greeting, thanking, and saying goodbye, this 

may not seem so obvious. But in a Limba context these 

phrases are all, up to a point, used in a similar way - 

to recognise or reinforce certain relationships or situ­ 

ations. The degree of formality varies (with minor 

greetings it is very little); but there is always some



idea of formality, some sense in which the set words are 

used not just to "state*1 but also to act.

3. "Speaking"

All the formal phrases discussed so far may be classed 

together under the wider term Rbongkoli. "to speak", which 

also covers other kinds of formal speaking in addition to 

that containing these particular forms. How far the 

Limba are aware of the importance of formal "speaking" 

can be judged by the interest they themselves take in 

the subject of "speaking" and the many and various contexts 

in which the word is used.

The term gbongkoli is used in various specialised 

senses and forms which in themselves indicate something 

of the wide range of applications of the basic idea of 

"speaking";

Hugfaongkila ha means "speaking" (the abstract verbal 
noun), as well as "speech" or "harangue"; it also 
refers to the act of arbitration performed by the 
mediating words of chief or elders as they attempt 
to reconcile the two parties by their "speaking"; 
hence it can mean a law case, a formal occasion when 
the old men hear and speak between the disputants 
who state their case with due formality; its plural,

1. In north and west often gbongkoyi.



thaifbongkila tha. refers to cases or disputes. 
Bagbonkoli wo (plural bagbonkoling be), "speaker" 
refers to one of the several elders who Jointly help 
the chief to speak successfully between two parties? 
they speak in turn endeavouring to make the disputants 1 
hearts "cool" again, and support the chief's speaking 
by their presence, murmurs of agreement and inter­ 
jections of "true" (thia). Gbongkiljg-. "speak for" 
is what someone in a position of authority does for 
those for whom he is responsible; groups tend to 
have one person to "speak for" and represent them to 
others, whether the group is that of uncircumcised 
boys wishing to be initiated, of workers who make up 
a hoeing "company", or of adult men going in a group 
down-country to tap and sell palm wine; a father or 
elder also "speaks for" anyone under his control if 
he is involved in a law case; the elder's speaking 
and guarantee for him help the culprit so that he is 
more easily forgiven or let off lightly "by grace of" 
(thokpjba) the one who has spoken on his behalf.

Other forms are found outside the context of 
formal arbitration. Magbongkoli ma, "spoken words", 
can refer to the words or a song or to the spoken 
injunction attributed to someone in authority. 
Gbongkilitande, "apeak together with", is a reciprocal 
verb which re?ers both to formal discussion and to 
mere conversation between two or more people; a 
capacity for this is a quality expected of any 
leading Limba - "if you are sensible you will talk 
well with people" - and a chief in particular must 
take pains to "speak well with others", that is, to 
greet them well, to listen fully to what they say and 
to reply to them with respect. Qbongkil^kj. "speak 
to oneself", is a less common word; it refers to 
a man's grumbling and complaining to himself when 
things are difficult or when he considers he has 
been wrongfully treated; this is rather a bad thing 
to do, for, ideally, if one has been wronged, the 
right course is not to fight, abuse or complain but 
to speak out the complaint explicitly in the setting 
of a foraal "speaking" before the elders.

The basic word, gbongkoli, "speak" is the most common 

of all. Though it is sometimes used lightly, meaning 

merely to talk, its root meaning seems to be to speak



formally, responsibly and carefully, most typically in 

the context of a formal law case or transaction. 

"Speaking" is the most characteristic quality of a chief 

in hie role of reconciling people and thus bringing peace 

to individuals and to the chiefdom as a whole. It is 

also a desired attribute and activity of anyone with 

authority over others - a father "speaks between" his 

children, a household head between his dependents, an 

older boy among his Juniors, a respected senior wife 

among her younger co-wives, a Bondo leader among her 

followers. Formality of speech includes not only speaking 

to reconcile people but also the whole series of inter­ 

changes of formal thanks, requests, offers, or announce­ 

ments, between individuals or groups which occur at times 

in almost every recognised relationship. formal "speaking" 

also includes prayer and invocation by the old men as they 

"speak for" (gbongkilig) the other members of the community 

and "call on" (vongong) the dead "recounting their names" 

(kondi ngakeng nga); and what makes it correct to apply 

the term saroka, ritual, to a ceremony or material object 

seems to be the condition that someone in authority has 

"spoken" over it, specifying its purpose in achieving a 

"cool spirit" and calling on Kanu and the dead. Gbongkoli 

is also used of the formal interchange of speeches at the



start of ordeals for witchcraft, for the long rhetorical 

harangues during memorial ceremonies, and of speaking the 

words of a story. In all kinds of transactions, whether 

those to do with farm work, dances, initiations, ceremonies, 

or negotiations for marriage, formal "speaking" is an 

essential part of the proceedings.

"Speaking" therefore is a concept that is relevant in 

the analysis of many aspects of Limba society - in what we 

could call their politics, law, marriage customs, religion 

and even the way they conduct their economic activity. 

The importance of "speaking" in the organisation of all 

these spheres should have emerged from the descriptions 

Civen in previous chapter5- which it is not necessary to 

repeat here. Furthermore not only is "speaking" a formal 

activity constantly practised in many different contexts, 

but the Limba themselves also like to describe their own 

institutions in these terms. A Limba as well as a socio­ 

logist, for instance, will say that the main function of a 

chief is "to speak", or that men do not expect women to 

be able to "speak" well, only to cry, and people are praised 

for their ability to "speak well". It is also common to 

use terms referring to words or speech to describe relation­ 

ships: two co-wives «ho are quarrelling are said not to be 

in "one word" (hulung hunthe). a wife is given to one chief



by arother so that they will be in "one word" (hutha hunthe), 

orders are described as the "voice 11 (thampa) of the leader, 

and "the word (hutha) of the chief should hold the whole 

country". For the Limba "speaking11 is regarded as one 

of the most significant activities of social life.

The Limba, it seems, further hold that "speaking" must 

take place at the right time and should be properly controlled 

If there is a quarrel or disagreement, for example, this 

should be brought before the chief to be spoken out and 

reconciled in the right place and manrer. To take indi­ 

vidual action outside the context of proper "speaking" is 

wrong. There are two main ways in which individuals 

offend in this respect: by "abusing" others, and by 

"slandering" them, speaking unfavourably of thera or showing 

them unfairness behind their backs.

"Abusing" (yaki) is treated as a serious offence. 

"Rather than abuse someone, strike him" it is sometimes 

said for "a blow hurts only the body but abuse hurts the 

heart". Though any verbal rudeness or negligence may be 

held to be wrong in a negative way as not manifesting the 

full honour due to another, actual "abuse" is thought to 

be a positive offence. People "abuse" others by using a 

wrong term of address on purpose (or eo it is assumed by



the one insulted)? a man, for instance, would "be thought 

to have coicuiitted a serious "abuse" if he called his mother 

in law by her own name instead of the proper term of 

respect (th:>n:>). or if he used a paramount chief's old 

name instead of his new title. Various words may also 

count as "abuses" - certain terms for "head", for example, 

for ".nan" and "woman", for "excretion" and for "the sole 

of the foot"; if one of these is used in wrong circum­ 

stances or by a wrong person, it is "abuse". The same 

sometimes applies to terms like gba! or gbo! which, said 

in a certain way, can signify envy or disgust; so too can 

the phrase "get out from there" (gbonoto kangka) specially 

if said by an inferior. It is not that such words are 

forbidden absolutely - those in the relationship of mother's 

brother/sister's son are allowed to use them, even to 

"abuse" each other freely - but that in certain circum­ 

stances they are quickly interpreted, and sometimes intended, 

as "abuse", an^bnlookers as well as the object of the words 

are shocked by them. The case can then only be brought to 

an end after a full "beg" and apology by the abuser, and 

through long speeches by an arbitrator; as the "abuse" 

has made the other feel "shame" (kulahu). this must be 

removed by speeches of honour and persuasion so that "his 

heart may be good again". Such "abuse" does not in fact



seem to be very common, but the Limba speak often of its 

dangers.

The other way in which people can offend by talking 

in the wrong way i^ when they "do ^lander" (yangfa). 

"his offence, jrangfa« is the one that ia, perhaps, the 

most frequently mention or' of all in the morals given in 

the storiep; one o^ the conventional endings to a story 

is "and so you see, yangfa is bad; the one who did it 

suffered from hin own yangfa". The word however has no 

exact translation into English. It can mean to act un­ 

fairly, secretly showing more favour ^o one than to another; 

to speak behind someone's back and slander him so that he 

loses his good name, his property or his job; to be a 

hypocrite or backbiter, speaking well to a man's face 

"eating with you, finding out your secrets, and then going 

to tell them to others". A man who practises yangfa was 

once described to me as one who "looks at your children and 

your farm with greedy eyes; he is almost like a witch but 

he has not the power".

The most typical description of one who does yangfa.

a "slanderer" or "tell-tale" (bayangfa wo) is of his
p

divulging someone's secret to an enemy; for this, in

1. Also yangha or yaha.
2. e.g. the palm tree in Kami and palin wine, the hen in 

The tisili '* U>Afi The sun f the hawk and the hen, the 
leopard in The goat, the leppard and the lion.



the stories, he is always made to suffer in the end. This 

fits well with the Limba attitude to "speaking" as a formal 

activity that must take place at the prescribed time and in 

the requisite way. A secret hidden talker behind others' 

backs does not act by the normal approved way of "speaking" 

but in secret and anti-socially for his own individual ad­ 

vantage. "Speaking" in the correct way is so highly valued 

among the Limba that it is not surprising that both openly 

abusive and secretly hostile talking are correspondingly 

strongly reprehended.

"If a man thinks well, he does not abuse anyone. 
If he abuses people, he does not speak truth (thi.a) 
and people will say 'he does not know how to speak, 
he abuses people 1 ; he will not get honour (yiki)... 
It is bad to do slander (yangfa) to a child; that 
hurts him. And it is bad to abuse elders."

Not only should people refrain from talking on the wrong 

occasion and in the wrong way; they must also speak out 

at the right time. To "stay silent" (ii£uru) or to fail 

to respond when greeted, called on or spoken to, is con­ 

sidered excessively discourteousj If a man could be accused 

consistently of this people might even start to wonder 

whether he was not perhaps a witch, brooding secretly over 

his wrongs instead of "speaking well" with his neighbours. 

Analogously people should "speak" out their complaints on 

set occasions. In one ritual, for example, all the women 

wers asked to speak out the bad feelings in their hearts



so that the whole village might be "cool" again; before 

someone can be freed from the effects of a "swear", he 

must confess what he has done; and in difficult child- 

Virth, both husband and wife are required to formally give 

voice to all the stored up anger in their hearts against 

each other, and so end it ao that they may be cleansed. 

In a case before the chief and elders too the disputants 

should speaJr; out their case fully so that it may be finished 

completely and their hearts may be "clean" after the chief 

has brought his formal speaking to an end.

As mentioned already one of ther^asons why the Limba 

attach such value to the activity and effects of "speaking" 

is their view of human psychology. If a man's "heart is 

bad" from "sharae", envy, or a secret grudge which he does 

not confess, he may turn to the most dangerous of all sins, 

witchcraft. By inducing him to speak this out openly and 

±r\ the right context, or by speaking very well and per­ 

suasively to him "to cool his heart", this danger can be 

averted. This affects botl:. the individual concerned and 

also the peace of the whole community.

"Speaking well to people", then, not only avoids 

offending them by abuse or slander and thus bringing them 

"shame", but also heirs to maintain or restore the well- 

being of all members of the village or chief-Sen?. At all



important crises, whether a violent dispute in which the 

leading men ,ra«t arbitrate, a transaction over marriage, 

initiation or rice, or the period of pregnancy when a 

husband should "speak well to his wife so that her heart 

may be good", formal "speaking" is, for the Limba, a 

significant means by which "the heart is cooled". without 

"speaking", it is assumed, the Limba could not attar/; the 

end which they seek above all others, the physical and 

moral peace signified by their phrase ttubina lima.

4. Conclusion

When formal M speaking", or the specific acts of 

greeting, thanking, announcing, etc., are being performed 

in the riost formal way, they are usually accompanied by a 

gift to "make the words heavy" or to "draw attention". 

The normal word for this gift is k£ini which often means 

merely a small token gift of very little economic value. 

The most common token gifts are kolas. These are used 

in many contexts - a kola is given to "tell" someone a thing 

formally, to "beg11 a wife to return, to put on top of a 

sacrifice of rice-flour, to show someone honour. *iola 

nuts are a common way of welcoming a stranger, usually with 

one red and one white kola, the white one in particular.



indicating that the giver's heart is "clean" to the other. 

An offer of a token gift, whether in the form of a kola or 

a small amount of money, is a frequent component of such 

formal actions as "begging", "announcing", "saying goodbye" 

etc. In the formal wooing of a wife, for instance, the 

man may "give I/- as a token gift (kgnu) to say 'I love the 

girl 1 , and then 3d as a token gift to announce 'I have come 

to woo the girl 1 ".

The material gift is in certain cases much larger and 

is then rather more like a fine or payment of compensation 

than is the token gift usually referred to by k^m^. These 

payments include such things as brideprice and the compen­ 

sation, to "beg", by a confessed witch or homicide; these 

are described as "bringing out property" (fungung nahulu). 

Making o* sacrifice is also similar, for though the material 

object - the sacrificial animal, rice-flour, kola nut - is 

not referred to as either "token gift" (kxnu) or "property" 

(nahulu), the principle of offering a gift to emphasise the 

word? of "begging" is exactly analogous to the way in which 

the imba PO frequently use a gift to give special formality 

and force to their verbal utterances.

However, though the giving of a gift, token or sub­ 

stantial, so frequently accompanies the verbal actions dis­ 

cussed, it is not the actual giving or exchange of the 

material object in itself that creates or ratifies the
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required transaction so much as tie utterance of the 

required words, "I accept", "I thank you", "I beg" and so 

on. ihe whole action of such interchanges is described by 

the Limba primarily in terms of "speaking" and of words 

referring to language, and someone using the correct words 

in a suitable context would still be spoken of as "begging", 

"greeting", "thanking" etc. even if no gift was in fact also 

given. The giving of the gift is in order to give extra 

force to the words which, in themselves, are what create 

the required situation.

Among the Limba, then, there are certain set verbal 

formulae which are understood as ratifying some decision 

or situation in rather the way signatures and seals ratify 

contracts in our society. Formal "contracts" among the 

Limba, however, are mostly, unlike ours, not so much 

separable items as a theme which runs through much of their 

social li^e. That is, the formalising contractual element 

is inherent in very many contexts, ranging from a clear cut 

form, as in negotiations o~*er marriage or a systematically 

conducted law case, to the verbal interchange of greetings 

and thanks between chief and people, man and wife, or two 

acquaintances. In all of these the contractual and 

reciprocal aspect of a relationship is emphasised and rein­ 

forced , and the relationship as a whole, often an enduring
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one, is thus recognised. In all of these contexts, as I 

have continually pointed out, the interchange of certain 

words is one means for linking people together in recognised 

vaytfj it can involve the initiation of a new relationship 

between two sides, an explicit settlement of a dispute, or 

the recognised acknowledgement of authority and its reci­ 

procal responsibilities.

Language among the Limba, therefore, sometimes has a 

performative quasi-legal function. When a man utters 

certain words he is doing as well as saying. In a sense 

one could say that this is perhaps partly true of all use 

of language. But it certainly applies in a particularly 

explicit way to certain terms among the Limba for thanking, 

greeting, accepting and so on. In the light of this formal 

terminology, it is quite clear that, contrary to what is 

sometimes Inplied of primitive, or, indeed, of more sophis­ 

ticated people, the Limba use their language not only for 

inter-communication (ir the narrower sense of communication 

of fact), for expression of feelings or attitudes, and for 

entertain-e it or artistic expression, but also, in a quite 

specific way, ^or social action.

Besides usin^r set phrases in this performative way, 

the Limba are rilao up to a point conscious that this is 

"oein ;r; done. As described above, they take a great interest



and delight in their own language, and tend to describe 

many actions in terms of "speaking", either in general or 

in its specific quasi-technical forms. A sub-chief's 

formal visit, a man's careful appearance before his mother 

in law, the quick greetings between friends, are all 

included together under the term "to greet" (mang; t the 

term which also describes the situation in its aspect of 

an interchange of words. Similarly the giving of a gift 

in gratitude, the speeches of thanks and honour, and the 

set response to an expected service, are all equally called 

"thanking" (kalangang). These acts are all described by 

the ^-i^ba in terms of language. Besides their awareness 

of the significance of language in these situations, the 

Liinba also take a great pleasure in performing these lin­ 

guistic acts and "speaking well" on every kind of occasion, 

the less ao well as the more formal. The small children 

begin early to imitate their elders in formal speaking, and 

use the set phrases to make decisions, accept apologies, 

or return thanks; and wven when exceedingly drunk a Limba 

continues to derive enjoyment from the usual linguistic 

formulae - "you're to beg me", he may insist even if hardly 

sober enough to sit straight on his chair; when the verbal 

beg is given he "accepts" it at great length, with the usual 

formality and thanks - "may you be well, it pleases me, may
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you have a cool spirit". A11 this interchange in language, 

the Limba are clear, brings honour to the speakers, recog­ 

nition for the authority and responsibilities of others 

"by whose .-race" the words are spoken, and, finally, 

''makes a man's heart good". Ihese formal utterances 

are alluded to in the central term, "speaking", an activity 

by which people are given their due "honour", individuals 

and groups are linked through a continual series of verbal 

interchanges, and a "cool spirit" achieved and maintained, 

with people in the right relations to each other.

Three related points have emerged from this discussion. 

7irst that certain set r^rds or phrases have among the Limba 

a performative function, ratifying certain transactions and 

relationships. Secondly that it is possible to regard 

these and similar verbal exchanges in rather the same way 

as did Hauss with gift exchange - as a systematic means 

of bringing about and maintaining certain social relation­ 

ships. And, firifilly, that the Limba themselves are aware 

of these two aspects of speech, and attach great value to 

"speaking" and to the performance of these required lin- 

f^iistic actione.

It is against the background of this attitude to

1. i-iaues, 1954.



that Limba oral literature exists, and. that the 

people in the stories are so often depicted as thanking, 

greeting, accepting or speaking with the formality expected 

of any Limba agent. it is their knowledge of the signi­ 

ficance of such utterances that, to the Limba, give such 

moves in story (or real life) their effectiveness and full 

meaning.



Chapter 7

Stories and. atoirv

Story, song and dance are of daily and recurrent 

importance in Limba life. All such artistic expression 

and inspiration, whether of singers, story-tellers, 

dancers or drummers, is thought to coiue from essentially 

the same source - the dead, the "old people" - and 

speech, song and dance are closely linked in both con­ 

cept and actuality. In the Limba view this inherit­ 

ance from the dead includes within its range such, to 

us, various elements as the rhetorical and v/inning force 

inherent in the words of some pleader in a law case, 

the songs sung "by a story-teller in the course of his 

narration, the persuasive and detailed prayer to the 

dead for peace and health, the weeding songs of the 

drummer in the fields as he calls to the women to show 

their skill and speed, the complicated sung words and 

gestures exacted by the young men from the boys they 

are bullying, or a son^ of thanks spontaneously sung 

and danced by an old woman on the farm when she sees an



unexpected and honoured visitor approaching. Language, 

song and rhythmic movement form one complex of artistic 

expression, and one in which, diffident though they are 

in a European context, the Limba are convinced of their 

own competence, wit and profound wisdom, of "the sense 

we found from our ancestors".

Within the cultural Inheritance which they refer 

to as "Ljjriba things" or "Limba times" (mallmfra ma), they 

distinguish different elements. In a wide sense the 

term can Include all their traditional customs, including, 

for instance, those to do with chief ship or farming, "but 

malimba ma seems at times to refer primarily to certain 

aspects of artistic expression; it covers drumming (fang), 

dancing (kang). and singing (song) as well as the telling 

of stories (fun/nine mfrogo) , Before discussing the 

stories at length I shall therefore say something about 

these three first activities.

Drumming is an activity that takes place very fre­ 

quently, Everyone can drum a bit and is ready to do 

this on any occasion. However it also has a specialist 

aspect, and many occasions have their own special kinds 

of drums and drumming. These include, for instance,



the large chief's drum (huthabale) * the sign of his 

authority, used for summoning people, not for dancing; 

the cylindrical hubang often used for the pora dances; 

the long cylindrical women's drum (sambure) played for 

dances and ceremonies in the women's society; the

wooden gongs used for many dances, "but specially impor­ 

tant in the farming "companies1*; and the long kusung 

drum, sometimes regarded as the most senior of all, 

"beaten for "big farming occasions and, in many places, 

for the important boys 1 initiation dances. Though in 

practice people sometimes dance informally to clapping 

or singing or to such other instruments as, gourd rattles, 

sansas or whistles, the ideal is to have a proper drum 

or drums, and for important ceremonies, especially those 

of initiation or memorial, this is obligatory. Apart 

from the drum of the women's society, all drumming is 

done by men, and in the case of the nffoali and

drums there are recognised experts who receive honour 

and gifts for the exercise of their skills.

Dancing too can "be a specialised activity with its 

own experts* The most famous of these are the gfrende- 

koloing who train for many years, have a special dress



of a leopard akin cloak, and a metal headdress which is 

said to be the abode of the spirit who inspires them; 

they are given presents, pi^ent and great honour for 

their dancing. A man can only "become a full master 

on the death of a previous specialist. They dance 

accompanied "by drum and song, at the memorial ceremonies 

of chiefs, village heads, or one of their own members* 

Other dancers too sometimes appear at memorial ceremonies 

in addition to or instead of them: the bakontha. second 

only to the Pfoende^olo in skill, who wears a special 

indigo cotton headdress and accompanies himself "by "beat­ 

ing a hollow metal clanger as he sings the long memorial 

songs; the  p^ndiokp* half acrobat half clownf who runs 

around with funny gestures as part of his dance to make 

people laughs the bawoBi   a female dancer clad in long 

trailing strips of cloth; and the bakantha* a woman who 

performs a very fast dance (kukanthang) in time to her 

singing and her movements of the animal's tail she holds 

in her hand as part of her secret skill. These dancers 

are not professionals, in that they all rely primarily 

on rice-farming for subsistence and dance only in their 

free time; but they are considered to be experts who 

deserve honour and reward, and they are often so famous



for many nlles around that they are special3y Invited 

to come and dance at important ceremonies in and "beyond 

the chiefdom. People are always excited when one of 

these experts is due to appear; they "boast to each 

other about the dancer's skill or magical powero, and 

rush to the spot as soon as they hear the first sounds 

of the dance within the village.

Besides these axpert dancers, there are certain 

forms of dancing in which all Lixriba are competent. Male 

and female initiations are preceded and followed "by 

dances. Before being taken into seclusion the glrla 

perform their Bondo dances, circling round with "bowed 

heads and bodies, and clapping as a si^n of their humil­ 

ity; when they emerge from the bush as women they are 

made, at one of the ceremonies, to dance two by two in 

turn "before the fire to demonstrate the skill they have 

learnt in the "bush, while the elders look on appraisingly. 

The "boys 1 dancing on the night before they go to be cir­ 

cumcised is thought even wore striking and provides an 

occasion for hundreds of visitors to come and watch. 

Their characteristic dance is the gbondokale for which

1. Other dances Include e.g. the northern maoande for 
memorial ceremonies, the old men's DOPO. probably 
mainly in the west, and the southern mat,hong danced 
at the time of hoeing*
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the Linfba are famous in the north of Sierra Leone. This 

is a very athletic dance , involving leaps, hand-springs 

and cartwheels, "but at the same time stylised and con­ 

trolled, in strict time to the "beat of drums, "blasts of 

the "boy's whistle, and songs of the women. The "boy 

wears a special dress of native cloth with flying strips 

of cloth, woven toe ad "bands, a plumed cap and wool tassels, 

all of which swing around him as he revolves in the dance 

lit by flickering lanterns or a toright moon. Such a 

dance is always very much admired toy the Limb a, and this 

occasion is felt to toe a specially dramatic one, one of 

the highlights of any "boy's career*

In addition to these very special occasions people 

are liatole to start dancing at any time of festivity* 

The women may join in one of their Bonftq dances, in a 

group apart from the men, who are nervous atoout approach­ 

ing* The men too have their own secret society dances, 

performed in the night when no woman is present, and the 

special hunter's rnadonaia danced toy the men to celetorate 

the killing of some big animal ouch as a bush cow. Most 

often the men choose to dance the Blow dignified poro 

mende. which Is considered particularly suitable for old

1. As are alao the neighbouring Loko peoples.



men and for chiefs, though any man, or even a "boy, is 

entitled to dance it if he wishes; the women usually 

take part in this dance too, movlnc slowly in a circle 

round the main performers, and singing the chorus. This 

follows the usual pattern apparent In all Llmba dancing 

- that the most skilled perform Glnrly or in small numbers 

in the centre, the most honoured position, while the 

others gather round them in a ring singing in chorus, 

or, specially in the Bondo dances, dancing around the 

central experts in an anti-clockwise circle*

Besides these named dances which are performed on 

ceremonial occasions, the feel for dance and rhythmic 

movement runs all through Limba work and leisure, People 

are likely to break into the step of a dance on any 

occasion, sometimes apparently quite unconsciously, and 

even the ordinary day to day farm work often recalla the 

rhythm and movement of dances specially when the work 

Is organised to the accompaniment of drum and song* 

In moments of joy or surprise people often break Into 

a dance; a woman may dance to show gratitude for a gift, 

or a mother jog her baby up and down in a half dance as 

she soothes or admires it. Small children too adore 

dancing, and try to dance even "before they can walk;



later they may join together in groups to learn or 

practise some dance, often critically advised "by their 

seniors) or one may go off "by himself, like the small 

"boy who danced for hours in the moonlight just for the 

joy of it,

All these dances are accompanied "by singing (song)   

sometimes by the dancer himself, merely echoed "by specta­ 

tors, sometimes primarily by the whole group as it 

circles round the central performers. Singing is always 

closely associated with dancing, so that whenever anyone 

sings at all, he In a sense necessarily half dances as 

part of his sonr, even if only by small movements of his 

head or hands.

There are many different types of songs teulun$at 

iceng), root dances have a special class of song to 

accompany them* Thus, for example, in connection with 

the dances referred to above, there are special songs 

for the Bondo, t>3go., kukanthang and gbondotole dancing 

respectively. There are also songe to go with various 

phases of farm work, and the songs which boys and girlo 

must learn as part of their initiation rituals. In 

addition, songs also occur in the course of some stories.



Songs are most typically led "by a soloist, uoually 

the dancer, drummer or story-teller, and are then taken 

up in chorus "by all those who are watchiJir, working, 

dancing, or listening. But up to a point everyone is 

a"ble and ready to sing, so that singing is constantly 

occurring in an informal way in all aspects of Limba 

life; people are always liable to "break into snatches 

of song - out of spontaneous happiness, to lull a child, 

or, specially "by a woman, to express respect or thanks 

to someone* Singing therefore resembles dancing in 

that each "both has stylised forms mastered "by special­ 

ists, and is also a general form of artistic expression 

which can "be, and Is, exercised "by all members of the 

society,

This discussion of the importance to the Limba of 

singing, drumming and dancing has "been introduced in 

order to suggest something of the complexity of these 

other modes of artistic expression. In view of the 

main subject of this chapter, it is essential to realise 

at the outset that the stories, however integrally con­ 

nected with it, make up in fact only one facet of Limba 

culture. Indeed in the sphere of music and dance the



Limba "both a^e a more specialised and differentiated 

voca^uWary and lay more explicit emphasis on expert 

skill than they do in respect of the stories. Xn the 

case of the Limba at least, therefore,(and possibly for 

many other West African peoples) it would "be quite wrong 

to assume that spoken art (stories, proverbs etc*) is 

to them the only or even the most important medium of 

artistic expression, merely on the evidence that the 

main "bulk of description "by the European student is of 

verbal utterance (an element about which it is relatively 

easier for a foreigner to write than about rnusic or 

dancing). Araong the Limba, then, it must be remembered 

that the stories, however important, are not necessarily 

what they themselves would wish to present as the most 

important aspect of their culture*

Nor can their story-telling be altogether divorced 

from those aspects of artistic expression described 

abovej my discussion of it in this chapter therefore 

in some respects isolates It from Its true context* In 

the actual performance of the storles f for example, songs 

often form part oi* "he narration, and in practice it 

may often be those expert in the musical sklllc who also 

tend to be the best story tellers* Furthermore, the



Limba hold that their stories, like their songs and 

dances, ore part of their own traditional ways (malimba)  

and belong to an integrated culture which is toth 

infinitely old, since inherited from the ancestors, and 

reenacted through the skill and memory of each individual 

performer,

Finally, this "brief description oi' Limba music and 

dance should have helped to illustrate the way in which 

in these spheres, too, artistic expression is not prim­ 

arily a matter of private enjoyment or emotion, ^ut a 

dramatic activity into which individual performer and 

audience join, in a manner very similar to the aromatic 

activity of "both telling and listening to the stories*

Within tliis whole complex, then, of their cultural 

Inheritance, the Limba do distinguish as a special class 

that of the "story" or "parable" (mbaro   pl« mbaroiflff or

coisraon application of the word

is to a story, in the sense of the narrative tales 

which form the majority or the t< xtb translated ^ere* 

It can also mean a proverb, a wise or imaginative saying, 

a historical account, a riddle or an analogy, '-he wide 

range of meanings is summarised by Clarke who gives:

1. Lliriba-Snglish dictionary 1929. bne uaopte u rather 
different orthography from the one used here.



ki, a., £i. en ki or taboro, adage, fable, legend, 

parable, proverb, riddle, story, anecdote 11 . ^hiu 

general concoct and its various applications are diflcussed 

later in this chapter. The i-iiaLa Uieiaatlves are quite 

conscious that 'Tories" form an important and definable 

part 01 their cultural her it ate, and one of which they 

are proud. in the field I found that while they were 

sometimes puzzled by the p^i'pose of my x; vestimation of, 

for example, religious or social customs, they at once 

appreciated the significance of questions about their 

stories. 60 once the first few texts had been vritten 

or taped, the flow of offers to tell more stories was 

at times aluost too great to ^e coptid with. My friends 

would often proadl^ 'cell strangers 01 Uie numbers of 

stories I had now recorded, and so c ,;;ucious were they 

01 the value of their stories, that, in one sense, I had 

no choice but to collect them; for once they had grasped 

the point that I had come to learn atout their language 

and about the "wisdom 1 ' or "sense" oi the LjUaba people 

(funung Jio lea J*araibaing be), tne«y boon made it clear that 

if I was to be regarded ^L> serioua about this research, 

I must both be prepared to tuhe infinite pains *viuh 

linguistic usage and formulae and aluo Le ready to spend



much of my tine and theirs recording their stories on 

tape or from dictation* -xiio wibuuLi oi the ijitiba people 

could bo observed in a general v/uy, seemed to ue the 

implication, mid in many contexts, BUG,, as sacrifice* 

rice farming or the customs ol chiei'ship, bat one special 

source where their wisdom was exhibited was their stories. 

Admittedly, they said, I would never master all these 

stories, for their numbers are sometimes represented as 

infinite - "even if you stayed lor o yours iuiu heard 

several stories each night we would not have reached the 

end" - but unless I was willing to learn suae oi. them, I 

was, they implied, quite manifestly insincere in my claim 

to wish to understand Limba ways*

I hicve so far tried to sketch in sometiiinf, uf the 

general background, not on?wy of liuii;ua^o and speafcing, 

but also of the way in which awoken z*nd ^00^; iaj t is in 

general important to trie jjimbut and t;i.e pluue i*i this of 

the particalar class or "stories". This should now 

become clearer through a uore detailed accouiit ox these 

stories - of tue types, j^urpoae, and content 01 stories, 

the concept oi mb^r.> in general, and in the 1 Growing 

chapter, or when, how auu where they are told, LV whom, 

and of their style, xorLi and genesis*



stories*

Within the "broad class or story (labor0 ) the Limba 

themselves do not make any further clear ui vision. In 

most dialects the same word, mboro* is used to cover a 

wide range of formulations, from folktales in the normal 

sense of the word, to much shorter formulations such as 

riddles and morals, as well as what we would distinguish 

in oui» terminology as historical accounts. None of 

these classes are strictly differentiated by the Limba. 

The primary and most common application of the term 

mbsr:> . however, is to stories such as those which make 

up the greater part of chapter 9 - tales of Kagjj, of 

twins, of individual human heroes, and of animals, chiefly 

the spider* Though these shade into other i emulations 

to "be discussed later, they can from our point of view 

be "broadly distinguished as a class on their own. In 

Limba terms however one cannot draw up any definitive 

typology either "between these stories and shorter forms, 

or among the stories proper themselves,

One ofcvious classification to adopt might "be that 

in terms of the chief characters of a story, and this, 

in fact, is a division I have roughly followed for con­ 

venience of presentation. Some stories are afcout Kanu



and origins | some are about peoplej and some about 

animals. This division however is not intended as an 

attempt at scientific classification or the stories in 

either Llmba or more theoretical terms, for the amount 

of overlap between the various groups is too freat for 

any strict differentiation in these terms. kany stories 

for example, include references to several of these three 

classes at once. The story of Sara, and the guinea fowl 

for instance^ includes a long account of dara's actions 

In the manner of other stories about people, and ends 

with explaining the origin of certain birds and animals* 

The story of Koto afflfl. YfflfflJ, speaks of the origin of the 

differences between white man and black and brings in 

Kami as one of the characters; yet the plot and tone is 

almost exactly the same as another story of two twins 

with the same names which clearly should be Included 

among the stories about people in that the episodes about 

Ranu and origins happen to ue missing in that version* 

In the story of bayo the actors include both animals, a 

human child and a spirit, and the tale ends \<ith an 

explanation of the present relations between humans and 

animals. The same allies to The dog and the who el 

which includes Jiazm. a white man, unu ^veral animals*



In several cases therefore it WUB almost impossible to 

decide in wiiich group to present any given story, for 

either the characters overlapped, or a very similar 

storyt in one sense the "same" story, appeared ui another 

time with a more or less identical plot "but different 

actors. jJhe divisions I have made, there-lore* have 

been purely for convenience and not for the sake of 

postulating any theoretical typology.

Other suggested differentiations would also appear 

not 'co fit the idmba stories very well. 4-rof . Berry, 

for example, in discussing the prose i.urratives of Vest 

African peoples suggeu-s tentatively that

"a firot and generally valid dichotomy would 
appear to "be "between fictional and non-fictional 
narrative. Under the latter heading I would 
subsume what have been variously considered as 
myths, legends and chronicles. i'hese are dis­ 
tinguished from tales proper, that is, from 
fictional narrative, by the fi.ct that they are 
regarded in context as true ... Myths, chiefly 
stories of the deities and the origins of 
natural phenomena, are especially important 
throughout west ^u-'rica and a large body of 
mythology has been recorded. Legends which 
recount the origins 01 iaiuilies or clans or 
explain the ritual and tabooe of the ancestral 
code, aru loss well documented ... , ictlonal 
material includes in the main serious explana­ 
tory and moralizing tales, humorous trickster 
tales, and tales developed wholly or essentially 
in human society "  1

1, Berry, 1961, pp. 6-7.



This may certainly be a fair enough division in 

the case of many peoples tuia accei Gable ats a general 

dichotomy over uhc field as a whole. iiowever it does 

not Tit the detailed Llmba situation. 'J^e iuo&t easily 

differentiated croup in Idmba narratives is that of the 

historical account, and it is irao tjiut this can be 

roughly distinguished from more fictional tales as far 

as the occasion and purpose of telj.jj\j is concerned. 

However even these accounts are not coi^lately uifferent 

from other narratives, the style aua often the tone are 

very similar, and the same term, nibor:?* is applied to 

them as to othex* kinds of narrative. In the case of 

myths, "chiefly stories of the deities", the difficulties 

in the .vay of oei-arating these off clearly among the 

Llmba tales are overwhelming. As already mentioned 

the characters of stories overlap, so tnao one story may 

contain references to Kanu. to spirits, to animals and 

to human beings at once. Tae ot/ior criterion uavanced 

by Berry ror his non-iictional division is that they 

"are regarded in context as true'1 . BUL tuia a^uin does 

not provide a clearly differentiating v;liLa-&.ctciistio ia 

the case of Limba otoriea. ii or i^la iiai'ratives, from

!  Op«cit., p. 6. There are few or no Limba stories 
about "the onirio of natural



an obvious fantasy, as we would claso it, about the 

original diaper sax of the various peoples of markind, 

to a careful account of a chief's ancestors and their 

exploits, or an amusing animal tale, could all equally 

be called thla. "true", the word also used to approve 

the "truth11 or Tightness 01 someone's speaking in a law 

case of argument i^s well as in the more obvious factual 

sense* It could be said that clearly in the case of 

historical narratives the accounts ura regarded as "true"t 

in a way humorous animal tales are not, and people are 

certainly specially concerned to dispute what they con­ 

sider a wrong account or Jiiutorlcal facts, but whether 

or ho\v far the stories of i.anu, or of origins, supposedly 

belonging to the "non-fictional" cate ory, are regarded 

as "true 11 in a similar sense is very doubtful. Cer­ 

tainly there are several different talcs about the origin 

of, say, death or of pulm wine, and those who knew mere 

than one version did not generally seem to be embarrassed 

by their apparent contradiction; they were "good stories", 

and expressed some truth aLout the world or about "us 

Liraba people" (ming do LlmLainfi be)* It would be a 

mistake, therefore, to try to press Lorry'e Jiu,tinctions 

in the case of the Llmba material; certainly there is



something to "be said for some distinction, albeit not 

a very clear one, "between stories proper and historical 

narratives; "but beyond that, any clear fictional/non- 

fictional distinction "brc^Jis down -whether defined in 

terras of the subject-matter ana characters of the stories, 

or in the degree of belief accorded to their 'truth". 

AS far as "myths" go, we must say eloper that the Limba 

have no myths in the proper D,nse of wie terra, or, if it 

is conceded that tlicir stories about, say, hanu and 

origins may, in come sense, be civen the title "rivth", 

that it is i-np -ssible clearly to distinguish thtjs@ from 

other types of story.

Another possible basis of division i ,ir.ht .-e<.?.i to 

be that of purpose or point. In the case oi" the Limba 

this S3e..;s tempting. Historical narrativeb, unlike 

stories in the uaunl sense;, are told partly at least so 

that the descendants of a ruli^ Vouue ID-_V know t;ieir 

own genealogy ai^i "b® aLle to r-icjj.u a strongly argued 

clain when their turn comes to ^taaod lor chle^Bhij. 

1-roverls are A ui'^icularly frequently us<xJ to try to 

persuade : .o contenders to cease from a quarrel or to 

rebuke or plead for an offc-.u^1 . I'j contrast the 

tales about Ifenu. people and animals seem to "Lu told



much more for their own sake. However if one tries to 

tuk.t; this diLtinction further und tci/ferentiate "between 

the stories themselves, the distinctions "becu-K, very 

arbitrary and artificial. On the f > ce of it, to settle 

whether a otory ie, say, "basically an ex^lL.nutory or 

aetiologttol t^ie, a dilemma tale, or a uorali^ii^ tale 

should seern to "be very easy; stories do often end up 

with explanation, question or moral, and a class if icat ion 

on this "basis should "be simple. However when :aany 

stories have been studied it is clear that the moral 

or explanation is often not an integral or dia^ostic 

feature of the story at all, Lut i...;rcly seems to be 

tacked on as a neat stylistic device to bring; it to a 

fitting conclusion. Thus in the closely analogous 

tales of Tfee fflan & ill eel 1'or a banaxia* and The man

for a spinach^ leaf, which, us far as plot is concerned, 

are merely versions of "the same" story, one ends with 

a moral, tiie other with an ascription of origin. The 

same allies to the tv/o sinilio? stories at out '-1 .c fincl 1 3A  *- **^ "  "  " wi --*«*|«*.*»'.w**»*«»*«i*»*«ii' *»

loan and The ^inch and the odKle: one ends wit a a moral 

- 'slander is bad"; the other \vith an explanation - "that 

is why hens are carried oi'i by ea^las". V/hich kind of 

ending is adopted in the case o^ a partictfar narration



seems to depend on the story-teller or on the ra 

circumstances in which the sto, y was told, rather than 

toeing a defining mark of the special type of fixed story. 

Rather the same point applies to the statement of a 

dilemma in a story. There are certainly some stories 

in which a dilemma always occurs at the rut . The dil­ 

emma stout three smokers is an obvious example; so are 

the several versions of the very popular tale aboat a 

pregnant woman and the "bones, all of which end up with 

a question to the audience about whicn of the t».-.> main 

characters was "more". In some other stories, 'i v evor, 

whether or not a dil^:£ia is explicitly state.: seems to 

be a matter of choice for the teller rather than an 

inherent characteristic of the story. In the two very 

similar stories of Tjiree twin^ and BA ol..o.pfiant.« and 

Three boys anft an. elephant, the additional episode tacked 

on in the second version meant ti:at a dilemma was never 

stated at all, yet it had seemed an integral I art of the 

first - "of those three ... which one was the most in 

cunninr, that ic what I ask you". In several other 

storle:;* r/uc.'^ as the stories of Two friends or .?  i»a miser 

and Sara scrounger a dilemma could perfectly well have 

been added onto the main action as an e:_licit question



for the audience (in f?ict I t> inV I have heard this 

done in one telling of the Two friends), "but in the 

migrations I recorded they are left implicit and not 

stated, Another difficulty is that if the addition of 

an explicit dilernna v,r ao made r\ diagnostic feature, this 

would lead to claasin-- together of stories that wore 

otherwise very different .l?:^-..1 . The plot, for example, 

that is used in The story ox nufcasl and The four wives 

ends with a question about vhich of the children of the 

wives should inherit the chiefship;"but these stories,

lonr" elaborate, "bear very little relation to such "brief/
forras as ^-he dilemma about fthree anofeers* and in the 

former the actual dilemma in fact seems to be a very 

ninor part of the story.

The difficulties encountered in drawing up any 

e ;act typology in terras of purpose or any other elerent 

illustrates very well 01 e of the characteristics of Limba 

stories to T,e discussed further later - their "\ ?f.xed !l 

nature, the sense in which the e;:a^t form of a story is 

not laid down once and for all Vut vrjiries i ore or lees 

according to the occasion and teller. There Ic no onr 

prototype or "correct" form which could Lc regarded as 

the unit for classification. To insist on a



typology would be to blur this essential feature of the 

tales. Certainly many of them may end with a moral, 

an explanation or a problem; but these are not so com­ 

pletely fixed that they cannot be varied at will. It 

would be tr-uer to say that all stories, to a greater or 

a lesser degree according to circumstances, can contain 

some or all of several elements - moralieinr and general­ 

isation; explanation; comparison, whether implicit or 

stated as an explicit dilemma; and, finally, an inten­ 

tion to amuse and entertain by an Interesting plot, a 

shocking episode or character, and a vivid style and 

delivery.

Though not positing any strict classification of 

stories, I shall however discuss various groups under 

certain headings merely for the sake of convenience* 

The amount of overlap, it should now be clear, is con­ 

siderable. I first discuss some aspects of storiea 

about, respectively, people, Kanu. and animals, and the 

ways in which these can be treated; and later consider 

other forms which can be more clearly separated off yat 

in the Llmba terminology are also classed as lajboro - 

historical narratives and shorter formulations suoh aa

1. Section



proverbs, riddles and analogies* In thla way something 

of the v/ide range of application of mboro should emerge. 

Other types of formal speaking which might seem to "be 

related - prayers and Invocations, and legal andmamorial 

speeches - are not classed "by the Limb a as mfror? and BO 

will not "be considered*

m) Stories about people

On the whole stories about people seem to be the 

most popular and often the most elaborate among the 

stories. IJhe longest tales I was told tended to "be 

those primarily about people rather than about Kanu or 

animals, and it is possible that it is in this kind of 

story that there is the greatest scope for innovation 

and variation "by individual story-tellers. However it 

is not easy to come to any clear conclusion in this 

matter, as this group of stories shades into the others 

both from the point of view of plots, encounters with 

the supernatural (spirits), and the constant possibility 

of the addition of morals, dilemmas or origins to form 

the endings*

There are a few stock heroes and heroines. The 

most common is the man called Sara. It was he, for



example, who was taught by Kanu to tap palia wine, who 

rescued his elder sister from the monster she had married, 

who tricked his "brother in law and "became chief. How­ 

ever it would be nisleading to speak of these tales 

about Saru as forming a "cycle 11 in the sense of being 

concerned with the adventures of some definite mythical 

hero thought of as possessing a continuous existence 

and individuality from story to story. That this is 

not so is clear when the various adventures and roles 

are compared - in one story Sara is greedy fiid stupid 

and dies from his own obstinacy (oara and the ruinea 

fowl), in another his goodness and hospitality win him 

chief ship from Kanu. in a third he is a poor man who
>

gains chief ship by his cunning. The point is made 

quite clear in the story about two Sara*a - 3ara miaer 

and ftsra scrounger. These clearly, then, are not a 

cycle of tales about some one character. Sara's actual 

nature becomes clecir when it is realised that 3ara is 

the name the Limba say should be given to an eldest son; 

in the north it is even sometimes used as the general 

noun to refer to an eldest son. Sara, then, might be 

described as a kind of prototypical Limbaman, the stock 

human being to whom adventures happen in stories, the 

representative of humanity 



The other commonly named heroes are three twins 

of whom the eldest IB Tungkangbali (or Tungkangbei) 

"daring things", the next Jralongbali (or fcalongbei), 

"fearing things", and the youngest variously named 

Yisinua, Yisahosaho or Wunekeria* These stories are 

all marked "by their light hearted tone and rather far­ 

fetched and shocking character; they are always greatly 

enjoyed "by the listeners* Tungkangbali is represented 

as completely headstrong, irresponsible and ungrateful, 

while his two "brothers often try to restrain him*

There are few other names in the stories. Sira 

often appears us a girl's name in the way Sara does of 

a "boy. In several of the longer stories, the hero is 

given a name such as Uererau, Kubasi, Bayo, but these 

names do not recur* Occasionally a character may only 

be given a name in passing at a later stage of t .e story 

as in, for example, Bflflh flows witch the rice* The only 

other common names in the stories are those of tY/ine 

who, in story ae in life, have their own special names, 

particularly Koto and Yemi; other names for wins are 

Siema, Luseni, and Saiqnj^, tne youngest*

Other Limba stories are about unnamed characters, 

and coLimonly begin with such phrases as "a man came out",



"a man married a wife 11 , "three children were "born". 

However, even within this anonymity there are tsoiae 

stock characters*

One of the uost common characters is that of a 

hunter. hunters are, after chiefs and smiths, among 

the most important figures in a Limba village. They 

train for many years with a master hunter to learn not 

only the techniques of tracking and shoot ing, "but the 

secret leaves and medicines "by which they can succeed 

and also rain the protection of the hunter's spirit* 

A hunter is attributed with special powers, and he, 

alone of human "beings, is imagined to "be confident and 

experienced even by himself in the bush at nicht. The 

several stories about hi intera, therefore, are about a 

figure which is in any caae an important and slightly 

mysterious one among the Llmba.

Twins have already "been mentioned. They too are 

commonly believed to possess special powers, Tor they 

are "clear-eyed" and able to oee B: irlts and witches. 

They are said often to become famous as great hunters, 

diviners, or witch-catchers. They are therefore especi­ 

ally suitable protagonists in stories about some fantas­ 

tic or far-fetched topic, such as t^e three twins who



revived their long-dead father or the twin who visited 

a world below to "bring back a wife ior his brother. 

The number of twins In a story is very commonly three* 

This accords we^l with the Limba view that the child 

following twins, usually called tfaiong, IB himself a 

kind of twin, so that they are three in all. Most 

twins in story, with the exception of ^ungkangbali and 

his brother^, are normally represented as acting together 

and helping each other*

Other fairly standard figures also occur from time 

to time such as that of the mot her leas and helpless 

orphan, or of the childless mother who wishes to con­ 

ceive* However Tiery often the subject of the tale is 

identified merely as "a man", "a woman", "a child'1 , or 

"a chief" and referred to merely in these terms through­ 

out the story, in the same way as the animal characters 

discussed later*

Stories about people therefore could be said to 

fall into several very rough groups - stories about 

oara (and Uira), about the irresponsible '.Tungkangbali 

and his brothers, about twins, hunters, and anonymous 

characters. These stories also possibly diivor from 

others in their potentialities for elaboration and



composition* But such distinctions are very rougii 

ones, and each group shades imperceptibly into the 

others*

b) Q-iiOriea about Kanu. and QrriPcl.,ns

K,unu figures in many stories, several of them also 

about origins* She Limba concept of Kami has already 

been discussed in chapter 5* He is the one ultimately 

responsible for everything, but is far uway in the sky, 

inaccessible to mankind* However in many of the 

stories he is pictured as coming down to earth, often 

to Institute the present customs or facts of Limba 

society, or as being approachable in his own dwelling 

by those who have the cunning to seek him there* That 

is, the opposite character of Kanu is portrayed in the 

stories from that most usually presented in common talk 

about Kami as he is now* .J-l these stories are set in 

the past, a past that is now no longer repeated, and 

part of their effectiveness as stories in the Limba 

context lies in their complete contrast with what is 

known now to be the inaccessibility of Kanu*

Stories about "God" or far-off origins are commonly 

in the anthropological literature referred to as "myths",



Certainly as far as subject matter la concerned this 

is an appropriate term for theae Limba tales. It Is 

however a ten,: which I prefer to avoid here, as many 

of the other char act eristics commonly implied "by the 

word "myth" are absent in the case of the Limba tales. 

It may remove i3ome possible uisconoeptions a"bout the 

nature of these Limba stories about Kami if 1 briefly 

discuss the senses in which I find "myth" a potentially 

misleading term here.

In the ilrst place, as I have already discussed, 

the Limba themselves do not make any clear differentiation 

between these stories and others; nor is it altogether 

easy to force such a distinction on them from the out­ 

side. Stories in which all the emphasis is on the 

interest or excitement of the plot may end up with some 

tacked on ascription of origin without this bein£ at 

all an important .part of the story as a whole; it la 

difficult, for example 9 to aecide whether the story of 

The man killed for a banana  or Two women sliould be 

classed with origin stories, or stories about people - 

one ends with an explanation of the origin of women
/

chiefs (and an obviously unlikely one), the other with 

an account of the origin of certain kinds of death and



barrenness. The story of The doa and tfte wheel "brings 

in humans, animals, Kanu and origins, and the fact that 

Kami appears to set the scene of the story at the start 

does not in fact seem to "be very important: how there­ 

fore should this story toe clasaeu, as a "myth" or a 

mere fictional tale? In the sense of being obviously 

distinct from other tales, the Limba stories of &aatt 

and origins are not "myth".

Furthermore the term "myt:.M often seecis to carry 

the connotation, perhaps because of our familiarity with 

Greek and Roman mythology, of an accepted and more or 

less systematic body of knowledge about religious topics 

or deities, known either to everyone or to recognised 

experts. In this sense at least, the Limba tales can­ 

not be accorded the title of "loythB" for they do not 

form part of any systematic theology, philosophy or 

mythology. Some of the tales contradict others; thus 

there are several accounts, some much tae same, others 

very different, of the origin of death, the first dis­ 

covery of palm wine, the reasoi. for the differences 

between black and white men, or the institution of rice 

farming by Kanu. Those who knew of both accounts did 

not seem to be worried by this diversity, or wish to



discuss anxiously which was the true one. HOT were 

such stories well-known throughout Liml>u country or 

produced as relevant or significant evidence to describe 

the acts or nature of K.anu. The atory ox the separation 

°£ feanu from men (K&nu ^oes up aLove) might seem to "be 

the obvious foundation for any systematic account of 

Limba religion - yet it did not seem to be widely known 

or of any particular interest to the listeners on the 

one occasion I heard it told; it was merely one good 

story among several. In the Limb a stories there seems 

to "be no accepted ^icture of the nature or acts of Kanu 

as we hiight expect if we were to class them as "myths". 

Sometimes Kanu is presented as like a chief or a father, 

as in the rather more serious stories which describe 

how he came down to Institute chiefahip or rice-farming 

or wished to send medicine to prevent deatii to mankind; 

sometimes he is like a chief or Judge, as when lie speaks 

between the t.,o jealous mothers Quarrelling over a child} 

sometimes he is like a poor man going round Legging for 

wine; in yet other stories he seems to be merely one 

character like any other, neceaaary for the action of 

the plot; he differs frj.u any other chief, say, only 

in living in some other worla under a pool or above the



sky, aa in Koto and Yerol* or iffie^ girl taken "by K 

In one story there are even two kanu's introduced into 

the action aa Ilanu above, and ^Canu "below - an idea that 

clearly does not fit with the usual Limba co^ce^t at 

Ivanu "but is yet very serviceable for the plot or the 

story. rJhe stories, then, are not interpreter us sacred 

tales giving systematic and accented information about 

the nature or actions of kunu. or describing once and 

for all the first origins of the natural world or of 

Limba society*

Tftese stories about kanu and origins are not, it 

seems, taken particularly seriously uy the Lju./bu merely 

in that they are concerned with these subjects. Cer­ 

tainly some were very serious in tune - specially those 

to do v/ith death LUIU rice-famiiJi^. But here, it would 

appear, it is not the introd^ciio;; of tnc charucter of 

Kanu that causes the difference in tone, "but the serious 

nature of the topics vith which the narrator is concerned 

in the story. There are many other stories \vhich are 

as light hearted as u.^/ amon£ -.i.^ba tales, and yet 

include kanu ui.ionij their jjft«ni.vola rei'ponaQ. f/:.c girl 

taken by Kanu is an obvious ex^i^.lc, or tie second ver~ 

sion of Kanu gives cniefship. ynicii on that occ: ;>ion at



least was told in a high-spirited way to an amused 

audience. Stories about hanu» then, differ among them­ 

selves just as dj stories about other emu? act era - some 

are serious, such as those about death, food ana, on 

occasion, chiefship; others are light-hearted and full 

of action; yet otners resemble rather a meditation than 

a narrative, especially those by the moralist iiubu about 

the world as it is* tfrom the poi/.t oi view of tone 

therefore there is no one category or stories wnich 

could be distinguished as "myths 11 because tal.cn seriously 

in a sense that others are not*

Furthermore Limba stories about fcanu are not told 

on any particular occasions, nor GO they seem to serve 

any special function in the society that is not equally 

 erred by stories on other topics* They are not asso­ 

ciated Kith a ritual^ endowed with any specially deep 

Smeaning", nor repeated identical_y on different well- 

logs* It would then be an artificial division to 

separate them off sharply from the rest of -L.ii.ba oral 

Literature as a class oi" their own, whether unaer the 

dignified terra of "myth11 or any other.

There is one sense in which tnese at^ries are rather 

different in degree from other juiuiba stories. Tills 10



in their force as a commentary not, paradoxically, on 

the nature of ;.anu. "but on the natiu-e 01 the v«oi-ldU To 

relate some institution to itu origin or to koau is, In 

a specially marked way, to coumeat on uoiuo special 

characteristic oi1 it that the story-teller iaoy wunt to 

bring out, or to praise some particular element us having 

"been given and approved "by Kama* Thus ciiiefuhip, in 

one version, is said to have "been instituted by naim 

after he had gone round in the guise of a poor und 

unattractive beggar asking for hospitality; this "brings 

out the point, Implicitly or explicitly, that chiefs 

should be kind to strangers and poor people, xur this 

was the reason and occasion for its being give*i by Kami* 

Similarly the stories of I^anu and rice-farming point not 

so much to certain actionc by K&nu in the past, but to 

the present situation, the way in v/hieh i^e i'or^ing 

cycle Tits with tne climatic yejxf auu Loth is LLK! has 

been the right and honourable destiny or the Liciba people* 

The meditations by Bubu Dema on the nature ui' ma., and 

his incapacity to struggle witu the eadow,«iuiita ilanu has 

given him, or the paradoxical \vay in which the vulture 

eats what is wrong and yut act& auturull^ tuiu i'l 

in so doing because "this is what he was given u



are comments not on Kanu. "but on the present situation 

and actions of Lien - not about the nature of God "but 

the nature of the v/orld. There are few oW-ies about 

the origins of natural phenomena. '..'his in itaelf is 

significant, for what is often feeing described in the 

stories about Kann and about origins is not ^riiaur 

some attributed historical event in the past, but a 

comment or detached generalisation about ti'ie ^oln 

and purposes of human cociety. The stories do not 

provide an explanation of causes in the past, but an 

explication of the present occupations and preoccupa­ 

tions of mankind,

In this sense, therefore, some (not all) of the 

stories about Kanu differ somewhat i'roru otn,.;i» otories 

in "being able to lay more stress or. the ele^at of 

explication or commentary on tlie world in it a voider 

context. However in this tney uit^er only in degree 

for this is an element more or lose iiiaerent, in uost 

stories, either in the form ol mi u^licit moral or 

generalisation added, with greater or Icoocr relevance, 

to the end of a tale, or less explicitly Inherent in the 

tale through the actions and situations described there. 

The interests and relations of social life are iuaged



In the stories about people and about animals as well 

as in those about Kamu

c) ifo or JJJ3LS aLout animals

The stories about animals are liable to "be rather 

shorter than tal-G about people, and, contrary to what 

is sometimes supposed, are not, in fact, the most common 

type of story* They tend to "be marked "by rat: or raore 

humour and obscenity, and, perhaps, rather more of a 

stress on parallel structure than in some of the more 

elaborately constructed tales about human bein&i>. Here 

too, however, these stories cannot be clearly i; varated 

off from others, for the subject matter and druraatifl 

personae ox the various LTOU; s overlap, as do the stock 

endings which occur in every tyj..e of otory.

The most common character in these t'JLes is the 

spider (gpsl)* He is uost .rrequeutl,1 represented as 

stupid, gluttonous, selfish and irresponsible, consistently 

outdone by his \viie hayi who io both bigger and cleverer 

than he, but whom he continues to try to out Tit. The 

relations between him and his wife represent everything 

that is wrong and upside down - the spider acts In an 

anti-social and unfitting way in trying to trick his wife



of her due food, of telling lies about her, of insult- 

in^ his mother in luv, uua or turning out weaker and 

more foolish than a woman. Occasionally he is repre­ 

sented as a cunning trickster, cutting u.s better of 

"bigger animals liko the elephant or the leopard, "but 

this picture -i the spider is less c^.^i.. .all the 

stories about the spider tend to be i'ounc. specially 

funny by the listeners and are told in a vivid and 

uninhibited way by the narrators. The spider eeens 

to be conventionally a fi^pire ot fun, unlike some of

the stories in which he occurs elsewhere, uud is never 

represented as a creator or culture hero*

A few other annuls also cone into storiee with
8 

stock characteristics. Vhe antelope , for example,

alTvays represented as sriall, shy, but very very 

clever, able to escape even the liou, the leo^ai^ and 

the greedy o^i^er, uaine his witk to ^ave ..iraciclf not 

injure others. The goat too is clever-, and outv.its 

"bigger and stronger anlmalo, but it* ^ictai'-ud as iuore 

egoistic and deceitful tiitui tne retiring antelo^w. The 

leopard is dangerous, unscrupulous m.d iull of ceceit,

1. AB he is among some other West African peoples, par- 
haps including the Pa Nea of the neighbouring Terane.

2. A small animal, probably the royal nnt elope or water 
chevrotain, contrasted often to the bigger duller 
deer*



"but liable to "be outdone In the end. The small squirrel 

also is Tery clever and coiaot; to the lioli~ oi' ^is "bigger 

"brother. These characters are well-known oiies, and 

spoken of in other contc ts as well as that oi a story; 

aometine;3 a mention of one will ^ruviuc a uuitafcla 

stimulus for someone to tell a story in illustration*

Rather uifferejit is the picture oi the li^.ch (pro- 

"bafcly a species of fire finch) v/ho very often appears in 

the stories in the role of a diviner. one 01 the chle£ 

characters, human or animal, goes to him to consult him 

about the future, and the finch tlu-ovis the 3tone** he 

was left "by his lather, utters hiti BA,eciul cry of ae a@ t 

ae se« and gives an answer in iuuc L the BS.-;^ manner as 

that adopted "by the uivim;rs known in x^eal lifu. The 

finch in this role is never i;Ae ^rotuc ->i.iut oi a story, 

merely a secondary character c^senticJL to advance the 

plot.

Dogs are also fairly coi^ou in the stories. They 

too diifer from the aniiaalj that a^oiu. LiOui; o^. uen^in 

that they are cloBely attached to human beir^L, specially 

hunters, with v/hom they live and are not one of the 

"animals in the "bush" who form the subject oi uhc most 

typical animal stories. Ltogs ore i^t^oduced as a foil



or counterport to human action rather thun as actors on 

their own account*

The effectiveness of uany of tlic^o ai.iiaal ._ topics 

in the actual situation oJ story-tclliii^ ^c^ene.. very 

uuch on the audience's actual ^mo^lc^t® °^' the Behaviour 

or ap;.eurunce oJ the animals uo:icur.icd. Thus, - or 

example, the shy^cs^ and caution a.^owr. t,, '.,e chijacter- 

istic of the antelope r.iaZ-.js itc ti-i-j.^h over tl.c spider 

or leopard all the more telling; t-iie ,.:^otted o^in known 

to Lelong to the leopard ic the arriuoii^, j,ivot oi the 

plot in the story or O^e ugat. the, loo': aa'^d a^'--.. < '* ". iot/i; 

und the ^oiiit of the joke in The ^onj^cy .ud tV... u':f:.;> >Acon 

is that it was so very e..tra clever o^ the moiikcv to 

accuse the chaaeleon o:: h;.,vir,_ stolen the n-ine t^cuuse

" LI LirnLa is di*.:iik ' rhiL eyes tui-; I'uund" ~ iuiu the 

ai/iGIcon's _ v*es do, litcrull; , ^eerri tc ota-.i i..iii<?. Such 

attriLuteo are \7ell-i:noY.rn to the audier.co :^.u ..e auch 

stories peculiarly el' ^ecti, , Bpecially when accor^anied 

"by the mimicry or a clever _rL-atoi: .

i'.iany of the iiiiir^al ato^i^^ *j*iu .^th the statement 

o~ :-u;...! moral oi* wi^:i <- account 01 tlic o. it,in of some 

charr-cteriatic o. Lehuviour o| a uird 01- cu.inai, or 

the present dioti'i'. uL::.oa oi' LU.I .alo, £--.u in the "bush,
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some in the village. But these conclusions, as with 

similar endings in stories about people, often do not 

seem to be token very seriously as an integral part of 

the story. Often the emphasis aeems to be rather on 

some general attribute of the species or on the way in 

which they illustrate some situation than on any serious 

concentration on the moral or the origin*

In presenting these animal tales I have not, as 

is often done with African folktales, used capital 

letters in my translations of their names into English, 

To spy, for example, not "the leopard" and "a leopard" 

but "Leopard" or "Mr* Leopard" would, in the case of 

the Limb a, be misleading* With the very doubtful 

exception of the numerous spider stories, the animals 

referred to do not seem to have any separate existence 

as individuals, so to speak, over and above their appear­ 

ance in each particular story, so that to give them a 

specified proper name would be inappropriate. In addi­ 

tion the introductory phrases, such as "a lion came out" 

(yadi na hunqf ,^9^ or "a chimpanzee once reared a goat" 

(pfcthi na tol£ nde bahu) are, in the Limba, stylistic­ 

ally reminiscent of the similar formulations in stories 

about people where to use a proper name would also,



analogously, "be unsuitable; one Is not, for example, 

tempted to write In English "Woman was once married" 

(hatinalo na den/^o nde) or "Hunter carae out" ("badonso 

na hung£ nde). Both here and in the animal stories 

the general term ("a hunter", "the leopard" rather than 

"Hunter" or "Leopard") is preferable. This is specially 

evident in the clear cases where more than one individual 

is concerned - e.g. in "two women were married to one 

husband" or "two pythons caught a deer"* Finally the 

motive which may have led many translators to use terms 

for animals as if they were proper names does not seem 

quite to apply to the Liraba situation* Presumably the 

point that the translators wished to "bring out "by their 

use of capital letters was that the animal stories are 

not just pointless or sentimental fantasies about animals 

told for their own sake, tut in a sense abstractions or 

generalisations, so that what is being spoken of is not 

Just any elephant "but the type or idea of elephant - 

Elephant. However this does not apply to Liraba animal 

stories, i'or there what abstraction is made seems to "be 

not of the animal but of a certain situation, so that 

it is the implication for human society that is exempli­ 

fied by some story ostensibly about animals*



In the course of this discussion of certain 

characteristics of various groups of Liraba stories it 

must seeia that I have laid more stress on what they 

are ftP-t. than on what they are - "tales about Harm are 

not "myths"; animal tales are not about I'r. Elephant; 

the stories cannot be strictly divided "by subject or 

purpose. This however has "been necessary. Much has 

been written or implied about .-jfrican folktales that, 

when applied to the Liraba at least, has been misleading, 

so that it is necessary to clear away certain nisconcep- 

tions before the tales can be allowed to speak for them­ 

selves. It is only in the stories about people, in 

fact the most common croup in Limba oral literature, 

that the literary aspect is at once evident to an English 

reader - ierhaps owing to the happy chance that fewer 

of such stories happen to have been recorded from Africa 

and that therefore less confusing commentary has been 

introduced. In the stories about people at least it 

is clear that it would "be artificial to assert that they 

are basically to do with the utilitarian statement of 

morals or the validation or stabilising of social struc­ 

ture. They are self-evidently akin to our literature 

and need not be subjected to any far-fetched Interpretation



so as to "be seen to "be intelligible, I suggest that 

once certain confusing preconceptions are removed, the 

other groups of stories, those about Kami and about 

animals, can "be seen to be of fundamentally the same 

nature as those about people, and to fall equally within 

the category of Limb a literature,

3, Topics and treatment

So far I have discussed the various groups of Limb a 

stories as roughly differentiated by their central 

characters* I now want to discuss several general 

points that apply to stories of all kinoa, whatever 

their character* with regard to their setting, topics 

and treatment.

The topics of the stories are not on the grand 

scale. That is, they do not consider such subjects 

as wars, seiges, great historical changes, or lonr- 

drawn out and sustained events. The tales themselves 

are relatively short, and the action is also unually 

presented as fairly brief. There are several excep­ 

tions, mainly in stories of people such as The man 

killed for a bnnana. Parents are closest, arid



where the narration may "be thought of as covering the 

events of several years, but on the whole tMs is less 

usual. In a few of the nore elaborate stories the 

narrator speaks of oinultaneous events in two differ­ 

ent places as when, for instance, in The story of per emu* 

he switches from the mother up-country to her son in 

Freetown and back again; and in Mra and tfte monster 

the girl's brother at hone is pictured as beginning to 

worry about his sister who has Just been described as 

the prisoner of the monster far away. very often how­ 

ever, perhaps specially in the rather shorter animal 

tales, the plot is simple in that there is little change 

of scene throughout and we follow the action of the 

various protagonists as they come into contact with 

sach other. In all stories it is common for the netion 

to take plac? in a series of parallel episodes so that 

even where there is change of scene this is riot in 

terms of a flash back from one place or event to another 

unrelated one, "but a following up of the hero as he 

travels in successive moves from one placelto another. 

This is what Kanu does, for exanj.le, as he looks in 

settlement after settlement for a wise man (Kanu rives 

chiefship). or the ^irl who goes from chief to chief to



search out her father's murderer in Tfae man killed for 

a "banana* In the sense therefore of ite setting in 

time and space these stories are relatively uncomplex.

The geographical setting is that best known to 

the Limba themselves. The action is usually "based in ; 

or moves between,the central village where the chief

or elders live, the farm, the farm settlement and the
\path between th<*n ; the various chiefdoms between which

people can travelj and the bush, with its clearings 

for palm wine tapping and farming as well as its depths 

where animals and spirits ! ive. There are also occa­ 

sional references to Freetown (Kafoampl) as the place 

where young men may go away for work and money, and to 

the far-away magical country of England.

Some kind of other world is also sometimes intro­ 

duced into the action* This is sometimes entered through 

a deep pool into which the hero dives, as in the country 

found by one twin in Koto and Yemi and Two twins. At 

other times it is located in the sky where, for example, 

the various animals ?ro to find The girl taken by Kami, 

or in a cave through a series of doors as in The hunter 

with three doga, or completely unlocalised as with the

1. bee chap.



magic world in which The origan child finds hijaself* 

These worlds are intentionally presented as fantastic. 

They are not seriously beloved to exist "by narrator or 

audience, "but are suitable settings for far-fetched 

events in story. However even these magical places 

are represented as very much the same as the setting 

with which the Limba are best acquainted - that of 

village, farm and bush. It was "a new world" but in 

raajr ways basically the same as that known to ordinary 

people here, with, often, a chief, houses, entertainment, 

formal speaking and all the other social relations to 

be expected in a normal context*

Boraetimes the geographical setting is explicitly 

related to that around the audience by the common device 

of comparing places in the story to actual villages or 

chiefdoms. "As far away as Kabala" (a Limba town) is 

a fairly common motif, or -?like from here to where the 

roads meet". Sometimes actual names of people are 

introduced "He went like to Sabena here" cornes in one 

story, referring to a sub-chief in the narrator's village, 

and in another the heroine is pictured as travelling 

round various chiefdoms in and near Limba country through 

the teller specifying the names of actual villages and



chiefs - ''She cnme like to Bumban, to Pompoli 11 . In 

this way the action is the more vividly set within the 

geographical r^r.text closely known to the audience and 

they can more clearly picture the various uoves of the 

journey or the sort of distances envisaged. Here a 

the setting is basically that of village, bush and farm, 

the context within which Llmba social and economic life 

is carried on.

In the stories as a whole it is true to say that 

the supernatural element is not the dominant one. Cer­ 

tain Glories, ao already mentioned, take ^lace in a far- 

off magical world, and certain kinds of fantastic exag­ 

geration are common. A chief is pictured as having 

vast amounts of gold, possessions a:id magic, magical acts 

and transformations sometimes take place, a human ij 

able to underst'-mO the language ot ai^ir-ialc, a child 

enter* into a farming company with the animals 01' the 

bush. jvncounters with various oupernatural fluencies 

are also included - with Kimu in the old days, or, more 

often, with one of the spirits of the bush, with a 

"monster" (a kind of spirj.t) or a "great v.ltch". Lut 

the central characters are near I}/ always hun&ns, or 

anlr':u.lr: acting like human "beings; thev are never euper-



natural l.elo^s acting and reacting among themselves, 

Bven where the action is, as often, removed from direct 

reality by the common device of setting it in the past, 

in a far off land or in th»-; guise of animal characters, 

the "basic situation devicted is fundamentally a human 

one, "belonging primarily to this world and not to any 

other grand heroic, supernatural or mythical stage. 

The stories are In the main about individuals* 

That is, they are not concerned with large scale actions, 

such as v/ars or councils, in which the long-term con­ 

certed acts and plans of many people must he depictcd. 

The only partial exception to this is in the few stories 

in which twins are represented as acting jointly to, for 

example, discover and revive their dead father, or in 

the series -if successive and cooperative acts taken "by 

the animals who go to retrieve a girl,from the sky. But 

even in these cases the stress is not on the plan and 

execution viewed JIB a whole, but on the series ox' actions 

by Individuals in a series of p.-\rallel episodes; each 

individual in turn is pictured as coming forward saying 

"my time has erne now", performing his ^art, and then 

giving way to the next character* Vne stories, then, 

are primarily about individuals and not movements.



The individuals that aj^enr In the stories have 

already "been partly discussed. They .-re either humans 

of various kinds, animals, or some kind of supernatural 

"being (EHJIU. spirits* a monster). In a sense, there 

is not much individual characterisation of these actors. 

The heroes we often just "a man", "an orphan11 , "a chief", 

and some stock image of these figure* is evoked rather 

than a distinct and individual personality. Even in 

the case of the named heroes - Deremu, Bayo, Kubosi, 

Sara - the part they take in the action of the story is 

more emphasised than, say, their individual attribute?
Oust

or dispositions. The actors regarded, so to cneak, 

Tree the outside rather than looked at in tern*; of their 

individual experiences or inner feelingu - an asrect for 

which there is in fact only a limited vocabulary in 

Liiabti. Come characters of course are introduced only 

in a secondary role, to serve the exigencies of the plot; 

"but even the leading characters often seem rather shadowy 

if regarded as individuals, apart possibly from the 

stock figure of the irresponsible boy Tungkangbali and 

perhaps the few standardised characters attributed to 

animals, such as the greedy and rjitl-social spider, his 

stronr and conpetent \?lfe Kayi, and the timid but intelli­ 

gent antelope.



In one sense, therefore, there is generally little 

characterisation in the normal sease. 'A his is certainly 

the impression that one receives when reading over the 

atories included in chapter 9. But it must also "be 

remembered that these stories were delivered tv be seen 

and heard as a performance, and were not composed to "be 

read from a written page. The impression given toy the 

actual narration of a story is orten very different from 

that given to a reader, for the characterination is then 

often seen to be vivid, particularly perhaps in the case 

of animals* Their way of speaking is portrayed by tone 

and expression, their action half-imitated - the shy 

perceptive way in which the antelope peeps round and 

sums up the situation, the blustering tones ox the 

spider, the little light bat swinging patiently to and 

fro in his hammock smoking his little pipe, the cat 

pouncing on its prey and tearing away at it, the helpless 

way In which the tricked leopard lies under the tree 

self-centredly imploring for help and making fine, 

shallow, promises, the ludicrous way in which the 

gluttonous and stupid spider is dragged along behind the 

pot of rice he has tried to kee^ for himself, obvious 

prisoitfrto his own greed but even then trying to salve



hla dignity "by pretending to walk or implausibly claim­ 

ing that he iiua brought the rice with UJuu ui* ±/ui-pO8e. 

The portrayal ox such episodes is deli\ereu wi't.li an 

efiect of vivid and inuivii..uul characterisation in each 

particular perioriuuuce. The suue  tojicicnc^ is also 

sometiiiicb evident in stories aot prifciarillv about animals, 

A sympathetic and rather ly char act ex- was clearly attri­ 

buted to IZ&uu in bctli iismu Kave l.ovu. to the X>iEQl)as and 

the later parts of ffhre a^omach ±& .cua.^ or the body "by 

the strikingly gentle aud kindly ioiAe in whie), lie was 

made by the narrators to utter hi& directions to the 

other characters - the vividness ol' this ^urtrayul was 

even such as to be quite inovia^ both at the tiuie and in 

retrospect. oii.alarly in ^ae. //u-luaj.^ the nm-rator, "by 

his tone even i.*ore than liis \voruti, conveyed oho character 

OA" ^QU as that of an old man who had seen iviiu under­ 

stood much, w^io cuaid ot^JB/ro^itte at onee \<ii;..t was wrong 

about the vuloore's way o^ eating t^id yet s^o t^e neces­ 

sity of this habj.u, mid with coi.ijjaao^on OJILL unuei1 standing 

could allow t^ia frora the I'ei.iQi/e ^..uce wi^ertt he lived 

ana sav/ everything. 'fhis pai^ticulai' picture of Kami 

was a i'avorite portrayal by tne individual utorv ~teller 

in question, Bubu, and one tlu.it ae ijreauuted ia other



stories too. Again, in The story of Bayo. the despair 

and lack of confidence 01 the rather humble aao self- 

effacing child who was, it seemed, rated to be destroyed 

by the powerful animals he liui ^ocu..o entangina with, 

was indicated throughout the story by the ^ta-i-ator's 

effective manner; it TJUS particularly evident in the 

way in which he did not at fir tit dare to revcui i.iraself 

to the monster - a coznraon motif, used nere effectively 

to illustrate a particular character - and then finally 

did so "by saying "Le" in so quiet and tiiuid a tone that 

the audience could scarcely catch it. ^ira's over- 

vehemence was also drawn vividly in the si;ory oi aira 

and the monster, first by the breathless and uncontrolled 

way in which she \*I*B presented as bursuij^ forth when 

she saw her chosen suitor kXeitfniuig in the distance, and 

then by the final outburst laiere she throYvs iierLclf at 

her "brother's feet to tharJc i^;. lor delivering her. It 

is the part of u ^ood story-teller to give dpur».u and 

vividness to the characters which in a written version 

sometimes appear lifeless. It is 101- thj.o iiettuon among 

others that any authentic account of oral literature - 

certainly that of the Limba - must include some description 

of its style, delivery and technique i. or without this



the effect, even the nature, of the literature la 

obscured.

So much for the setting of the stories in time 

and space, and the partial characterisation of the 

rarious individuals portrayed as actors in the stories* 

We can now briefly discuss or recapitulate some of the 

most common topics of the stories, many of which have 

already been touched on in the earlier chapters.

Perhaps the most common situation described or 

alluded to is that of marriage, or of love* This topic 

comes into stories of all kinds, whether about humans, 

animals or origins* In these tales about diverse 

aspects of love or marriage, it would not be true to 

say that any one moral was being enunciated* There 

are particular morals in particular stories, various 

facets are emphasised from time to time, and there are 

implicit comments on the kinds of ways people are known 

at times to behave, the sorts of things that are liable 

to happen or that might happen If customs were otherwise.

1. In Part I, where, however, the emphasis \me on 
describing the background commonly referred to in 
the stories; here I an approaching the material 
from the point of the view of that of the stories
then, a elves*



But no one lesson or picture is "being drawn. Wives 

or potential wives may "be portrayed in one story as 

good, willing pernajjs to suffer death, loss or oereave- 

ment for their hus"baads (Four wives. fi'he story of ft.ubaal)s 

in another aa Lac, retu/^ to betray a Lusuaxid'a closest 

secret or one chance of real success to their secret 

lovers (bara,, the fffiJLpitr and_jtlic I>UJJGQL trees ^ui^u /-:j.ye.3 

cliief ship ) * Just as in ^iLi^a ex^rience tiiia pailosophy 

women are known to be faithful or unfaithful, iuu^ined 

to ue loyal or disloyal, thought of in their different 

roles or mothers, wives, xovero, sister s t accoraing to 

the point 01* view ox the inaividual at the time - so too 

in the stories tnere may "be stock situations or characters, 

"but these are open to a similar variety or treatment 

and emphasis, ai^dlarly a &irl may "be pictured as 

innocent and attractive, with lovely clothes and beads, 

a young girl's t>reaste f neeu iroiu iiiitiation - "like 

the dew" ae it is said in one riadlc, or "stariding there 

in her "blackness witu only her beads round ixoi* j.uins M - 

and yet, in a story, the apparent innocence ma^ turn out 

to "be counteracted l>y the fact ti at si it, i^ secretly 

plotting her husband's or lovely's death i'i>xe man

fop a sioina,^ Igftf r '^^ The atori QJ. olie. ;.re,at«



One girl may be pictured as obstinate and resistant to 

her parents 1 wishes for her marriage thus leading either 

to her own father's loss, us in £he Bftory of a million­ 

aire, or to her o..n misery and repent tuice, as with the 

girl deceived by a spirit in a^a and vue monster or 

The £lr^ aflcl the spirit. Or uuc situation may be reversed 

so that it is the man, not the girl, that is misled by 

a spirit, oee^ngly a loving wife, whom he I'ollowed to 

her home where he nearly perisned "Ah" he ea^s ,»nen he 

knows the trutji, "it was love tiiat put me here. If it 

had not been lor that 1 would not have come here" 

hunter with tnrae dogs)   ^ometlines the earlier situa­ 

tion is portrayed from the opposite point of view again 

and a girl's betrayal of father or chief or child may 

be pic tor-3d as pruioe^ort/v* Ieauin& t. the triumph of 

the hero v^iaii she loves uiid for a;.o.d she sacrifices every 

other tie: "I love you beginning from the world nere as 

far as the place of death* oo let us go 10^ether you 

and I" (Story ot Kubaai). Sometimes, alternatively, 

the situation of love is caed oo amuse* Thus the 

actions of S!he woman with four lovers are portrayed as 

ridiculous by the narrator^ snowing them in their over- 

numerous succession} or aa intentionally ludicrous



effect IB created "by the way In which the normal sweet 

talk between two lovers was interrupted o, - of all 

things - the excrement the girl had tried to leave 

"behind her in the iorestj it rose up demanding to join 

in "your talking that you are talking ... both oi us 

are to embrace the girl" (The forbidden ^orest)* Thus 

love, within or without marriage, may be pictured from 

many different points of view: as something dangerous 

and untrustworthy leading to death or IO^G; as sacri­ 

ficial and able to cave a icon's life; as exciting and 

pleasurable as in the amused description of the origin 

of sex (The be^innJLnK, fflf IflWiyA^iff ̂ OI> &fl some tiling pot­ 

entially laughable and far-fetched as in the ai.iusing 

series of formalities performed i,y fi3ie woman, wjLtn. four 

lovers 

Marriage itself is portrayed in various lights* or 

its A,ote..tial paradoxes iai:ae plain* It is always, for 

example, assumed in the stories that, as in life, men 

must work to win a wife* xerhapa the hero inust greet 

a mother in law all through the day, risk death or 

blindness to help a friend get his v/itfe f climb up a 

pumpkin that reaches to the sky, or periorm near-imposs­ 

ible tasks like clearing a huge farm in a single ni^ht



or picking up "basketfuls of minute millet aeeds in the 

clark (Th& woman who y/uutcd fro.. $p : r can... ivo ^n

The spider soos a v4fe f The wooing o^ ^J.-u;: and stories
«

often end with the hero's success In acquring a tflfe; 

"the wife was i,i r ^ ' is always a suitable conclusion to 

a stor^. And yet   -t-.-r all, the oi:^osite point is made 

in one story, ^ crimes one wife is :._&$ really worth risk­ 

ing death for; as the hunter's dog suid "Air. there no 

other wives in the world? .are there no other %ives? 

If it happens that he ^oes hunting i,..d kills meat will 

he not sell it and look for anothtr- vviie? V/ill he die 

for this one wifeV" (The s.frory. of a hunger )  Marriage 

is a man's - .. ^Uid yet, it is shown in teveiul stoi'iee, 

marriage too has its drawbacks* The strife and compe­ 

tition l>et\veen husband and \viie ;av depicted in the 

standard quarrels of the sx;i< er and his wife .. r .,/i. He 

acts in a Y/IV that it is I mown a iiuabaiiu never u, ould do 

("but sometimes perla_j actually does x or wijjhea^o act), 

and tries to trick his v/iie or ^et more fooa than he is 

due. ViTiile she, 1113 a wife should never be ("uut nor.ie- 

times, as even men occasionally uclhdt, reully is), is 

stronger and cleverer than her huult-tic., and actually 

defeats or suL'puE;t;eb hi. .. There ai'e many other vocoible
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difficulties in marriage. Sometimes thsre are no 

children and, as in lix^e, the couple iau^ sacrifice 

and seek help to obtain them (e.g. Ifoe story or 

or the moot loved wife may nou conceive - "1 and my 

husband have traveller ..iucii" say one woman "tut we liave 

not yet got children" (gwo worsen): or even if 3he 

succeeds in bearing and rearing a child he may grow up 

only to tile still young - "she round tue boy now lying 

there, de^u. She stood there, tfhe wept, &he vept" 

(The chief's son). If there arne cuilarcii the co-wives 

may quarrel jealously over them, eve; A , *n one story, to
f

the length of murder (ffealous mothers; or support their 

own children against the others (ffour wives )  l.any 

wives and many children are wiuxt every man, in story 

and in life, most desires. Yet tills too nay have its 

bad side - "quarrelling will not cad. One wife to one 

husband - they will not u>arrel. But two people, three 

people - they will not love each other. i'or havir^ 

children - when they have cn.ldren in the marr.it^e they 

will disagree" (Jealous mothers >   jifcuin, if there are
 

several wives the tension between ^he^ may lead to one 

wife insisting on her exact cold justice, ;,u illustrated 

by the one who demanded back her bead - the precise same



"bead, no more and no leas - swallowed by her co-wife's 

child (Two co-wives).

>-ll these many ^ints of view on marriage and love 

must or course "be seen in the context of Mrnba ..triage 

and the Limbe view of women described earlier (chapter 

5); only then can the associations and effectiveness 

or, for example, the infidelity of a wife or the i^L-oura 

of wooing "be fully intelligible in the sense tho; would 

"be to a Limba listener. In t;ie whole context we 1.1 

known to both narrator mid audience all these coi ;ients 

on the behavi ir of men and women c?.a> be effective and 

meaningful,whether wry, ironic, perceptive or plain 

ridiculing. One of the significant points about such 

comments is their diversity - in marriage and love 

there *re many diverge situations and aspects which can 

be depicted in the stories. It would Le a mistake to 

suggest that the stories a^e to represent any one moral, 

or that they ail have some clear-cut message on t^e 

subject, as a foreigner who had ricountered only half a 

dozen of these stories mi^ht be led to assume. ".athor 

- once given the so.'al bacKnr^'irvj and cormnon experi­ 

ence of the teller and listener - they can "be Been to 

be Tail of varied coivjaonta, inoici'its or ar.



fetched generalisation on the kinds of ways in which 

people actually behave or would like to behave. If

this is to "moralise" then Limba stories ao in a 

moralise. But this is not the kind of literal a^d 

unitary moralising so often attributed to _J;rican folk­ 

tales, assumed necessarily to ^osse^o some utilitarian 

and clear-cut function or raes~.-Hj u.

lluch the sane point a^-.iuo to other common topicu 

in Limba utory. * t.m;. stories are about, ei- refer to, 

variouc types of i'ruvdl^ relationships other than those 

of . d'i ia^ e. laments are, closest makes the comment, 

in this case explicitly , that whatever a man huj uonc, 

cr:l; - his parents v<il!L stand "by him thrcu^. ti..icL and 

thin, and ethers stay onl^ in time of

is not like the tine of difiiculty . ., the ^arent accepted 

for he bore hJL.i, everyone else refused. That is it". 

Other stories touch on sirailar aspects though without 

asserting auch aii emphatic Ocii;ralisa «.>,.. _h-j rela­ 

tions of mother anu child ^r-o oftoi; illustrated. Ziie 

close contact known to eziat L^o,/eon Motaor tuid daughter 

is, iij varyiiv, ways, ii^ortant to the -lo^s ^. L..^ *

or ;. f3"pinach leaf \vhere the daii^ntor is '^r ̂ ujhi, up to

Contrast this to Kubasi and Pqur^ wives where the 
parents, unlike the ci^lf refuse 'uo r;_., dcutli for 
their son.



the sound of her widowed mother's lullaby about her 

dead husband, arid in llie story of a great, witch where 

the mother tries to stop her daughter's marriage - "for 

e. long time they had quarrelluu, the girl and the mother11 ! 

Tha vciv close affective Lond that exists in Loth ideal 

and practice feetw&ca mother and child is exploited in 

tooth those stories that stress a mother's care for her 

son, as in The atopy of an orphan where she rises from 

the grave in answer to her need, or depict her as rejoic­ 

ing ecstatically to see again her sons and her husoand 

(The honter and the .tfrree. twitta.)* and, perhaps even more 

effectively, Jui the stories %here the opposite side is 

shown - a xnothor is depicted as going to the extreme and 

shocking lengths of plotting against her own child ( rlh,e 

story of Per emu; flfte ..ator/ Q£ witches ) 

The position unu. fortunes of an orphan are a 

specially popular theme in atory* ilia lot is one that 

is expccteu to elicit j^ity, ao that his triumphs, whether 

in recalling hit, iiiotlier or in gaining chiefdom and riches 

have a particular meaning through their paradoxical 

nature - that a child oegixmint from such well-known 

disadvantages should yet achieve success. (y>tory of an

tlie little uird; The ori>han and),
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the goats) Another fairly standard theme is of the 

help given i>v a child or younger "brother. Tui~ 

part of its point fro*,; the u&ual assumption ii* tamos t 

all social situL.biu.uf> th;.,t the oluex-u t^re the leaders, 

as is al.3O explii _ tly asserted in Tin ci^eat o£ three, 

Yet in several stori,^, puruuo-ticaliy and

effectively, it is the a^all child who ioilov.-s rur oxi, 

Epiirn-ju T:y his elders, that in the end saves them 

his clovsraess or insight (yiu^ee pie a* a boy ana a 

The girl and the spirit). This figure of the helpful 

ch^ld lowever io not itself a uefiniiively fx^ea 

a child ia stox'c may also "be troublesome una a 

age in cortain circoiuiitances, and tuis j--oint is once 

maue quite ex^liciu "^ hunter, even ix1 he iovu^ his 

c,-j.ld, will not tuko hii.i liui^wing'1 (li^u cftllu cuid ^he 

hunter). Hel^tionc. within a family are therefore i'rc- 

q.ueiit topics in the stories and plots arc sosaetiuus 

brought to a g.uiet end "by the hero's returning hoiae and 

giviiii. an accouiil of uis actions ^"annouiiciut" them) 

to his mother or father. But oiicre is no one rule for 

hov; tiiooe relatioub turn out in story > L^IU unough the 

topic ic obviously a .aou.rai^fu.i wu^u iiaport^/i uii^, no 

or message or imaic is bein^ asserted to the 

oi other*  



Another very common theme IB to do with yangfa* 

which is the most frequent motif In the stories that end 

with an explicitly stated moral. This is the malicious 

action of a slanderer or tale-bearer which has "been 

described earlier. oometlmes a character is depicted 

as motivated only by the desire to injure another, as 

the "trouble-maker" (kayangfa) who told malicious lies 

to the chief to hurt The boy that talked with onlma.lB* 

"but, in the end, "you see now the trouble-maker was 

killed by his own trouble-making" (yangfa). This kind 

of situation, however, In which a character's "bad inten­ 

tions are stressed from the outset is rather rare, and 

in fact Limba stories rather seldom contain a clear 

human villain. More often the act of tale-bearing is 

presented as a necessary turning point of the plot by 

which one character learns another's secret. The act 

itself la in the first place introduced as an apparently 

perfectly reasonable gesture of help to someone who is 

belnp d^c^ived by nnother, "hus the hawk is helped by 

the hen against the finch who hnd deceitfully promised 

to repay a debt when "he grew big - but he does not grow, 

that is his size'1 (The f^nch's 3,oan); similarly the hawk

1. Chap. 6. p.



is told how to recover his own money from the Eton who 

so constantly frightens hln off by his heat (The

hark .ant* .the hen)« Yet in each cam. this apparently 

helpful act *c clasoed as ^c^^/'fa, and explicitly deplored, 

The. er. re-sion of this moral ic r, standard ending to a 

ct ;. . Occ? sionallr this stock conclusion seeme to be 

arir.ed onto a story which, on the face of it, might not 

necessarily have been expected to give rise to it; in 

the tale of The erider. the elephant and the hfepopotaiaua 

another narrator night well have been content with a 

different - 7 ^,[; f perhape describing merely the origin 

of the srider's presence with human beiiir s f or his clever 

power in outdoing the other twoj Vat on that particular 

occasion the narrator wao tin old man particularly fond
-i

of adding noruls, and so emphasised that this too was a 

cpse of .y;;jirfg>* "so you see, someone who IB good at 

triy.irr behind people's backs c ctroys people . ,. so 

too with a Limba ^iuman7 who has nothing in the village 

himself - he makes tv/o reopls fight 11 . The effects of 

tali-beartnf, then, form a constant tho;;;e In plot and 

moralising but are urouj;;!it into aiftorcnt stories in 

various ?/ays - cor.otir-.es the central interest of a tale, 

comet"' 1' ^° a neat and satisfactory moral co..olusl '.



Friendship and cooperation - or lack of cooperation 

- form another cormrion topic. This Is treated most 

obviously in the well~-.iown story of ^^ jZjrl^id^j, each 

of whom was willing to sacrifice himself for the other, 

givinp up his sirrht or a first torn child. Such at or lea 

commonly end with the implied dilemma about which of two 

extreme cases had helped his friend more. A series of 

parallel episodes in vhioli one after another of a group 

of people or anirinls performs "his part 11 is also fairly 

common, often e ding v;ith a dilemma about which i: dividual 

had contributed most (The, p;irj. taken by Kama: Three 

twi is woo one ~lrl; Three twins and an a ley 1:14^). Jorae- 

timeo, on the other Viand, companions are depicted MS not 

helping each other. This seems to be particularly 

co^non in the ntandard situation of travelling:, a time 

when an Indivi iual is away from home and family, thus 

specially dependent on his companion. To injure some­ 

one 5.n this situation is often blamed in the stori:^ - 

"so do not r\ct badly to your travelling companion11 - 

and the one who bar ins the injury is commonly - nov/n as 

being paid back in the end. There are many stories 

which open with two individuals, usually animale, "going 

on n journey 1'; they describe the Interested trickery
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of th* one, then the final triumphant revenge of the 

other* The chameleon, for example , was accused of 

thei't "by the monkey at the beginning of the journey, 

put by -fine end he had in his turn invented n similar 

plausible lie against the monkey so that "they ^ ort 

the monkey till his tail fell oat 11 (The monkey and the

(i7ie spider and, the "bat* The spider and

the squirrel etc.;. failure in due cooperation is also 

portrayed in other contexts, especially that of the 

formation of a "company", an institution of rreat impor­ 

tance to the Limba* Here too the one who berins is 

conventionally the one to suffer in the end. Thus the 

greed of the animals who formed a "conrpc.ry' 1 with the 

child Bayo, hoping to eat him, was frustrated in the end 

"by Bayo 'a triumph ('ifee story of Bayo), A similar theme 

of revenge also sometimes comes, in a more complicated 

way, into a longer and more elaborate story such as The 

Bflfl Killed ror a banana* Most often, however, it is 

introduced in a simpler parallelism where a " company tf 

(jQgnj.) of ill deeds la embarked on by one character, 

then equally returned by the other. This is the theme 

of the typical "company" between the monkey and the fishj

1, Gee chep. S.



the monkey said that the fish must sit on a chair to 

eat the rice - the fish could not, "he has no "bottom, 

when he tried to alt on the chair it was slippery"; but 

then the fish said the monkey was only to eat if his 

hands were clean - he scrubbed and scrubbed ui~ olack 

hand "but "it did not coma clean - the blou- c^u u out". 

(The monkey and the catf^bfr) Such stories coinraanly 

end up with the succeoB of the one first injured in 

taking equal revenge, and this, sometimes with the addi­ 

tion of a tioral stating that one should not try to take 

advantage of another, ia a stock ending for such a ta'lo. 

Ho /ever w art on injury does not, in some cases, necessarily 

lead to the famishment of the culprit. Tungkangball 

is dericted a£ acting irresponsibly and anti-oociully 

throughout; yet in the end he ie ro^.ardcu <-uic\ even 

praised   (TunjTkrji&b_ei« l-alongbei aud. Y^LsJjuaa)   Similarly 

the selfish spider is often frustrated, but once at 

least his aggressiveness escapes quite free by virtue 

of his lies and hypocrite?;, with the leov>aru ('~ i... .. /i

and the ' '.sopard)* Friendship and cooperation ore gener­ 

ally approved in the context of Limba uociety or 6 ore 

often praised or exemplified in the stories, j lot as 

selfish injury rmc. lack of cooperation ?.re often b .^MG^..



But this is not explicitly and necessarily stated in 

every single story that refers to these common themes.

AS mentioned in chapter 4 chiefship IB also a common 

subject ia Limba stories just as it is in LlrnbR life* 

There is no one way of representing a chief in the stories. 

Sometime B lie appears KB a judge (Yhe s-pider and the 

squirrel mqfce a ;farm) P sometimes as e. kindly and sympathe­ 

tic father (specially in cases where Kanu is depicted 

as acting his pole of chief, e.f% The vulture , The hen 

IB. made the sacrifice)* More often he is r resented as 

powerful and wealthy (e.g. Sara and the /greedy chie^; 

yfoq ffffi/i killed for a "bafUana). Many different aspects 

of chiefship are referred to or illustrnted. Sometimes 

chiefs are presented as primarily coneer*^* with their 

duties to the poor and orphaned^ and exhibit wisdom and 

hospitality (liaftu, gives chief ship 1. The atomjach Jjs 

chief of the, fiody)! sometimes they lose their tempers 

over something Lrivial (The man killed xlor a^ spinach. JLeajf) ; 

sometimes they are harsn and oppressive (The erne I

The story of Kubaal). Vhe et rubric for power ir, another 

cornnon t,n«ne represented in the stock setting of P race 

for chief chip "between various animals (ghe hen wins; 

The dop: and the .toi'toftse>« or in a contest "between individ-



uala in cunning or wisdom, where the winner gains the 

chief ship fifam tp^q^p fiia brother in ^Ln\/), and one 

the standard endings of a story ia when tie Here wine 

or inheritB one chi^Jisnip. no one aspect, then, ic 

continually singled out, "but the various i, edibilities. 

oik whici, the .. L^L-J., have had experience in D^th stories 

and reality aiv usea ^n the narration 01* many and divers 

tales,

iiiee and icod I'req.uently ap>eaji in utorie£i. Some­ 

times they ^rovi,,,e i.ot au iuuch tiiw suL^ect-inatter a& the 

setting and "background* *js described ia cht^ter <i t the 

rice-i arming c^<,le can provide the ^m-oiiulo^ical irtu-.e- 

work within whici: a series or actions takes ^lace cover­ 

ing the typical JTarming operations v/ell-kriown to every 

LJJ..I>L.» 'Jho vai'ious stages are often O one t*u-ougri - 

clearIJIL, hoeir^, chasing, reapin^,, uhen the arying, 

pou.tdii^ and cooLi^, oi tnc rood ie«g* .Jito anu YemjL; 

KI.JIU ^ave z'ooa .to tne JLJm'b.ag; !i^ie opy ,W)IQ taia.ed w^tft 

animals; a.v;o twlr^y« Sometimes a struggle for food 

provides the central episoue oi a story, particularly 

in the 1-J.vJo aoout tne spider and nic v;ixc. Liiia 

are frequently picture^ as coinpetj.;^ in tnis way. 

erici-lii/ in reconciliation is oiten pictured in bei^rns or



eatiagt "they sat there and they ate" 

to cheat ftj^ lift) r a satisfying ending with all the 

overtones to eating as one of the central themes of 

Llntoa marriage. The opposite ending to a story or 

section of a story may be the protagonist's hunger, 

that is, his complete failure and dlQtress (e.g. The 

spider and his wife Kayl)« Competition for food also 

enters into the zaany stories about rivalry and revenge, 

where f for example, one travelling companion cheats the 

other of his due share of the food so that he has to 

look on hungry while the other eats (e.g. Tfce, aplder and 

the "bat)   or where the various stages of a "company" are 

marked by some or all of the participants eating together 

before the next stage of the story, bating is also a 

motif which may he presented ae something amusing in 

itself. The competition in eating, for example, between 

the goat with Its delicate sideways nibbling at the 

grass, and the elephant's huge consumption,was considered 

rery arousing, specially the final trick by which the goat 

frightened away tho elephant by chewing his cud (JQ& 

frilfttfP&'fc Qftfl the goat compete in eatin; ;. In stories 

atout the spider hie stupid gluttony IB a stock cause

3ee chap. 3.



for amusement, and even the mere vehement assertion 

that "he a£g" 10 usually anough to raise a laugh* The 

fantastic lengths to which - it Is humourously suggested 

- some people may go in their desire for rice is

d: in the amusing story of AJ^ra miser and Sara scrounger) 

where the avarice of the one led him actually to (pretend 

to) die and be buried to stop hie friend sharing his 

rice, and the greed of the other made him persist in 

staying by the rice even through the supposed death and 

funeral of his friend* Greed for meat is found a 

specially funny topic. Even the mere word which refers 

to this (thebede) can produce laughter by itself, and 

various stories about this proceed through a series of 

ludicrous actions perpetrated by characters trembling 

with excitement and stupidity at the thought of the meat 

- but always ending up without it* The most popular 

tale of all is that of the woman so Intent on her meat 

that she Ignored the pains of childbirth, and her child 

who devoured the remaining bones by himaeli though new­ 

born and toothless (Yfte pregnant woman^ and the fcoy^s)* 

In many stories, therefore, a reference to some aspect 

of eating - whether food, cooking or hunger - is con­ 

sidered a sufficient and pleasing theme and conclusion*



Cunniag is another eommon subject in the stories* 

most frequent word, hugbanang. means not only cun­ 

ning f but also special powers* irresponsibility, and 

the capacity for extreme and rar-fetched actions* It 

is asked, for example, who was the greatest in cunning 

of the three twins who, respectively, shot an elephant 

four days 1 journey away, shinned it all with a finger 

nail, or packed it into the body of an insect (fffrPftf 

IWJMB an<3- &** elerJiunt): or of the three twins who 

tracked, reassaioblud and revived their long dead rather, 

and their other who cooked every food ro? them in a 

minute pot and then served it separately - which was 

Mthe most cunning" (^!he i^Uinili^1* and the three twAfifiJ* 

Stories about cunning or other similarly rar-fetched 

action coniflonly end with an explicit or implicit problem 

about which character was the most surprising (e.L* Shift 

woman with, four lovers & yhe i^riff^n^ntr ,rw_QiBan .ana the 

bones )  Sometimes various clever tricks are shown, by 

which the hero finally succeeds in winning chlefship* 

The most common trick here is for the hero who has been 

shut up in a bag in order to be thrown into the river, 

to cajole someone else into taking his place, only 

return himself in triumph (e*g« ^£fffi- ,and the



)» The stories 

in which this kind of cunning is displayed are usually 

markedly humourous and light-hearted, and are frequently 

about twins, specially the trio made up of Tungkan^bali 

and his "brother?;

Other kinds of cleverness are also depicted - the 

clever wiles of the spider against the leopard, the 

timid intelligence of the antelope, or the ingenious 

reversals in some of the stories about competition and 

revenge (The monkey and the ch&iaeleon etc)* Here too 

the actual trick is appreciated and its final triumph 

considered as a suitable and enjoyable climax* But 

this kind of cleverness is not felt to have the extreme 

humour associated with the amazing "cunning " of the 

more far-fetched stories*

Some element of amusement, or at least entertain­ 

ment, is present in various degrees in practically all 

stories* But some topics are thought to be particularly 

funny* The effect depends partly, of course, on the 

style of wording and delivery by the narrator, but 

certain subjects are found amusing just in themselves 

and recur in many stories* One is that of greed, 

especially, as already mentioned, greed for meat, of



hunger, and of gluttonous eating* Another cause for 

amusement is beating when described in a story* One

of the highlights, for example, in the two tales of the 

fight between ,The spider and thu -C^jjJB'gfpiRW r was the way 

in which the spider was knocked down and defeated* In 

this case a story which in it sell' might seem to be of 

little interest can £ive the greatest delight to a group 

of listeners through the narrator's rigorous imitation 

of the blows given by both sides, and the vehemence of 

his description* Extremes of astonishment in the 

characters are also found amusing, specially if enacted 

by a clever narrator, like the amazement shown by the 

people when Gara was thought to have killed his own 

mother (3ara and the gyeacfo' cftJ^ef) or the bewilderment 

of those who could hear but not see the bird who was 

singing its sweet song (She orphan and the small bird)* 

Excretion is another topic which, in a story, can be 

thought very funny* Several of the stories about the 

irresponsible spider include this (e*g« iipider and ba^i 

3-pidep aj^fl jeopard), and people tend to burst into 

delightedly shocked laughter at these points* Sex is 

not a subject that generally seems to be brought into 

stories as a topic that could in Itself cause either



amusement or interest, and though thero are many stories 

about love, licit or illicit* the humour and point there 

lies not in any description of sex in itself but in the 

characterisation or situation ~ such as the woman who 

painstakingly went through all the formalities of cook­ 

ing and greeting as many as four lover s one after the 

other (.The woman with four lovers), or the brilliant 
way in which the adulterous goat escaped from the deceived 

husband and turned the tables on his informer ( r̂ he

the leopard and the lion)* Sometimes the amusing impact 

of the story for the listeners turns not on some conven­ 

tionally amusing topic - greed y beatings, astonishment* 

excretion - but on some incongruity or paradox in the 

situation* Ahunter, for example, is shown dancing the 

famous hunter*s dance which is performed only over some 

great killing - and over what? Merely a bush that 

waved in the wind (Thq hunter and 1$ie bush)* A cat 

and a vulture, of all things, call eaah other by the 

honourable title of "master" - yet there are rather 

specially despicable creatures and anyway too ^'ar away 

from each other to communicate at all (The oat and the 

vulture). A man set out to work for his lover, buteSBIMBieMMBi'^*'*^^^^

instead "dosed" - and "iajthat doze, he dozed for a whole
!
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year* 11 (Tiisa the gyeat sleett^r)* And an old woeian 

Jellied and paradoxically struggled and struggled to 

dispose of the one thing that had been protecting her

from death, her dog (fflMl fRi^A. w^mipft *W^ ifelfyft .dor)* Slal-* 

larly the whole point of the miniature tale about 3ara 

and the jacjjcal is the ludicrous mistake made "by tne 

animal in regarding a hunter with his deadly rain as a 

pitiful sick man with a staff, and the sad results of 

this ridiculous piece of stupidity* Amusement may 

therefore In varying ways "be produced by many different 

devices and topics - by the technique of the story- 

teller's style and delivery discussed In the next chapter, 

by the conventionally popular topics of beating, excre­ 

tion and, most of all, eating, and by the nature of 

some unexpected or paradoxical situation or action*

The final standard toplo or theme to be mentioned 

is the rather dlff^4kt one of Kaiio. This has already 

been discussed, several times in an earlier chapter and 

section* Here the relevant point is to repeat that 

though Kftnu comes into stories of many different kinds 

and subjects, his introduction Into a narrative often 

has the function of expressing acme explicit commentary 

on the world and on the kind of way that things are seen



to happen in general, or that people tend to behave* 

Man lives In the village below, the animals In the 

bush, "but Kama Inaccessible in the sky (K^nu FOQB UP 

above* The a op and tfte wheel}; the white and "black men 

are different and yet somehow fundamentally the same 

and their different destinies and the aptitudes given 

by Kanu are accounted for in several stories, yet "we 

are full brothers1* (llotq and Yemi! j£ulaa« Lirabaa and 

gupot>eans). In various ways, the world is full of 

paradox: the vulture eats disgustingly, yet that was 

the destiny given him by Kanu (ffhe vulture); the toad 

was the one who betrayed us and brought us death and 

the anake loved us, yet "the one who loved uc then, 

well, when we meet him now, we kill iiiiru v»e do not 

kill the toad. Well, Kanu looks at us for that" (The 

toad did not love us); and - a common Limba centlment 

- a man may work hard and deserve well, yet if Konft haa 

not glvsn him aptitude and success his toil is useless 

(Kanu anfl the start fianu scatte.r,s his ch\l,ciren)» In 

such stories or parables, a kind of p-eneralising commen­ 

tary on the world can be effectively expressed or, often, 

made quite explicit in the conclusion oi the narrative.



453

This long discussion of conventional topics, 

favorite themes, and standard conclusions, has been. 

Introduced not only to clarify certain general tendenc­ 

ies in stories, but also to Illustrate one ii-.^ortaat 

point. This is that there is no one moral leing put 

forward, explicitly or implicitly, iii the stories as 

a whole f nor is it ^ossible to or aw up any one crude 

"philosophy of life" which is in any simple way laid 

down In the stories. j-ven the very popular and coraaon 

topics such as marriage, family relations, or chiefship 

are not always treated from Just one sst point of view* 

Many different insights and comments are brought in at 

various times. It IB true that there are certain 

basic presuppositions which one must recognise to under­ 

stand the meaning of the stories in context - the common 

acceptance of certain institutions to do with marriage, 

farming, chiefship, and religion, all subjects discussed 

in Part I - and the existence of certain literary con­ 

ventions, as it were, about the icinds of fi&Tire that 

can be introduced (the poor orphan, the gluttonous 

spider, the deceitful wife), tnc most likely topics for 

entertainment (food, be at in,;, excretion, paradox, extreme 

actions and situations), or the most acceptable conclusions



(eating, marrying, returning home, succeeding against 

another, winning chiefahi::, or the statement of a 

moral, dilemma, o-i.-rin or generalisation). Lut v/ithin 

this accepted framework there are many posftibiliti -, 

It would be mislead i.ig to say 01 Jjimtaa tales, as is 

sometimes implied of African folktales in general, that 

there is any onft message or purpose conveyed in the 

storiec, or that each story must soinoiiov/ liave some 

fixed and definitive loaeon v.».".iic: it is primarily intended 

to communicate. It is true t< at several stories io end 

with j a explicitly svated moral. 3uL,, as   Iready 

pointer; out, even in these canes, the moral is not 

always an esso.itial element of the stor; , ir sometimes 

not very harr oiiiously ticked or^seeralnr rathor like a 

kind of afterthought or neatly irr./.OBed concluoior, and 

is somctiiriCB o-JLtted alto._et"iui» in otherwise very 

similar stoi»ies. ^'ui'therr ore an explicit moral is 

only one kirio of cone .usi   i among several i ossil le ones.

In the stories given in cha,ter 9 unuer a quarter of» 

the total number ot ."11 « id v/ith the stj^teraent of an 

explicit raorn.1. Th-Jivifore to } id; on this element 

alor.o and aoaert that it is the central and noet s:..^r>ifl- 

cant point of the stories would, at let >Jt in the c* se



of Limba tales, be a vastly over-simplified and dis­ 

torting view*

Yet it would be equally misleading to assert that 

the stories are told "merely for amusement 11 , or that 

they would therefore be assumed to be irrelevant in 

any systematic account of a people's life and outlook* 

Entertainment is certainly an important element. But 

so are other aspects - the comments, insights or amused 

and ironic remarks about certain situations, real or 

imaginary, that are so evident in Limba story-telling. 

These aspects are also a real part of their whole view 

of the world and clearly relevant for any rounded under­ 

standing of, say, their general outlook on marriage, 

chief ship or personal relations. The sort of attitudes 

expressed in and moulded through the complexities of 

the stories are relevant to a balanced study of Limba 

society in almost the same way that a full account of 

English society must also take note of the complex 

influences and formulations of our own literature*

In the case of Lima oral literature, then, it is 

not necessary to be forced into either of the extreme 

positions which have sometimes seemed implicit in

remarks about African folktales: that they must either



"be Interpreted as in some way utilitarian with a clear- 

cut social function, or with the expression of set moral 

lessons or philosophy tied to each tale; or* if they 

are not that, that they must "be treated as irrelevant, 

mere amusing by-play, and heat to be left out o*f account, 

however intrinsically charming, in any serious study of 

the society. But one need not choose between these 

two extreme alternatives. It is just as plausible to 

see Limb a folktales as something more akin to our own 

literature. They have no one simpliciat message to 

get across, but, since there is no reason to assume 

that life ia seen as a simple matter for the Limba any 

more than for ourselves, form instead a complex medium 

through which certain comments or detached generalisa­ 

tions are expressed or hinted at. Though we must cer­ 

tainly understand certain facts about the social back­ 

ground and the existence of certain conventional figures 

and topics in the tales, there is no need to go further 

than this and try to reduce all the stories to one 

single formula or function or category. Once this 

preliminary knowledge is acquired, the stories can reveal 

themselves to a reader not as reduceable to social 

structure, moral values or vagrant by-play, but as a
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form of literature in itB own right, designed, in vary­ 

ing degrees, to &©^ achieve many of the purposee tradi­ 

tionally associated with literature - to amuse, enter­ 

tain, comment, amaze, puzzle, scandalise, moralise, and, 

in its own context, to reveal something of the universal 

through the maak of the particular.

4. The x»anire of mboi»o

Having clarified something of the types and topics 

of Limb a stories, I now proceed to indicate the wider 

range of application of the Limba term for story, aftxoro 

So far I have only treated the stories proper, in our 

normal sense of the term. This has "been justifiable 

in that narratives of the type given in the first three 

sections of chapter 9 - stories about people, Konu* 

and animals - seem to be the most common or even the 

primary examples of mboro.i in one dialect} I believe,

other forms are clearly distinguished from these in
g the terminology. However in most dialects there are

also secondary applications of the same term, covering

1. Tonko.

2. Certainly in Biriwa and Yaka,.thc two dialects I 
know "best, and probably also in V/ara Wara and 
Safroko.



historical narratives, riddles, pr overt) s, arud even 

informal analogies or verbal Jokes*

Some consideration of these other forms and of 

the wider scope of the term should throw further light 

on the basic concept of mfepro from the Liraba point of 

view, and add "body to my interpretation of the Limba 

raft^ro as a serious form of literary cocment on the 

complex nature of the world and human actions within 

it.

a) Historical

Historical narratives are "both like and unlike the 

kinds of stories discussed so far. How far they rne~ 

erable them varies to some extent with the nature and

purpose of the particular narration, v;hether it is told*
* 

for example, Just as a good story about some famous

far-off chief, or as a serious account of the ancestors 

of a particular line to someone who is a member of it.

The similarity in tone, style and effect to an 

ordinary tale is most marked in the occasional narrat­ 

ives about exploits of great chiefs of the past which 

often recall stories o;. fictional heroes. The famous 

Sulultu of Bumban for example is the subject of ma»y tales,
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It IB described how he had the power to transform him­ 

self into an animal, or to go out secretly at night 

while all other slept, and wander the length and breadth 

of hie great chiefdom to see that all was at peace. 

Another story I heard dramatically described the trick 

by which he is said to have defeated the invading 3ofu 

armies; in a series of dialogues Suluku is related to 

have sent his messengers to the enemy offering them 

gifts and food in welcome; but when the bundle of mats 

was opened it contained, not rice, but BY; arms of bees; 

before these the Sofas fled in terror, leaving Suluku 

triumphant; he had succeeded through using the kind 

of clever trick that Liraba always admire in stories, 

whether it is by a spider, a human hero or a historical 

chief.

Such marvellous stories tend to cluster round the 

names of famous chiefs, and are narrated by ordinary 

people with much the same kind of tone and effect as 

the more usual stories about people, feanu or animals. 

The actual members of the chiefly housas hand down the 

traditional genealogies and histories with more serious­ 

ness and dedication, tending rather to avoid tales of 

magical e^plolts^for a kiiov/led^s of the actual (or



supposed) genealogy and history is essential not ;}ust 

for its own sake tut so that the descendants of a 

chiefly house will "be a*ble to make good their claims 

to "birth and dignity when the time comes for them to 

contend for chiefship.

Such liistories are, like stories, s- id to be old 

and traditional, and are about "the ancient days"

ma) which the teller has heard about from "the

old people" (kefr^ro fee). Such accounts are often 

referred to "by a periphrasis such as "speaking atout 

the old days" or "atoout the old people", tout sometimes 

the same term ie used as for "stories" - thabor") tha 

(the plural of moor o )   One account, for example, of 

the early history of the Biriwa chiefdom opens "How I 

am coming to tell you the history /or "old things" or 

"stories" - thafc^r a 7 of our people in the old days 

Cbia ntu "be nde)« and where they came from up-country." 

Such historical accounts of the founding of ruling 

dynasties or their exploits in war are told of all the 

traditional chiefly houses throughout Limba country, 

and are handed down from father to son v/lthin the house,

These narratives in general have a certain amount 

in conmon with stories and are scmetines referred to as



^. "but fall into a rather separate category from

stories proper. The delivery differs in that there 

are no songs, and it is rather more eerious in tone 

than other stories, though it may also cover amusing 

or exciting incidents or details and include many of 

the normal characteristics of style and delivery dis­ 

cussed in the next chapter, such as dramatic dialogue, 

imitation, swift narrative and vehement diction* The 

topics and treatment also tend to be different, and 

historical narratives do not usually conclude with any 

of the ctock endings I'or stories - morals, dilemmas, 

attributions of origin and so on. Historical narrat­ 

ives have the general purx>ose of perpetuating certain 

memories considered as useful to members of the chiefly 

house* They therefore also differ In "being much more 

a natter to arouse argument than stories proper. People 

sometimes dispute violently about what actually happened 

in the past, who, for example, first founded some vill­ 

age or welcomed the original European missionarieB, and 

they feel strongly that it matters to describe what 

happened correctly - that is to have their orm version 

of the truth of which they are convinced accepted by 

other people. Thus people from different villages or



families often find themselves in strong disi\.r cement, 

and are indignant when a version is suggested which 

differs fron tn.eir own. It is clear that one reason 

rhy they are so iriuch concerned to establish their own 

account about, say tha founder of a particular line, 

is because of its significance for their -present position 

and status. Historical accounts therefore, while 

differing from other stories in some respects, do in a 

way, perhaps, resemble them in that they too provide a 

kind of pe?»8pective and comment on certain present 

situations.

b) Shorter formulations - proverbs*, riddles ,etc«

Mb.or.?. and thab^r> sa*e- also refer to mop.:; of the 

briefer sayings which to us would seem on first sight 

to belong to a quite different category: n riddle, 

proverb, moral, '.rise or imaginative saying, an elaborate 

verbal pl^/, or* an analogy.

Simple riddles tire nn.^P asked among children, 

Examples are i "I have tied water into a parcel", to 

which the reply is "Orange"; or "What child is older 

than its father?", v/here the answer is "A -viewer fish-

The Limba texts of the riddles and proverbs are 
given in chap. 9.



trap" "because the end called the hatong (lit* a child) 

Is woven before the rest of the trap, so that the child 

is thus "the older1* (thanth-). A rather different type 

in which what is suggested by some goun^, most "be identi­ 

fied, may run "KJUxirl kakogs - do you know that?" - 

MA pregnant woman will not carry another", where the 

point is that the two first words are supposed to suggest 

to the intelligent listener the great projecting size 

of the pregnant woman's stomach.

Sometimes the riddles are more elaborate, as In 

the series which open with the stock phrase "the children 

of the old man" or "the children of my father"; these 

"children" have then to be identified through some 

resemblance or analogy to the original statement. Here 

are two examples:

MA story (mbpgj) for you. The children of my 

father they once went on a journey. They went far, 

the two of then. When they were coming back, you 

could not count the^, - hundreds, hundreds, hundreds, 

thirty of thrr. It IB finished". The answer is 

"groundnuts", because when you put the two parts of 

the nut in your mouth and chew, the pieces become so 

many you can no longer count them.



"A rlxldle (iribog?)* My father's children when 

they once came out, going on a journey , aa they went 

on the journey they talked. When they were coming 

back - dumb. What is meant by that?" The correct 

reply is "gourds" because they make no noise once some­ 

thing has been ~ut into them; that le, when th© palm 

^ 'Ine t^i per is returning home with his ^ourds now full 

of palm wine.

A standard way of indicating that one docs not 

know the answer, thus "giving up11 and wanting to be 

told, is to say "see the spider11 (ya w^os^i) as in the 

following exchange:

"The children of the old man - from the time they 

killed the <joat right up to this day the blood lies 

there. Who knows that?* "We don't know. See the 

spider. w "Haven't you seen the seed? Prom the time 

when the fire was token there, there the grass does 

not come up. Well, t'-iat is it. 11 The reference seems 

to be to the effect of the farmer's burning of the bush; 

and once the rice seed is sown, the women weed away all 

the extra grass throughout that year(?).

Such riddles mny perhaps be seen to be akin to the 

dilemma stories to which there is no given correct



answer but a problem la set which may lead to long 

discussion and argument about the principle involved, 

However the main point la generally that some analogy 

of eound, nature or situation is expressed which then 

has to be correctly identified by the listener,

A proverb or stock saying can also be called 

"The female hen shall not crow in Biriwa", ior example, 

is a saying in which the Biriwa Limbas assert tnat they 

will never allow the Mandingo strangers to gain the 

chief ship there j lor, though many Mandingoes are now 

settled in Biriwa and often take Limb a wives , thus being 

related to the Limb a ruling house through their mothers, 

the country, it is implied, belongs of right to the 

Limbas who have inherited the rule there through their 

fathers* mother such saying runs "You want a big 

thing - like an ant-heap getting a felt hat. It did 

not go to Freetown11 , The reference here is to the 

black ant-heap, shaped rather like an umbrella so that 

it can be imaginatively seen as having a hat on its 

head} this also recalls the fact that when a iilmba 

makes an expedition down-country to Freetown, if he 

prospers there he always tries to buy certain objects



to manifest his wealth when he reaches home again, 

including, very commonly, a broad-brimmed felt hat. 

The meaning of the proverb therefore Is that there are 

some people who are ambitious to get fine clothes and 

possessions as a sign of wealth and experience; but 

that this may be at bottom only empty anow) they are 

only like an ant-heap which seems to be wearing a felt
 

hat, the mark of the travelled man, and yet has in fact 

never travelled at alii

Iroverbs are frequently usea in the context of 

persuasion* Thus if two people are quarrelling a by­ 

stander may try to bring them to a sense of proportion 

by showing them the wider aspects of what they are 

doing* Or when a case is being heard by chief or 

elder someone may plead for the offender, saying, for 

example "Do not blame the chimpanzee for his ugliness". 

The purpose of this proverb is, by an analogy, to make 

the general point that now ever bad a ohilu may uts, it 

is not right to go to extremes in scolding or punishing 

him, just as to go on complaining about Wo notorious 

ugliness of tne ciiimpanaee is both useless and unreason­ 

able, by means of the particular analogy, therefore, 

a general truth is oelng put forward implicitly, and



the actual occasion and fault put in a wider context 

and perspective.

wccaaionally tiie moral or generalisi.^ jitiuuut in 

a story or proverb i^ jo drav.u out thai ±t wiortj ^* less 

absorbs the v^ole citatoueat, auu it ia uot really clear 

whether vie aiioulu count it us a prov-jr'b or a story. In 

Liiaba of course they are equally callcu. ^jy.p oiiu the 

two seem to shade into each other. xlie amount o* over­ 

lap is a matter 01 degree. A few stories* ^exviaps 

specially those by old men, accustomed to moralise, 

reconcile, and bring others to a sense of wider propor­ 

tion, seem to consist almost as much in didactic gener­ 

alisation as in narrative in the jjo&liau seiise or the 

term. gne such mb^gj can "be quoted lusre i^ ilx^jtra- 

tion. It is intercistii^g "becaa^e, tiiou^-n Lo-Lu b^ an 

intelligent and respected elaer, the actuuj. cour^o of 

the narrative is confused, and the iuentity oi the 

speaker sometimes not clear (i.e. whether ^aau or the 

star), yet the main point or the "stoiV as far 1*3 the 

teller v<us concerned was expreso&u forcefully ana unmis- 

takeably: that is, the generalisation Uiat it is futile 

and ridiculous to try by human means to struggle against 

one's destiny, the innate qualities or weaia.cL^oi.1 with



which Kanu has endowed one. The narrator was, ac it 

were, standing back from the actiona and ambitions of 

everyday life in which both he and others were constantly 

involved, and looking at human endeavour in a &enae 

sub specie aeternitatis- expressing this analogically 

in terms of the dialogue of Kanu and the star*

"A story (mborj )  A star up above was once
lcLU£-v.ing. "The : the chief Kanu L'asala asked it 
'What are you laughing atv 1 - lfXhe people I
always ian~h c.t - £they -re/ if Ke^ii makes a~. - -/ 
thing so, to say they will~fix it /differently/
- it Is those people I am lan Mng at*,

"Well then, /& star7 down below also got up*'It luughed. wiiief lu£>cd^ ^j^ed ' \7hat tre ,/ou 
laughing at? f - *The people I always laugh at
- wiieiA i have strai^iitei^c a tinia^f t*^ one who 
would undo

''Y/hen you see someone like that who would 
ctraighten somethii^, then we LI, las asy ho is 
& fool* Even if you help him with something, 
whatever it is - I'anu has said once end for all 
that he is not good* f Those are the people I 
alweyc laugh at, T/ho would straighten something 
1 have spoiled, 1 Kanu1 . So the one up above 
says 'Those are the ones I am laughing at - 
well, that when 1 have fixed a thing, 1 Kanu, 
the one who would undo it, it ir> thoce T .!/ "   3 
1 am laughing at 1 *

"For thue v.e -Live here, ever., one of us* 
Kanu has made something; they try to disfigure 
it. You will not bo able. Wht.t Hanu hau 
nade "bad « if It is your wife, if it is your
oLilo., even if you ucw ther^ a line uitts, if 
Kanu just makes them "bad - well, they will not 
know Low to speak* liana rritJ.es a person sc",

1. Text given In chap* 9,



Sometimes, on the other hand, a shorter foi-m or 

analogy is used to make a point tersely and allusively 

in the course of some argument. Thia is also called 

mb3ra* Thus, for example, when the chief's emissary 

to a memorial ritual was insulted by one of th<3 visitors 

there, he replied briefly, smiling and full of relaxed 

humour: he had once heard, he said, of a man who pointed 

rudely at a dead man's face, but found that in return 

the dead man bit him. This was a mb>">P3 to recall the 

visitor to his senses without any open quarrel or overt 

rebuke* similarly a chief responded simply to my men­ 

tion of the government's proposal to move the chiefdom 

headquarters from his historic town of Bumban to one he 

considered vastly its junior - tnut would be like, he 

said, taking away ctnan's outer robe and leaving him with 

only his inner clothing; he needed to say no more as 

the implication was clear to all his listeners: this, 

just like removing the prestige of the chlefship from 

Bumban, would be self-evidently too great a shame for 

any man to bear*

Informal analogies are common in arguments, jokes 

and persuasion or instruction* 'xhey are sometimes 

referred to as thab^r^, "stories" or, perhaps a better



translation here, "parables". I therefore conclude 

this section with some indication of the way in wlilcli 
these are used in a Limba context.

Analogies are frequently brought in to convey to 

a listener some point that seems to be obscure to him* 

In my case, for example, Limba of every kind often tried 
to elucidate some unfamiliar custom or concept for me 

by trying imaginatively to posit some situation they 

thought I would be familiar with, and then arguing by 

analogy from that. Thus, to give one very simple 

example, it was explained to me how it could be that 

the ruling house of the Biriwa Limba chiefdoci which had 

originated, according to the current account, from 

another people far up country in the distant past, was 

yet a truly Limba family: ir my father was English, 

they said, and my mother was Limba, and if I came among 

the Limba and settled there and was brought up in their 

country speaking their language, would I not then be 

Limba? Again, a hunter#traveller was once trying to 

convey to me how the Limba think of the "heart*1 (huthu- 

kumah drawing on his own experience, experience which 

he knew I shared, he spoke of a lorry: the lorry is 

always there, he said, but without its driver it cannot



go, can it? or move in the right direction? well, the 

heart is like the driver! without it a person doas 

nothing,
i.

People often tried to explain things to me by using 

a comparison to a "book", a thing commonly taksn to "be 

one of the distinguishing possessions of white men. It 

was constantly being put to roe that "farming is our book'1 

i.e. that to the Liinba farming is as economically and 

affectively important as they suppose reading to be to 

the European. "Our hoes are our books", they often 

say, or "when we hear something, we put it in our hearts; 

our hearts are our books"* A longer version of a 

similar analogy ran roughly;

; "we cannot write - hoeing la pur writing* With 
you, you write on paper; if you forget the day 
after tomorrow, you will look* If your children 
want to know about the old uuys, they will look* 
But with us, if we teach a child, he puts it in 
hie heart vthl kfi. huthukuma) so when we die he 
will know* If his rather did bad things, he 
will know. That is our v/riting 1*,

By such analogies with v ool/:c, several points are being 

made simultaneously, Firstly, this implicitly though 

not ~e~*haps r?.to£ ether consciously, recalls the stories 

about the dec tiny of the Liinba - hoeing or fen ing - as

1* e,g» white and bluck. brothers* 1.^.^'y^B^ i'ulab and 
Buro-peana*



against the Europeans with their books. Secondly there 

is the two-fold implication both that ^uro^e'Jifc a^e of 

course superior in that they are able to write, a qual­ 

ity constantly associated by the iilnba with j£uro],eun 

wealth-and mechanical efficiency, and at the same time 

that the Limba too have a system or memory and tradition 

which is, in its way, comparable to the European, or, 

at least, not to be despised*

This kind of analogy therefore, like many 01 the 

stories, can also be used as a vehicle for some general­ 

isation or detached co: jnent on the j^esent world, and 

may merge into what night in i^nglish be more properly 

called a proverb or moral. Thus the rice, according 

to one old man, is "like a child; you bear it and then 

leave it to grow big - it is all /jHue tQ? kunu"» Here 

again many different points are being conveyed connected 

with the Limba philosophy of life: the paradox that 

of course nothing can be equal to the value 01 a child, 

" a Limb a person"; and yet the ricu somehow ia, for 

our Iif3 depends on it and it ia our main occu^uuion 

and interest so thut in uplte of the hard work and pain 

"our hearts are happy when we are in the farm"; it IE 

part of the ancestral cycle ol Limba yearly activity.



Furthermore, the analogy suggests, just as with a child 

it is well known that you struggle with all your :ni£ht 

to preserve tuici rear it, yet, unless Kanu wills, it 

will iiot survive, BO too with the rice all your pain 

and labour will have no result unless you are, in the 

last tuiai^siL, helped by ilanu. borne analogies, there- 

lore, overtly directed to convey some particular point 

to a listener by comparing it to something else which 

is well known to him, nay also often have many implicit 

associations ana overtones of wider generalising com­ 

ments on the nature of the world and man* a part in it.

Analogy is also often used to convince an opponent
If 

in some argument. In this context is often expressed
/

in the form of a rhetorical question. uJi old village
•

headman, for instance, was early in 1961 objecting 

strongly to the idea of Independence as he then under­ 

stood it: the white men had "pity" for them, he said; 

but if they were left to themselves without Europeans, 

it would be like a child trying to walk ior itself be­ 

fore it was able, and so railing down and hurting him­ 

self - and Is that good?

The outline of one longish argument I witnessed 

may he*},to bring out how persistently an analocy may



be followed through in discuasi i. The particular 

analogy used, that of a school, may \vell have bee.i 

suggested, as is not uncommon wit-i'i au efiective Liiaba 

nibara. by the natai»e of the audio.ice (in t^i*. case 

including rae); but the use made oi it was a typical 

one. Hie discussion was conducted in a I'rier.Jx^ and 

laughing spirit, purely for tae joy oi arcuraent, and 

at the same time with due formality. I'he listeners 

were expected not to interrupt until a speaker had 

finished except for the formal rejoining Ime.) ci 'yes 11 

"no 11 or "ram" in answer to telling ^oijits of rhetorical 

questions.

The point at issue \.as the behaviour of two 
boys, Kumaru and Koloi, who instead of learn­ 
ing the usual vigorous and exactly ; LU
initiation dance preferred the guieter 
dance as they were perfectly entitled, Vut not 
encouraged, to do* Karanke said that all the 
other "boys had "been able to master the ^c/o/iuok
It was as if I had sent a child to school, he 
said appealing to me as one of the audience; 
at the end of the year it had turned out that 
the child had not learnt well, but all tae 
others had learnt well; was that good? The 
listeners murmured that it Y/I.S .iot toad* Kumaru 
replied that this was not analogous (einth^ tf,e 
-., lit* not one; and a f akatide - different;. 
He was working all day at hoeing, he diri not 
refuse to do his work; it v<as just the ^,.
kale he avoided, he did not dance that. In 
any case was he not thin^i,.^. fully about hi a 
work throughout the whole day? His listeners 
were forced to acquiesce. So in the evening



he continued, his "body was tired and sore 
from his work; why should he then be criticised 
.*or not learning a d>xnce when his work in the 
farm waB the main thing he was thlnkinc of? 
This argument went dovm well, lor any appeal to 
the importance of rice-farming io always an 
effective one. However Karanke replied "by 
saying that it was Kumaru's position that was 
not properly analogous  In school he said, 
turning to me, did I not learn other things 
"besides reading (i.e. ho meant "besides ray main 
work, which was reading, just as hoeing is the 
main >;rork for the idnibaj; did I uot also learn 
perhaps sewing and dancing-? "Yes" I replied, 
the evicted answer. So too, he went on, in 
this country also the "boys "both work during the 
day at farming and learn other things besides. 
The other boye who Rlso work all day are eble 
to dvace as well; do you not see them practising 
the i&ondokale at night? "Yes 11 . There are 
only these two v;:io are unable to do this - are 
they then doing right? Karanke f s argument was 
then finally nore or less admitted "by lloloi and 
Kuroaru who ended up however by saying that any­ 
way they 3ust preferred the -porj dance as "their 
hearts were not in the prbondokale".

Such discussions and arguments are often conducted 

with great spirit and delirht to l?oth listeners and 

principals. Thic Llmba propensity for analogy or 

conscious metaphor can now "be further exploited by the 

more skilled among fho candidates in the modern context 

of election to chief ship. i:ach candidate is normally 

allocated a symbol by the government officer in charge 

and a picture of this is put on his respective ballot 

box whi^e he holds an identical picture in MR hand so



that his supporters will know into which "ox to rut 

their votes. The candidates "brandish their symbols 

and often use them to draw morals and. percuude the 

people to vote Tor them. In one chiefdora election 

I witnessed, the candidate who had as his s^^ol a 

picture of a "cutlass" (one of the most common fanning 

i-iploments), displayed it vociferously to the crowd 

with

"Here is the cutlass; we use it to clear the 
"bush, to eo our hard work, to keep going, 
Here is the cutlass - hard wor3:. If you don't 
work hard, you won't get anything /& sententi­ 
ous saying frequently heard L.TGIC Uie Liinba/ - 
you won't get anything ^ood ... here is the 
crit, ICL ,' ".

The holder of a house as syrobol used this subtly against 

this junior contender "by implying without openly stating 

that ^erh-.^ s that man would, with his cutlass and the 

impetuosity of a young man, iceep then too hard at work:

the house. When many people go to the 
farm, when they come "back in the evening after 
their hard worh, they rest. The house holds 
them and keeps them well".

A third candidate who had a lamp as symbol spoke more 

quietly

"tlense support me, me with the lamp. I took 
the lati^ because ray father, the last chief,



war, VQT*-J iiind to 7011 all. Ilia i-iinrtness spread 
all round like a lamp. If I gain the chief ship 
I will help the people to get light; let them 
remember my lather's goodness".

'-$
bometimes an analogy or "parable", as mboro, often

7
translated by literate Liraba, is purposely used as a 

kind OJL joke, naturally specially popular and arnusing 

when, as so often, some of the participants have been 

drinking. Thus, for example, I was subjected to a 

prolonged harangue, involvinr a rtib-yo about the hand, 

by a party of men who were very ^reoccu] ;ir»e with the 

problem of palm wine. Why, they insisted to their own 

great amusement, is it that when the palm tree grows 

in the bush common to all f that some people agree to 

drink the palm wine Mid some do not? why? The Mand- 

ingoes and the Fulas (Muslims) do not drink, the Limbas 

do. -i'liere are four lines on the hand. ^hlch line is 

the right one? or why then did Kanu not make one line 

only? does he intend there to be one way or many wayeV 

"Answer that question for me! Yfliy is it? Ask that 

question for me from all the many people in Jingland. 

Is there the same way for all people? is there one way 

or many?'1 The party then went off in a mixture of 

laughter and indignation at the intricacy of the problem,



to look for more -,Tine* ^.r.othor exchange climpacterioed 

as tjU'1-;3r_3 ("parables") was with a man who ^as drinking 

the very potent locally distilled spirit. He joked 

with i reat mock solemnity that the "bottle in his hand 

was not, of course, of spirit "but of paraffin; he v/as 

forced to drink it, he said, "because he had to have 

light; and inside his stomach there was a little li^ht, 

complete with lanp and wick and everything; j so he just 

hrA to sit there all evening, alas, drinking his "bottle 

of paraffin to feed his l:nvJ All this was uttered 

 vith a dead serious expression while, as he had intended, 

the whole f;:rcrip round him were helpless with laughter.

o-ic\ verbal joking and analogies shade into a kind 

of minor verbal play or ; nfo:.; , ,;  Though this is not 

explicitly referred to as r^bprr) it Tfould seem in some 

ways to "be elrnilar and it is perht^s worth including a 

few examples u rr^. They sometimes anjoy teasing a 

companion "by pretending to take sone figurative expres­ 

sion literally or in a senso in \fh.io-i it was clearly 

rot intended. This can, for e; nrple, "be used, to poke 

fun at Gome simple-minded p- r; on, such as an ethnographer 

or a chl"1 ^. I was ridiculed for apparently having 

taken r + its :?rce ^ T< "lue the ntatenent that "the vultures



are the dead coring to accept the sacrifice": they 

pointed out scornfully that o;;, ccuroo they dion't mean 

that the vultures are identical with the dead; how 

could that "be when the dead are buried in their graves? 

In exchanges carried on among themselves, they may, to 

take another Gxample, laugh at a child for taking ser­ 

iously the idea that the heart must ,«;et smaller and 

smaller as a man gets older until it finally vanishes 

away completely at the moment of  '.':.. He seemed to 

have £ot this odd idea, the more thoughtful pointed out, 

because he w;*s misled "by the common phraseology accord­ 

ing to ,uich it is often said that when the heart per­ 

ishes, life perishes, or that someone's heart is "bad" 

or "spoilt" (lefte ta; teti, ) and he is therefore likely 

to die, or that witches "eat" a man's heart and so kill 

him secretly. But the physical, literal, heart is 

still in the body. In the same sort of way people 

consciously play with the uii.Vj.i.^aitles of such words as 

the verb "to eat" (thong) which can "be used to nean either 

material eatirir, or the spiritual consuming by a /itch

or spirit, or the spending or wasting- of £-oodo, ai^ci-
^ 

ally money. Thus a child wno came to .i-fc-s granorather

to a ay anyly that she ;i<t.d "eaten" the penny he had plven



her, provided an occasion iY<r» an elnbo  te rlny, enjoyed 

by all the adults, about how ludicrous it was to hear 

anyone claiming to have actua?,ly "eaten" a h:\rc! inertible 

netal coin.

Buch Elinor punning and word play may seem far from 

the more elaborate analogies, stories, and parables Des­ 

cribed earli-r*. But they serve to illustrate ;nce 

again the significant part ployed in Lirnba comrr.inication 

;u-y- use of language by ^/ach el'nonts - n nrtaphor, ana­ 

logy, and flt.an^ative expression. Their :'celing for 

the importance of 01 c : aspects is merely part of a whole 

outlook v/) ich i'iiicLa its expression in their love of 

song, ani.-lo--;. , parable, rnorullainrr and generalisation, 

a love which is not confined to the various types 

story proper, but all throu h their attitude to and 

of language.

The concept of

1 have described various asrocts of Limbr. 

and the wide ran^^o of applications of tao Limba

The word inboio is Tioed for man;/ formulations that to us 

would seen to dem^ind quite different terras, arid a



may, on different occasion©, "be used for varying pur­ 

poses - for amusement, generalisation, tactful means 

of persuasion of advice, related to dramatic and art­ 

istic expression in song or dance, or for all of these 

at once. Yet the concept of mb^ro is in one sense 

ultimately a single one.' I wish, therefore, to conclude 

this chapter oh Limba stories, "by pointing "briefly to 

the two main strands which seem to run through all their 

applications or the term mjaay:),, Shese are, first, the 

attribute of age and tradition, and, secondly, the idea 

of analogical comment which has been the main theme in 

the preceding discussion*

In the first place, mfer? seems to be connected 

with the root "burj>* old, Maboro ma are the "old times"
*

or "ancient ways", beborj|be the "old people", usually 

a synonym of furen^L bA« the dead. Various forms of 

boy? occur as the ordinary adjective meaning "old"* 

10)310 tel would then be translated as literally meaning 

"something old", with its plural mlpr^nR &l and

tha meaning "old things", or, specially the latter form, 

"old sayings" or "old words"* In any case, whatever 

the linguistic facts about the word itself, the idea of

1* £te~ is "khe usual plural prefix of the ftp- class 
in which fall most terms to do with words*



tradition and age seems generally to be stressed in the 

concept of dfrago* AS was evident i^rom the discussion 

of religion in 021 earlier chapter, the Limba are very 

conscious of the wisdom and presence of the "old people*1 * 

the dead, who, buried in the village where their des­ 

cendants live, know everything that happens to their 

children now in the world* The general Limb a respect 

for the authority of the dead is consistent with the 

emphasis they seem to place on the basically traditional 

and enduring nature of m^Dffp however much its particular 

eatression through individual story-tellers may vary 

from time to time, and with the value they attach to 

their traditional stories and sayings* It was from 

the old people that they first learnt their traditional 

culture which they now keep "in their hearts" to "bring 

out" on a particular occasion* It is "by grace of the 

dead" that story-tellers can now perform the storiec 

before a group of listeners according to the traditional 

canons of style, theme and form*

Secondly a mboro. of whatever kind, is a kind of 

reflection on, or interpretation of, the world or the 

present situation in sorae kind of analogical terms. As 

I have said, the idea of analogy is a common one in



examples of mbaro. and, in their use of language, the 

Idmba seem to be consistently aware - though without 

apparently x'eeling the need to state this attitude 

explicitly - of the possibility of reflecting on, or 

seeing the wider implications of, some actual or fic­ 

tional event. It is this aspect that makes arery 

whatever its subject, in a sense "true" (tfojla)  a term 

used to assent to someone's advice, exhortation or 

presentation of some moral or generalising point of 

view* In this way, therefore, a mboro. from the Limba 

point 01 view, is not just some simplicist inessage^or 

piece of haphazard amusement, but a complex representa­ 

tion of life and action, in analogical terms removed 

from the direct involvement of the present situation, 

most often through the narration of particular actions 

represented as happening long ago, or in a far-off place, 

or in the form of animal agents*

Thia view of the nature of mfr>r:> also iit» with 

other aspects of Liraba lii'e and outlook. Though there 

are many topics on which they feel passionately, one of 

their marked characteristics seems to a foreigner to be



their air of detachment, their tendency, as it were, 

to stand "bud: nt times from the hei,t of the situation 

and comment on it reflectively, sometimes indirectly. 

In a minor way thie cornea out in their frequent use 

of certain grammatical forms such as subjectless verbs 

(e.g. a tharl. running) and abstract verbal nouns (e.g. 

huw£ndla« "brotherhood; humana. greeting). This goes 

further than a mere grammatical formulation. In day 

to day conversation one frequently hears such comments 

as "that is how we are" or "that is how we, the Limba 

people, act" (nlna ming do Llmbalng "be), which refers 

both to the Limba as distinct from others and to the 

sense in which they share the common humanity of all 

peoples; or ''that is ^hat chief ship is like" (ulna 

hugbakine ha), "we Limba have much suffering" (mjlng do 

Lirobaing ln£ thor^ a b'sl), or even, in semi-humorous 

reflection on some mistake of unexpected eventuality 

"oh people]" (e bla be), o* "oh me!" (e yang). Jiinilar 

to these are many of the references to Kanu discussed 

in an earlier chapter, by which the present situation 

is put into a wider context. Ouch remarks may be made 

with amusement, irony, sadness or resignation - but 

always with an air of detachment which in various degrees



underlies much of their speech and outlook.

It is this same idea of reflecting on and from 

the particular events that comes out more explicitly

in certain formal speeches, and, in particular, in
*

the stories, proverbs and morals that are the. most 

conrocn application of the term mborf>   The idea of 

detached or analogical comment on the world, the reflec­ 

tion of what is universal in the medium of the parti** 

cular, is, then, "both an essential theme in the Limb a 

concept of ajbpg^, and also one which links that concept 

with their whole outlook and "behaviour, and with their 

use of language and literature tc express this* This 

theme is at its most formalised in the instances of 

Bft>'.».:> as story or proverT»| but these forma, it can 

now be seen, are not unconnected with other aspects of 

Lixdba life and attitudes*
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Chapter 8 

Story-telling

If Limba stories are to be regarded as a form of 

literature, they are also, it must be remembered, oral 

literature. The performance as well as the literary 

composition is an essential aspect of the art. This 

means that one must consider the style and techniques 

of story-telling, the dramatic presentation, the occasion 

and the audience in a way that is not necessary in the case 

of written literature designed to be read in a fixed form 

and away from the actual context of narration. To ignore 

these aspects in a discussion of oral literature would 

give a very incomplete and misleading picture of the Impact 

of the stories in the context in which they were actually 

told. The teller is a performer as well as an author.

1. Occasions of story-telling

Limba stories are most frequently told in the evenings. 

There seems to be no explicit rule that they should not be 

told in the daylight hours, but in practice people are 

usually occupied during the day, whether in farm work,



weaving, collecting produce or "speaking" cases, so that 

the most common occasions when stories are told are in the 

dark in the home village when the day's work is finished.

Occasionally stories are also told for amusement or 

distraction by those who spend long hours in the farm away 

from the Tillage, either on the open platforms where the 

children scare the birds from the growing rice, or under 

the scanty shelter of the rough huts in the farm. At 

other times the old men tell the children stories at night 

in the dark huts when the door has been shut against 

strangers and witches.

The most typical occasions however are when people 

are sitting around together soon after nightfall, the 

day's work finished, full fed after the regular evening 

meal, often drinking palm wine, the cup going to each of 

the listeners in turn. Then something may stimulate a 

story. One man, high-spirited and relaxed, may say "I 

am going to tell a story" (van* ko jftangung mboro) and come 

out with a story. Or a hunter recounting the events of 

the day or night may provoke some further story about one 

of the animals he had mentioned, illustrating, say, tha 

intelligence of the little antelope or unsorupulousness 

of the leopard. The sight of a vulture, or a moth, may 

give rise to some story about these creatures, or the mention



of some chief remind someone of a story about some 

fictional chief. Some particular occasion or event may 

be exploited - the presence of a European may stimulate 

a story about "England" or the respective destinies of 

white and black men. Someone lighting a pipe suggested 

the dilemma story of the three smokers. Then when one 

story has been told, this may be taken up and capped by 

others as they sit around by the light of the stars or 

by a fitful and smouldering fire or lantern, the wine 

still, if possible, going the rounds. Sometimes a group 

of people gather still later, specially at the time of 

full moon when people go late to bed. At first they sit 

around chattering or breaking into intermittent snatches 

of song or dance, with someone desultorily beating at a 

drum. The children run around, dance or chase each 

other; then one may begin to tease a friend by asking 

him a riddle (mbaro). This may in turn be taken up by 

one of the older people. Then loagea? storiea begin to 

be told, at first, perhaps, the simpler and shorter ones, 

finally the long elaborate ones which often include songs 

and chorus, led by the teller and echoed by his listeners* 

People fall silent and listen attentively or join in the 

song and replies in response to the teller, and follow 

up the stories either with another similar one or by



discussion of a dilemma posed at the end of the s tory or 

delighted repetition of some of the striking points.

Such occasions happen most frequently in the dry 

season when people are not so tired from hard work or 

scarcity of food. When, in the dry months, rioe is 

again plentiful, people have eaten well, and can sit 

around at leisure with the palm wine that is once again 

easily obtained and sweet, then they meet together 

informally, exchange stories, and take pleasure in the 

enactment of s tory and song, in what Malinowski once called 

an "act of sociability",

2. The audience

Something of the nature of the audiences for the 

stories has already been hinted at in discussing their 

occasions. They vary according to the circumstances. 

Riddles (a kind of "story11 ) are told by one child to 

another, perhaps in twos, perhaps in a larger group, 

quite infornally. Proverbs and analogies are occasion­ 

ally introduced by a speaker to illustrate his point in a 

lawcase which is attended perhaps by 30 or 40 men, of 

even as many as 100 or more in an official Native Authority

1. Malinowski, 1926, p. 36.



court. Old men tell attentive children stories at night 

in their huts.

However the most typical occasion* as I have already 

mentioned, is ae the wine circulates among a group sitting 

outside at night, perhaps at first 6 or 8 of the younger 

men, later attracting a larger audience of their friends, 

including some women or children.

It is hard of course to know how far my presence 

affected the "behaviour of such a group; and naturally 

the only occasions I directly observed were when I was 

present. But judging from the many Informal occasions 

I saw and the mixture of spontaneity and formality with 

which people seemed to react to the narrations, whether 

outside In the compound or in my hut, I think the following 

account of the behaviour of audiences IB not unrepreseiiatlve.

The audience is very much a part of the whole situation 

and activity of story-telling, just ae it is in the related 

activities of speech making or singing. If there are 

women present, their set reaction IB to clap at selected 

points during the story and at the end, showing honour to 

the speaker; this is also sometimes done by the younger 

boys, especially to accompany a song. All present react 

immediately to dramatic points, jokes, funny words, 

exaggerations or mimicry, and there are always likely to



be murmurs of agreement or sympathy, the taking up and 

repetition of phrases in the story, such as the exchange 

of greetings, exclamations of surprise or horror, and 

loud laughter, specially in the more far-fetched or indecent 

stories when even the teller may not be able to control 

his laughter. Such participation by the listeners occurs 

on all occasions of story-telling from the standard 

traditional situation even to the much more unusual one 

of a Christian and literate Liraba preaching to a Limba 

congregation in Freetown,

The telling of a story may, as I have said, arise out 

of some particular event or discussion so that in this way 

the listeners are directly concerned in the subject of the 

story. They also often participate personally after the 

narration has been completed, in the sense of discussing 

what has been said, impressing the moral on each other, 

re-enaoting the high-lights, humming the song, or entering 

into light-hearted controversy about a problem posed at 

the end.

Besides this general participation by listeners, 

there are two special ways in which members of the audience 

formally take part in the story-telling.

The narrator may choose some special friend of his 

and designate him as the "answerer" (bame), to "reply" (me)



to the narration. In Sira and the monster, for example, 

Karanke opened the story by calling on his younger cousin 

Konia, a close friend of his "Well, cousin Konia, well, 

listen to me carefully, you hear? I am going to tell 

Yenkeni (R.F.) a story. If it pleases her - all rigjit. 

If it doesn't please her - all right. But reply to me 

(be ma mey^) won't you? By grace of all who are sitting 

here". In The story of the great witch. Karanke offered 

to reply to Niaka who was telling the story. "Shall I 

answer you?" (b& yina mey*?) "Yes" "All right". 

"Reply then, You will reply to me, won't you?" "I 

accept". "All right. Well now - a witch once came 

out on earth..."

Once appointed, this "answerer" must then interject 

phrases like "yes" (ndo). "mmmm", "fancy that" (woi) 

"really!" (ee) at appropriate moments, and react quickly 

with laughter or exaggerated amusement or dismay at the 

events related in the story. He often repeats the 

important points or proper names of the characters in an 

undertone to emphasise them, or interpolates clarifying 

words such as the name of the character speaking or acting 

at the time, specially if the audience seems at all con­ 

fused, with reiterations ofkey phrases at dramatic moments, 

brief questions when the point is a little obscure, or



prompting if the teller appears to hesitate for a name or 

sequence. This formal practice of "replying" often gives 

an extra impression of speed and intensity to the telling 

of a story, and is one of the set ways in which a member 

of the audience may formally take part in the actual 

narration.

The second common type of organised participation is 

when all, or nearly all, of the group of listeners takes 

up the chorus of a song. The narrator sings the first 

line, which is then repeated or added to by the rest; 

sometimes they merely fill in the chorus, sometimes they 

take up the song completely while the story-teller gets 

his breath and lets them sing alone for a few moments 

before finally breaking in on them in a raised voice to 

continue hie narrative. At times these songs may possibly 

be standard ones, well known to all his listeners; more 

often they seem to be introduced and first sung by the 

teller alone until grasped and tentatively repeated by 

his listeners. In gira and the monster, for example, the 

narrator half-chanted the song of the dogs as they ran, 

"you are called, you are called", and then interjected 

the sung word s jyo ng. which represents the sound of the 

dogs' leaping and jumping as they ran. This sequence was 

repeated eight times, and after the first two times, the



audience grasped the improvisation and sang spying while 

the narrator continued with "we are called, we are called". 

In another example, oara and the guinea fowl, the teller 

sang the beginning of the bird's song about its name, 

interrupting himself for an instant to encourage his 

audience to join in - "answer!"j then all repeatedly 

sang in chorus the bird's reply to the question "Tambarenke, 

Tambarenke" while the narrator rhythmically put in the 

higher notes which asked the bird "what is your name?"; 

the song was then repeated by him and his audience at 

intervals throughout the rest of the story.

This practice of "answering" or "replying" (me), by 

which the audience is said to assist the speaker, is one 

that is adopted by the Limba in many other contexts too. 

It is used of someone who gives greeting in return for 

greeting according to the formal set exchange, as when 

one man calls out mande, the other replies (me) with io. 

mande o. Me can also be used to mean "admit" or "confess" 

in the context of a law case. Formally admitting one's 

guilt or liability is one of the required steps in the 

settlement of a dispute; and a witch is not generally 

unbound until he has "confessed" both his own sin and the 

names of Ms accomplices. Me is also used in a situation



where one man is making a speech or propounding an argument; 

in theory the listeners should not interrupt the flow of 

his presentation but should "reply" to his argument^ perhaps 

"by echoing his words or answering his questions, perhaps 

by only a grunt at suitable intervals; they thus "answer" 

the speaker in the sense of accepting or noting his main 

points as they are made. Connected with these usages is 

the sense in which me carries a slight connotation of 

inferiority, of someone following the lead of another in 

some situation. Hence it can almost be translated as 

"support" or "obey", as subjects, for example, obey their 

chief. It is, indeed, typical of Limba concepts of 

authority that the word in their language which comes 

closest to our term for "obey" does not in the least carry 

the implication of a silent unquestioning carrying out of 

orders, but of an explicit replying in words, answering 

as well as acting when called on, and a verbal support 

of what a chief, leader or spokesman has said. The idea 

therefore that political obedience or obligation is a two- 

way relationship is thus quite clearly inherent in the 

Limba word, me. with its implication that accepting some­ 

one's authority is in certain respect like the way in which 

a man replies to someone's greeting, answers when addressed 

or summoned, gives consent to something, pledges support or



verbally acknowledges liability.

In the light of this, one can consider the concept of 

"replying" in song or story. One of the most common 

applications of the word is to the way in which the women 

as a group reply in their chorus to the song of a soiist, 

who is sometimes female, more often male. This, it is 

sometimes said, is one of the main attributes of women - 

to reply in song. One of the striking occasions of this 

is in the company of women weeders. One man stands in 

front of the line of women to drum and sing out the 

resonant weeding music; to each line of song the women 

reply by a line of their own, sung in chorus, sometimes 

with a higher and a lower part, rhythmically coordinated 

with the movement of their hands as they pluck up the weeds, 

and with their swift progression in a long singing line up 

the rice field. Their "replying" to the lead set by the 

drummer is an essential part of the whole activity. An­ 

other occasion is the crowded gathering for the boys 1 

initiation dances; these continue most of the night, and 

while the men drum and sing a little, the women take up 

the words, which they repeat over and over in chorus. 

It would be inconceivable to the Limba for this ceremony 

to take place without both the drummers and the presence

of the women singing in a close circle within which the \>ou
\/



performs his athletic dance. The boys normally start 

practising this dance when they are still quite young, 

often by themselves in the farm or some dark corner of 

the village, but even then they try, where possible, to 

persuade some of the small girls to gather in a ring to 

''reply" for them.

Though it is particularly a woman's quality to be 

able and ready to "reply", the boys and younger men too 

may also reply to a song, specially while working in the 

farm. .-/hen the rice is being threshed, for example, 

a soloist's song is often taken up and answered by the 

men who are rhythmically beating out the rice with their 

long sticks in a tight half-dancing ring.

Women, children and younger men are therefore those 

who are most typically in a situation which calls for 

this sort of "replying". Old men, though in practice 

taking pains to reply to greetings or arguments or 

acknowledge their chief, ar^ not so characteristically 

thought of as being1 in the position of having to reply, 

in particular to a song, with the slight implication of 

inferiority that goes with this; for old age should be 

listened to, served, and answered rather than itself 

answer.

Those who "reply", then, are from one point of view



looked on as inferior; at the same time they are quite 

clearly considered as making an essential contribution 

to the activity as a whole.

"Replying" to a story has similar implications. If 

one friend has been chosen out to reply in particular to 

the teller, he is therefore in the position of showing him 

respect, recognition and the ready support of one who is 

both intelligently listening (as in the situation when 

one notes and thus "replies" to an argument) and also 

acknowledging the other's right to lead. Similarly all 

those who reply to the story-teller, either in the general­ 

ised sense of merely reacting to his narration, or the 

specific singing in chorus in answer to his solo, are felt 

both to give their support to his telling of the story, and, 

as well, make an essential contribution to it. Not in­ 

frequently the narrator recognises thisj as he ends his 

story he expresses gratitude to those who have listened 

or replied to him; he thanks both his special "answerer" 

by name, and also all those who have been present and taken 

part, concluding for example "by grace of you all (th^ko 

ba k^nda) who are present here. That is it. It is 

finished."

It is clear then, from an examination of the concept 

of "replying" and its connection with the actual behaviour



of an audience, how far the situation of story-telling 

among the Limba is thought of as a kind of joint activity 

by both speaker and listener:;, the one leading, the others 

replying and supporting. This contribution by the 

listening group is a requisite part of the drama of story- 

telling, one which must be understood to grasp the nature 

of the liinba stories themselves; this is all the more 

necessary when, as here, the stories can only appear bare 

on a cold page without the constant warm interplay between 

speaker and listener which is so central to the actual 

Limba situation.

3. The story-teller

The Limba have no word which means an expert story­ 

teller. Stories can be and are told by nnyono of what­ 

ever age or status, and without payment. However, as 

described later, some individuals come to be recognised in 

practice as more experienced or skilful than others in 

narrating storiea or leading the accompanying songs.

In general women do not seem to tell stories so much. 

This ray be, in part, related to the fact that the men, 

though they work very hard at times, generally enjoy a 

more complete leisure at certain seasons and at the end



of the day, whereas women are always occupied with con­ 

tinual household tasks like cooking, cleaning, tending 

children. The men tend to sit around more in groups, 

and mke more of a formality of handing out the palm wine. 

At another level, it is understood that it tends to be a 

specifically masculine quality to be able to "speak 11 

well and thus make effective use of rhetoric, parable or 

illustration, whereas a woman is more likely to sit and 

listen, clap to show her respect and appreciation, or 

join in the chorus of the songs. However women know the 

stories and sometimes tell them, though in fact the main 

cases I encountered of story-telling by women were by those 

in a relatively urban context - by the wife of a wealthy 

and literate paramount chief, and by a free-lance woman 

trader in the biggest of the Limba towns. In general it 

seems to be assumed that story-telling is an art more 

frequently exercised by men.

Apart from this qualification everyone is potentially 

able to tell stories, with various degrees of skill. iven 

children can tell them, partly because of the fact that 

they are widely interested in riddles (also mb^ro) and

these shade imperceptibly into puzzle - and other stories,
o 

Some of the stories told by children tend to be more

1. See chapter 3.
2. ^*g« The apider and the squirrel 2; The spider, the whip 

and the pot; 1'ne spicier woos a "wTre.       c



Sol

sketchy and less complex, sometimes emphasising the basic 

plot or the joke or Joist one incident rather than the 

dramatic and vivacious effects stressed by a more 

experienced narrator, or the moral or explanatory aspects 

sometimes favoured by the olderiien. But every Limba of 

whatever age would be expected to have some acquaintance 

with the traditional stories, and some capacity to tell 

them. Fanka Konteh, for example, who dictated many of 

the stories given in chapter 9, would probably not be 

considered by most Limbas as a particularly skilled story­ 

teller; yet he was able to remember and dictate texts 

night after night, stories which were recognised and approved 

both by other members of his village and further afield.

That some individuals are more skilled is quickly 

obvious to a visitor, and at times clearly recognised by 

the Limba themselves, in such approving phrases as "he 

knows how to utter stories" or "so and so certainly knows 

how to speak" (wundU a tha funguna mboroing; wa na thJ 

gbongkila). But they do not have a specialist vocabulary 

to describe this art.

This skill seems to be partly a question of mere 

memory and organisation - of remembering the possible plots 

or topics, and attaching the suitable moral. Some people 

cannot cope so well with this and get muddled; they may



drift unintentionally from one episode to another, or 

mistakenly transpose two incidents in their excitement, 

thus confusing the listeners. Others occasionally tack 

on an apparently inappropriate moral, which may, from our 

point of view, quite spoil the impact of the "story" 

itself. However in general those admired "by the Limba 

do seem to impose a firm structure on both plot and the 

moral, problem or explanation with which a tale often 

ends, though this is not an aspect of story-telling which 

the Limba themselves are articulate about analysing.

A second aspect in which some people are, in this 

case quite explicitly, thought to excel, is that of the 

manner of their narration. This is discussed more fully 

below in terms of the "style" and "genesis" of the stories, 

but briefly includes both the narrator's capacity to 

embroider the skeleton theme of his plot with subsidiary 

details, pieces of vivid description, and songs, and also 

the actual skill of his delivery - his gestures and mimicry 

of people or animals, his use of dramatic repetion and 

characterisation, variations in speed and tone, his voca­ 

bulary, and his skill in singing and persuading his 

listeners to join. Vividness and drama in the actual 

telling is something that excites Limba, and it is this 

they seem to praise in a story-teller more often than the



content or structure of the specific story he has chosen 

to relate.

In view of the close association between story and 

music described in the previous chapter, it is not sur­ 

prising that those who are in practice recognised to be 

good story-tellers are also often skilled in singing, 

drumming or dancing. This seems to be partly because 

those with the artistry and experience to lead in music 

are also likely to be able to master the delivery or the 

singing in a story and have the necessary memory and feeling 

also necessary in spoken art. In addition those who are 

known to be expert in the specialised forms of drumming 

or singing are so much admired and generally given so 

high a status in Limba society, that they perhaps in 

practice tend to be more confident than are other people 

both in their ability to perform before an audience, and 

in their general mastery of the culture of the old people, 

a culture which includes, among other things, the stories.

Instead of generalising further on the character of 

"The story-teller", for which there is no specialised word 

or role in Limba, I shall describe two of the story-tellers 

I encountered during my stay, who dictated or recorded roany 

of the texts given in chapter 9. These were Niaka and 

Karanke Dema. Both belonged to Kakarioia, a village of



about 300 inhabitants and the capital of a small chiefdom 

recently amalgamated under another paramount chief to make 

up a larger unit. The ex-paramount chief remained in the 

village as head of that section, keeping some of the insignia 

and rituals of paramountcy.

Niaka Dema was a brother of this chief, though many 

years his junior. As is now not uncommon among the younger 

men, he had spent some years down county where he had 

learnt a certain amount of Krio and worked in one of the 

shops in Freetown in order to earn money towards the 

bride-price he would have to pay for his wife. Once he 

had succeeded in this and so was able to marry, he seemed 

to settle down with complete content to the old life and 

culture of his home village; this is what he has! aspired 

to all along, he said: to have a wife, children and farm 

of his own, and so he able to "keep up his father's com­ 

pound" in his own home. He with his wife and three 

children shared a house just behind the chief's with his 

older brother, though Niaka probably hoped, as do most 

Limba, that one day he would acquire many wives and 

children and have a household and "many people" of his own.

Besides his standard work common to almost every 

Limba - rice farming - Niaka had special skills practised

by some only of his contemporaries - weaving cloth and

1. A shop run by Indians, an experience he made use of 
in his story Kanu scatters his children.



making the large baskets for storing rice. But his 

special fame lay in his drumming. He was a "master" 

in the art of playing the kusung drum, and was known for 

this even beyond the boundaries of the sub-chiefdom. In 

this part of Limba country at least, the long kusung is 

thought to be superior to all other types of drum, and, 

correspondingly, very difficult to play well. Niaka ha|L 

spent many years as an apprentice before mastering the 

art of beating this drum and singing the songs that go 

with it. He was perfectly aware of the respect (and 

presents) he might receive when, for example, he was 

begged to play for some important farming "company" or 

the great gathering of the boyo 1 initiation dances when 

a kusung player is obligatory, and he might earn as much 

as £2 during a single night in the continual small presents 

from the onlookers. He was jJroud, as befitted his skill, 

and so it was only for important occasions and when the 

sky was clear that he consented to play.

It is worth quoting in full his own account of how he 

decided to learn to play this drum. This illustrates the 

pride he felt in his mastery of this traditional art form, 

and the way in which such skills may be represented as 

having been directly approved by one of the dead ancestors. 

His father, he describes, used to play the drum for the



farming company; but even when requested by hie friends, 

he himself felt that he was unable to play until he waa 

more or less forced to do so because the other expert, 

Singko, was not available.

"I went in the evening. I looked. They told me 
'you will be able. f I said »I will not be able. 1 
When the sun rose, Singko did not go. They said 
I, was to go today. He had left me the finger ring 
which usually beats the clanger. [part of the drum] 
I took a stone and tied it onto my finger with raffia. 
For long I beat the drum. They said 'Ha! we have 
found a drummer now 1 . When the sun set, I took home 
the ring. That night I came and dreamed this dream: 
my father, my own father, who used to play the kusung 
drum, brought me a ring, saying 'This is your in­ 
heritance . This is what you will eat.' [i.e. get 
money and presents from] I said 'What am I to do?' 
He said 'Only take it 1 . I told my mother Boi 'My 
father has brought me a ring'. 'Oh! that is good!'. 
When the sun rose she pounded rice-flour [for sacri­ 
fice] and said 'Work hard at it'. So I was there 
when the sun rose. I was able. Of all the drummers 
that are here, I was the best of them all... The chief 
bought me a clanger, I carved out thedrum so that I 
would learn well. But by now I am skilled beyond 
all the other drummers. I am the master for anyone 
who wants to learn, I alone."

The second of the two was Karanke Dema, the junior 

smith. He had never been outside Limba country, and spoke 

no other language besides Limba. Though a member of the 

ruling clan, Dema, he had no close relatives alive apart 

from his mother of whom he was exceedingly fond. His 

father had died when he was still a small child, so he had 

then (rather unusually) attached himself to his mother's 

brother, Dokitha, who was a senior smith. But Dokitha



too soon died, so that Karanke wasbnce again thrown on his 

ownj indeed it says much for hie skill and ability that 

Karanke in fact held a rather respected position in the 

main village instead of living and working at one of the 

inferior farm settlements, for the loss of a father is a 

serious social and economic disability; it was for this 

reason that Karanke, though about 35 or 40 years of age, 

had as yet no wife and thus was in this respect junior to 

such married men as Niaka. Karanke had finally attached 

himself to the senior smith then in the village, the chief's 

brother, and this man was teaching him smithcraft and spoke 

of one day giving him a wife.

In training to be a smith, Karanke had chosen the most 

difficult career open to a Limba, and, after chiefship, 

the most honoured. A smith has to labour as hard as 

anyone else on his own rice farm, and, in addition, hammer 

and work the heavy iron when others are resting. But he 

learns the skills of a smith, and the power to make 

invocations, cleanse people who have trespassed, take a 

leading part in the men's secret dances, and recognise 

the ritual leaves for the traditional purifying medicines. 

In that he was a smith, therefore, Karanke could command 

general respect. He was also himself perfectly aware, 

though with full personal modesty, of his special aocess



to the esoteric rituals and crafts of the honoured smith's 

art.

He was also rather admired for his technical skill 

in other respects and, in particular, for his artistry 

in music and dance. Among most of his contemporaries 

in the village, he was outstanding with his hands - he 

was a fast weaver, a maker of large baskets, carver of 

wooden mortars and drums, sewer of native cloth, and a 

strong worker in the farm. He always laboured with great 

industry and sense of responsibility; he would be "ashamed" 

not to. On many occasions people hoe or thresh in the 

farm with movements which implicitly or explicitly recall 

the steps of a dance. Of Karanke this was always even 

more true than of others, for he was at all times full of 

the rhythm and form of music or movement. In the evenings 

when work was over he used to come with his own plucking 

instrument, singing and half-dancing, while the children 

ran alongside dancing delightedly, shouting "Karanke is 

come, Karanke is come". He was also one of the two best 

players in the chiefdom of the ngkali drum, and the year 

when I knew him he had just for the first time been begged 

by the women to be the singer and drummer of the special 

kugbt>kith:> music for their weeding company - a great honour

1. ^ Sanaa-type instrument with nine bars mounted on a 
metal box.



he was at first diffident in accepting. He was also one 

of the chief drummers at the important boys 1 initiation 

dances where his ngkali tlrun was considered essential, 

junior only to the teusung.

Here is how he summarised the gist of a conversation 

he once had with me about his drumming, thus illustrating 

yet again how strongly such an art is felt to be a 

traditional one, handed down and approved by the dead.
n -T

was talking about who taught me to beat the drum 
and to sing. So you said that I was to tell you 
fsc. again], I said that no person taught me. 
That it was the dead who told me to drum, and my 
heart. That my father used to drum for the kugbokitho 
music. But when he died I was only small, I was not 
yet grown. If I had been grown, he would have taught 
me. But I had not vet grown. When I had acquired 
sense [sc. was olderJ a little, he came to tell me to 
drum the kugbokith? - he came in a dream. I said 
'IJo. I will not agree. Also I am learning smith­ 
craft 1 . He said 'Here is the ngkall drum 1 , giving 
it to me. Well, that is how I nave learnt it a 
little. As you ask me, well, this is the extent 
I have learnt - during this year only; I am looking 
to it a little. If it is good, people tell me. 
If it is not good, people tell me. But this year 
I am learning..."

Karanke therefore was paid general respect for his 

artistic achievements. He was still regarded as a young 

man, so had as yet no weighty voice in the discussion of 

law cases and formal reconciliation of opponents. But 

he could already "pull people's hearts" a little by smoothing 

out quarrels between the younger boys or clarifying some 

point of dispute among his contemporaries. He himself



described his early attempts to contribute to a formal 

discussion of a dispute before the chief - "my heart was 

afraid to apeak, but I dared a little, for 1 knew a little 

how to speak". In addition Karanke had the socially 

recognised power to "speak" in the context of tnt- important 

smith's rituals; he could, for example, invoke the dead 

owners of a "swear" with the correct formulae and intonation, 

and, with appropriate phrase, gesture and control, set 

it to pursue its victim.

These details about the drums or speeches of two 

story-tellers may seem rather far from the subject supposed 

to be under discussion. But story-telling al^o involves 

the ability to speak skilfully, and tc leac people in 

song, so that the qualities which make a good speaker, 

drummer and story-teller seen, in practice often to be 

connected. The ^imba, as 1 have said, themselves asso­ 

ciate together spoken and sung art, and the latter in 

particular is immediately related to the notions of 

drumming and dancing; songs occur in the stories, and 

people tend to move a little in a rhythmic way as they 

sing. bince the x,imba in boV. practice and intention 

associate together these different aspects of artistry



and the mastery they involve of "Limba ways", it is not 

surprising that those skilled in one aspect may also 

sometimes excel in another.

The description of these two individuals has also 

touched on certain ideas which are discussed more fully 

later. when treating of the genesis of Limba stories two 

facets in particular must be taken into account. One is 

the way in which the Limba themselves seem to describe 

what we might refer to as the respective parts played 

by traditional material and individual inspiration or 

addition. This, in Limba terms, seems to be referred 

to when they speak of the contribution made at once by 

"the dead" and their own "hearts" - in much the same way 

as that described by Niaka and Karanke when explaining 

how they took up drumming and singing. The second 

important point to emerge is that the tellers are all 

individuals, individuals who perform on a specific 

occasion. There is no Joint "folk" common authorship 

or performance, even though naturally the stories are 

composed within the limits of the social background of 

Limba life and literary conventions, but each individual 

performer has his own idiosyncrasies and fund of exper­ 

ience or interest. A full account of the stories should



really include a further treatment of all those who 

told them their background and their individual manner. 

This is impossible here, both because of length and 

because I unfortunately did not fully realise the 

importance of this point in the field so that some of 

the data is lacking; however a few further remarks on 

individual story-tellers are included later.

1. Appendix



and teclinicue in .story and

Since the style and delivery of each story form an import­ 

ant part of its impact, a one account of this io aalled for 

here* Questions of style cannot be kept completely distinct 

from sosie discussion of the potentialities of the language and 

the set ways of heightening; eff«cts f but within these limits 

the individual story-teller can embroider, expand*, dramatise or 

exaggerate by the various means at his disposal within the 

context of l&aguace and technique*

1'he vocabulary of the stories seeas to be much the same as 

that or ordinary speech whether in the sense of day to day con­ 

versation, reporting of eoise special event, or the formal 

speaking at law casei; or funerals* In this respect the spflfcen 

narrative is in contrast to the songs interpolated into the 

stories, and, even more so, many of those ounc independently. 

These or. often in obscure or unusual language, which may incl­ 

ude foreign words, often in nearly unrecognisable forms. So re­ 

time G only a few people know their real meaning, sometimes, so 

it seems, there is no clear meaning at all even for those sing­ 

ing, the attraction being in the sound, rhythm and dance rather 

than in the sense. In story-telling however f the vatrb bulk of 

the actual words used seem to be thot;e of everyday speech in the 

sense that there is no specialised technical or esoteric voc­ 

abulary introduced into the stories aprtjfroin the songs.



similarly the syntactical structure of the stories seems 

to differ little from that of ordinary speech. 0?he stories 

very freruently include direct mepresentation of the greetings, 

remarks and conversations of the charactei's portrayed, and this 

speech io exactly like that which can be beard at any hour in 

any Limba village as people go about their work or stop to 

greet or argue. Reporting or explaining of events also takes 

place in the sane manner as events described in etoriec, and 

doeo not seem to differ in any fundamental way. U?he closing 

sentences in a story ooraetimes seem to >e rather more complex 

and long drawn out| but this too resvfcfelea the similar diction 

used in gneralising funeral harangues or the comments cade by 

aoralising elders in otutinmic up law cases.

There are, therefore, no striking differences in the 

speech of the stories from the vocabulary or structure of other 

forns of speaking. However there are certain ways or heighten­ 

ing effect which are used by a good story-teller by playinc on 

the potentialities of the language and sentence structure or 

by using various dramatic techniques.

Before diacuacinr these various devices, it way be helpful 

to make a few points clear about the general structure of 

sentences in Limba.

The framework tend© to be paratactical rather than com­ 

pound, '.vhe sentences, that io, tend to follow on one after the 

other as parallel foraiulationa complete in themselves rather



than compriGin*.; Ion,* periods of complex subordinate clauses. 

The sentences are therefore In a sense rather short, but they 

are also often spoken very Tact, one straight on after the 

other, so that just how one should separate them u;>, whether, 

oay t by a comma , jeird-colon or full stop, is not clearly form­ 

ulated; the whole idea of "sentence" in Mraba can only be one 

of decree,

Parataxis, therefore, la a typical Xdraba feature, and most 

of the stories are .;,ad© up of what could be regarded as short 

apparently abrupt sentences, However these are bound together 

by various connecting devices. People often, for example, use 

woros like wuna, that is why, therefore; k ; sna , in that place; 

nurna, then; aina, thus, and so on. '-.he interjection awa ia aloo 

found very useful in story of arcuirsenti it carrier, i;,ie implic­ 

ation that since we have now finished with GO-SO topic, we can 

now, with that in mind, tove on to the next point* Other ways 

of making clear the connection of a new sentence or move with 

what h<*_i £.:-nc before is either by short interjections sjuch aa 

huna, wuna (that ii, it, that is why) rit the end of a piece of 

direct speech tc- show that it is now' complete, or the co rnon

g;» a term I have translated as "behold"; it is really

a brief and vivid way or indicating 3o;;ething iike "they were 

therefore tryinc to do such and ouch a thin-;-; - but all the time 

they did not realise t^at the situation ^ac in fact

auite different from what they had assumed".



Sll,

An explicit connection is sometimes :nade by ta;.:.in,, u:> a 

phrase in the previous sentence and repeating it, in cucb ex­ 

amples as "she tfent in. Goinr in, she said,...," (wane's pi..i« 

Wunds T^cibii na v wundc dome); "she struck herself. As soon as she 

had struck herself t "feral wonft and caid 'it is die father*"(nds 

fan^okoi, nds thong- raaiTan£slcp» Yeai .kai na. nds, na wo />a r̂a) * 

Another v/ay of pointinc, the Gt-ntcDce structure is by the device, 

sometimes called epanalepsis, by ta!:iK.; up with a pronoun so^e 

noun that has been previously referred to, aa, for exa::vie,"that 

boy, no one aist now see him" (na hato wobcna_t na wnno wunis sa 

nda nin^ ]c u t i ok o). Certain other ; articles arc aloo used to 

clarify or ..oint the r^-nae in Tdteba th"tu.*h they cannot usually 

be directly translated into En^lich. These Include such words as 

nde t in the pa/,:t t before; .thong, ju^t, Immediately; si, in the 

course of; thung% only, >1u0t; nog£, which sug^octo oxeat length 

of time, or comparison; i}-:-nc which adds a new point but with 

some emphasis on the per con acting; and nda, which i.o used in 

rather the uaue way aa the Latin iam f to acan by then, by now, 

or ttill. These connectives aay be used more carefully in 

 tory-telling, but they are also a common feature of every kind 

of Limba speech.

Two further ways in which wordo or olirasca art co^.ionly 

fcrouped together or picked out i>r eis.uiafiic are tlirough the use 

of "classifiers", particle/; which enclose the words and phrases

inir:," to one central noun| aad, riore importantly f by the 

of "stabilisers", prxtlcles which e:ohasiae



single words. In Idmba these ere £§ (positive) oxid te or

feufts (negative), which stress the preceding word tius making it

possible to point the nconi-a;; of the sentence more oi.uply and 

effectively than it can usually bo expressed in translation. In 

the story of the Four wives t for instance, when the hero is 

found dead beeause he had disobeyed the prohibition to see a 

stranger, the girl who was found the next mooring with his dead 

body replies briefly to her mieati^ners with the simple aathimo 

na bili ball, literally "love na owns thing 1*; in an Fn< linh 

rendering the economy of the phrasing is la^t and one has to 

choose between such unsatisfactory alternatives as "it was love 

that eauc-ed it", "the real re aeon was love" or juot *l.ovei M » 

'j?he Linba also tend wherever possible to report direct 

speech* U'hia construction can be icry si: ply represented in Limba*

Direct speech is introduced by na, and this word is rej^eated 

before each clause, ;~roup of words, or even single en^hatic 

word of the speech, so that the f;ACt that t'ae words c^re ^till 

part of the speech is never for a moment lost to th© listener u f 

and even where no vcrl; Af speech is explicitly i... .eluded, tl.ere 

is no confusion* i-eople are always reporting others 1 direct 

words or suppositions in both everyday conversation arid story, 

and, as described later , particularly effective use of t'-iis 

construction can be ,^a le by story- tellers.

l»;;e© thejmany examples of this in the quotations r^ven in 
earlier chapters«



 $here are ;;:my contexts in T.liba where the syntactic feat­ 

ures mentioned above can be observed ir: uco, In formal speeches 9 

reporting of neve, and the everyday interchancc of iriornation f 

Limba make ucc of the Mainly p?:ratactical form of sentence , 

inters vcrc-t-  ! v:ith connectives ~f v curious >:it:d", stabilisers* and 

the rnotrxtion of others' direct vordc. Par-ta....i": , it i::. clear, 

need not iy;iply a confused or unpolished diction, but can be 

pointed am onbfcllxnhed b;: 1 the various device:- described

Tho:;c bacic feature? of rdmba are also e in

the stcrioo, oftc^ uce-3. v;ith vivid or inteneif i^e^ eifoct* l/hen

Jfurther elaboru.tlon r;till lc re^uli^ed t-:erc are f.lr-o various

further v.-^/s in -./i'.ic^ a skilful ctcr: r -l;ellcr can •\i!-7 to the 

bsoic r,tr.;cto.r<: ju;;t -'ercrlbed to express s-'C'jial vchcuer.ce or

e.T^.'?a-:is» Tbou^fe up to a poir;t the r;c occur in" all klnda of

s^ca'tin-;, the rno^t ertresc net seeaio to be in t^e telling of 

storie-:u

"{cpctition is often c -rlo'/e^.. O^tcr. this'Kcr^cc to brine 

out fcO":e oint in t::r «t y B.cre -ra'-iaca v,

two v?: t :.ion > Tor example, the

of t:ic f.irct i;o::;-:.ui is inaic

in .nature of the e*:ar.'ir.ation

.irct i;o::;-:.ui is inaicatcr. by t:;e - 

twice QV<.r in the saae worlc, ellcitirr in each C;:.ic tV,e so.mc 

reply. Excited. -o:.-T ij-ul^nar'l; r"? fusel can "be cinll'irl.T shown, 

GL'3 in tne stoj?7 °^ the gour •;ivc3 1 '/here the fir-rrt w*ifr rejects 

another woman f s plea to ^oin then with her vehement repetition



no, no | I won't a&reeJ H (na ball h&jLi..hal.i«. na 

He petition or a long phrase or ^entencG '".ay hrln,,. out not only 

the dramatic i'a^ortanoo of a certain episode or oayine, but 

also 3Ut;;«,,out the length of tiiae it continued, or the concentra­ 

tion of the actors « One example of this might be cited Iron

th.e bhree twins* l^wo of the brothers, . oto and

JUiseni, t -jO Into the water in their Zone search for t^-.eir father f 

while the thiru t Sieiaa, is lei't 01 tnc river bank to bre.ath® for 

them. One iy civon a pioture of hi© lon^ wait t^ero in tlie 

ljL,;a-o, i3tcadil>r breathing and thu© supply in f; life for hia two 

brothers, a^ he is pictured aurmurinc in a ,iv:,uotone t half-

ov^r and over again f "I breathe for Koto, I am breath*

Tor buoeni, I ain breutiiinc ^<>^ layeeir ae well. I breathe 

ror ?Coto t I an bx»eatihia£; for lAiaani, I a& bweathir*^ for 

as well »..***

n a f * ^

fsaiioko na is.) Great excite. uent too can be dirootly

by tii@ uae 01 repetition* I*ater on in the saae atoxv* the 
mother sees nor taree sons c^aino baol: with their father whoa 

they have now recalled to life* "She rejoiced, ^:& rejoiced, 
ahe rejoiced, ^jhe rejoiced* Uie thanked thc.-.i .^uch t s:ie thanked

them inuoh,' thank you ,ay chii'l^en t tliaak you ay children, thank 

you ny children, that pleases nie IM . (mmde;i/ctc'.o:^^ wundc yct- 

ok oi % ,_mmds __y et;. okpi:^y u r:d s _ jye.t okrP.i • Wui|di| ... jijajl an t^ani b in •; : s_ % 

wuade Ical.an^ani. binds . aa ..ifftjll beriiav;^i>iatin§ ..be.t weli J^cna. 
be* wali bena a^at



Sometimes a phrase is repeated again and -arrain ut various key 

points in the story. In the two stcrie^, for eftanple, where

is shown soin^ ruund on earth looking for hospitality, hie

weariness are hinted, at through the continual

repetition or exactly the same worda after each epiiode ~ 

went on" (&de

  In a &mch less elaborate way, and one which co-.^only occurs 

in every kind or speech , single word,- are tieisaelves often redup­ 

licated* :,.;oueti.;">e6 this is really a standardised form which 

can properly be written as one word, thoucrh it ±ay b« pronounced 

with special exprecelon or effect by a skilful story-teller - 

e»g« di&:id.ig:i > try; g^.^ogb ojcjgajg; * rub in; n^kipijcini (an ) » .-ity* 

Soiaetitaes there is redaplic-attion oiv syllables witbin a v,; or<i» as 

in verb^ ^-uch EJ lukut^tu » tie up bit b;/ bit (distinct from, luku 

Bn^ 3ru^utu, to tic in one or few actions j; biXltitiaoda « bring 

in by .any sia&le- journey $ (contrast biliti, bring in;* Certain 

superlative G are also oo^sioniy expressed by repetition of tae 

words, orten separated by the oeo*ticle o which is sometimes 

stressed or prolonged for effoct f specially in st,;r,r-telling,thus 

giving yet ssort eapliaeis to the superletivene^s already inbore:it 

in the phrase* e»g* abc o aft* and baii or[.bRlri t everything; kamc 

0 kaiac f everywhere; name o nams f however, by every snea.uo; wo o 

wo and warns o wume, everyone, anyone.

1, On structure and form in otorica see ejection 5 below.



In addition to theoe minor examplee t there is also in the 

stories a repetition of come single word or root to create cer­ 

tain effects. This sometimes reives a more extrenc senset thus 

yete means n s   . iall% whereas yete yote yete means "very very snail 

indeed*1 ) wunde ke naana "he went", winds ke ke .ke ke .ke fee M 

is a conscious ox- iteration, as in ghe story of. tiie great witch* 

aeaning that she per3ejpvered in go In over (re at time and great 

distance without stopping even once; giripir^ means "all night", 

pirigiripiripiri0irir>iri in t?ho..hup.t^r. and the bush conveys 

the idea that the hunter continued in his etru^rle for absolutely 

the whole length of the nirrht wiWiout ceasing for an instant* 

This sort of exaggerated repetition is a ISxvourite one amoni; 

sone story-tellers, and always creates an effect assonf: those 

listening

Nicies repetition of words, phraaes and syllables, constant 

use is also &ade of parallel... .gtoaajji^;» 'Jhis alao iavolveo 

repetition of a sort, but with variation of certain key words*

So&etimes fc^is occurs in a vei?y aainor way. The two brothers, 

for example * ia Ilie i-;M.t^ and black b^uthfrs are described as 

*the one white, the one black" (woi wo ruJfcj. wci wo bolo), and the 

navies of three twins are riven as "one Lusenl, one Koto, one 

Siama" (won^ I/uoepi, woa.f^ K.Qto, wong; Siam)* Even the;?e ninor 

examples can at times be Uij^d in a purposeful and expresrdve way 

to set the scene or produce an impression of the opposition or



interdependence between t ; ie individuals thus introduced.

JA&ts of object:; or events using this device or parallel 

phrasine are very popular. 'They are often recited witu a 

conscious air of comprehensiveness or alinax* ihie niay be an 

enumeration of exciting events, as ^ith '*theT..fflan .killed for 4 

banana, where the Limb* is so much more terce and rhythmic than 

any possible English translations "he was seized, he wa© thrown 

down, he was killed, he was skinned" (ndg bcho» nas to_agQ>[ . in4i 

koro* nds scn~o)« ;Phe idea of the care and ainglc-inin-Jedness 

with which a difficult task was ^eJfeticulousl^ completed i® ind­ 

icated in the list or actions taken by one twin to revive* his 

father in the hunter and ... three twin at "he to k the funnel, he 

dripped the medicine on him with it; he dripped it 01 his ear, he 

dripped it on his noee, he dripped it on his eyes, he dripped it 

on his brains, he dripped it on hie mouth, he dripped it on the 

soles of his feet, he driDped it on hi a arme. i'heir father got 

up tt . (vmnds ce^ithe kutoto .kobena..t . n.de. thondonue fiiljff., :kunp:; vrancis 

I:a kuyuha ko,

ka thaya thanq t vundn tbondung ka ̂ abuku,.,!3aPK.^ vundc thon- 

. ka fothi hanc t wuncls

ka [rbe^en be« Fanda

Lone?; lists of people or objects are also appreciated* ti?heae 

too manifest a type of parallel phrasing, and arc delivered as 

lists, with an intentional strewn on any paralle i i ̂  :IB of rlayth®, 

tone or reaning. IB lanu and palm _ wine % for eari de, the various



tapping iastrufttnta brought by Kscniu are carefully enumerated.

•k* ff^e &to/nacl* _i.a chief of ....tfye bo<iy» the various yr.rts of the 

body in tlie story are lifted at both the beginning and the 

end. Co:aetimei a list of ite^s carries a co.-iscioua hint of 

exaggeration or over-emphasis, and ends up with a sumaricinc 

superlative or climax> aa when the mother in ifoe. hunter and 

tke throe tvfifia ia depieito&d aa looking for all the different 

kindiu of food to welcome them back* eight uarieties are men­ 

tioned by na e f and fchis is then amused lip by «every kind of 

£ood that there ia at all for Limba people, she loolied for 

that" (lia ni^. auth^i f au ka. YjL,ittb^iis^A wund^. dewhi anag^^• Bimil- 

ariv in A gtory of wltcqe^, the climax ic introduced after a 

list of parallel phrase&s the boy concealed in the cotton 

tree has hij atte/.tioaa called to thoce dancing round him in 

witchcraft, witli M lTou see your lothejpf1 you sec your father? 

you sec your brother? you see all your relatives? - to kill 

youj" d>Gg £ute naiida- naV yi&& liute fanda na? yinj? Lute
" ^^M^-t~n^..mJlff^'j«.....ia<»i u ina'in.ti •—r *•• s»-*—•«•*-»——*• --- •n.-nm»iari'»ng<iM»iMi •otmmi'miif imJEi mnii.imn i ' iitM&ftrw-f— a »in*c,.j^ t*v..« ..... -«-.v ^R-*.^™* .««*•• w^^wiii^-"..."»- " i -.- i--- ....•...•,.,..-•,... - .- ^.--«M -i-,..-.,. -,. .. , . ^..j^*,

wsnda na V yjuag kuteJbia nda hppaa? _ _- aa ba kpra yina^

IB a more extended sense parallel phracirH ; ic alco used 

as part of tJU© wider structure of a otory, and the safae patt­ 

erns of pnx-a eb ox* ^eaoenoea oay recur over and ovcsr in the 

variouo episodes 01' the ^tcry. Liiia feature ia referred to ia 

tiie following section on style and form* t-

ihia structural device of placing auccesalve episodes 

side by side, as it were, each showing development in one



aspect only while the rest remains unchanged - thii; device 

may in one way seem far frora the "parallel ; Erasing" with which 

taia section began. But, from another point of ̂ cu, it is 

analogous both with the common uae of parallel j>hrcu;iir; in the 

more restricted sense, and triith the paratactical structure of 

Limba in general* Each episode ic related aa a unil» and 

this full repetition of nearly similar events ic one ainou£ 

the several means by which a skilful story-teller effectively 

heightens the tension and climax in his narration*

A certain amount of iiajtation or mimicry is also used 

to make the narration sore vivid* i'his :n&y involve direct im­ 

itation or vjnat is understood to be the sound of animals 

speaking  The words of as insect were pronounced by the narr­ 

ator in a kind of bu*aing voice to represent its sound, and tie 

monster's miffing of a huioan. in Sira.juad .the jaonatcr v/^a 

depicted ae inf inf and the breathy snuTfint; iteration of 

furu yuaba furu ymabu ("a auman'e smell f a human 1 ;:;- £..iell w ), <£h® 

sound of doge is imitated & various icys: krrr ,krrr i'or t :eir 

growls, WQ wo WQ. £or their barking. Formalised representation 

of bird sonr; is not very co-a>non in the stories t with the exce­ 

ption of the set rework always Dade by the finch ^a^ diviner)t 

**se ae ae gAt put good, put bad 11 (se. se oe ae t tMa baloboi %

thla bat:?; oni^oi.)» wher© the words aro ai&o said to indicate
the iloundfc of tuc otoneii lie is sliai:iAg in divinatioL., Personal



representations of the sound or birds 1 voice;; or flight

occur, -'he vulture* iii vv;p friends, for e^an:ple, was

wade co coeak in a. kind of ni^h monotone. Some of the

in the stories art* &aid to have been sung by birds, but I do

not think tie^e are mte^ded to re-; recent actual bird son;.;s

directly*

ivi al;-o e in the scn^e 2f imitative =r 'c;.>turo

or expression* The Liiaba are always ready to uae this in &any 

carrue:cta. I aavc- v lor example, had it indicated to me which 

o£ several birdii was meant b;/ the quick lliit .?ec ;-:in> movements 

made by a waite-bearded and othcrwia© very di&nii'ied paraiaount 

chief; the poiuicia^ and playful motions 01 a cat around a hut 

were illustrated in the course of a, normal conversation; and 

hunters frc-cueatly imitate the stance and walJc of the animals 

they are cfescribiag a^ ahey tell tall hunting tales to entranced 

audiences. 2hia kiad of .mimicry therefore is ^e^dily imported 

into story, The shy nervous i^eepint^ out of the antelope was 

oi.iiUiated in one ^toryj ao too was the tsta^gering walk of the 

spider as he was drag^cl *l3ii& by the iyopea that bound, bira to 

his bowl of rice* Initiations or huaan protagonists are ^so 

common* ^ax*a f s action, f or ©ca.uole , in g.ajiui __f^^_.^a^....w_.iIn^e__ was 

portrayed by the narrator 1 a dLirdcUin^ the way Sara tapped 

sharply ou iCaau * a knee to woke hi:a up; and the teller vividly

depicted the way in whieh the -fetaer and mother or the dead boy 

up eagerly to the .fire to save him, but each time were



driven back against their- will by the fierce heat of the 

flame (lour wives)* Characterisation is also often conveyed 

by facial expression or reoture, as, for example, with the 

obstinate and rather sulky daughter in ^h© story of ... a miiii0n~ 

aire«

Gestures & general are often ur,ed* tte Tdaba have several 

stylised gestures, but ainoe these are commonly used to convey

information without words, they do not occur particularly often
such 

in the stories* A few/re attires do f however, occur in story-
telling* for example the representation of eating by 

ae if to take a ball of rice in one*s right hand; the click 

and downward sweep of a hand t© indicate anrrer or beat in?; j 

pointing by pushing out the lips and moving the headj pusfcag 

the elbows slightly out from th» body to suggest chiefly dig­ 

nity and pride. Other less fornallsed gestures by story- 

tellers Include poiliting to the sky to show the ancle of the 

sun (hence the tlTie) at a certain point ii< the action} indic­ 

ating the height of a child or of the rice by holding the hand 

a certain distance fro::? the £. round} or illustrating the sia© 

of a knife by measuring off its distance on the an;; from the 

finger tips.

Besides raimlcry, a story-teller often uoes a fom of 

Qftomatopoea to embellish his narration. 1'hlo in part over-*

laps with the imitation© mentioned earlier. In addition there



are certain words which to the Idmba always represent some 

particular sound, ihes* Include such obvious examples a®

and ebang« resonant represenatlons of the sound of a 

the whirr of a bird's feather a In flight; and r:blnr:

gbini?; ffbinp;. the loud beat ef a chief's drum calling the 

people. Sometimes the word* whleh to a Liraba self -evidently 

express some sound are to us strange and unsugg-.e stive; thus 

digbi dlffbi digbi diprbi 1$ said to be the noi^e f rather like 

a great wind* aia&e by the spirit Kumba in past ing t and doing 

dalng doioiri doini^ is the sound .node by a rat as it runs. Someti­ 

mes the GKpreeslve auditory words a?@ used with a verb of the 

some root, thus apparently making the basic action more vivid 

or more aausing. A donkey 1® said to shake itself (7/ikinoko)

t a spider crunches CbsbllaJ a bone

* a man knocks (^.agbftg.!.) at a door with a gba« Perhaps

related to this is the way in which some words are occasionally 

used which are thcugfcf in themselves to iiavo some funny sound 

without necessarily being imitative of any particular sound, and 

such words vj*c always likely to make an audience laugh -

  a useless stupid man, ^cafpeBLgthpjip   a scrounger ,

yuauaunu, secrotly and furtively, and ^tujcutu t looking like 

half "dying*

In addition to these words, mainly used to create some 

direct aural effect, there are also in : Inba apparently set 

phrases wiiich seem to qualify a verb and, by their sound, are



thought to re^rc^ent certain actions, So^eti^ey the actual 

sound or the action is directly represented. Soiaetineo the 

phrase.,; are uced to cutest Go«3e related ruaiity t-ucli as 

sharpness, auddenneas or completeness.

Shc-ijc ;.-Ux»a,3e8 are introduced by na followed by the term 

representing the sound or quality, ga tiring and aq

for example f indicate the splashes made by two people as they 

dive successively into a poolj a^ tiinq is tb© nuiet f intent and

prolonged way in wLich an leopard or lion is frequently made to 

regard its prey; naM raa gives the long diminishing ©ound as a 

galloping ho^se or runnung bush cow covers the distance* When 

a leopard scratches at the ground* the awesome effect of the 

scrapes ±3 conveyed by n a ruhi r u )  :i . , r oki, ,r u! " i % while n

represents the licht v;ay in which the apider soundlessly lays 

himself down, Ea .j;irQ.ua» pronounced on a hijsh sustained tone, 

wMeh conveys the I^prescion of utter oilenoe* for eftasiple when 

all are ajfti.;ep at nif^ht or when a flan is pleading hie ca^e 

among listeners who are all silently intent on his words. There 

are several phraser which frequently represent the wound of a 

blow in various cij&cuis stances: na tau of the resonant sound of 

a farfl implement in the fields, na nbe. of a girl striking at a 

fly on her body f nan .iM of a thrown atone finding it 3 inark» Yet 

other co^'iori phraaes of a similar type aee?v at tiaea to 8u^t ,e. ;t 

some din or eo si on of sound to a Liiaba listener, thot.;fjh to a 

foreigner it nay aeera rather to refer to so^e quality which we



would not normally aesociate with s .und at all BQ that, for 
us, it does* not serve to make the description vivid, in the 

same way* ilhus na kudu* "all nirht% in Liiaba seea^ to eug 

the whole lon^ length of the nir;ht; na^jrtgi or ga^bip are 

used to represent the slithering :- rt ove^ent of a snake coming 

towards one, na bode something stealthy and raiet, ngL^bjLfe the 

sudden and unexpected encounter offtwo people face to face* 2:he 
normal phraees for "completely" are vjrbally of the ease form 

(na le% na ferg« na. feu)< btrb are so comiaonly uoed that they 

usually seem to have no special auditory or vlsttal flavour of 

their own, though they are occasionally pronounced *rlth great 

emphasia and effect* && rbc,ti. t however, though almost aa 

coauaonly uoed to nean ^precisely". Is always uttered with a 

sharpness that sugrerjts to any listener the eudden sound of 

cutting souethinf: exactly, an abrupt refusal to include one 

single item snore or less - thuc, in Limba, "precisely" seems 

to be used as an auditory word* Phraoes such as the :c are used 

both, to sos*e extent, in everyday speech, and, to a aiuch 

greater degree, in the st.:ries f and are often used and pronounced 

with a vehemence or exagf©ration that brinrs a delighted 

response £rx>m the audience *

gone or pitch is important all through Llnba speech, but 

it IB sometimeo used in a special and cxacrcratcd way for effect, 

.specially in the stories. This ic normally thought very effect­ 

ive or amusing by the audience. Mi exaggeratedly hi, h and



prolonged tone Is not infreauently used toy a clever story­ 

teller to represent some absolute extreme. i!hus f whereas

means Ma little % wuye^eto is used to uiean "very very

little indeed - minute 1', and, as well, serves to calce the 

audience laugh or react. Beraondi mean© "many 11 people f 

beaaaamii means "very very many*; in» for eaeaapl®, the first 

stery of fwo friends « the teller usee this tiethod to hint at 

the vact number of suitors who were, one after the other, and 

with no exceptions, and over many year» t killed by the power­ 

ful spirit* all this ie conveyed merely by the high long tone 

in the clause "many people were killed there" (bia

binds koro nde feendLo)8 this, then, is another example of the 

way in which any writteai version, or ISa^lish translation, 

misses the impressive yet economical flavour of the original 

narration.

(The superlative force of a high long tone ean be applied 

to >ther words besides aueh adjectives of quantity* On© 

consaon terra, for example, ie kipis which means "for a lone time" 

or qover a long distance". In the stories this is freouently 

heightened and prolonged to give the id* or a great length of 

tisie or distance. "He went h.amang 1* means that he travelled 

for a lon.<^ long ti^e t he went a long long way, for far. Gbsng» 

Mthe whole doyw is often sl.'dlarly treatedt fabegn^ stresses the 

crcat 3encth of the wltfle day, dawn until dusk* Other impreoa- 

loris &iven by a high tone meg? be of completion or effectiveness



5T3/

So wunde kal^lm went% if with afcort higfc tone, gives the 

idea that he not only went away but went off completely, dis­ 

appeared, was no Ifcnger to be seen; where feai is more prolonged 

but ctill on a high tone, fci© may bring out that he also tra~ 

veiled for far and long, wifcii per severance. Similarly a

"ran awayM f can be pronounced by the teller with an exaggerat­ 

edly high tone t as often in the storiee, indicates that they 

ran right out of sight t right away, preci dtausly.

The cueGtion of tone and length in verb* i» probably in 

part a eraniaaticAl aoint f for it is possible that sone of the 

tenses of the Idmba verb may be dif£6**«itiated-tfcoaally« But the 

examples 1 have given, though possibly related to fchia, are also 

special ones in the sense that the high pitch given to the verb 

is clearly felt to be an exaggerated and unusual one f suitable 

for a storyA and forfeit reason causing interest and amusement 

among; the audience* Such high tone; have clearly nmch in 

common with the exa-tgeirated force thus s^v$n *o such words as
s / ^ /wuyeetet haang t or hlthiibii (very very early in the moaning) f 

or the special violence comically given in story through the 

pitch or length of such common exclamationa as ee or ha f a 

vehemence impossible to convey in *]*ritten translation*

diiferencco in ton©» and the use of aiimicry or onoia- 

atopoe- are all means by which It ctcry-teller in various degree 

produces variety tod colour within the £riiaev;ork of story and



language. Other ways of producing effect through variety are 

also evident in the use of unexpected Interpolations or exagg­ 

erations as veil as in variation® of tempo or volume*

unexpected remark can cause great effect* In the story 

t3 the aagnlficent enumeration

of the nany different kinds of food prepared by the mother Is 

ended by saying that die had cooked the vast abundance In - a 

sixpenny pot, 5«he joke here is that this is the smallest of 

small pots, utterly unsuitable for family cooking* In a rather 

different v/ay f a sentence beginning with ::ar-;ang: ("behold*)* thus 

Introducing some fact as yet unknown to the characters, is often 

used to produce a reaction from the audience t as it often int­ 

errupts for a moment the consistent flow of th© narrative with 

some aside, similar changes in pitch, speed or volume to pro­ 

duce variety are treated else whore, but it is worth addinr; her© 

that other unexpected exaggerations too about events or objects 

in the stories are also appreciated - for exa~:>le the references 

to a "thousand boxes", the "hundred thousand people" killed by 

a witch, the vac;t number of golden ornament s f or even, In one 

story, to "on© million of noney" and a "millionaire", "England* 

or an "in^liahman 11 .seem 'to be in the .?a^-c catecory, represent inr:;~ i
some exaggeratedly far-away land suitable for a fantastic story, 

Variety is also produced by exaggeration or alteration in

l t This ia also evident In what is felt to be wild and effective
exaggeration In what I was to lei was a oonaon Limba saying If 

. you are angry with someone* "Get away froui hore, to anywhere 
you like - even if It is to England, I don't oare".



tempo or rhythm* The way in which changes of speed may 
be used for enphaais has already been mentioned In the sense 

of prclon&iag or pagfkiag over certain words such as han^t "for 

long", In a more elaborate way speed seems to b© used to sugg­ 

est excitement , aa when a succession of dramatic events is nar­ 

rated with great ©peed in a story about a slanderers "he was 

seized, he baa knocked down, he had his throat cut"

* wwndft.. Xo r̂t_4i^^1^..i^d.^^|iypJt or in a straight lict of

events or it ens which is sometimes Sfcun through v@j?y 

as in st l abuse people, I beat then:, I tie them up"

. a.,,lul:u bia}> At other times, a sentence is pronounced 

slowly and lingerin&ly to give better eacpres^ion to its nean- 

ing, ac in plirases like "he wept 11 - (wtipjlg.. bereng.) or the slow 

pathetic toneo in which Sara eoaplains that however of tan he 

goes to try to rind K§im asleep, he has never jet succeeded* 

ICfae sad openine of .iarigbang's fttory about the toad brin^ine 

death was spoken very elowlj and sorrowfully - *thetoad f ah.f 

the toad did not love u©B » An abrupt stop in mid-sentence 
is also sometimes used as a taost effect iv© tneans of violently 

atiressincs the foltowiag word and riveting the audience's atten­ 

tion on it, a», for instance, with "they ran away" (bind® ~ 

£JUUE&)« or "no ^M^f^- :iim ^o^a'1 (.n_ds*»jt pp^fiude nijig.) t where the 

violent emphasis t~ivea the implication that lie both hit hi® 

very hard and caused him sharp sudden pain, 'i'hio enphaats is 

conveyed both by the stress on the verb Itself, but even more



t*y the abrupt pause before it*

Changes between loud and ©oft are also earefully used 

for effect in both public sneaking and story-telling* A few 

sentences may be oractieally shouted* with ;;reat vehemence, then 

the voice suddenly dropped to little more than a whisper, flrat- 

dity, for example, ciay be expressed by a very cuiet tone, as 

when the narrator describes iaow the wife went and peeped in at 

her dead husband (ffine >aan .killed &r. a, bananiL) , or when the boy 

Btyo nervously replied almost inaudlbly to the monster's chall­ 

enge to disclose himself,

Bie atmosphere of a situation is also often vividly suit­ 

es ted by alterations in the speed or ton©* This can best be 

illustrated from part of one story, told by Karanke. At on© 

point in The t story of .Derenu, he gave a clear picture of the 

hero standing alone on the far bank of a wide river, with all 

his followers now on the other *Me, as he waited Isolated and 

in suspense for the fateful moment. fh© slow ouiet%ay in which 

this picture was drawn, as if with breath suspended, tftea sud­ 

denly gave way t,o the loud, rapid, violent narration of the 

struggle between hero and spirit when all was blood and tur­ 

moil, and Berelm had to draw knife after knife before at last 

conijuering. 'V'hen the story returned again to tie slow prolonged 

hushed suspense felt by those waiting on the bank, how they 

began to weep hopelessly - then their sudden breathless 

isation that Herenu was safe; the tense ruietness of the



deocription is violently broken by the loud and vigorous rep­ 

resentation of their noisy relief as "they began to dance now 

with joy". A oiiailar contract in speed and tone of narration 

was made ass ?;arazike went on to describe the sad anxiety of 

the mother as &e waited at borne» replaced first by her quick 

excitement and dbsreperous happiness when ahe heard that her 

son ins safe, was ooralnp- home, and then by the rejoicing and 

dancing and plcyinr* by all the villagers and the followers of 

Deremu. O&e vigour of mist dance and the eaecited description 

of the mother f s ecstatic Joy are then momentarily interrupted 

by the story-teller's sad reflexive interpolation which ia 

then Seen to underlie the nois*y rejoicing, ''behold she is to 

die* She the mother was very glad* Behold she is dying*., they 

came out to dance outside. His mother was rejoicing*  "

2*he use of direct., speech introduced by &a ha® already 

been mentioned* *Ehi3 is especially |K>pular ia the stories, and 

is a means by which the action can be advanced and presented 

through- a quick exchange of greetings or nuestion8 f fhe voice t 

character, and bearing of the protagonists can be dramatically 

represented, and effective use made of the common exclamations 

of surprise t shock or admiration - ggt e, £, jl^o, aw§> ye - 

whioa are often delivered with great vehemence and effect.

s& this simple device of merely prefacing the reaarti by 

, the action can be portrayed as a kind of drama rather than 

a siere afcpaigfcforward description, li'hue, for example, a



A character's feelings at some point in the Btory d& very 

aeldon conveyed by any direct statement about his inner 

experience, but by eoae exclamation put into his south* To

eurp&se, tlie story-teller says not "he felt puasled, 

confuaed etc", but give a aerely the aghast exclamation eei 

Similarly tac ^loi»jgmre of meeting after long separation is 

shown not by any description of feelings b<it by the direct 

exchanoe of greeting "Father'', "Qh% "greetings % Tea'4 (n§ 

paj>aaft. ona siaade.*. na n.g

twins) where th® narrator can convey by his delivery all th© 

draaia and excitement that is aiaoinj in the written version. 

iEhe thrill of surprise and Joy felt by the girl who had ref-

uaed all other aaitors when she saw at last her ideal huaband 

ah In ing in the distance is not expressed through any account; 

of her e&otionet but by the uncontrolled excitement oi the 

actual words she is portrayed as uttering , ecstatically 

calling her mother: "Mother mother mother mother s;iother! ^ne 

man I was talking about, the one I w-s tall-ins about, he has 

com© it ii> he will merr^ ~~e; I said before that the one to 

aarry ae niUij-t liave no i.3D:.iish; now he has corue, fee is the one I 

want, he has cone 0 (nig._<y& - &a y& na ya na ya na ya^ na wunde 

yanti dongt. vmnds yang dong, na wundc teng.f .aa _ ajle na ma <Ieng|_ 

yang te_pe nde Jja jiojaa _ na wo na_:ja_ .^g?kl, M. .^.JE®-.^* . Jy£D.imaj .na

1, Exceptions arc references to the heart (huthulcuma) * to fear t 
and to ret]oicin^(yetoko)   The latter however seems to refer 
primarily not to an inlte feeling of Joy but to its out­ 
ward manireafcatlon in dancing f sinking or greeting.



na thimo jranre_f na wuade tcng)(Siraand
monster). .Hone time a, as far example in S^rm. miser .arid _0ftrft 

scrounger% or The finch and the.eagle* atueh of the ,tory is 
presented through the conversation of the chief characters,r

so that their aims or successes or disappointments are drama­ 

tised through the content and ton© of that they say rather than 

described from the outside by the naanratov*

As already'mentioned, songs are commonly introduced into
1* 

the stories, to be taken up and repeated by the listeners*

Often the exact meaning of the words seems obscure even to 

the singers themselves v and even to b© without any real sense 

at all. i'hiis'is a characteristic of parts of aonga of all 

kinds. They often open with, or include» such wore or less 

meaningless sounds as o ye o* * ya._wo._ya% ye yo ndO;t wo^a t i^ro » 

awaio, often sung in rhythmic chorua by the audience, sreot- 

at or s or dancers. Even where the words do have a meaning,, this 

may be expressed in difficult or i bscure language* However
*

where they occur in ctorics, even where the precise meanlnc 

of 1he words i& difficult, the t^eceral purpose of the song is 

usually clear. In ghe ^.gtogy.^. an...orphan» for instance, the 

boy singa to hia dead mother; the point of hie song is clearly 

to bring her out froa her grave to help hin, and he sinpo and

1« Sons'* * ** Aoriea are norraally more conrion than would appear 
fron the texts I give, as peoxole rather tended to ofclt singing 
when dietatine;* However they do not occur in by any means 
all stories.



-s the song as ©he rinses gradually fron her gfevo in answer* 
In l^Iie jstory of wijffilicff» the wtffcehcc arc depicted aa replying 
with the chorus yq^jro, which la tb.cn taken ip by the audience, 
while the narrator, representing the woman F*a&al-:oto, ^i^s "in 
the nook, in tbe nook" (^ji^MpM .Jffi.HJtffi^fe»4 as she tell® 
the truth to the boy hiding in ti*e cotton tree watching the 
witches dancing and sinking, -& other stories, Tor example 
toa&md the i _jKiaiuea row! or Kfrnq I3qattcrg Me childy^ft the words 
of the song are more intelligible* though rather difficult, and 
have an e3q>liclt connection with the action at that point; each 
of the ^££*&llel eyisodeo ic marked by a parallel stausa. As 
remarked beforc t a story-teller's el:ill in o,mginc io an 
ential part of his art and one which is highly appreciated 
hie aud4*nce who both listen and take jrirt in the nusic.

noinetinies also quotations from cnaraoters in the -.tory 
are intoned oTaspeated in such aicsjr that they seen almost a 
type of sori£» '.Jiic sentence, for instance, saxoi^chanted by th® 
mother to soothe her fat!:;, erics a child "trash child hxio>i» your 
father was Icilled for a cplnach lea.f :! (I^fit ok.o..,00^ jffflt oj^o« 
fonda nd© koro, ba nfikereqfke^cy) calls to mind th© songs 
con::ionly used by Jlmbs. nothei^c to auuoe or lull their children. 
In the stor^- or .C4.ra..and tJMLJ^a^l^ff both €ara»s»ll to ilis 
dogs and their reply aa they co;.>.e bounOHn^ tg his re,,-cue are 
half-si-uag, and repeated -several tit^cc by teller and ii::t©ae3?o« 
These too, then, have the effect of decorating the narrative

enhancing its effect.



From this, as from other elements in the style and 

technique of delivery, it 1® clear how in^oaoible it is to 

convey in a written version the vivid and varied representation

of scene or atmosphere which can be evoked by the spoken

narration and enactment t particularly where the storyteller 

is skilled in this art. 'DKis illustrates mee -again the point
* ' *

continually stressed here, that any bar* grnopsl* of plot, or

any written translation, whether literal or paraphrased» Can 

never catch the flavour of the actual occasion when the story 

was performed with and to a group* icor would, plot or written 

tiord ever fully represent what, for a ItLniba, ia assumed to 

play zuch a larn;e part - the actual dramatic process or 

otory-tellins.

5A Style and JTortn *

1'he question of form or utruettire in Idaba stories cannot 

be wholly divorced either fr©« the nature of style and presen­ 

tation juct discussed, or fro» the aocou&t, iriven in the last 

chapter, of topics and, treatment in fr;t; stories* However cone 

nore direct discussion of oone of these point© her® stay help 

to illuainat® certain aspect £ ox form in "JUimba oral literature,

llie openings and conclusions of mo0t storieo ore worked by 

eertain fox^aulae or stock jphrases* Occasionally these are not 

used, but in ^ostjoawes the story Dce^is to be very clearly



presented as a unit with clear teclnninf and end narked by 

these conventional phrases*

0?he openings vary to some extent. Generally these do not 

in practice include the teller's name" or village, for the most 

common occasions of story-telling are to friends and contemp­ 

oraries | and the Limba, unlike some peoples , do not seem to 

have well-known story-tellers who would tour the country and 

thus wish to include their names for identification or prestige. 

The relative frequency of names in the texts I have recorded 

arose from the field situation where at first p&ople needed to 

explain their correct names to me, and this habit then persisted, 

specially when recording on tape f after it had in fact become

unnecessary. She inclusion of names however is not typical*
1* 

Very often there is no formal title » and the teller either

plunges directly into a sentence about one of the characters f 

or opens formally with the announcement that he is going to tell 

a story: "a story11 (mbtaro), or "a ctory for you" (mborp ... rbgj*§)« 

Sometimes there is a kind of title , though this in practice can 

be closely bound up with the following omtenee which begins the 

narrative proper, fhua* for example, a story may ipen

and we in the old days, we tdmbas had then no food" (Kanu inrt 

linff nde ming do Yumbenfi BJn^ ka aie inf muthon^); "a story of 

hunger - the spider and his wife and all his family.., 11 (mbqro 

ki ta koaatho* wosi ing yercrae nama nia& kohs narna foma); wa

fitles in the texts in Part III are my own.



Konkey and a chameleon they want travelling''

fri.ndc leal huthahine)* Such ruasi-titles are usually a refore-

rence to the two or three flu-.in characters of a ;:fcary, lost 

conrsonly in this case animals,

Very often tlie story opens diroctly with a sentence about 

one of the character s t usually the hero. i'Le may be specified 

o::ly by OO,:G general description such as "a man", "a Jiunter**, 

"a fcoman", without any more exact nane. Thus typical introd- 

uctiv,'i:;j to a ::tory are "co'ieone was once born 11 t wan aa kio ,n^e.) 

wa chief once had a child" (gbako ndc.. l:i^ .agev ftato ) , Ha hunter 

once came out" (bafjorygy na huni.te nde)% or w a, nan 'nee csfne out 

in the v/rold" (wa ^a. huB^^ide jcali&i)« -'.o r".etinaee this gsneral 

introduction of a chara^trr is followed by the proper nane, as 

in "so ;ae6njze once bore a child, 'ihat child wac called .Der0:".iu"

f; xqde hati. ^iato .. wobsj^a ads na d>>^a Derei3u)t or 

wtwins wore born; on© was Xcto v the eldest 5 one was i'eal j one 

L-useni*

JTemi i . ; /; on^ . IAI seni ) ̂  Occasionally the nsne of a character

is not introJUved until later in the- ctory, iu ^a:ren?;l-:c.;dn» but 

here either tLc- narac 03? the particular character do not seen 

to be of fcreat i^pftrtance.

In these introductory iormulatijns, the verb hari:;ts (or fun^e

"he ca;^t; out" is very co ^aonly used, and so :;e c-j^raeni on it

may be of interest, it is a frequent; ter^ in ii;nba, in vari­

ous forns. In prsxctice it can al^o be trauc-l;.. t;ed ac "wa,:. alive"



"lived% "existed in the wo»ldH . It also soe-as to have the 

implication of being "In view* or "in the ll f ;bt" (wane ba)% as 

distinct £ or ocasjple from those who are dead or unknown, Vari­ 

ous modifications or the jaae root (e.g* tiio causative ror.n::; 

fun^uiv;> funfTutxit "brine out% "make to corae cut") occur in 

many contexts f notably of the way in which Kaau is said to have 

f?iven or created certain objects and customs for the .Linba - 

"he caused rice to cose out for then:", **he hrourlit out chief ship" 

or "he made the Li ; ba people to come out"- Similarly Itanu 

"brought a man out Into the lir;ht% or Ma man came out into the 

world here", that i&, teas born, lived, beoccae known, was r-.ctive f 

perhaps became faiaous for so»*e skill like hunting* It ij in 

this sense that a character in a .rtory is introduced a.: "ccrsiac 

out".

ivl-e word that i have translated as Monce'1 in tl:eoc introd­ 

uctions is the Liraba n.de  Hde is conusonly uaed with a verb to 

specify tliat; an event took ^lace in the distant or fairly 

distant' pa^t. , in the stories it is ^uite -ften used juct once 

in the firat sentence to place the whole tale rimly in the 

paat where t-:ie events of stories tt.lon' , au.;d the subsequent 

nar-retiv^ -when often run® en without further specific at ion of 

time. However at tiie oufiset or a story nde seerna a,l:joat cfblig- 

atory and occurs in every r;i:-:Jd of opening formula ~ Man elephant 

once called togetlaor the animals "Cltam^a n^ thun."kunand© rtde 

), "there once lived a :aon called i'Vira" (wo na



&&&....ko ..dona, jjar_a)« or "a story:  rl.anu and we - in the old days 

(ndQ) we lived together with Kanu and tho annals..." (raboroi 

Kanu» .'Sin;; do nde ftathabanthe ing Kanu F-a sal a nine waasncL bo)«

 The closing phrases of a story are Jri eome ways usually more 

Normalised tnan the opening. In this *;torie,> a>sable set speeches 

where ixhe speaker also endo by complimentinc his listeners, and 

stciuir^;" that his word*? are finished in the oame way - "that is 

it f it i3 finished" (hmia ..lioho« ..l.pngtte) * A woman ;:iay aot condude 

with langtiia but formally clap£5 laste&d* In troory BO one 

should interrupt the speaker until he has uttered his conclud- 

inc wordi3 t though people often "reply" to hin, and r-.act to and 

prompt his remarks.

Often a verj brief phraae concludea the stoiv* M £he story 

is finished** Ciab pro ki pat i) % "it ia ended" (kj,a.fe- .:pati; wu^tf 

pati)» "that is it, it is ended" (huna t ^uii^ ttiaii^kj)^ ox% wo^t 

coix-.only, lonp:t&a(ng) which I have translated as rtit IG finished w .

r*o;L£-tiues a more elaborate sentence is used f referring either 

to the audience in general, to certain people b,y na;.;e f or to the 

generalised "yc-u H u®ed for pointiri^: a noral or ^..eneralisation* 

^"rerueatly the narrator ^ays* so^etliin:4 to tbe effect th;tt rdnce 

he liad heard the ;»tory f he wanted to tell it to the j^re^ert con- 

pany - was I t»d heard it, I had fco tell it to you. re is fi 

(ba ndo huag.. .lu,yg t ^oko a t.epe ̂ ina^ Lsaitrtlia); 'V .Liice I had heard 

the ctor./ about;;, that :U it| as I have fin.?.s <iej. it, it Is 

Xinislied CesiiG. yan^ y.ue nde.».«. 



httH£.A. lJ>^:tua;. or "that was why Lara ionc a;.;o (ade) (.'Cijned 

chief ship. Linco I haard that otory Tr.,m the old people, that
"* „ *'\*. - *. '. ..' • .

lone; ago ,.anu brou^-Iit out clwefchii>, I, Yenkeni, v;ell t I have

tolft you it. It ie finiohcd" (wun.a dam<B_£de. Gara, konK kutu .hn^

gbakine* Bsns yong yuye .lungka bebogo bo, ria^htinguts ncie iyanu
_-"'. -' — —-vJpj.Jlf' ' J'']r . ^ •-.-..Tf. .j._» iiini.in ^^ ,, , .1, ' «i>i -v nf-T.-ty-..^- —— —

hu jbrJtine, j.. sin^, Vonslreni, awa teg»,yina wung^ Longtha).————————————!_!,————^——————^ .^^1————————,, ^g^,—————..„ i.' ,—————Ji————i

The Ii3tener:;; too ere ^emetines thanked for hearlnpr the
_____ 

teller with prtience, or riving him support in their "replying"
t«- .. ^ ?' '•',-• ':' , . ._.  

by eonr cr v-ortf. tt "li-cc I heard that story, I told it. Kapoinr;-. 3 ,
poin.-'banr |t.':c fifend who La'? "replied" t., him\ , you .-ytiently 

^ -jTt * ' -* B;
heard me. . o.r:iio t~t ;:.Mn*";.tDr 'c brother (who is sittin there,

,. ^» 8 -*> ' '
by your grace tco I toll the story. I "told it bo Yenlceni. It

ft •'.'• * ,"I * 5»W

is finished b,.' ^0, it ir fl-J.d!:ied. M (iiisi^g ycji jnui nde

_/s.^ai o wo cl or.,; c i v;or, 7 ., mbor l:il- :->na , a te;

e ^jx thaagka y_uy&j jaa awa, thokc ,l>a l:a

In these star-dar- ieed v/a.yj tho .rtory ie vcri.-ally brought to 

an e^ylicit cndin;- and the c; cahir^,-: of the narrafctrr formally 

colluded. a ^p,
The 'rind;- of ./.fcr L, r ;:n with which :.;torieo er:d have been

discussed in ch-i^.?. (ocction 7;. Ttc.-.c incli'dc 3uch situations'J-' 
as j> ctur.' - inr '^o^e, vrinninj a v;ii'a or chit h,iiip, cotir.^, n,./... ••oi'j.cinc

cr# 
or than 1 in;-, ^ufc-'o.ing zrtothcr J-.u cui^uin-.., or- revenue, ihcoc are

ofte:^ accompanied (or ro;. 1' ecu) by a ;Gi'^.i, ge^er-alioia;.: co;;Jcr:t,
-ii'*

a^cri )tion of ori"in, or diio ;:na. .All th.. se are ielt t^ be natural 
way ~> for a ctory tu end, and the action i^; thua brou;..i>fc to a

ca^in and i'i ni conclusion.



Apart from these ways of marking the unity of a story 

by verbally standardised phrases or situations, stories 

also often exhibit an inner structure. This question 

connects closely with remarks I have already made in the 

last chapter about the topics and treatment in Limba stories. 

At times, it will be clear, the actual topic of the story 

provides its framework. Thus in the stories about Kami 

teaching the Limba how to cultivate rice (Kami gave food to 

the Limbas; The dog and the rice) the operations of the 

rice-farming year provide a firm structure to the action 

of the story, each new episode opening with a reference 

to the next phase of the year. Similarly in stories about 

a "company" of deceit and revenge the story often begins 

with an episode about the ill deed performed by one of two 

travelling companions or acquaintances resulting in the 

distress of the other; this is followed by another, similar 

episode in which the second pays back the first in much the 

same coin; and the story is then closed by some moral or 

comment about the dangers of trying to hurt a companion 

(for example The monkey and the potto; The monkey and the 

chameleon). In other stories the action falls within the 

framework of a series of cunning acts performed one after 

another as in, for example, Sara and the greedy chief or 

The spider and the leopard. Or each of several characters



will in turn do "hie part", then retire to make way for 

another to do hie; this is especially marked in stories 

about the various cooperative actions performed in turn 

by each of three twins (as, for example, in Three twins woo 

one girl. Three twins and an elephant), but it occurs also 

with animal characters in The girl taken by Kami. Rather 

similar series of actions in storias are also described in 

the framework of a character's successive efforts to win 

(or cheat) a wife, trying to get the better of someone in 

regard to food, travelling round from one place to another, 

or the successive efforts made by the competitors in a 

tale such as Contest in strength.

Sometimes, then, a series of successive and comparable 

actions, the framework within which the narration is 

presented, is imposed by the standarised topic of the story 

itself? form and content are here necessarily and closely 

intertwined. However even in cases where the theme of the 

story as a whole does not necessarily give rise to this 

framework, presentation in the form of a series of parallel 

episodes is still very marked. These may be on varying 

scales. The wider framework I have mentioned already is 

itself a series of parallel actions. So are the smaller 

scale repetitions by which, for example, the hero calls 

his dogs several times over (Sira and the monster) or the



episode within the story of 1 ubasi in which first the mother 

and then the father go to throw themselves into the fire and 

fail, finally to be followed "by a similar hut successful 

attempt "by the girl. In a general way, each story what­ 

ever its main topic, tends to move through a series of 

parallel actions which provide the main structure of the 

story. This is a typical feature of Linba folktales at 

every level, from the syntactical use of parallelism dis­ 

cussed in the preceding section to the wider framework of 

the presentation of the action as a whole.

This characteristic form in Limba stories has to some 

extent been made clear in the texts in Part III by my use 

of paragraphs which clarify the underlying structure in a 

way not always made explicit during the oral narration of 

the story. However there are also various characteristic 

ways in which new parallel episodes are introduced or 

linked on which it may be worth noting here.

The most clearly marked structural points in the stories 

are those indicated by the introduction of songs. In Sara 

and the guinea fowl, for example, each of the series of 

parallel episodes in which Sara progressively cuts up, 

prepares and eats the guinea fowl, is marked by basically 

the same song by the bird, with the chorus taken up by the 

group of listeners; when that is finished, the next move



in the story is then presented. Similarly in Kanu 

scatters his children on earth. Kanu singe a song to 

accompany his action as he takes each of the peoples on 

earth, and then the clans of the Limba, to be hurled in 

turn to their present dwellings. In a lesser way a half- 

chanted phrase can recur as part of a minor series of 

parallel actions within a complex story, as with the 

phrases interchanged betweer? Sira and the bumps as she 

gradually realises her husband's true nature in Sira and 

and the monster.

There are also standard verbal ways in which a new 

move is introduced. This is often a reference to time. 

The stories abound in phraseo like "the sun rose" (kang wo 

puthoi). "in the morning" (sangkala ba), "the night passed" 

(wung furu), "after some time" (wung nambe), and often the 

episodes in a single story are each introduced by an 

identical phrase throughout. Often these introductory 

phrases are to do with travel or movement - "he went on" 

(nde dangande), "he went" (wunte kai). "he got up" (wund* 

ngale). "he began to go" (wund^ thunun& ba saa). or serves 

to bring in a new character in the form, for example, of 

"the bush cow came... the leopard came... the chimpanzee 

came..." etc. (tati Be... thambile Be... pt/thi se...), 

the element of a series of successive actions of characters



being brought out both by the similar phrasing and, some­ 

times, by adding "also" (h^lmg) to the later moves. In 

a corresponding way the ends of episodes are often marked 

by someone's going away, returning, eating, going hungry, 

being formally thanked, or by some other phrase that keeps 

recurring throughout a given story. In all these detailed 

ways, then, the basic form of the story is made clear as it 

moves in the main through a series of parallel episodes.

Within this very common basic framework however there 

is great opportunity for the narrator to expand or compress. 

Stories can be longer or shorter according to the number of 

such parallel moves introduced by the teller. One person, 

for example, may be content to say merely "every animal came" 

without any further detail, another may recount what 

happened to two or three animals in turn, another still 

may bring in as many as six or seven. In, for example, 

The spider and the bearded cave the story could have been 

told by introducing just one or two animals to be killed 

by the spider before the final episode of the triumph of 

the antelope, or it could have gone through ten or twelve - 

yet the basic structure would have remained the same.

Besides the possibilities of expansion or otherwise, 

the basic form can be made more or less complex, more or 

less embroidered by the narrator. Apart from questions



of style, mimicry, etc, that have already been mentioned, 

there is what might be called a common fund of standard 

events, turns or runs which occur in many stories not, 

usually, as part of thqtoasic plot or form but as a potential 

elaboration of it. This includes such common elements as, 

for example, the trapping of an enemy up a tree by persuading 

him to go further and further to pick some leaf or fruit 

so that he is finally stuck at the very top; the series 

of increasing demands for payment by a group of musicians, 

proceeding through the list also common in other contexts, 

of a hen, rice, a goat, an ox, and a wife (or occasionally 

something even more), the articles increasing in value as 

the story proceeds; a girl running away from a man who 

may marry her if he can catch her; a travelling Fula 

tricked by the hero into being thrown into the river in 

his place; someone dying, then being revived by leaf- 

medicine; a character who helps some animal or spirit and 

then hides, too fearful to discover himself. Sometimes 

the standardised elaborations are of a much smaller scale: 

the blood on the floor after someone has been killed, or the 

flies buazing over it; the surprise when someone is 

apparently sleeping too long in the morning; someone 

sharpening a sword, the stock way of indicating a dangerous 

situation to come for the hero; or a character's being



marooned in the cane-grass, a place of barrenness or 

despair; the interchange of words and greetings. All 

these, and many other short events or turns occur and recur 

in different contexts in many of the stories, elaborating 

or embroidering the basic structure of the tale.

There are, then, various senses in which Limba stories 

have a clearly distinguishable form imposed by the action 

and the plot itself, by a succession of parallel episodes, 

or by pointing through certain stock openings or conclusions. 

This can be embellished or made more complex in various ways - 

by the choice of character and content, by the style of 

delivery, by expanding or contracting the course of the 

narrative, or, finally, by introducing one or several of 

the stock turns which, in various degrees, can be built 

into the basic outline of the story. The basic form may 

be similar in many stories or performances, yet the treat­ 

ment and content may be very different.

In this discussion of the structure and potentialities 

of Limba tales, I have been forced to write as if there was 

in some way the basic form or structure of any given tale 

which, once laid down and learnt, could then be improved 

or expanded. This of course would be to give a totally 

false impression. There is no one form of any Limba story 

that could be called the fixed or "correct" one, and even



if some tend to recur more often than others in roughly the 

same form (The pregnant voman and the bones would be one 

example of this), yet even there each performance is in a 

sense a unique composition by the narrator. There is a 

common fund of plots, stock openings and conclusions, 

actions and characters, but, as will appear more fully 

later, the exact nature of the story itself in each case 

depends on the individual occasion and individual narrator. 

Similarly, I have written as if there was a fixed structure 

which must "be imposed strictly on every Limba tale, from 

which there is no escape any more than a poet could write 

a sonnet of more than 14 lines. But, in the Limba case, 

the kind of form in which the action is presented in a 

series of parallel episodes, or opens and ends in certain 

ways, is a tendency which may be seen in many aspects of 

the stories rather than a fixed and definite rule which 

could be taken to apply in every case. It is a kind of 

form which a Limba who has grown up hearing many stories 

will, when he tells stories himself, tend to adopt as a 

natural way of presenting the actions he is portraying. 

Put there is not the kind of scientific necessity about it 

that could be expressed in the form of any fixed law or 

formula. This indeed will be immediately obvious to anyone 

who considers the complexities of the many stories given in 

Part III.



6. The genesis of Limba stories

Limba stories rcust be treated, it is evident, as 

involving two aspects - both literary composition or 

authorship, and also the actual performance and enactment 

of the story before an audience. These two aspects are 

not separate processes which could conceivably be carried 

on in isolation from each other, as could, by contrast, 

happen in the case of written as distinct from oral liter­ 

ature, but are two facets of one complete work of art - 

the story as actually presented on a particular occasion 

by an individual performer.

There remains the question of how far there can be 

individual variation, innovation or creation within the 

traditional framework of these two facets of the stories. 

This question has, in a sense, been confused by much of 

the writing that touches on the subject. Assumptions of 

"folk" or "common" authorship" tend to obscure the investi­ 

gation of individual narrator in non-literate societies
u>af

in favour of what was - or,thought to be - common to all 

the folktales. Similarly too easy ascription of crude 

psychological or sociological explanations for the content 

of oral literature means that questions about the scope of 

variation tend to have been neglected for what seems fixed



QT traditional. The analysis of texts in the abstract 

has further contributed to this neglect. F,ven the investi­ 

gations of the origins of particular stories, plots or 

motifs have in part been misleading owing to the apparent 

assumption of a fixed prototype or model of the "correct" 

or "original version", as if items of oral literature could 

be fixed and traced back in the way that is feasible in 

the case of a manuscript tradition in written literature. 

The discussion of the importance of style and delivery as 

an essential part of Limba stories should make it clear 

that this approach ignores certain aspects of the stories 

that are of real significance when they are treated as 

living art and not just an abstract frozen "text". Even 

apart from questions of the techniques of delivery, it 

will be clear from any study of the stories included here 

that there is no exact verbal correspondence even between 

different versions of "the same" story; the concept of 

word perfect verbal identity is not, in fact, one held by 

the Limba at all.

However, when I refer to the "genesis" of Limba stories,

1. This became very obvious when I was trying to trann- 
cribe from a tape-recording with their help. Their 
lack of interest (and ability) in giving theexact 
words they heard without expanding, abbreviating or 
paraphrasing was significant, however infuriating.



I am not intending to treat general questions about the 

origin of their content. It is quite clear that many 

of the stories I have recorded in Part III also occur in 

various forms in many other parts of West Africa and 

further afield. But how where or why they first came 

to the Limba is not a question I intend to raise here. 

All I am concerned with is to distinguish something of 

the way in which, given the present way of life, current 

interests and literary conventions of the limba, stories 

are in this context produced, changed and engendered, the 

contribution made by individual narrator within the 

traditional limits, and the way in which the Limba them­ 

selves view this process. This question will necessarily 

involve some repetition and recapitulation of points already 

made.

The area within which individual creation is possible 

is twofold, covering both style of delivery and content. 

Though it is impossible strictly to separate these two, 

it is clear that as far as the oral performance of a 

story goes each occasion is a unique artistic creation 

in the sense that the narrator enacts the tale, depicts 

the action with more, or less, characterisation, mimicry, 

exaggeration and effect through the use of tones, length, 

speed, singing or onomatopoea in order to make his narrative 

vivid, attractive and amusing to his audience. The means



at his disposal for producing these effects are traditional 

onces, laid down by convention or by the potentialities of 

the language itself. But the use a particular narrator 

makes of this on any given occasion is an individual one. 

The dramatising part taken by the teller and the answering 

participation by the audience are essential elements in 

the narration, and viewed from this angle each performance 

is an original and wholly individual creation.

A more complex but related aspect is thai'content, in 

which I also include questions of plot, theme, treatment, 

and the framework in which these are naturally expressed. 

a»s already pointed out there are certain literary con­ 

ventions about the kinds of topic that tend to occur in 

stories - those about, for example, wooing a wife, cunning, 

a "company 11 of revenge and so on - certain conclusions 

that are generally found pleasing, various stock characters 

(in particular some of the animal ones), and a kind of 

framework within w;iich these tend to be presented. This, 

then, is the background, the fund of common literary 

materials from which an individual story-teller creates 

his own story on a single occasion. He can choose one 

stock character rather than another, or invent one with 

an otherwise unknown name; he can include many or few 

episodes; he can embellish the basic structure with special



Retails that attract him or some extra episode that 

another teller might have avoided; he can choose to 

brins out one or another aspect of the narrative as a 

whole by his free choice of the kind of conclusion, whether a 

moral, explanation, comment or question, and by the exact 

forms in which, on each occasion, these are expressed. As 

will be clear from the texts I give, certain plots seem to 

recur in a rather more fixed form (as far as content is 

concerned) than do others. But in all of them, and 

perhaps particularly in the longer stories about people, 

the material seems to have some degree of fluidity, and 

the story to be not a fixed product which could be classed 

as a "Limba Folktale", but as the individual creation of a 

particular narrator on a particular occasion.

The way in which material, treatment and, even more, 

delivery may vary, can best be illustrated from discussing 

some individuals, stories and occasions in a little more

detail.

After one records several stories by one individual, 

their own idiosyncrasies of style, interest and emphasis 

begin to become apparent. The elder Bubu Dema, for 

example, always tended to tell stories in which the general­ 

ising or meditative element was paramount, being sometimes 

as long as the narration of the plot itself. He used to



stress in particular an image of Kanu that was a compound 

of fatherliness, understanding and resignation, and point 

out often, in general conversation as well as in many of 

his stories, that without Kanu a man can do nothing, 

without Kanu you cannot predict how things will turn out. 

His habit as an elder of speaking quietly and persuasively 

between people to reconcile them came out too in the stories 

as he ended up time after time with an emphasis on some 

moral or generalisation illustrated by the events of the 

story. By contrast, Fanka konteh, a younger man who had 

had more contact with Europeans but with no particular 

position of authority in his village, and less interest in 

moralising, seemed to lay more stress on the actual course 

of the plot; he enjoyed portraying exaggerated surprise, 

amusing episodes, mimicry of animals, the dramatic repres­ 

entation of eating, hunger, or beating, yet on the whole 

his tone throughout was rather quiet, consonant with his 

own personality. Suriba Konteh (or Nevertire) differed 

yet again. When he exaggerated the superlative force of 

some word or phrase (in particular his favorite "everything" - 

mb^ OOP mb^J this was done with immense force and effect; 

his narrations were the extreme of vivid and vigorous 

dramatisation, full of vehement surprise, elver character­ 

isation, and, at the end, passionate and committed



generaliea-tion or moralising. Niaka and Karanke Dema
J

have already been mentioned earlier in the chapter. Both 

tended to prefer longer stories and used the possibilities 

of expansion and embroidery, including, very often, singing 

or chanting. Niaka on the whole seems to have particularly 

enjoyed repetition, whether of episodes, sentences, or, as 

very often, of single words, as in his story of the "great 

great witch", and made much use of his favorite phrase "it 

is good" whenever he hesitated for the next word or sequence. 

Karanke, on the other hand, was in general rather more 

fluent, and his stories tend not so much to conclude with 

a long elucidatory comment tacked onto the end, as to 

contain the comment within the framework and emphasis of 

the story itself, giving an inpression, perhaps, of a more 

integrated unity than in the case of some other tellers.

IXich more could be said about individual characteristics; 

people varied, for example, in fluency, some hesitating for 

words and having to fill in with the stop-gap of "someone", 

"something" (wanini) or being inconsistent in detail in 

a way not surprising in oral composition. Others tended 

to stress particular aspects or topics - the element of 

paradox or reversal in a situation, the amusement connected 

with hunger and food, the didactic element, or the imitation 

of t' a animals portrayed. To assume, then, that the



performance and composition of stories could be treated as 

something so fixed and traditional that they are not 

significantly affected by the personality or originality 

of individuals would be to misunderstand the whole nature 

of Limba oral literature.

It would have been possible to have included many 

different "versions", each in a sense unique, of what 

could be regarded as the "same" Limba sete*ty; as far as the 

basic plot was concerned, though this is clearly a matter 

of degree with more, or less, similarities between many of 

the stories. The best commentary on the degrees of 

variation is the texts themselves. However a brief dis­ 

cussion of two stories in which the plot was very similar 

may helpio illustrate how far, even in this case, variations 

of details and emphasis occur between different narrations.

"The man killed for a spinach leaf" and "The man killed 

for a banana*1 are clearly, in one sense, merely detailed 

variants of one basic story. They were told to me by two 

story-tellers (Karanke Dema and Dauda Konteh) from adjacent 

chiefdoms in rather different dialects (Yaka and Biriwa). 

In the first version the girl consults only her mother about 

her plan to avenge her father; in the second she goes to 

the finch for advice through divination. In one her various



suitors are called by the names of actual chiefs in real 

chiefdome, in the other not. In the Banana version, she 

first prays to £anu to forgive her before killing her new 

husband, and after his death there follows the episode about 

the children peeping into the hut and treading on the blood, 

then the discovery by his senior wife, and the girl's ruse 

to trick one of the chief's followers who was pursuing her 

by her pretended advice about the best way to kill her. 

In the Spinach version, there is no mention of any prayer 

or of the children; instead, in a vivid piece of des­ 

cription, the chief's cousin is made to find him lying 

dead with the flies buzzing around him; when the chief's 

eldest son gallops after the girl, she beguiles him by her 

beauty into giving up his plan of revenge in order to 

marry her. Even the concluding remarks are different. 

In one, the story is used to give a justifying explanation 

for the fact that the women now have their own special 

women chiefs - a custom introduced into the Biriwa chiefdom 

to which the teller belonged not more than two years before: 

"if you should hear now that a woman has been made chief, 

well, that was through the girl, it was she began it". 

In the other version, the conclusion is not to do with the 

girl herself at all, but gives advice to a chief not to 

take violent action against someone who has committed only



a trifling offence: "even if you are a chief, don f t kill 

him for that".

Another similar example is of the two versions of the 

brief story about how death first came to mankind through 

the toad (The toad did not love us. and The toad and death). 

In the former case, the whole story was told with great 

sadness and without many of the usual effects of vivid 

dramatisation or mimicry. Sanggbang's interest seemed to 

be mainly fixed on the present tragic situation by which 

people are so continually dying, and the paradoxical reversal 

by which "the one who loved us then, well, when we meet 

him now, we kill him. We do not kill the toad. Well, 

Kanu looks at us for that". In Fanka's version, on the 

other hand, it was told with the main emphasis on the actual 

action of the story, the interchange of words between the 

characters, the way in which the toad put the medicine on 

his head, jumped, and spilt it. The interest seems to be 

concentrated much more on the animals concerned than in 

the previous story, and less stress was laid on Kami's 

intentions and the sad result of death for human beings, 

liven though the two stories are in one way so close, the 

tone and emphasis were noticeably different in the telling.



Many other instances could be given of the way in which 

"one" story continually appears in different guises, with 

varying concluding comments or different emphases, deter­ 

mined by the personality and interest of the individual 

narrator. These variations can also sometimes betraced 

to the particular circumstances of the occasion or the 

audience. At times a whole story may seem to be partly 

just an excuse to bring in some special moral appropriate 

to the occasion or on which the teller wishes to expatiate, 

so that the plot may then be kept to the minimum; or, 

alternatively, the speaker may wish to amuse or shock his 

audience and may, specially if rather young, lay great 

emphasis on some one funny episode without much thought 

for any moral or generalisation. Some apparently ridi­ 

culous conclusion may be drawn from a story just to pro­ 

voke laughter in some particular group of listeners. 

Thus, to give an example, in one version I heard of the 

common story about a chief's killing his own son after a 

forbidden knock at his door, this was told with riotous 

success to the group of which I was one, because instead 

of resting content with an expected moral at the end, that 

it is wrong, say, to be too fussy, the story teller made 

everyone laugh by adding with great rapidity and mock 

seriousness "and that is how the man got much money from



a dead body, and that is how the Europeans got their 

money". The next story, told by the same man, illus­ 

trates the same point. It had the common theme of a 

race. But the race of this story was not for the more 

usual rewards of Liraba tales, i.e. for honour or chief- 

ship, but "the first to reach England will live with the 

Queen"; the chameleon was depicted as the cleverest in 

this story, because he held onto the deer's tail as it 

ran all the way to "ngland, and so won the race, "and 

that is why the chameleon is now always in the village 

not the bush; and he lives with the Queen in England". 

These two occasions, then, illustrate well how a par­ 

ticular form may arise from a direct desire to exploit 

a special occasion (in this case the presence of a Luro- 

pean), or to amuse or tease a particular group of listeners. 

Such elaborations are admired as a manifestation of the 

teller's ability to exploit a particular situation, and 

would not be thought of as involving any "incorrect" 

rendering of some original tale.

J-'ach story, then, is expressed in the actual narration 

which to the Limba is so important and so has its genesis 

in a particular situation - the audience is such, the teller 

is such, and the occasion is such - so that in one sense one 

could say that each telling of a story, each rearrangement



or embellishing of the traditional themes, is itself the 

creation of a new story.

This is even more evident in the stories which have a 

modern setting or refer to the more recent innovations. 

It would be quite wrong to wish to exclude these from a 

collection of Limba stories as if they could be regarded 

as in some sense "foreign" or "unLimba". They are, after 

all, what Limba stories have presumably always been - 

expressions of traditional themes and styles, using details 

which are of current interest to teller and listener. 

In, for example, the story of The dog and the wheel, the 

whole flavour is most certainly Limba even though the plot 

is concerned with the invention and behaviour of lorries. 

As in many stories, it begins with Kami and the varied 

qualities of certain animals, then roes on to account for 

certain attributes of man, or of white man, with an amusing 

interpolation, to make the audience laugh, about his 

propensity to go bald on the top of his head. In yet 

another story about a race, (The dofi and the tortoisej 

the traditional theme is used to refer to a contemporary 

incident, and for this reason was received with extra 

interest bythe audience; in this tale a senior wife was, 

as all realised, analogically referring to her husband's



long and finally successful struggle for the chiefship,

through her parable about the two animals' race and the
>

songs they sing. The story of a millionaire is yet 

another example of what might seem a Hnew" story but is 

yet neither unLimba nor untypical. Certainly many of 

the actual things referred to in the story, like diamond, 

bank, cheque, millionaire, are ones which arise out of 

certain modern circumstances, and may not, in fact, have 

been directly familiar to the bulk of the audience, even 

though with the recent rush to the diamond-digging in the 

south many people have heard of such things. In addition 

to these references to the modern means of wealth, the 

story is set in England. This is mainly because England 

is a good far-away land in which to set a fantasy, partly 

also perhaps in compliment or response to my presence. 

But in spite of these elements, the basic manner of setting 

out the story with its parallel episodes, vivid dramatisation 

of the dialogue with its exaggerated replies, and the amueed 

and delighted reactions of the listeners - these are all 

characteristically Limba. So too is the constant theme 

which it contains, of the obstinacy of "our young girls 

now", a common complaint among older Limba people, 

represented in the story of the chief f s daughter's far­ 

fetched demand for six diamond combs before she would be
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married to her husband. ^rthermore in this story we 

can see the characteristic Limba desire not for mere 

money only, but also for rthonour" and people to come in 

greeting* In spite of certain elements in the content, 

then, this is clearly very much a Limba story and must be 

classed as such.

The way stories arise and are formed into a Limba 

framework may also occasionally be observed in the treat­ 

ment of biblical and other foreign stories which they may 

hear. Schoolboys returning home for a short visit, for 

example, may tell their friends some of the Christian 

stories in .Limba and these may or may not be taken up and 

remembered; in the remote village in which I stayed, 

for example, the young son of a sub-chief had told his 

friends the biblical creation story, which they recogniaed 

when I mentioned it later; it was, they said "very 

beautiful" but "rather hard to remember"; however my 

reference to it did immediately set off a train of thought 

which led directly to my being told another story about 

God "coming to earth in the old days" to help mankind 

(Kanu gives chief chip), a story clearly felt in some way 

analogous or complementary to the story they recalled 

hearing froa the schoolboy. Several of the other stories 

included here have plots which in some ways directly



recall certain biblical themes (e.g. The white and black 

brothers, and The jealous mothers), and may well have 

arisen from similar contacts though there is no means of 

ascertaining the date or details of this. In any case 

the way in which these are treated in a Limba context is 

all the more interesting if these stories were in fact 

originally prompted by Christian teaching. In the first 

story, for instance, It is typical of Limba story-telling 

that stress should be laid on the very common moral that 

yangfa (talking behind someone's back) may have far- 

reaching results, in this case affecting the whole destiny 

of white and of black men. In the second, there is the 

characteristic reference to quarrels which are likely to 

arise between co-wives over their children, and the direct 

reporting in a Limba way of the spirited argument between 

the two mothers in the presence of Kanu in his role as 

Limba arbitrating chief.

Sometimes a more deliberately Christian reference is 

used to create the desired effects of vividness or amuse­ 

ment in what may be, in some other ways, a traditionally 

Limba situation of the enactment of a story. In one 

version of Kanu and palm wine, for example, the teller 

described Sara'e final success in at last finding Kanu 

with the vivid little picture of how he came on Iianu asleep,



his eyes shut, sitting with the big Bible open on hie lap. 

On another occasion 1 witnessed, a pastor preaching in the 

Limba Church ir. Freetown gave a dramatic rendering of the 

story of Elizabeth and Zacharias to a spellbound congre­ 

gation who were reacting with interest and interpolations 

in a way not untypical of Limba audiences to story-telling. 

He first read the passage from Luke in both PJnglish and 

in Limba, then told the story in his own words; he was 

speaking in English accompanied by a simultaneous sentence 

by sentence translation into Limba by an interpreter who 

imitated his gestures, tone and expressions. He recounted 

how there was this poor man who had no child, alas, his 

wife still had no child (a standard tragic situation in 

Limba story and experience), how the wife prayed and prayed 

to God (Kami) to give her a child; when her husband went 

to the temple to see if it was his turn to sacrifice "the 

lots all lay down flat" (a common t^rm in Limba divination 

of the thrown halves of kola nuta), but because he doubted 

this answer he had received through divination, when he 

came out he was dumb. The people then all began to talk 

about him, saying he must be a bad man: Hhe has no 

children", *now he is dumb" "surely he is bad". But in 

the end hie wife got a child; so did Mary too because 

she trusted (ni lania) in God. Therefore, he concluded,



one ought to be kind to others and (again a typical Limba 

moral) not speak bad about them behind their backs. The 

whole occasion of this sermon strongly recalled that of 

any other Limba story-telling: the pastor used many 

gestures, shouting excitedly, then dropping his voice to 

be very low, quiet and moving as, for example, in the 

description of Elizabeth's final triumph in having a child, 

and Mary's awed question "how should this be? M ; the 

whole was portrayed with great effectiveness, stressing 

rather the drama of the narrative than any distinctively 

biblical moralising, and the listeners were clearly intent 

on the story.

Unfamiliar stories from other sources too may be 

taken up and repeated or changed by one of the hearers. 

The story of £anu and palm wine, for instance, was 

immediately retold with great vigour by an old man who 

had Just heard it for the first time from a fellow Limba. 

ind wh n on one occasion I related to several Limbas the 

Greek story of Perseus, this was, as soon as I had finished, 

at once enthusiastically retold by one of them in a much 

more Limba idiom, with full exploitation of motifs common 

in Limba stories - e.g. the child who was once born, the 

diviner's warning, the chief's fear for the peace of his 

chiefdom, the power of the dangerous monster or "spirit",



the fight, and the inclusion of a touch completely absent 

in my version but characteristic of the Limba delight in 

children: that when the chief went to kill his grandchild 

his heafrt was touched and he could not but have pity 

(ngkiningkini) because of the way the baby "made to smile 

up at him" (fg-thiteke - a word fondly used of the way a 

baby cannot smile properly (f£thi) in the way adults do 

but seems to try, and to succeed in a rudimentary way). 

What was therefore originally an unfamiliar plot became 

in the telling in many ways a truly Limba story.

In practice then one could almost say that in this 

sense too each story has its own genesis in the occasion 

on which it is told as well as in the participation of 

audience, actual performance, and manner in which the 

story-teller improvises, rearranges or expands the 

traditional* themes. Any one Limba story is not immutably 

fixed and the repertory is continually growing and changing 

as new episodes, situations or jokes are bound into the 

traditional material, topic, form and style.

The contribution made by individual story-teller and 

occasion is quite clearly recognised by the Limba. Afi 

already pointed out they stress the artistry of any 

particular performance rather than any "correctness" of



verbalisation, and they more often praise a ^>, tor for 

the verve or drama of his delivery than for the content 

of the story itself or his accurate memory of it. A 

thoughtful story-teller himself may occasionally say that 

he has been "thinking about" (simokD) a story for several 

daya while working or chasing birds in the fields before 

he attempts to tell it in the evening; or he may say 

that while he heard the story in the first place from 

"the old people" (beb^ro be;, he had himself "added a 

little" (thi wuyete) or, meaning the same thing, "I was 

taught by the dead and my own heart". Mase Kargbo said 

that she thought of her stories "in her heart" (ka

Nevertheless the Limba are at the same time quite 

clear that the basis of the stories is a traditional one. 

The i-ba word I have translated as "story" (mborp) may 

literally soar, "youcthing old", and the stories in general 

are sometimes said to come from "the dead" (fureni be) or 

even, ultimately, from .tlaau. If a Liraba is asked about 

the origin of any particular story he t.io&t commonly 

replies "I heard it from the old people". In this phrase 

"the old people" may be either those elders now living 

in the village who tell the stories to their children, 

or, more often, the beb>r:? be. who are, primarily, the



dead, "those who lived in the old days", "our ancestors". 

AS discussed in chapter 5, it is above all the dead who, 

to the i^imba, are the oldest and wisest, who know and 

love their children alive now Min the light", and who 

have taught the present generation everything. It is 

they who, in the last analysis, are regarded as responsible 

for the existence of stories, for they handed the£ down 

through their descendants who heard the stories directly 

from them, until finally they reached the present generation; 

and that is how an individual now may be able to hear and 

retell a story, and how one of the most common formulae 

for ending can be "since I heard it, I had to tell you 

that story". In addition to this, it is possible that 

the Limba also think of the dead as more directly res­ 

ponsible for story-telling in that they inspire in a 

man's heart the desire and ability to tell old stories, 

in much the same kind of way as they are thought to do 

in the arts of singing and drumming described earlier. 

I have never in fact heard so explicit an attribution of 

direct intervention by the dead in story-telling as in 

musical performance! but these spheres of artistic 

expression are felt to be in many ways related, and the 

telling of a story, like the singing of a song, is some­ 

times eaid to originate from the "heart 11 (huthukuma) which



to the idmba ia the seat of both memory and inspiration. 

It would never be said of a Limba narrator that he had 

"created*1 or "made" (leheni) a story in the sense that, 

say, a smith either makes or adjusts a tool. A story­ 

teller either "speaks" (gbongkaTi) or "brings out M (funaung) 

a story. He "causes it to come out H , in the sense in 

which a man may "come forth" from obscurity into the 

light or people or institutions are "brought out" by 

Kanu rather than created from nothing. Each time, then, 

that an individual thus "speaks" or "brings out*1 a story, 

an "old thing" (mboro). he is able to do so wby grace of 

the dead*1 (thoko ba ka fureni beJ or "by &race of the old 

people" (thak? ba fea bebop be).

The Liaba therefore recognise what we, in referring 

to the genesis of their stories, might call their dual 

nature: that there is both continual re-creation and 

improvisation, and that this takes place within the 

framework of traditional style and theme. For, at the 

same time as being strongly aware of the significance of 

individual performance and artistry in the current per­ 

formance of any story, the Limba quite definitely make 

the continual claim that their stories are old, and form 

a part of their traditional heritage, a heritage which 

they explicitly assert is an ancient one which should be



acknowledged as a manifestation of the great reverence 

one should have for all that is ancient and, above all, 

for the dead. This conjunction between the exhibition 

of what may be new and personal in the practice of story- 

telling with what may in fact be old and traditional an-?. 

is always claimed to be so, is expressed by their attribution 

of the stories on the one hand to the old people from whom 

they were first heard,on the other to the individual 

performer and composer who speakers them and thinks them 

out in his heart.

7. Conclusion

These chapters have formed only the introduction 

to the oral literature that follows in Part III, the 

stories that are constantly being produced, changed, 

enjoyed and experienced by tine? Limba. The stories 

included here are only a small sample of the innumerd) le 

tales that, within the context of the traditional settings, 

are all the time being told, performed and enacted using 

the experience of both new and old to entertain or en­ 

lighten the group of listeners. rn o regard the texts 

collected here as in any sense definitive or complete 

merely because theyb^ppen to have been recorded in writing
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over some months in the year 1961, would be to miss the 

fluidity and life of the actual practice of Limba liter­ 

ature as it really exists.

The setting in which this literature is composed and 

performed haa been discussed in these introductory chapters. 

The social background which gives meaning and point to the 

stories and from which the materials and effectiveness 

of the themes are drawn has been indicated briefly. 

There is no simple or crude one to one relationship 

between background and storyj the two can only be seen 

to interreact and give meaning each to the other.

Regarded as literature, and not merely some kind of
/

cause or result of social structure, the Limba stories 

can be seen to have their own literary conventions about 

the kinds of characters, topics, fonr and conclusions that 

are acceptable. In their concept of mfrorj, a term with a 

wide range of applications which all more or less connect 

with its central meaning, there seems to be suggested a 

view of literature that is rot unfamiliar to us - as a 

reflective comment on human life and action in terms in 

some way removed from reality. Besides this familiar 

characteristic, Limba literature, being oral, possesses 

the additional attribute of being dramatically presented 

"by the arrator in the very act of his simultaneous



composition and performance. Hence the importance to 

limba stories 01 the aspects of style and technique of 

delivery and the part tukt,,, by the au.lience to make up 

xU' whole situation of a dramatic story-telling.

It is within this setting of the social and physical 

background, and the set literary and dramatic conventions 

that the individual story-teller composes and performs 

with the help of those who hear and "reply" to him. '"he 

stress is on the importance of the traditional and age- 

old nature of the stories; but using these aspects each 

narrator produces on each occasion his new and individual 

creation.

Language and literature are topics worth study in 

themselves, and not merely as a crude tool by which the 

fieIdworker progresses to other, more material, studies. 

In Limba life the importance of speech and language is 

significant in many aspects of behaviour and outlook, and 

their public and everyday speaking has a very peculiarly 

close connection with their literature thatlt might not 

have had in the case of a written literature. The two 

can only be studied together. In their exercise of 

language in both speaking and in the more literary, 

oratorical or dramatic forms, the Limba meet together in

to pursue the joint and pleasing activity of formal



speaking in its various aspects, and also possess a 

conventional medium through which, in the traditional 

manner, individual speakers formulate and mediate their 

e; ;. ience in the font, of literature.
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