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Africans are a deep cultural people who stick religiously to their traditional custom and beliefs right from birth to even beyond death even if they sometimes defy logic. This book attempts to expose some of the customs, norms, beliefs and value systems that stand as the clay that moulds the people originating from the horned continent.

This work is copyright. Apart from what is permitted by the author and as per agreement and terms of operation by the publisher, reproduction, copying, scanning, storing in a retrieval system, recording and transmitting in any form by any means of whole or part of this book for any purpose without prior permission of the publisher is prohibited.
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Introduction
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It is so easy to take Africans out of their living areas as well as have them change their language and customs but be assured that their Africaness will always reveal its head because of the stubborn stickiness to them come what may. This sounds like what Oliver Mutukudzi in his song ‘ghetto boy’ when he sings, “...you can take me out of the ghetto and never take me back again, but you will never never take the ghetto out of me” and the same can be said about African traditional customs.

They give and receive with the right hand, clap hands in thanks, eat from the same plate, respect their elders sometimes even when they have outlived their dignity; but what are they made of?  

This may not be very easy to phantom if one is not fully exposed to what the customs are and how they affect the people who remain tethered to them even if they may have acquired an education which may suggest they should behave otherwise. Through extensive and in some instances intensive research I have come up with the roots of some of the customs and how they interface with other newly adopted customs and value systems.

Mind you, these customs are so vast that I admittedly can not cover them all in one book, so you will appreciate that it will need series to try and do justice to the coverage. Also, the research can not be synchronised into one perfect straight line owing to the variety of the custom differences by tribal differences, as a result, the research is bound to continue even after this publication  so that additions can be made by either this author of other interested and knowledgeable in any aspect. Learning does not end.

For the issue to be workable, the major headings have been chosen to work under although in some cases the topics will cross into other areas due to the porosity of the areas such that we can not really divide them with water tight boundaries. The headings chosen will be chieftainship, spirituality, relationships, marriage institution, work, song and dance or entertainment and healing and herbs. For other topics to make much sense when attacked, we will choose to begin with relationships.  
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Chapter 1


Totems
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It is believed that a father, an African ancestor, had numerous sons and, since he had seen it that each time people wanted to marry, they needed to invade the neighbouring tribes so that they could capture some young women and girls they would take as slaves so that they could marry.

Sometimes they would capture men also whom they would later use as workers herding their cattle, sheep and goats as well as work the fields for them. some of these would later work even as soldiers when there was aggression but onlt if they were very loyal. It is these that would aslo be allowed to marry the daughters of this group of people and produce offspring that was not very closely related to these people such that they would be the pool of women they could marry too.

However, these foreigners  would not be allowed to multiply to a level where they could end up threatening these people when it came to fighting.

It is in this light that the father decided to split his sons by giving them different totems so that they could intermarry at the same time knowing fully well that they were related by their blood. He called his sons and sent them out to hunt and bring to him any animal they will have caught.

“You should make sure that you bring different animals. If you see that one of you has caught an animal that resembles the one you have, it will be a first come first accepted criterion that I will use, so go.”

The sons went onto the bush and did some serious hunting. One brought an elaphant, one brought a lion, another a buffalo, another just went to the pastures and brought a cow, another a sheep and so on.

Some one could not catch any animals at all, so he brought groundnuts, another son brought a fish and the other son found that the animal he had caught  after a very hard struggle was similar to one that had been aready submitted by another son, so he decided to open the animal and took inly the heart of the animalo so that the father could not identify it as already submitted.

The father was not all that strict, so he accepted even the heart of an animal. He then called them all to gather in the courtyard so that he could implant their totems on their chests. He used a red hot arrow to place tatoos of their respective animals on their chests so that they would stand as their totems, meaning they would know who to marry and who not to marry. Noone would marry a person sharing the same totem.

He also told them that they had bought the totem with the animal they had given him, so it was no longer available to them as food anymore. If they ever ate that animal, they would have effectively eaten their totem and they would easily be identifiable by the decaying of all their teeth. That belief still widely stands. That is how the issue of totems began, so they say.

But as time went on, the inter-marriages went on so well and greatly multiplied the people to a stage where they realised that they could not continue to live together because the bagan to compete for pastures, faming land and other resources such that, although they had avoided wars by intermarriages, they bagan to experience several civil wars between the people of different totems, clans.

So, they began to migrate to far away places where they soon realised that they were on square one again; they were all closely related, sharing the same totems again. So, they developed some sub totems again so that they could intermarry again within the same totem.

This is stiull the case nowadays; people of the same totem are marrying one another on condition that they have different sub totems. As a result, the totems continue to mutate.

There are stories of people belonging to a particular totem that could have the audacity to change their totems over the time for a variety of reasons.

One man, having raped the daughter of his brother while his brither was out hunting, knew so well that there was going to be trouble when his brother returned, so, at night, he stole his cattle again and escaped with his family into a far away land. As he went, he would make sure that wherever he met people, he would tell them a completely wrong totem so that when the brother came in to track him, he would go around asking the people on the way if he had passed by.

By so doing, the true totem ot this brother changed there and then, meaning from now onwards, they could marry people of their true clan bacause they don’t share the same totem anymore. 

The popular totems that come to ming are lion, elephant, buffalo, pig, eland, entlope, monkey, cow, sheep, fish, fisheagle, snake, mouse, heart, groungnuts, leg, wildcat, zebra, crocodile... the list is endless.

It must also be noted that most of the totems cut across tribes Of all these totems, there are numerous  sub-totems under them and although they regard each other as loosely related, they can marry each other under the major totems if need be although it is not so common.  
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Chapter 2


Relationships
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We will focus more on the patriarchal type of societies in most of my references and explanation where the child in a marriage assumes the totem and surname of the father.

In this type of society, parents are the biological people who had sexual intercourse together to produce an offspring. They are called father and mother and their relationship is bound by the blood which they share between themselves.

This kind of relationship can not be terminated through disowning of the other like we often hear in other customs that a father or mother can deregister a child as having ended the relationship through anger especially if the child has disobeyed or rebelled against the parent.

The reason why one cannot terminate this kind of relationship is that a child is not regarded as just another personal possession like clothing. A chid is a possession belonging to the whole family and clan. By clan here I mean all the members of the extended family. You, the mother or father of the child, has very little bearing in the family and clan in the same manner as your child. You belong so you can be reprimanded, cautioned and punished accordingly but never disowned because of the spiritual attachment to everyone else.

Your individual good contribution is very highly valued yet when you go wayward, you are reprimanded. Consider a cow that chooses not to suckle its calf for some reason or the other, and expect to be understood by the farmer on the grounds that it’s its own calf, and it has all the rights over it. There is nothing like that. Both the cow and the calf belong to the farmer. The farmer can even choose to transfer the calf to another place to have it suckled by another lactating cow. Yes, that is how it is even with people in Africa. That child in conflict can be taken to be kept by another relative if his relationship with the parent becomes irreparable.

So, following that kind of relationship, there is absolutely no one who will stand and survive as a street kid. That is unAfrican.

In African traditional custom, all the brothers to your father are regarded as your fathers too. They aren’t uncles at all. They can do all that your real father is entitled to do except sleep with your mother except under special circumstances that will be explained under marriage.

The relationship that you have with your father has a blood link, so you re regarded as an extension to your father just like a branch of a tree is an extension of the stem or trunk. That’s how tight it is and it cannot be negotiated. This means all the other fathers to you your father’s brothers enjoy the same status. They are in what we can call the first group of fathers. They are all biological fathers to you and you owe them full allegiance. There are no two ways about it.

The second group of fathers who fall under the same category are all those sons of your grandfather’s brothers on your father’s side of course. They all share the same totem with you although you might not well trace their family tree properly, but it is the totem that carries the blood line. They are all your fathers when you need them.

There is another group of weaker fathers. These are the husbands to the mother’s sisters. We will call them third degree fathers.  Your respect to these is ordinary respect you would give to any adult relative, a thing that marks a good worthy African person worthy of respect also. There is a saying that goes ‘ a plate full of goodies goes where another is coming from meaning one good turn deserves another, so, if you respect others, they will respect you too. They have no blood link with you so their influence over you is not as powerful.

Step fathers also fall in the same category, unless they are related to you in some other way mentioned above under the more powerful fathers.

Fathers in law, the fourth group of fathers, are also addressed as father and are given due respect by their sons and daughters in law and the respect contains a certain measure of guilt in the case of a son in law as if the acquisition of his daughter’s hand in marriage was done against the mother and father’s will. The background to this guilt will be exposed when we look at marriage issues.

The other group of people whom we can address as father are all the people we feel are old enough to be our fathers regardless of our relationship with them or lack of it. We will call them fifth group of fathers. That’s African culture at its best, so the next time you meet an African and they call you by any relationship title of father, mother, uncle auntie, granny and so on, it’s not an issue of mistaken identity, it’s respect.

Then, if you are woman, child, bovine or goat can you be called by the title of father? Yes of course! How and why? We will look at that under spirituality. Also since we will explain them in fuller detail then, it can only be appropriate to classify them then.

Since I have taken so long trying to explain the groups of fathers, you will find that half of the explanation on the mother is already done because father is always with the mother. It is the mother who makes one a father and like wise, a father that makes one a mother.

A mother is a giver or an originator of life together with a father. If we take it up side down the statement is also true. 

The one who carries the womb is the mother. The first line of mothers is where we find the sisters to the actual mother. In the group consisting of all the daughters to your grandfather's brothers on the mother’s side. All these will share the same totem with your mother, in African tradition; they are all regarded and given the respect of being mothers.

Step mothers and mothers in law as well as all those women who are old enough to be your mother are called by the same title and given the same respect too.

Unlike fathers, we don’t have men, cattle, and other animals masquerading as mothers and winning the respect although girls can.

There is a very important point I have to mention about a mother which is a segregation issue here. A mother is not a relative of her child because they don’t share the same totem. They will say your mother is a stranger to you. This is deeply spiritual and the issue will be covered under spiritualism. 

Before we leave these parents, that is, father and mother, we need to mention their roles. The parents have a major role of child bearing which puts the actual biological parents on such a pedestal that no one else can pull them down. For a mother, it’s simple because people, midwives will witness the woman giving birth and testify, but as for a father, there is a possibility of a controversy. Only one person saw and felt it happen that this is the man who fathered the child and there after I gave no one else the chance. If it’s true that people are not perfect she is a person and decide to cheat, then we can have a wrong father, biologically that is. African tradition knows that and will still make its decisions in the best interest of the child. It will make sure that the man will still fend for the child and take the child as his own. It will say the magician is the woman and go on to say a sexual intruder has no child. That is the pillar upon which the patriarchal system is based on.

The second parental role covers the physical upkeep of the child in terms of securing and supplying all necessary provisions; Food, shelter clothing, protection from all sorts of threats to life and all forms of attack, social, emotional and spiritual.

The other role is that of education, the impartation of skills that will enable the child to survive in the known environment and the ability to further adopt and generate even more kills to survive and better oneself in new dynamic situations to come. 

You will need to spare me from the agony of having to go all the way back to explain grandmother and grandfather because those are just the mother and father of those that I have described as father and mother.

The reverse of the father and mother will come handy again in explaining son and daughter that means all then people I have identified as my fathers will in turn turn and see me as their son or daughter depending on my gender.

In the same way grandmothers and grandfathers will turn to look at me and find a grandson and grand daughter also depending on whether I am male or female.

The aunt, sister to your father is one of the most important relative in the home since she plays a very crucial role in the education of the young in terms of cultural awareness and direction. She can attack all the obscene and controversial issues. She has immense authority as a female father because of her totem yet she has he softness of a woman enabling her to meander and penetrate the tricky secretive areas of an issue. She is the best female friend of a male and female child when it comes to love issues. She is the adult person to confide in, a confidante, adviser and educator such that poor knowledge on sexual issues and competence in marriage can be directly traced back to having had a poor auntie especially on girls. That’s the auntie for you.

In the same plane as the auntie is the uncle, here we are referring to the brother of your mother. This is the person who plays with you regardless of gender. The relationship is of such a playful nature such that there is no issue too sacred for you to discuss with your uncle.

Sometimes we often find uncles abusing this position to be intimate with their nieces due to the loose nature of this relationship. In African tradition this is not at all odd because the uncles normally call their nieces as their wives while the nieces call their uncles as their husbands. It’s very acceptable to the extent that there is a common saying that a niece is a rod made of sweet cane   meaning when you are desperate for food or water you can turn to it, similarly if you are desperate for a wife and her for a husband, you can turn to each other. That’s normal and acceptable.

The major reason for the acceptability is that you don’t share the same totem with your uncle; as a result you can marry your uncle without any qualms at all only if you are both consenting adults.

As to a boy child, an uncle is the best friend in the whole world because unlike all other friends of your age and choice, this one is very experienced and has gone through the mill in terms of courtship and sexuality issues. He will teach you how to grow and take care of your genital organs, court young girls and sometimes he can even do it for you, how to use your organs effectively and how to find charms and herbs. All this, your father can not do since he will run the risk of telling you how he beds your mother, and now, that’s really unpalatable, yet for an uncle, you will refer to his wife as your own wife. 

It has however not been a great wonder to hear stories of wives of uncles having been caught teaching their young nephews how best to peel and enjoy the sweet forbidden fruit in the playful chasing and hustling drama. By the way  this type of auntie, the wife of the mother’s side uncle plays the same role as her husband, while the uncle who is husband to the father’s side auntie is treated just like a son in law and has very limited powers over his nephews. However he wields a lot of influence over his nieces who he regards as his potential future wives. He plays with them in a manner that can suggest and lead to romance, the chasing, touching and hustling is not prohibited by custom but by self. More of this will come under marriage.

It also follows that since the mother’s side uncle and father’s side aunt are so important, the nephew and niece reciprocate the services and importance rendered to them. A nephew or niece will have a very big say in the home of their uncle and aunt during any conflict and their powers are not curtailed at all. More of this will be discussed in depth under conflict resolution.

The grand parents’ roles will be mainly educative although they can also chip in to provide for the essentials for growth especially if and when the parents are lacking although they can still do it out of will and love.

The educative role of the parents normally comes through the playful attachment between grand parents and grand children where the grandparents celebrate the achievement they made in bringing up the parents of these children till they can now have their own offspring too. What greater success can outdo that?

The grand parents will now be off the pressure to achieve and this will manifest itself through their ability to tolerate the mistakes the grand children make and this tolerance is often taken to be spoiling and overprotection of them. The parents of the children will compare their tolerance with what used to be done to them during their growing years and fail to find their consistency.

As a result the bond between the grand parents and grand children will grow strong as the children in their nature love stories to boost their imagination  and content while the grand parents’ overflowing store of experience and content  needs some listening ears to tell and teach. The parents are not keen to listen since they want to test their own knowledge acquired though schooling and peers. This leaves the grand children perfect listeners and hence the affection grows.

The children themselves have a great duty to play in the family and society. Their main role is just their presence, signifying continuity of life. In this role, they are seen as clay that’s there to be moulded into pots that will replace the old pots as they break. This role is very primary and highly inclusive in nature because a baby is celebrated at birth before people can ascertain whether they will be sane or not, intelligent or less so, agile or not.

This, the most important role for the children is enough to make all children feel wanted regardless of their ability and disability. There is a saying that goes, keep all pumpkins because they all contain seeds. The value of the children in a family cascades to the mother, a person who came into this family to provide children, continuity and power. So after having born a child of children, a woman can, in the event when her husband orders her to leave, categorically say I will not go back, I will stay for my children. This makes sense because when she comes to the family, her sole reason for her presence is for the pleasure and choice of her husband, the link being love and wifehood, but if the link is no longer valid due to lost love, it leaves the new children’s link. She is mother to the children who belong by totem to this village and family. There is a blood relationship here no one can deny unless the children could divorce their mother which is not possible because it’s a blood connection.
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