
  Wisdom and Initiation in Gabon


  Wisdom and Initiation in Gabon


  A Philosophical Analysis of Fang Tales, Myths, and Legends


  By Bonaventure Mvé Ondo


  Translated by James F. Barnes


  LEXINGTON BOOKS


  Lanham · Boulder · New York · Toronto · Plymouth, UK


  Published by Lexington Books


  A wholly owned subsidiary of Rowman &Littlefield


  4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706


  www.rowman.com


  10 Thornbury Road, Plymouth PL6 7PP, United Kingdom


  Copyright © L'Harmattan, 2007


  5-7 rue de I'Ecole Polytechnique, 75005 Paris, France


  This edition has been translated and published under licence from Editions L'Harmattan


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Available


  978-0-7391-8144-7 (alk. cloth) -- 978-0-7391-8145-4 (electronic)


  [image: TM]The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


  Printed in the United States of America


  List of Figures


  
    
      	Figure 1. The Path to Truth

      	49
    

  


  List of Tables


  
    
      	Table 1. Tom Thumb and The Seven Sons: A Comparison

      	47
    


    
      	Table 2. Failure and Salvation

      	48
    

  


  List of Illustrations


  The Sun and the Moon, Illustration by Prosper Ekoré, courtesy of Mvé Ondo


  The Moon and the Rich Chief, Illustration by Prosper Ekoré, courtesy of Mvé Ondo


  The Sun and the Moon; The Chase, Illustration by Prosper Ekoré, courtesy of Mvé Ondo


  Evus and the Woman, Illustration by Prosper Ekoré, courtesy of Mvé Ondo


  The Old Woman and the Orphan Girl, Illustration by Prosper Ekoré, courtesy of Mvé Ondo


  Foreword


  Study Gabon long enough and you will come to appreciate the rich culture of the Fang. Picasso made their masks world-famous archetypes of the modernist art movement in Paris. French ethnologists introduced their wooden sculptures and totemic fetishes to museums, like the Musee des Arts Premiers. Musicologists have captured their songs in the audio-archives of the Musee de l’Homme. Folklorists translated their fables into French. And French psychiatrists today use one of their adopted ritual medicines, iboga, to treat schizophrenia. But it is their epic sagas, or “mvet,” that are considered by connoisseurs to be their greatest artistic expression, the poetical history of the Fang. The mvet are long, lyrical, epic poems that tell the story of the battles between mortals and immortals, and along the way show how the Fang migrated into Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea, and Gabon. They are unique sources of pre-history, anthropology, and literature, portraits painted with words that tell the story of the life of the Fang before they made contact with European traders in the nineteenth century.


  Before now, outsiders who do not speak Fang have been forced to read their fables, legends, myths and poetry in French translation. It is not without some excitement, therefore, that I have the honor of presenting, for the very first time, a book that provides anglophone audiences a readable English-language text that provides a framework to read this literature intelligently. This book is a splendid introduction to a world of words whose meanings are contextual, giving them power and mystery, but making interpretation difficult for outsiders. What was always needed was a scholarly handbook by a Fang guide to explain the context and meaning of those words. This is exactly what you are now holding in your hands.


  For ethnologists, pre-historians, or anyone curious about the folklore of the Fang, few other sources can inform us quite so well as these oral myths and legends. In some cases they are our only sources. For political scientists, diplomats, and those who find themselves in business with the Fang, these stories are useful tools in understanding the power structures and values of their interlocutors. Behavior is shaped by ideas, values, beliefs, customs, mores, norms and opinions; and culture is the key to commerce. For scholars of comparative literature, mythology, and magic, this book provides a glimpse into a lost world of Iron Age cultures of tropical Africa: their Iliad and Odyssey, their Mahabharata and Ramayana, their Epic of Gilgamesh and Icelandic Sagas. For artists, writers and other intellectuals exploring African mythology for useful themes and subjects, this book provides them with a philosophy, or a “way of reading.”


  For those who do not know the translator, James F. Barnes is a political scientist, and one of the world’s leading experts on Gabon. His Gabon: Beyond the Colonial Legacy (1992) was an instant classic, and his Culture, Ecology, and Politics in Gabon’s Rainforest (2003), co-edited with Michael Reed, brought together much of the best recent scientific research on the country. He has traveled to Gabon and conducted field research, and is widely published on its current affairs, collectively narrating political history and diplomatically explaining the particularities of its neopatrimonial regime. He is someone who knows how to collaborate in scholarship, and his translation is concrete evidence of what Stephan Zweig said in his memoires De Welt Von Gestern (1942) about translating the works of others: “If today I were to counsel a young writer who is still unsure of his way, I would try to persuade him first to adapt or translate a sizable work. In all sacrificing service there is more assurance than in his own creation; and nothing that one has ever done with devotion is done in vain” (translator, Harry Zorn).


  For those who do not know the author, Bonaventure Mvé Ondo, it is probably because, despite the fact that he has been publishing articles and books about the Fang people for more than twenty years, nearly all of his works are in French, and with French and African publishers and journals. For example, his early work on the initiation ritual of “Le Bwiti Fang" was published in M’Bolo (1984), so it is unlikely you ever heard of it. His L’Owani et le songa: deux jeux de calculs africains (1990), and Sagesse et initiation ά travers les contes, mythes et tegendes Fang (1991), were published in Libreville, in French. So you did not see them in your local library, and will never see them in your local bookstore. Although I have had access to francophone writings, because I live in Paris and can buy his books, I still recognize his work as being confined in a post-colonial prison of language.


  There was no written Gabonese literature before the arrival of the Europeans. There was a spoken literature, transmitted orally from generation to generation: proverbs, riddles, recitations and tales. Such writing is normally the subject of anthropologists and folklorists, not literature. Modern Gabonese literature has received a more respectable literary treatment than the oral tradition. This first English-language edition of Mvé Ondo’s Wisdom and Initiation promises to become a classic. Not only because it provides a tool for understanding the rich and complex narratives of the Fang people, but also because it provides a chance to see these stories as “literature,” with all of the philosophical implications of that word. Out of 135 texts cited under “Literature” in the Historical Dictionary of Gabon (2nd edition), only eight are English, and only one of these concerns Fang folklore. There is a need to translate more of these works. Until that happens, I invite the reader to enjoy this truly unique journey through the magical world of Fang tales, myths, and legends.


  Douglas A. Yates


  American University, Paris


  Prologue


  In Sagesse et Initiation, à travers les contes, mythes et légendes fang, Bona-venture Mvé Ondo explores the mysterious and magical world of the Fang.1 Patiently and forcefully, he explains how generations of Fang have maintained a distinctive identity despite formidable challenges to both their socio-political structures and their cultural and spiritual traditions from the implantation of French colonial structures and the introduction of Christianity by French Catholic and English and American Protestant missionaries in the nineteenth century. His central thesis is that the Fang narratives presented in this volume contain philosophical and metaphysical truths that are as valuable, if not more so, than the detached, impersonal nature of Western philosophical formulations. His critique of Western philosophy is a provocative dimension of his argument for the validity of a set of ethical and moral guidelines expressed as Wisdom and Initiation. Readers should also take particular note of numerous references to Bwiti Fang, an important Fang adaptation to Christian, especially Catholic, challenges to traditional Fang spirituality. A syncretic religion, it represents the extraordinary Fang capacity to adapt and survive. On the Bwiti phenomenon, James W. Fernandez’ monumental study, Bwiti: An Ethnography of the Religious Imagination in Africa is required reading.2


  It is in this context of change and conflict, Mvé Ondo argues, that masculine and feminine initiation rituals are validated and transmitted from generation to generation by tales, myths and legends that sustain a distinctive Fang identity. Mvé Ondo insists that for those Fang drawn to an irrational, wasteful existence by the seductive attractions of contemporary materialism, Initiation leads to the elevation of the imperative “to be” over the appetite “to have.”


  Mvé Ondo is one of a number of authors who have drawn our attention to the Fang phenomenon in the diverse physical and cultural environment of equatorial Africa. From the first Western encounters with migrating Fang clans in what is now Cameroon and northern Gabon in the early nineteenth century, a number of observers have chronicled the Fang story.


  At this point, I would like to provide a brief introduction to the Fang for those readers who may be unfamiliar with them and their extraordinary pilgrimage from their central African homelands to their dramatic arrival in Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea and Gabon by the mid-nineteenth century.


  Kairn Klieman is the author of a very persuasive hypothesis about the origin of Gabon’s ethnic populations and their evolution and maturation as discreet identities and the development of distinctive languages within an ethno-linguistic context that spans centuries of African history.3 The Fang are one of hundreds of ethnic populations that differentiated themselves within the generic Bantu identity of vast numbers of inhabitants of the enormous African heartland south of the Sahara. Klieman’s research suggests that a distinctive Fang identity and language were forged during an extended era of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years. The Fang, divided into a number of sub-groups, Betsi, Make, Bulu, among others, migrated toward areas of the present-day Congo Republic (Brazzaville) and Cameroon. The final dramatic movement of thousands of Fang into Gabon occurred in the early years of the nineteenth century.


  Klieman writes that “The process of language formation is best explained through analogy with the process of mitotic cell division: a ‘mother’ cell splits to form two ‘daughter’ cells, each carrying traits common to the ‘mother.’”4 Thus, the contemporary Fang language, to apply Klieman’s analogy, is the “daughter” of the division of proto-Tango-Bornwall languages nearly two thousand years ago. Klieman also notes that the Fang were excellent hunter-gatherers and masters of the tropical forest environment that defines the topography of this portion of the continent. Readers will note the extraordinary metaphysical significance of “the forest” in the narratives Mvé Ondo presents in this study.


  There are, predictably, significant gaps in the history of the Fang. Oral histories have been lost or distorted and the migratory patterns of groups of Fang hardly facilitated an accurate accounting of their history from the perspective of time and space. The European record suggests that the first Fang arrived in Gabon in the early 1800s. The first sightings of Fang are attributed to the English missionary T. Edward Bowditch in 1819. Prior to these initial encounters, very little is known about the Fang. Essentially, they became part of “history” when they entered the contact zone between Africans, Europeans, and Americans in the Gabonese highlands.5


  In accounts of their initial contacts with the Fang, those who encountered them invariably remarked on their striking physical appearance and their intelligence. The American missionary William Walker noted, “More perfect specimens of masculine vigor I have never seen and competitors at the Olympic games might have envied such bones and muscles so perfectly developed,”6 and the Franco-American explorer Paul du Chaillu described the fierceness of the Fang as they overwhelmed earlier arrivals to Gabon on their trek to the coast. Du Chaillu noted that they were “intelligent, with highly developed commercial instincts, having none of the vices of the coastal tribes.”7 Du Chaillu’s reference to the “coastal tribes” is to a number of earlier arrivals in the coastal regions, including a number of Myéné speaking groups that the Fang sought to displace as the primary interlocutors with the European and American newcomers. This competition was particularly fierce as different groups vied for the valued intermediary role in the lucrative exchange of goods in the rapidly developing coastal centers. With respect to any curiosity about Fang participation in the slave trade, Christopher Chamberlain writes: “As for the Fang, they were universally acknowledged not to be domestic slave users, but they indeed did sell war captives, criminals and debtors to slave traders. On balance, the slave trade should be eliminated entirely from an effort to explain the timing of the Fang Betsi migration to the Estuary.”8


  After an extensive review of the oral and written record, Chamberlain presents a more nuanced view of the historic migration of Fang into central Gabon. He concludes that they arrived in Gabon in two distinctive waves of migration. Chamberlain based his conclusions on oral history accounts of their treks from well-known interior landmarks to the coast. By “triangulating” various points of origin and common destinations, Chamberlain states that “the Fang migrants came from two different points of departure—one from the Woleu N’Tem headwaters region and the other from the east side of the Monts de Cristal escarpment.”9 While a reasonable basis exists for knowing, in the most general terms, where the Fang came from and when, the reasons for their migration(s) are less clear. Chamberlain suggests three broad explanations: 1) Fang legend that prophesied a fateful encounter with the whites, 2) a persistent Fang assertion of a natural affinity with the whites, and 3) rumors of coastal Gabon as an “African Eldorado,” and a desire to establish trade and commerce with residents of the coastal plains.10 Correspondingly, in a somewhat bizarre version of history and genealogy, Christopher Gray recounts the unusual story of contemporary Gabonese who claim an ancestral kinship relationship to the ancient Gauls.11


  Chamberlain’s crucial third point is supported by François Ngolet’s analysis of population change in the Gabon Estuary region; Ngolet advances the argument that the Fang migration toward the Atlantic coastal regions was energized by rumors of wealth associated with the arrival of Europeans in the present-day countries of Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea and Gabon.12


  The aggressive Fang appeared to be an irresistible force of nature. By the early twentieth century, they constituted a plurality of the Gabonese population, largely concentrated in the agriculturally prosperous Woleu N’Tem region in the north of the country and the capital city, Libreville, in the Estuary region. Within a relatively short time, Fang dominance became the reality of Gabonese politics: Leon Mba, an Estuary Fang, was the leader of Gabon’s most important political party, le Parti démocratique gabonais, while his primary opponent, Jean Hilaire Aubame, from the conservative and Catholic agricultural Fang community in northern Gabon, was the leader of the major opposition party, I’Union democratique et sociale gabonaise.


  Mba was a particularly controversial personality. Imprisoned by the French colonial administration in the 1930s for his involvement with Bwiti, then considered sacrilegious and subversive, Mba was an “evolved” Fang, i.e., one who crossed the boundaries of traditional Fang society into the exotic world of the French.


  Fang political fortunes soon fell on hard times. In 1960, following independence from France, Mba was elected Gabon’s first president and Aubame remained his primary competitor as leader of the UDSG. In 1964, an abrupt change occurred; a contingent of young Gabonese Army officers staged a coup d’etat that removed the paternalistic Mba from power. Within twenty-four hours, the French government dispatched troops from Dakar and Brazzaville and Mba’s government was reinstated. The decision to return Mba to power was based, according to Jacques Foccart, President deGaulle’s “man in Africa,” on his friendship with de Gaulle and his close ties to France following independence. Aubame was arrested and imprisoned for his alledged involvement in the
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