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IHTBQDUCTICIi 

Xt is a well known faet that continuous reference Is 

i&ade to pastoral needs of our tteesj new elements ant harmo­

niously Incorporated to meet present needs, dead liturgical 

formulae are &r*n new life. In preparation for similar re­

forms, preliminary studies have been made in various inter* 

national congresses of liturgy, To mention but a few, let 

us rsaember international congresses held at Maria-Leach in 

1951> at St. OdiXieaberg in 1952, at Lugano in 1953, at 

Lowen in 1954, at Asslsl in 1956, and the Hiaegues-Uden in­

ternational week of studies in 1959* 

Without prejudice or miscalculation to preceding 

congresses, we nay say that the Nlm&gues-Uden congress la 

one of the memorable congresses of great importance in the 

history of the liturgical movement. Dedicated almost en­

tirely to catholic Missions, the theme of this international 

week of studies organised by the Liturgical Institute of 

Treves was ^Missions and Liturgy". 

At this congress adaptation of the liturgy was die-

sttsaad at length m4 given special consideration. The .indi­

rect cause of the emphasis on liturgical problems was the 

ccsi&on desire of finding and discovering means of obtaining 

true, profound and permanent fruits of evangelisation in the 

missions. In general* participants thou^it that a certain 

renewal of liturgy was the solution. Sorae of the delegates 
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thought that a certain adaptation of religious r i tes , cere* 

saalas sad cnstoMS of the people in the missions would 

strengthen Christianity among neo-ohrlstians. Among lectur­

ers who supported adaptation of local customs we may Mention 

Fr. Xsjyte*^ Fr. Buhlmaruv seconded hia*2 > loth paid special 

attention to needs and soosibilities of such an adaptation 

la African Missions. Mgr. J. Van Cauwelaert did not only 

support adaptation, bat also suggested a few examples from 

Ideal Custoac of his vicariate of Inongo, Africa.^ 

Their latention, as.Fr* Bivarkar eaid, wn*eteit e*£~ 

densest pas de s»aventurer dans des nouveaut£s on de iacher 

lea rfiaes a un aele reformists effr£&£. l i s as son&eaient 

pas A assieger Eoae .da deoandes, ai tssSmm'k voter des resolu­

tions*.^ 8n the contrary» their aim was to, discover practi­

cal means of .having understood and practiced liturgical -

services, their stadias led them to conclude that adapta­

tion of local religious values, such as arts, observances of 

1 B. Luykx, 0.?ra*«., wL*adm$ffcafci©a d« la lltisrgle 
en pays deadsaloniiw^J* Wi*y^pVWMnA** rmm**>' lb-
bays de Saint-Andre, I960, p, 66-77. 

2 W. Suhlaann, O.F.M.Gap,, "Ur&enees Afrlcaines", 
iMJki J»«~9CMH* 

3 JbprfJ* Vaw Oawfelaertf "CotttaBiea locales et 11-
IV| i9% ibid., p. 171* 

4 F. Biwkar, S.J., wLa premier© semaine interna­
tional* d'etudes de^tturf.is m£&&$Jwmt»** t' ibid. . &• 9*10. 
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sjid ĉ uraiion&ss wsjrs osssjejtlal alesaents of 

Christianity In their respective raiasiona. 

This spirit of adapting local values i s found not 

only in i^iarnational congressos hold in Europe but in 

as i*nXl» Catholic missionarias in Bnautoland 

speaking about adaptation of local African 

religious arte ouch as ssttsio, painting and ^architecture. 

Uter on, perhaps, this proble* will extend to liturgical 

, choice and, above a l l , for knowledge of 

rites and custoas. Seligious values as well as -

information sight raak* adaptation on easy 

should be wall discerned and kept, while superstitious 

left aside w corrected* mils i s what Mgr. .Tan 

&«» IMP said that adaptation needs *mm 

blen delalrds non asule&ent das eoutucios et des 

lo realise a worthwhile, perosnent and wmtol-
of Africans, therefore, thair 

iln ,iiniww'i"'li.itri.i 

cjt Uturgi©*', 
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authentic religious valuer in thon&olyeu and in relation to 

their daily context, that is, in relation t~ their African 

civilisation, have to be studied. In other worda, enlijit-

onod knowledgo and infonaation are necessary. Urged 1/ 

these reasons, I thought that it would be useful to taake a 

study of religious values, practices, traditions s&d rites 

of the ancient Basetho. 

£lnco in the present ecencasy of salvation our saac-

tification is realised fully in a conscious and human co-op­

eration of uan with God's graao by which ..e saves us through 

Jesus Christ, the Church and the aaerauonts: alncc this cy-

operation is also Manifested by liturgical celebrationis and 

the recaption of sacraeaontr> which aiay not produce their full 

psychological resonance in &an unless cultural '"archetypes", 

conceptions, local language, customs and institutions are 

assuufed and Ghrlstianised, 1 Interna to liiait this study to 

religious symbols of Sasotho. Indeed, symbols play an im­

portant role in litureieal services and in the psychological 

functions of nan. 

Our intention, therefore, is not to suggest adapta­

tion. It is to look for religious symbols of pagan Basotho. 

We would like to know whether such syzabolo axis ted. We 

would like to know their nature and values. 

Accordingly, this research has three points to deal 

with* Those points ure the existence, nature and vaiuea ui* 
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religious symbols of Basotho. In the first chapter we shall 

attempt to defino sytabols. We shall study them in relation 

to signs and images. In the second chapter wc shall study 

myths on account of their importance in primitive religions. 

Before studying religious symbols of pagan i3asotho it is 

necessary to know the kind of religion they had. As a re­

sult, in the third chapter we shall study their notion of 

the divinity which will -.iatenaine their religion. In tho 

fourth and fifth chapters we shall study conusor, and special 

rites of pagan Basotho. It la in thaae rites and ceremonies 

that we shall find religious symbols. 

Having discovered religious symbols in their reli­

gious functions and context, wo shall attempt to explain 

their synbolisui and value. *v« shall study religious symbol­

ism and the religious reactions which j*ag«» Basotho li&d to­

wards those synbols, that 1$ to say, thoir cuitsciousnoaJH of 

the sacred and holy. Finally, we shall attempt to find out 

their authentic religious values which can be of any us» in 

Catholic rites. In this part, we shall use notions and dis­

coveries of ethnologists and masters in history of religions. 

Although sociology, psychology, history and comparative study 

of religious forms have at one tirae modified or complicated 

tne problea of religious inquiry, rtiaso disciplines have al­

so definitely increased the range of observation likely to 

throw light upon religious problems today. That is why we 
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shall use then aa auxiliary sciences, without forgetting the 

formal aspect of our research — the religious character of 

the symbols of the pagan T-asotho. 

In this diaeertation the term Hprimitive" does not 

mean "savage* nor "barbarian" because these terns, at least 

in English, connote moral characteristics which are not 

found ajBong al l the so-called primitives. We shall use 

these terms "prinitlvc", "archaic" And "ancient" synonymous­

ly. They neaa pre-llterate, non-litorate, the earliest 

state of human history, the f irst period of the growth of a 

given people, culture or civilisation. 

The word "pagan" i s not used to &ean "areligious" or 

absence of any form of religion. In this paper i t i s used 

to zaosn non-Qhrlstian and natural religion. 

The tern ^religion* needs sosie explanation because 

of a possible eonfttaion which nay be found whan dealing with 

priaitlve religions in which moot of the tine religion and 

aagic are overlapping. In general, religion i s an attitude 

of nan towards a certain power or towards an object thought 

to have some force. Man, however, stay have tvro major at t i ­

tudes towards the super-hunan world: the attitude of persua­

sion, petition or propitiation, and the attitude of coercion, 

contraint or compulsion. According to : r. Cooper, the tern 

"religion" denotes "those activities that are characterised 

by a persuasive or propitiatory attitude towards the 
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supernatural world", and the tern "nagic" denotes "those ac­

tivities that are characterised by a coercisive or compul­

sive attitude towards the supernatural world," These dis­

tinctions are important because among primitivea, magic and 

religion are sometimes mixed. Both of them have intellectu­

al, emotional and volitional elements. Their difference is 

In their volitional elements. In nagic, things are believed 

to happen automatically. People believe that some actions 

or gestures are followed necessarily by some effects. Reli­

gion is also distinguished from magic by the powers to which 

people direct their attitude of persuasion. As Fr. Cooper 

said, "If forces are Impersonal and our attitude is raore co­

ercive than persuasive then we are in the province of single. 

If, however, these forces are personal beings and the atti­

tude towards them is more persuasive than coercive then we 

are in the province of religion,"? In this dissertation, 

therefore, the term "religion'1 is used to moan an attitude 

of persuasion, propitiation, petition and prayer towards su­

pernatural powers. It Is important to remember that the 

feeling of dependanco on some power or object Is sufficient 

to have the minimum of religious attitude. This dependence 

6 Mgr J.M. Cooper, "Primitive Religion", in The 
^ff?ifWI7 Acapnia, vol. XX, no. 5, June 1944, p. 9. 

7 I t e , "MfSic and Science", In Thought, vol. X, 
no. 3» December 1935* p. f357i-35#« 
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is the basis of the attitude of persuasion. As a result, 

the element of persuasion suffices to have religion and re­

ligious attitudes. 

Briefly, our dissertation is on the religious sym­

bols of the pagan Basotho. We shall study their existence, 

nature and values, and especially their possibility of being 

adapted in Catholic liturgy. 



CHAPTER I 

JYI-' >CJ, 

Signs are among the most useful wonders of creation. 

Our daily life, indeed, is full of them. Our languages are 

but sums of signs. A flag, a smile, a red light at the cor­

ner of a street, numerous liturgical gestures and our sacra­

ments are signs. Without them our life, profane or reli­

gious, individual or social, would be dull, empty, meaning­

less and, perhaps, impossible, v'ithout them communication 

between one person and another, between us and God, would be 

impossible: above all man would be condemned to total soli­

tude — which would be absurd. 

In current language, as a matter of fact, signs are 

ussd for symbols. We might ask ourselves whether this in­

discriminate use is correct. If there is any difference be­

tween the two, in what does it consist? 

Our aim in this first chapter Is to try to explain 

the nature of symbols. In order to do this, four points 

will be examined: characteristics common to signs and sym­

bols, origin and relations of symbols with the archetype, 

polyvalence of symbols v*iich seems to be their formal con­

stituent, the global reaction which symbols stimulate in the 

knowing subject; finally properties and advantages of sym­

bols in comparison to concept. 



SYMBOL A 

1. .AFTW and Symbols 

A. Complexity of Symbols 

Symbols are sometimes opposed to sl^na and to alle­

gory. Signs are simple expressions wheraas symbols are com­

plex. Symbols manifest complicated realities which are be­

yond verbal expression and impossible to express all at once. 

Symbols are the best formulae of relatively unknown reali­

ties which cannot be expressed in a clearer nor in a more 

characteristic and significative manner. aostie, comment­

ing on Jung's position about relations of symbols to signs, 

says that signs were similar to allegory which were differ­

ent from symbols. The main difference lies in this: that 

symbolic representations were complex reality itself ren­

dered sensible and incarnated, while signs are not the real­

ity they represent. Another difference is that allegory is 

notional while symbols are concrete.-* 

B. Image in Symbols 

Symbols are also distinguished from signs by the im­

age of the thing they manifest. Gemot has explained this 

1 R. iiotftia, Du mvthe a la re l ig ion. La psychologie 
analyticue de C.G. Jung. Paris . Descl^e de Brouwer. icl055JT 
p. 40. 

2 Idem, op. c l t . . p. 171. 

3 Idem, IbijL 
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image ia his article on the symbollsn of hieroglyphic signs.* 

There he explains that such signs can provoke natural or ar­

tificial products without being road. They evoke things by 

their natural properties. One grasps their symbolism by the 

mere fact of looking at them. This is rendered /•ossible be­

cause some signs have in their very nature images of the 

thing they represent. On account of tills image, signs are 

distinguished into two kinds in accordance with the images 

which enable them to be more symbols than signs. Images are 

either visual or auditory. Visual images are also called 

sign-object or action-sign; for example, a dance, any kind 

of gesture whether theatrical or oratorical. Auditory im­

ages are otherwise called talking images or oral images, 

word-signs, phonetic signs or phonograms. They are nothing 

but a combination of sign and sound-images. They are rela­

tively simple, stable, and easily interpreted and understood. 

The advantage of such images and their effect on the nature 

of signs are summarized by Uamot In the following words: 

"Cost sn cola prcciscment qu'lls csssent u'etrc des signss 

pour devenir des symboles.'*' In other words, Gemot differ­

entiates signs from symbols by images. Symbols have an 

4 J. Saint© Kare Garnot, "Signes et symbole dans 
l'ecriture hieroclyshiquo", in Etudea Carmelitalnea. no. 
special I960, ».Tl03J-104. 

5 Idj>ra, ifri4-> P. 106. 
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additional meaning on account of those imago a. The author, 

however, does not admit a radical opposition between si/»ns 

and symbols even if he uses the word "ceases" in order to 

explain the difference between them. The context shows that 

he meant that symbols had an additional function or charac­

teristic. He meant that symbols are not only signs but that 

they have something which signs do not have. Therefore, 

Gemot*s position is that symbols are more than signs on ac­

count of the image of the thing they represent, which ena­

bles them to have an additional function. 

Karitain also distinguished symbols from signs by 

images. By the image he meant what is similar to its prin­

ciple, for example, a child is an image of its parents. 

~.lgns are not images. More than that, it is not necessary 

that they be similar to what they represent. This is what 

is meant when the Scholastics say that signs proceed, not 

from others according to a similitude, but inasmuch as they 

are means leading to the knowledge of the object whose re­

presentation they are. Since images distinguish signs from 

symbols, and since not all signs are images of what they re­

present, we have to conclude that net all signs are symbols. 

6 J. Maritain, Vuatre caaais sur I.1 esprit dans sa 
condition charaellc. iaris, Besclce de rrouwer, Ld939J» 
ch. II, p. 70« 
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On account of that image Maritain concludes that: "Tious 

pourrions definir le symbole eorame un signs-image."' 

C. Symbols and Supernatural 

Another difference between signs and symbols ia &iv-

en by Jacob! in his commentary on the archetype and symbol 

according to Jung. For him symbols are properly sensible 

signs which lead to the knowledge of supernatural reality. 

This aspect, however, is not exclusive because there are 

signs which signify supernatural reality. This insinuation 

has its importance in that it allows the possibility of hav­

ing symbols in religious affairs. 

In conclusion we may state that one thing is sure 

about relations between signs and symbols. It is an un­

doubted point that symbols are more than signs. As Fumet 

says: "Le syabole est done signs et plus qu'un signs parce 

qu'll eat actlf, 11 est signal, et 1»analyse en profite."^ 

Symbols are signs. Moreover, they have something more than 

signs which is the image of the object they manifest. It is 

by means of that image that our carnal spirit can touch 

7 J. Karitaln, Quatro essals sur l'essrlt dans sa 
condition charaelle. p. W* 

$ J. Jacobi, "Areh4type et symbols dans la psycho­
logic de Jung", in Etudes Cam<Slitalnes. no. special I960, 
p. 174. 

9 S. Fumet, "Symbolisms eontemporain", ibid;.. 
p. 42. 
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something spiritual. It is by the sensible image of the sym­

bol that we know more invisible realities. Those images 

render the spiritual sensible; thsy render possible the con­

templation of the unknown realities. By symbols we know the 

thing manifested and by means of its image we are enabled to 

contemplate the manifested object. This iraa:;e seems to be 

the foundation of the main difference between signs and sym­

bols, i.e., the complexity, concretenesa and polyvalcnce of 

symbols. In spite of those notions our knowledge about sym­

bols is far from being exhaustive. Their nature is not yet 

fully explained. Let us now study thorn in themselves. 

2. Symbols and the Archetype 

One of the major contributions of Jung is that of 

the archetype, which, I think, has promoted the understand­

ing of symbols. It goes without saying that Jung's theory 

remains a hypothesis, and as such it has zo be stuoied and 

examined with & critical eye. Jung puts an essential dif­

ference between archetype and symbols, just as he puts one 

between the archetype and images which he identified with 

symbols. According to him, archetypal imago and symbol 

mean the same thing. His reason for identifying them is 

that symbols are only a manifestation of archetypal image. 
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They are the image In the sone <>€ t he conscious, where they 

a re rendered v i s i b l e by the conscious i t s e l f . Archetype and 

image cannot be separated although they a r e d i s t i n c t one 

from the o t h e r . 1 1 What maxes archetypes d i f f e r from Images 

are the following c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . 

A. Archetypes: Unconscious linor^ies 

Jung*s archetypes may b© considered in two ways, 

t h a t i s to say, in themselves and in r e l a t i o n t o e t e r n a l 

phenomenon. In themselves, th«y ir'> concentrated psych i.? 

energ ies , or numerous s t ruc tu re s of the psych£, or a sujn of 

powers and an organised systen r>f v i r t u a l i t l e s or of i n v i s i ­

b le fo rces . Es sen t i a l l y , archetypes .TT« spec i f i c "ne r^ i e s . 

In other words, archetypes are capac i t i e s to r e c a l l , t o 

bring t o mind, t o r a l s« up and evoke elenente of r^prcsen ta -

12 

t i v e h e r i t a g e . They are putonomou? energet ic center!? en­

dowed with such fasc ina t ing influence that, they can seize 

the conscious of an individual and ehanco M.M profoundly. 

Their a c t i v i t y i s within the domain of t h e conscious. Son-

sequently, t h e i r Influence i s f e l t in dreams, in I.-nginu-

t i o n s and in l i f e t o o . In t h i s way, archetypes are by no 

means i n a c t i v e ; on the cont rary , they are "cen t res 

11 C.G. Jung, rsvcholoifle de I ' i n c o n s c l e n t , p . 138. 

12 S. Fumet, "Symbolisms contemporain", i n Etudes 
d a r a e l i t a i n e a . no. spec i a l I960, p . 167-168. 
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energiques, comma des forces ou doo tendoneas qui poussent 

le sujet a renouveler ces memes oxperitnees". * 

la relation to symbols, archetypes may be considered 

as non-perceptible symbols. They are dynamic nuclei ready 

to be put in the domain of the conscious at any time. Be­

cause of this imperceptible nature archetypes cannot bo 

reached directly. In that unconscious state they do not 

manifest anything, unless they manifest theii* values in an 

archetypal image, symbol, in dreams, imaginations and in 

other symptoms of this kind. 

Briefly, archetypes are unconscious In themselves. 

This characteristic, undoubtedly, implies a relation cither 

with a knowing subject or at least with the contents of the 

archetypes. Without relations with external phenomena, past 

or present, archetypes are etapty; they have no Meaning and 

are therefore without representation. Their meaning and 

signification is undetermined. Their contents represent raw 

matter, as it were, for the final formation of symbol or ar­

chetypal images. This occurs when the archetypes tire put in 

favorable circumstances of space and tiao, when they are in 

relation with the conscious from which they receive thoir 

moaning. In other word3 archetypes faced with an objective 

phenomenon existing in space and time receive a "body", a 

13 3. Fumet, "Symbollsiao conteraporain*', in Etudes 
Oaraelltalnos. no. special I960, p. 58. 
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"natter", a plastic form, and become perceptible. At that 

tine the conscious makes them symbolic because of the rela­

tion it nakee between the archetype and the phenomenal mat­

ter. Briefly, arohetypos are uneonseious ensrgios or poten­

cies. 

B. Archetypes: Collective Forms 

Jung distinguished the unconscious into personal and 

individual, impersonal and collective unconscious. ̂  Per­

sonal unconscious is formed out of personal experience. It 

is a sum of lived infant reminiscences. Their existence and 

value Is limited to individual porceptlcns and sensations 

that each person had in the early days of his life. That is 

why personal unconscious contains forgotten events, even 

those which are targetten intentionally- It contains also 

post painful sensations and porceptlcns which had not suffi­

ciently penetrated the planes of conscious and memory. 
r 

Sometimes i t s contents are repressed or past checked sensa­

tions or unaccomplished sensations." 

Collective unconscious on the othor hand i s described 

in the following manner by Jung: "un inconsclsnt impersonnel 

ou supra-individual [... est] precisenent pares qu'll est 

14 CG. Jung; Psrahologio de l'lnconscleny p. 1)0-

15 Xasn> OP» f i t . . p« 1>2. 
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detache des spheres personnellea, existant en marge de cel-

les-ci, qu'il possede un caractere tout a fait general et 

que see contenus peuvent se rencontrer chez tous les etres, 

ee qui n'est paa le cas pour tous lss mat^riaux indivi­

duals".1^ The main difference between individual and col­

lective unconscious is that the latter have neither been ex­

perienced nor lived by each individual. Collective uncon­

scious are ancestral figurations made up of capacities of 

representative heritage. They exist in the human spirit and 

are therefore transmitted by heredity. Hostie, commenting 

on their origin, said that they are acquired by humanity. ' 

Baudouin, commenting on Jung's archetypes, calls them col­

lective images on account of their Identity in many sub­

jects.18 In this way they are common to all people, rela­

tively speaking. * They are capacities enabling many sub­

jects to form similar images and correlations. They are 

collective and common because people have the same under­

standing and interpretation of them. They are a center of 

association of ideas which are particularly stable in many 

16 CG. Jung, Psychologic de l'inconscient. p. 132. 

17 &. Hostie, Du mvthe A la religion. La psvcholo-
gie analvtlQue de CG. Jung, P. 61. 

IS C Baudouin, Psvchanalysc du svmbole religieux. 
Paris, Fayard, 1957, P* 110-112. 

19 J. henninger, S.VM)., "Mythe en ethnologic", in 
Pletionnalre de la Bible, suppl., fasc. xxx, p. 235. 
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subjects, which enable that subject to announce analogous 

Images to many.20 According to Hostiefs explanation, they 

are unconscious collectivo disposltione of the soul, without 

any representative content. They are, therefore, identical 

structures of ths psych£, whose tendeney is to realize their 

signification, to produce similar representations. 

The existence of contents of collective unconscious 

is explained by three joint factors. The most fundamental 

factor of those contents la heredity Itself. Heredity is 

the basis which determines the nature of contents of the ar­

chetypes. It Is through it that we can explain the exist­

ence of identical legends, folklore and myths in the many 

various parts of the world; for Instance, myths of fertili­

ty, lunar rhythmic life and death, nyth of natalis soils in-

Ticti and myths of initiation. Other subjective factors 

which explain the expression of the archetypes are the imag­

inative reactions stimulated by physical phenomena. In this 

way imaginative representations are the echo of the objective 

phenomenon.2-'' Therefore, representations of archetypes are 

not innate. Jung's opinion on this point is very dear. 2 2 

20 C. Baudouln, Psychanalvso du symbols rellgieux. 
p. 119* 

21 C O . Jung, Psychologic de l,inconscient. p. 13&. 

22 nCe falsant, js ntaffirme nullement la transmis­
sion hereditalre de representations, mais unieuenent la 
transmission htreditaire de la capacity d'^yoquer tel ou tel 
elenent du patrimoine representatif. II y a la une diffe­
rence considerable." C G . Jung, op. clt.. p. 131. 
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Considered in relation to their representations or 

contents, archetypes are called pure formal olements, facili­

tates formandi. Compared with symbols, archetypes are pre"' 

figurations of symbols. ^ Their role is to allow objective 

phenomena to find their corresponding pre figurations among 

psychic qualities. According to Jacobl's commentary arche-

typea are conditions for the creation of symbols. * 'ihoir 

psychological reaction consists in a projection or the psy­

chic forms which are represented. The predominant role giv­

en to the psyche in this theory is to create and communicate 

symbols. ^ ?ho psyche* and the archetypes are a condition 

sins oua non of the symbol. Man accordingly may be called 

animal symbolicun. ° 

According to Jung, therefore, we can speak of sym­

bols whenever the archetype is manifested hie et nunc in 

space and time. Symbols are the archetypes appearing in 

such situations and are given signification and perceived by 

the conscious. ' In other words symbols are expressions of 

23 a. Hostie, Du mvthe A la rollidLon. La psycholo­
gic analytlsue do C O . Jung, P. 59. 67." 

24 J. Jacob!, "Archetype et aymbolo dans la psycho­
logic de Jung", in Etudes Carmelitaincs. no. special i960, 
p. ido. 

*5 Idem. Ibid.. p. 168. 

26 Lucien-Marie de Gaint-Joseph, "Experience mysti­
que et expression synbolique she* S. Joan de la Croix", in 
Etudes Carm611talac8. no. special I960, p. 172. 

27 J* Jacob!, loc. c l t . . p. 166. 
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the archetypes in a concrete collective or individual situa­

tion. To express this,Jung said that: "Tout symbol© est 

I'expression d'un archetype dans tins situation concrete col­

lective ou individuals." Without archetypes symbols can­

not be explained, cannot be wliat they are, since the Latter 

are pictures and expressions of the psychic energies or dis­

positions. ° 

Jung's theory about the archetypes can be summarized 

in these words. Symbols depend on archetypes for their na­

ture and existence. Archetypes are dispositions of the psy-

ch£. They are a sum of energies and capacities. They arc 

unconscious, collective, innate dispositions without definite 

content in themselves. It is on account of them that some 

phenomena in their proper circumstances of space and time 

are interpreted in the same way and, therefore, represent 

similar images to all people. 

It is stated also that religious symbols are based 

on their own archetypes.-^ Although wc should not consider 

Jung as a theologian, his theory can be applied to symbols 

of supernatural realities. He was concerned rather with 

2d a. Hostie, Pu mvthe A la religion. La psycholo­
gic anaXytlque de CO.. Jung, P. 67. 

29 J. Jaccbi, "archetype et symbcle dans la psycho 
logic de Jims", In Etudes Sarm6Iitalnos. no. sp-'cial I960, 
p. 163, 1S6. 

30 Idem, ibid.. p. 193* 
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natural phenomena and natural religion, but his theory seems 

admissible outside those limits. 

3. Polyvalonce of Symbols 

The most characteristic quality of symbols has been 

given many names. It has boon called poiyvalance, duality, 

polarity and ambivalence. This polyvaleace seems to be one 

of the most differentiating qualities of symbols. It seems 

to be an essential property of symbols. Since this polyva­

lence is explained in nany expressions we shall examine some 

of them in the following paragraphs. 

A. Abstract and Concrete 

In the commentary o f Jacobi jungian symbols are both 

abstract and concrete.*1 This terminology nhould not lead 

us to confusion. It should not be understood according to 

scholastic vocabulary. Here abstract means the <lispositions 

of the knowing subject whereat; concrete ::&a.nz the objective 

phenomena or the symbol Itself in its extramarital existence. 

Symbols are built up of an association of these subjective 

and objective elements. They &re constituted by th* arche­

types and the sensible phenomenon. Furthermore, syr^ola are 

not perceived by rational or logical stages but by intuition 

31 J, J&cobi, "Arohety;**. «t aym'x>le duns la psycho­
logic de Jung", in Studos aanselltalnes. no. special I960, 
p. 169. 
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ear in an irrational manner. This i s what i s meant by Jaco-

bi ' s wordst "II n'est nl ahstr&lt ni concret, ni rationnel 

nl Uratlonnel, n l reel ni irreel , 11 est toujour• l'un et 

l»srutre t . . . 3 . ^ 2 

B. Polyvalenee I tse l f 

Symbols are called polyvalent in order to emphasise 

their multiplicity of signification. This means that they 

are "conscious" and "unconscious". In other words they are 

fu l l of meaning and void of meaning at the same time.™ 

This seems to be contradictory at f i r s t sight, whereas in 

fact there i s no contradiction. Duality i s a quality by 

which the intimate union of oppoaltes i s expressed. This 

coincidence i s based on the nature of the archetypal image 

i t s e l f . Symbols by their duality touch and manifest not on* 

ly what Is before us but also what i s behind us. This func-

tion makes them mediators between the hidden and the mani­

fes t . 

Eliade explains this bipolarity in another way. 

Hs simply explains the double signification of symbols by 

32 J. Jacob!, "Archetype et symbols dans la psycho* 
lcglf .de Jung", in Etudes Ciarm^lltalnes. no. special I960, 
p. 185. 

>3 Idea. AfeisL, p. 172, 132. 

Londom-New 
34 M. *U«do, Fayoms to Oo^par^tl^^ll/^oaf, 

York, Snood and Ward, 1958, p. B-1X. 

http://lcglf.de
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mentioning their most important meaning In religious phenom­

ena. For hlia symbols nuinifeat powers, the- aacrtu. On that 

account he calls them kratophanies and hlerophaniea. In or­

der to show that symbols are concrete and real objective 

things, Sliade explained that hlerophanles may belong to 

psychological, economic and social orders as well as to the 

spiritual order. They may be objects, movements, games or 

psychological functions. This accounts for their polyva-

lence because they attract and repel, because they are con­

sidered as clean and defiled, as sacred and profane.-*^ Po­

larity of synbols permits them to produce a series of reac­

tions in the knowing subject. This led Eliade to bring a 

valuable distinction on the nature of symbols, following 

that precision we may say that symbols are not objects which 

hie et nunc have a relation with the mind, nor what actually 

unites many zones of reality, but they are what is capable 

of revealing the fundamental unity of many planes ot the 

real to many senses on whatever context they may be. In 

this way synbols are rightly called realisers of concordance 

and coincidence of many in one form.-*6 Their message extends 

to many fields. Polyvalence is, therefore, the quality and 

35 M- Kliade, Patterns in Go;::,•.•.rativc Religions. 
p. 14-15. 

36 C Baudouln, Payehanalyse du svmbole rellgleux, 
p. 6*2. 
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property of symbols of being able to express simultaneously 

many significations at once.3* 

Van dsr Leeuw £ives a nuance about this property.** 

According to him polyvalence i s what makes symbols identi­

fied with the things they manifest. In that case symbols 

are a meeting of two perfections or rea l i t ies . But this 

identity i s total or complete, because the object manifested 

remains a thing different from i t s symbol. The quasl-lden-

t l t y i s based on the imago by which symbols are not simple 

reprosontativea and replacements like signs but in a way the 

thing revealed. They take the place of something distinct 

from then and at the same time they express their own per­

fection and qualities. 

According to Lueiea-Xarle de Saint-Joseph polyva­

lence again means the capacity to express opposed qualities 

such aa l i f e and death, joy and suffering, attraction and 

resulsien.39 Those effects are expressed in different fac-

u l t l e s . In the symbols of baptism, for example, water sym­

bolises death to sin and the spiritual l i f e of grace, 

37 M. Eliade, "Le symbol lame des tehebres dans les 
religions archaXques", in Etudes Oamtglitttlncs. no. special 
I960, p. IB. 

3# G. van der Leeuw, L*homme prlmitif et la r e l i ­
gion. Paris, Arcan, Iv^O, p. 45, 62, 

39 L.-M. de St-Joseph, "Kxporience mystique et ex­
pression synbolique ones 5. Jean de la Croix", in Etudes 
Caraelltalaos. no. special I960, p. 47. 
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diaappearanc.: of ain and the t^iacsi-crt-aticn r,r appearance, of 

grace. This symbolism of wat^r i s found in analogical fash­

ion in the polyvalence of water i t s e l f , because vater i s ca­

pable of producing ;)hyuical purit., by the removal of physi­

cal impurit ies, because one can .,ct l i f e in water jus t AS 

one can got death in i t . 'ihi.i i j aa example of the objec­

t ive foundation of the character of polyvalence of ayi./boia. 

This function of manifesting different things i s , in 

fact , an advantage because dis t inct ion ana independence of 

objects revealed ars manifestos without forgewting t he i r 

unity. Por th i s r-:suajx\ also usv values cr manifestations 

can be added to a symbol without danger of confusion. This 

polyvalence allows the survival of the symbol even If other 

manifestations are added to i t . I t allows the existence of 

re l igious symbols which can unveil inaccessible r e a l i t i e s to 

empiric experience.^0 I t i s by means of symbols tha t such 

r e a l i t i e s are manifested without deforming e i ther the symbol 

or the inaccessibi l i ty of those r e a l i t i e s . 

Polyvalenee of synbols i s an important quality of 

symbols because i t allows the manifestation of various as ­

pects of r ea l i t y without the danger of hiding or diminishing 

the value of the symbol I t se l f . I t means tha t symbols are 

4C W. Eli ad*, MLe symbol!sne des ttfusbroa d'ins les 
re l ig ions archatques", in Etudes Cana^litalnes. no. special 
1960, p . 11 . 
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"conscious" and "unconscious", "abstract" and "concrnta", 

"real" .xt-A "unreal", "rational''and "irrational" at the same 

time In themselves. Thia only uosas that symbols arw made 

up of both spiritual and sensible elements, that they aro 

full of meaning according to circumstances of space and time. 

Polyvalence means that symbols are able to express different 

and sometimes opposed realities. It is on this point that 

their richness depends. Por this reason also, symbols have 

two functions. They represent the object which they mani­

fest and they are somehow the image of that object. 

4. Global reaction 

In order to know exactly the nature of symbols we 

have to examine their role in the irsmanent act of knowledge. 

We have to know their influence on the knowing subject. In­

deed, if knowledge is the vital identification of the know­

ing being with the known object, a clear notion of subjec­

tive reactions may help us know factors implied and included 

in the realization of such reactions. 

A. Inseparability from Experience 

Lucien-H&rie de Jaint-Joseph describes cyabols <*s 

inseparable expressions of the CJ.perlei«ce or a knowing 

41 L.-'•*.. do i>t-Joseph, "experience mystique et ex­
pression synbolique choz o. Joan de la Croix", in Etudes 
Caraelitainas, no. special I960, p. 49. 
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being.** By so saying he admits the existence of some reac­

tion or influence caused by symbols in the mind of the know­

ing person. That experience had something special because 

the revealed thing is given neither before nor after the 

symbol itself. The act of that expedience is not rational 

but intuitive. This does not mean that Intuition produces 

synbols always. Certain conditions are required in order to 

have the experience of synbols. The object perceived should 

be polyvalent, otherwise reaction proper to symbols is not 

produced. Lucien-Mario de Salnt-Jooeph gives priority of 

nature to objective reality because extramental reality 

causes subjective experience.^ 

B. Global Reaction Itself 

This experience is not limited to one faculty. It 

is global, because it Is the reaction of the whole person, 

of the whole being. It causes the reaction of different 

faculties of nan.** This overall reaction Is made possible 

by the image possessed by syobols. On account of it symbols 

cause the vibration of thought, sentiment, sensation as well 

42 L.-M. de 3t-Joseph, "Experience mystique et ex­
pression symbolique chez C Joan de la Croix", in Etudes 
Garment sine s. no, special i960, p. 33-37* 

•V3 Idem, ibid.. p. 3#. 

44 «*• Jacobi, "Arch&type et symbole dans la psycho­
logic de Jung", in Etudes Caraelltalnea. no. special I960, 
p. 177» 1#5. 
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as intuition. Symbols, therefore, realise an agreement and 

harmony between the sense and the spirit, between sensitive 

and intellectual faculties. The message transmitted is re­

ceived by man not only by his rational powers but by his 

senses also. They help us to know different aspects of 

reality and their unity in one being. Through them we do 

not know reality partially but totally, not as a sum of 

distinctions but also as something really one. 

This is nothing but a complete understanding of the 

etymological definition of symbol, which in greek is '-' • - A ,:,. 

a substantive derived from the verb <rŵ **\uj which means "to 

take with", "to include", "to comprehend", "to totalise" and 

"to unify*. In primitive greek culture <T6.-;UK^ meant "a 

sign of recognition". It was an object divided into two, 

whose portions were given partners as a sign of their con­

tract and agreement. It is clear that those symbols were 

conventional. Nevertheless, the notion of totality was al­

ready understood because parts considered alone were not 

symbols. 

Global reaction, briefly, means that symbols made 

ths whole man know by all his faculties — sensitive and in­

tellectual. It means that man knew not only by rational 

manner but also by intuition. In this way an overall and 

total reaction is produced in man by symbols. By that reac­

tion we know distinctions as well as their unity in the ex­

isting thing. 
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C Mobility of Symbols 

After this short survey of the nature of symbols it 

Is normal that wo compare them with concepts, which are also 

raeans of knowledge. Our interest is to know whether synbols 

have any advantage over concepts. Hostie tells us that: "la 

definition jungienne du symbols prend tout lo relief neces-

saire. Le symbols est la meilleure formule possible pour 

indiquer un© r<5alit6 relativomont inconnue en sol, mala con-

nue comae presents de par son dynamisme."^ They are the 

beat possible formulae because they indicate realities to 

many faculties and stimulate In them a global reaction. In 

them we see that object totally by our Intellect and senses 

in a single act of intuition. Of course, this does not mean 

that symbols have no shortcomings. They do not give us com­

prehension or eonprebensive knowledge nor evidence of absent 

beings. Their advantage Is that more faculties know. Con­

cepts, on the oth.-r i, id, supply the intellect only with 

knowledge. In a word we may say that symbols are richer 

than concepts by extension. 

Another advantage of symbols is expressed by ^r, 

Cheau in those words: "La richeaao du symbols, et ©lie lui 

est propro, e'est sa puissance de suggestion du mystere des 

45 R- Hostie, Du r.ytho A la rcli&ion. La psycholo­
gic analytlque do C G . Jung, p. 43. 
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ehoses ou do Dieu."^6 In this way concepts enable us to 

have a bettor knowledge of transcendent realities by sug­

gesting some similarity with what wa ceo in the symbol. It 

is no other reason than this that Kumet speaks about: "son 

aptitude a fairs toucher du spiritual par un esprit enamel 

plenge comme le ndtre dsns le sons'",*' By symbols profound 

depths of the soul are reached. 

Conclusion 

dynbols are signs and raoro than signs because they 

are complex and have images of the reality they manifest. 

Symbols have subjective aspects or conditions which are 

called archetypes. These arch©typea, in fact, are uncon­

scious, collective energies and prodispositlone of symbols. 

Without then we cannot have symbols. They are Innate and 

inherited together with brain structure. When they are in 

favourable conditions of space and time and contain in addi­

tion ths corresponding phenomena, a symbol is formed. 

symbols in themselves are objective realities whose 

specific and formal constituent is their polyvalence, which 

is nothing elss than their capacity to express many reali­

ties. It is a property by which symbols manifest different 

46 K.-i). Chenu, C.P., La. theoloaie au XX° si&cle. 
Paris, Vrin, 1957, p. 190. 

47 3. Fumet, "Symbolisms contemporain", In Etudes 
Carm^lltalnes. no. special I960, p. 142. 
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things and sometimes opposed objects without confusing them. 

It is by means of this quality that symbols reveal distinc­

tions and unity of various aspects of being. 

Polyvalence of symbols is the fundamental power by 

which synbols stimulate global reaction in man. it enables 

then to earry their revelations and manifestations to groups 

of knowing faculties of man, namely, sensitive and intellec­

tual faoultlos alike. Symbols are known by intuition. They 

talk to the whole person. They address lower and nighor 

faoultlos of man. 

Their nobility consists in this overall manifesting 

power. They are the most proportionate objective means o£ 

knowledge to the human person, because they talk to man by 

his external faculties, because they talk to man as a being 

made of body and soul, because they do not talk to the in­

tellect only as concepts do. They manifest reality to the 

whole person. 



CHAPTER II 

MYTH 

We cannot study religious synbols without any con­

sideration of myths, not only because myths are symbols of 

representation or of conduct but also because they play an 

important role in primitive religions. Different defini­

tions snd explanations have been given of myths. In general 

exegetes do not agree totally with the definition given by 

ethnologists. In the past, in fact, myths were looked at 

with a pessimistic eye. To-day the tide is changing. More 

studios are made about them. Just the same the solution is 

far fron being clear and universally accepted. As a result, 

wo do not intend to give a detailed study of the nature of 

myths. We will examine them in order to understand better 

their role in the various pagan religious rites and observ­

ances. 

1. Lyth as Lxpression of Understanding 

One of the shortest and clearest phenomenological 

descriptions of myth is given by Chllds, who states that 

"myth is an expression of man's understanding of reality". 

Myth is equivalent to the conception that man has of the 

1 B. Chllds. ffiyth and iigallty in the Cld Testament.. 
London, SCM Press Ltd, I960, p. 17. 



KITH 26 

universe; it is a manifestation of that underoLanding, in 

other words myth is a form by which existing otructures of 

reality are understood, hythology, therefore, is any knowl­

edge and treatise about this conception of the world, a col­

lection of myths, nevertheless, as Pe>in remarks, "la ray-

thologie a'est plus seuloment le catalogue ot la descrip­

tion, mais la science et i- explication dos mythes".2 In 

this way mythology is a kind of reflection of myths. 

This undorstanding of reality can be expressed and 

manifested in many ways; for instance, by means of recita­

tions, literary forms, by vital activities, functions and 

actions. That is why myths arc Uso called narratives and 

recitations. Xdlart, in the same line, calls them literary 

achievement.3 There is some advantage in calling myths lit­

erary forms because of the distinction which ia nuanced be­

tween myths and their doctrinal content. 

Myths are not only recitations, they are also rites, 

actions or gestures. It is true that we can have myths 

without any rite but such myths would lose much of thslr 

power and the best part of their richness. As CalUola 

says, myths without rites and actions lose almost their 

2 J. Pepin, Kytho et allegoric. Les orlglnes ^roc-
quoa et lea contestations. Paris. Aubier. Lcl958jp p. ir^f. 

3 P. Idlart, "Pretre palen et pretre ohrdtion", in 
Etudes sur le sacrament do l»ordro. Collection Lex Orandi, 
no. 22, Paris, Ed* du Cerf, 1957, p. 347, 355« 
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"raison d'dtre".^ They lose their influence and therefore 

cannot be praotiood. They become mere literary productions 

as In the case of the majority of classical Greek myths. 

Apart from the primordial act, in which consist so.se of the 

myths, these myths may degenerate into an epic legend, a 

ballad, a romance or may survive in the attenuated form of 

suggestions, customs or souvenirs.* The association of 

myths with certain ritual observances makes myths lively and 

influential, ^operation from them makes them pure specula­

tive snd passive recitations, iiven in their degenerated or 

dead form myths are still significant though in a lesser de­

gree. 

To consider myths as narrative forms is to consider 

them as a msans of knowledge, un account of thie character­

istic Tan der Leeuw even calls them symbols. :liade calls 

them symbols of representation and conduct.7 idiart de­

scribee then as explanations of mysterious problems of life. 

4 E» Calllois, Le mvthe et l'hpggne. Paris, Galll-
mard, Lcl93#J* p. 30. 

5 M. i:iiade, Patterns in Jomparativa .'..elisions. 
London-i»cw York, dheed and Jard, 191>S, p. 431." 

6 G. van dor Leeuw, Vhomno crimitif ct la reli­
gion. Paris, Arcan, 1940, p. 106, 216. 

7 K. £Uade, Traits dlhistoire des rolldLons. Pa­
ris, Payot, 1949, p. 331, 338. 

U P. Idiart, "Pretre palon et pretre chration", in 
atudos aur la. aacromsnt de l'ordrc, p. 347, 355-
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This explanation Is given by nioans of images. As a result 

some myths are acre actions then narratives. They arc not 

mere verbal recitations of ovon.s learned by heart. Their 

role is to ;iv£ a model and a pattern of behaviour.J They 

are controlling motives of conduct. TrAe literary aspect 

of myths should not bo emphasised too uuch, otaerwioo some 

nyths would be automatically excluded, for instance legends. 

Some myths are secret.il Their recitation and per­

formance I3 restricted to a group of Initiateu peopi© only. 

They can only be recited by special persons at specified 

l? tines and places. An example of .um. myths is found among 

myths of initiation which were not to be recited outside 

their sacred time and seasons. It goes without saying that 

tills note does not apply to all myths. In other words, 

other nyths are public. 

In order to understand the nature of myths we have 

to plans thorn in their circumstances of time, ô fur we 

know that nyths are expressions of nan's understanding of 

the universe within the early stage of his intellectual de­

velopment. In other words nyths eome front a pre-selentiflc 

9 M. Tliade, Patterns in Cotaparafrjve Religions, 
p. 73. 

10 u. Gaillois, Lo iuythe et l'Lomno. p. 98. 

U Idem, OP. dt.. p. 143* 

12 x. EUade, op, cjb-> p. 74. 
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uncritical and naive stage of consciousness. That is why 

myths are found among the primitive Egyptians, Greeks, Baby­

lonians and among primitives of Africa, i ijl and Hew Zea­

land. 3 it ia in these forms that inexplicable events were 

attributed to the direct Intervention of the gods. Since 

myths have a necessary connection with the primitive stage 

of a people and since each group of people has had its prim­

itive stage, myths can be named after each people and civi­

lisation. That is why Pepin concluded: "cfest dans cette 

perspective que l*o;i parle de nythologle hindoue, de mytho-

logle grecque"-^ 

2. Kinds of Myths 

'<e do not intend to give an exhaustive classifica­

tion of myths. According to their contents, however, myths 

can be grouped into myths of creation, myths of gods of veg­

etation, nyths of transformation or of passage, myths of ev­

ocation and exorcism, and myths of eschatology or of death. 

It is this quasi-overall enveloping character of 

myths that led Childs to state that myths are concerned with 

the great realities through which life is determined, death, 

13 B. Childs, fryth and Reality in the Old Testa­
ment, p. 13*14* 

14 J. Pepin, Ifofthe et allcnorlo. p. L33J. 
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fertility and the origin of life.1^ The extension of myths 

is wide. There are myths about gods, about man, about na­

ture, the moon, the sun, about mysteries of nature such as 

generation, life, death and fertility. 

We would like to deal with myths of origin in some 

detail because of their importance in primitive religions. 

As we have said, nyths of origin are just a part of the num­

ber of nyths which exist. These myths are literary forms 

about the origin of the world. As Idiart says, they de­

scribe the creation of the world. ° Caillois has the same 

idea.1? These authors do not mean creation in the strict 

sense as productlo ex aihilo formae et subject!. They mean 

the beginning of the existence of the universe, in a very 

large sense. I'yths are an attempt to give a psychologically 

satisfactory explanation of the origin of existing things 

which are around us. In this way, the description given is 

proportionate to the comprehension of the people who make 

them. In history, the two principles were, according to 

Sliade's research, heroes and gods. • Relations between 

15 B. Childs, Mvth and Reality in the Old Testa­
ment, p. 22. 

16 P. Idiart, "Pretre palen et pretre Chretien", 
in Studos sur le saoremont do I'ordro. p. 342; J. lienninger, 
3.V.i>., "Mythe en ethnologic", in Dictiounaire de la Bible. 
suppi., fasc. xxx, p. 251* 

17 ft. Caillois, Le mvthe et 1'nomas, p. 27-2C 

IS H. Sliade, Patterns. „in Comparative Religions. 
p. 12. 



MYTH 31 

these two principles were not always clearly expressed. To 

be more precise, in myths the problem of subordination of 

original principles seems not to have existed. Gods and he­

roes were models without distinction based on their nature. 

The explanation of the world by gods led Van der Leeuw to 

call nyths history of the gods. ̂  Although Childs admits 

that some myths are stories about gods, he adds that myths 

should not be restricted to stories of gods because in myths 

other existing structures were expressed. ° In myths, mys­

teries about nature, man, animals, the moon and the sun were 

equally expressed. According to Henninger, there is a con­

nection between goda snd heroes in the attempt to explain 

21 

creation. * 

Heroes and gods, as Henninger describes them, are 

supra-sensible and Invisible realities. They belong to a 

world beyond our sensible experience. They are not totally 

different from us or from our world because they are de­

scribed in a manner closer to us. In other words, the 

transcendent and the divine are personified in nyths and 

19 G. van der Leeuw, L'homme primltif et la reli­
gion, p. 130, 102. 

20 B. Childs, Myth and Reality in the Old Testa­
ment, p. 15, 29. 

21 J. Henninger, "Mythe en ethnologic", in Dic-
tlonnalre do la Bible, suppl., fasc. xxx, p. 227. 

22 Idem. Ibid.. p. 230-231, 237* 
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consequently the divine appears in a human form, the supra-

human as terrestrial, the non-spatial as spatial, the atem-

poral as measured by time, the unknowable as know able, and 

the inaccessible as accessible. 

Heroes are a little more described than gods. They 

are the ancestors of a given community. 3 They are the first 

members of a particular family or tribe not only because 

they gave that tribe life but also because they founded, in­

stituted customs and traditions and organized thus nation. 

On account of these original functions, mcestors have cer­

tain privileges and prerogatives. They are above tribal ta­

boos, consequently they can do what ia prohibited for the 

rest of the community. Caillois says that, besides their 

original actions, ancestors have solutions for tribal prob­

lems, that they have a happy or an imfortunate influence for 

members of their community. * Happiness of mortals depends 

on them. In order to understand the role of the heroes, 

Idiart says: 

Le r£cit raythique est l*histoire des dieux, des 
grands ancetres, des heros civilisateura, des pre­
miers hommes, qui, dans un lieu qui n'est ni terre 
ni ciel mala ltun et lfautre ensetable, ont fa(vonn£ 
le monde des techniques et les coutumes des tribus, 
distrlbue' aux etres vivants leurs prerogatives, 

23 J. Henninger, "liythe en ethnologic", in Dic-
tionnalre de la Bible, auppl., fasc. xxx, p. 227* 

24 ft. Caillois, Le mythe ct l*homme. p. 27. 
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lours roles et lours places, organist la nature et 
la soci4te\25 

In this passage, the role of ancestors, their na­

ture, activity and place are clearly desdribad. By their 

function they differ froa us. TLey are representations of 

what is thought or imagined to have happened. Gods and an­

cestors have their own special time which is not siiiilar to 

our3. ® That time, which Idiart calls prehistoric, preceeds 

organization of the world as well as our time.*"' It is the 

time of transition of the universe from chaos tc cosmos, 

from disorder and confusion to order and distinction. 3ince 

mythical causes are gods and ancestors, we do not see the 

inconveniency of admitting the description of time as given 

above. This time strictly speaking presupposes real crea­

tion by God and follows that creation. Tt is tiiae during 

which the evolution of the world and the apparition of life 

took place. In comparison to our historic time, the layfchi-

cal time of ancestors is called primordial and at<*> ral. 

Because it was at the service of divine beings, r^Lt^r, the 

25 P. Idiart, "Pritre pal en et prdtre ehre'tien", 
in Etudes sur le sacrement de ltordre. p. 343. 

26 J. Henninger, "Myths en ethnologic", in Dic-
tioanairo do la Bible, suppl., fasc. xxx, p. 244. 

27 P. Idiart, loo, clt.. p. 343, 352. 

20 G. van dor Leeuw, L*homme p r iml t l f et l a r e l l -
j&cfi, p . 100. 
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so-called divine gods and ancestors, Lliade qualifies it as 

sacred time, groat time and grand epoch. 9 This original 

time is paradoxical because it was not perpetual, because it 

is measurable, and yet it is different from ours. Primitive 

religions themselves do not give a satisfactory distinction 

between these times. 

Description o£ this original time permitted those 

who either recited or listened to them to know past events. 

It made the contact of the human raind with the other spheres 

possible. It was a sort of bridge between the human and the 

transcendent. Its description took man out of his present 

time and individual historic duration, and by imagination 

and super-excitation projected him symbolically to the Great 

Time. The narration of primordial time separated man from 

his natural existence and the surrounding world. That jUud 

tern PUS is an important circumstance which will give mythical 

personages and events their original and sacred character. 

Without it pagan nyths cannot be called literary forms about 

the origin of the universe, life and the people. That is 

why Lliade affirms that primordial time opens the way to 

atenporal events and personages, that it introduces man to 

29 M. Eliadc, Image et symbols. Paris, Gallimard, 
1952. p. 73-75; J. Henninger, "Myths en ethnologie", in 
Pictionnaire de la Bible, suppl., fasc. xxx, p. 243. 
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an indescribable world.3° i t also permits i n i t i a t e s to com-
11 municate with ancestors.*** 

It Is during that great time that ancestors and gods 

accomplished their primordial great act, which, according to 

Sliade and Henninger, consisted in the creation of the 

world.^2 it was In the sane epoch that ancestors created 

the species and founded the community-33 That act is not 

only the original and prototype but also the pattern for 

present and future actions of the mortals.3** it goes with­

out saying that these agents were more perfect than those 

people still alive. Mythical repetition differentiates pa­

gan myth from Christian nyths, inasmuch as it makes them cy­

clic, whereas Christian myths are concerned with the achieve­

ment of history; their motive is a future event or happening, 

whereas the motive of pagan nyths is linear. Pagan myths 

are stable and uaprogrossive, Christisa nyths are typological 

30 K. Eliade, Image, eft jy*hql»> P« 75; idem, Pat­
terns in Comparative ..oligjcns. p. 1L. 

31 J. Marltain, Quatre eosais sur 1*esprit dans sa 
condition chamells. Paris, Oeselce de Brouwor, Lcl939J, 

32 M. Sliade, Patterns In Comparative Religions. 
p. 429*430; J. Henninger, "Myths en ethnologic", in 01c-
tlonnalre de la Bible, suppl., fasc. xxx, p. 243. 245-256. 

33 It. Caillois, he myths et l'homme. p. 105. 

34 G. van dor Leeuw, L^omnc orlmltlf et la reli­
gion, p. 130. 
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and progressive. Although that event looks natural, for the 

primitive man it was an essential part of his maglco-reli-

gion. It was both a kratophany and hierophany. it was 

something religious on that account.^ Without original 

event and time myths are no more influential and practical. 

Separation of gods snd heroes makes them lose their force 

and become suppositions and unalgniflcative gesticulations. 

3. Tyth and ^ction 

Myths are projections of collective psychology, 

modes of understanding and symbolic norms of individual psy­

chology. They are not mere static recitations, means of 

knowledge, nor pieces of literature to be learned by heart 

and recited in a parrot-like manner. They are not material 

for dry speculations or aimless recitations. They are prin­

ciples of culture and community organisation. They are 

means of infiltrating religious ideas and driving men to ac­

tion. They are practical.^ Their first aim is to give 

initiates information about the origin of the universe, to 

show them their position and duty in life. ..'hat is 

35 K. Eliade, *att&rx.a in Comparative Religions, 
p. 425• 

36 P. Idiart, "Prdtre pafen et protr© Chretien", 
in Ltudcs sur le sacrement da l'ordrfc, p. >57. 

37 R. Caillois, Le mythe et l'homno. p. 342. 
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particular *Aout them is to encourage and to urge initiates, 

or those who either listen or recite them, to act.3s The 

principal aim of myths is to bo lived, practiced and real­

ised.^ ̂  They are a guarantee of the existence and the va­

lidity of the creative act and of the heroes, repeated by 

the people during their lives. In other words myths want 

continuation of the species and the survival of the communi­

ty concerned. They incite and solicit those who recite them 

to action.^0 In this way they control the belief, behavior 

and conduct of a tribe.** That is why Eliads called them 

symbols of representation and conduct. 

But how are people induced to repeat the primordial 

act? How are they indoctrinated and given the spirit of the 

ancestors? The normal way was to learn and recite myths.*3 

Repetition was a means of information. It worked on the 

psychology of the reciter and of the audience as well.^ 

3$ J. :!aritain, Guatre essais sur l1 esprit dans sa 
condition charnelle. p. 110-112. 

39 G. van der Leeuw, L'homme primitif et la reli­
gion, p. 105, 107. 

143 

p. 3^8\ 

40 R. Caillois, Le nvtho ot l'horamo. p. 24-25, 9&» 

41 G. van dor Leeuw, OP. clt.. p. 107. 

42 M. dliade, Patterns in Comparative Religions. 

43 R. Caillois, ou. cit.. p. 143. 

44 G. van der Leeuw, pp. city.. p. 131. 
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It gave thera suggestions and iiaagua of the reality oxprossed. 

In those myths the realities are described in a human way. 

The act is personified ana made vivid by using detailoa de­

scriptions giving almost the scene of what w&& estimated to 

have happened. Vha effect of thouo ra petitions i;̂ » like the 

effect produced in the psychology of an actor. Gradually, 

he forgets what he is in reality. He puts himself in the 

circumstances of his part by his imagination. Listeners and 

spectators of myths are like the audience of a play. Such 

repetition gives myths their value, meaning to present and 

future actions of the neophytes. They abolish historic time 

symbolically in order to introduce the audience to the other 

supra-human world in which the ancestors at a primordial 

time fulfilled the original event.™ Thiu i.i promoted by a 

very high tension and excitation of the imagination and the 

other senses. The role played by imagination is very impor­

tant in order to enable man to fona a picture or an idea of 

the reality expressed in myths. 

Since myths are not only literary forms but also vi­

tal actions and performances, they have to have some charac­

teristic by which they may Induce people to action. These 

activities were important because it is the mutual relation­

ship of nyths and cult that created an intelligible unity 

45 M. Sliade, Imasse ot svnboie. p. 74-75-
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between the past and the present, between the thia-worldly 

and the other-worldly.^ Indeed, it is in the drama of the 

cult that actualization of mythical realities was ex­

pressed.^? True myths which had a practic;! importance were 

necessarily accompanied by certain ritual observances. The 

influence of action is more effective than that of recita­

tion. Action is better and sometin.es stronger than theory. 

In myths of origin and those of pass&£;e whose aim vras action 

and repetition of the expressed event, misiic and gestures 

were so necessary that without them myths lose the best part 

of their influential power, if not their "ralson d'etre".^ 

Without dramatisation myths become sere literary productions 

like some of the Greek mythologies. This theatrical demon­

stration gave both reciters and listeners the spirit of 

mythical personages. The mime gave reciters the occasion to 

re-live the act they acted. Therefore, the combination of 

recitation and dramatisation of myths promoted the communion 

of the actors with the heroes and enabled them to undergo 

the experience expressed in myths. On account of this dram­

atized repetition some nyths are Identified with action.^ 
* » ^ I N * » * « * " W " P » " « * W p P < » * ) * » * « " » * » - * » i * » 

46 J. Childs, Kyth sumi Reality in the eld Testa­
ment, p . 20. 

47 p. I d i a r t , "Pretre paien et pretre chr^tlen", 
in Ktudoa sur l e sacrenent de l ' o rd ro . p. 347-34#. 

4$ ;u Cai l lo is , Le m,ythe et lUhomms. p. 30. 14iU 

49 idem, op. c j | . , p. 99. 

http://sometin.es
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Myths of origin and passage are what they are on account of 

that act. That i s why Honningor concluded: "La fonction du 

nythe n'etalt pas connalssance mais action, action 99B@ti" 

t i e l l o , pour 1*existence memo de la communaute."^ The 

function of myths i s to load to the knowledge of the origi­

nal events and by that knowledge to control the conduct of 

the people. 

4. Truth in Myths 

In the XVIII^ century nyths and mythology were con­

sidered as naive and imaginative explanations which primi­

t ives gave about the universe. Mythology was considered as 

an erroneous and anthropomorphic explanation of natural phe­

nomena. In nyths superior beings were described like men. 

Pepin says that Schelling attributed this unfavourable a t t i ­

tude to the French antielericalisn of that century.** He 

also mentions that Pontenelle was one of i t s moth staunch 

and ardent supporters. According to him the origin of myth­

ologies depended on three factors: f i r s t , on the spirit fond 

of fables and legends; secondly, on the blind respect of an­

tiquity; and thirdly, on mistaken ideas that priests had 

about myths and mythology.52 The poslt lvist school of 

50 J. Henninger, "Myths en ethnologic", in Dlc-
tionnaire de la Bible, suppl., fasc. xxx, p. 247* 

51 J. Pcpia» jjythe et a^egqrje, p. 34-35. 

52 Idgrn, op. f4%. > P' 35. 
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philosophy condemned mythology as a collection of mystified 

errors and obscure descriptions of the world.*3 

In the XVIIt* century nyths and mythology were said 

to have a Jewish origin. According to that hypothesis, var­

ious pagan nyths were considered as deformations and corrup­

tions of Jewish monotheistic revelations.'* Among defenders 

of this opinion it is sufficient to mention Hume and Voltai­

re. The latter held that primitive and initial revelation 

or religion was monotheistic. The first form of religion is 

monotheistic. Its corruption gives rise to polytheism and 

to pagan mythologies.-^ 

Other less sympathetic opinions maintained that 

nyths were valueless because they were formed out of a lack 

of scientific terms and vocabulary. In that way myths are 

not exact and therefore not true.5^ 

According to F.W. Sehelllng myths are true in their 

own manner, $e shall try to explain his opinion, which teems 

to be admissible. 

A. Psychological Need for Myths 

In order to understand myths we have to know the mo­

tives for and circumstances of their existence. Myths were 

53 J. Pepin, Kythe et allegoric, p. 35-36. 

54 Idem., op. <&%*, p. 37. 

55 Idem, OP. oit.. p. 37-33. 

56 Ideja, oplff c fo . , p. 39-40. 
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composed because man felt a psychological need to know the 

world around him, because he wanted an answer that could 

satisfy his questions about daily realities.*' This desire 

to understand ths unirorse pushed men to make myths. It is 

this aut©comprehension that nyths, as Henninger said, are 

not cosmological only but also anthropological.'8 They are 

centered on human activity and existence more than on that 

of the universe. Because man is the centre of nyths, reali­

ties are described accord!. „ to his imaginative comprehen­

sion. Divinities am manifested in the same way. 

The need to know the divinity has always been felt 

by people. Of course, the idea was not always direct or 

clear. Man felt the transcendence of certain realities such 

as height, thunder, change and life. Unknowingly, these 

phenomena aroused curiosity and the desire of understanding 

sonothing of those mysteries. Of course, we should not for­

get that nyths were formed spontaneously, without reflec­

tion.*^ such intuitive formation is normal to primitives 

because at that stage of human development there are les» 

rational or philosophical activities. Tho main problem of 

the people was related to the beginning of thoss mysteries. 

57 P* Idiart, "Pretre paien et pretre Chretien1', 
*» s*w*»i ,,-imr If •*«!••** 4« vw<¥*» v> 344. 

5# J. Henninger, "'Mythe en ethnologic", in Die-
tionnaire de la Bible, ouppl., fasc. xxx, p. 232, 252. 

59 J* Pepin, Hvthe et allegoric, p. [33]. 
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"Proofs" of the existence of the universe and the tribe were 

wanted. That yearning to know the past gave myths a char­

acter of knowing the "unknowable". By myths man made efforts 

to know what nobody witnessed. This was not ths case for 

all nyths, because there existed other mytho besides myths 

of the origin of the world. In tills way some myths were, 

therefore, poyehological answers to the psychological prob­

lems and needs that nan felt in order to know the origin of 

the universe. Others were answers to the need of expressing 

man's understanding of reality. 

B. Origin of Myths 

One of the important points to remember is that 

myths are not created by abstract and speculative philoso-

phers. Henninger explains the same opinion saying that 

myths are not produced by cold thinkers who are interested 

In objective knowledge of the universe. 3 on the contrary, 

myths are formed by men In a primitive stage of their intel­

lectual activities. VJhereas the philosopher and the man of 

60 M. Eliade, Pattern* in ConoaraUve Religions. 
p. A30. 

61 J. Henninger, "Kythe en ethnologic", in ffic-
tionnaire do la Bible, suppl., fasc. xxx, p. 345* 

62 G. van der Leeuw, L'homme nritaitlf et la reli­
gion, p. 131* 

63 J. Henninger, loo, c i t . . p. 245. 
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critical mind thinks of the world as something passive and 

impersonal, the primitive conceives his surroundings as ac­

tive and living. The universe for him is full of power 

which influences his life. As a result, the sensible world 

is for primitives something other than what it is for people 

of critical habits. As Pepin says: "les phenomenon naturals 

lui paraissont peme'tres dvinterventions mystiques; des lors, 

la difference qui sopare theoriquement le monde sensible et 

lo moade nythique s'eatonpe."^ Undoubtedly, the primitive 

still feels the difference between the two worlds, but his 

non-conceptual mentality at times fuses the two. This in-

terpenetraticn of these worlds explains why the primitive 

has no difficulty in adhering to the "truth" o. myths, be­

cause for him mythical facta do exist and do ccae to pass. 

For instance, myths of perpetual rhythmic change of the 

moon, or of life and death, are true for the primitive be­

cause the moon appears and disappears rhythmically in real­

ity. 

The existence and origin of nyths cannot be ex­

plained without a certain real experience of nature, for the 

simple reason that nyths in their primitive form are not 

merely stories told but reality lived. They are not some­

thing totally of fiction. Something of them is experienced. 

64 J. P<$pia, Myths et allenorie. p. 64. 
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"Because man experiences the reality of growth and decay in 

his fields, this experience is expressed, for instance, in 

the form of the Tammus myth, the god of growth and decay." * 

Therefore, myths are formed by multiple and various impres­

sions from nature. In other words sensations, perceptions 

and impressions of real objective phenomena serve as mate-
6f> 

rial for the formation of myths. 

Besides the conscious experience of nature, the raw 

material of myths includes the whole a:tbs of psychological 

stimuli arising from the human subconscious, such as dreams 

and hallucinations which for the primitive man are just as 

objective aa the sensible world about him. ' It is on ac­

count of these elements that for Pepin myth is closer to 

dreams inasmuch aa both are revelations of realities not 

loss real for primitives than sensible phenomena. 

In this organisation of perceptions man expresses 

his understanding. Naturally this gives nyths an anthropo­

morphic character. ^ Then comes the imagination, which 

plays a major role in myth's formation. In fulfilling this 

65 B. Childs, Myth and Reality in the Old Testa­
ment, p. 20. 

66 Idea, op. clt., p. 17-1&* 

67 Idem* opt fj*., p. 16 • 

6& J. P6pin, iiythe et allegoric, p. 64. 

69 Idem, op. cit.. p. 34. 
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task, however, the Imagination does not work alone. This 

would not be normal for it. Its pictures are already stored 

in the faculty of memory, where it can take them according 

to its need. This co-operation restricts the imagination so 

much that nyths composed by the imagination are not products 

of free fantasy.'0 This function of imagination has led 

ethnologists to call nyths creations of the spirit.'-** Of 

course, the word "creation" should not be taken in its 

strict philosophical meaning. The spirit doe3 not produce 

nyths without any presupposed existing reality whose phan­

tasm it will use as a matter of its productions. In other 

words nyths are formed by means of perceptions and impres­

sions that a person or a group of people had in the past. 

tih9n observation of natural mysteries, such as procreation, 

birth, death, lunar changes and solar influences, has been 

made, the human mind begins to form nyths* Its main func­

tion is to put an order among existing impressions. The 

mind organises these experiences into an intelligible and 

unified whole.'2 In this production ths activity of the 

senses is more intense than that of the intellectual 

70 G. van der Leeuw, L'homme primitif et la rell-
jgion, p. 131. 

71 J. Henninger, "Kythe sa ethnologta", in Llc-
tlonnalre de la Bible, suppl., fasc. xxx, p. 2331 239. 

72 B. Childs, Myth and Roallty In tho Old Testa-
nen£, £• Id. 
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faculties. It has to be noted also that myths arc formed by 

a process which 13 loss logical and reflexive. As a result 

exaggerated and Imaginary descriptions that are found in 

myths are easily understood. 

Briefly, we may say with Henninger that myths are 

produced by the imagination in co-operation with the senti­

ments and the intellect of the primitive mind of people who 

wanted to understand and express their comprehension of the 

universe in which they lived. This imagination personifies 

primordial events and the objects of nature, because nyths 

are formed according to the human mode of understanding. In 

that formation objective and subjective elements are neces­

sary. Without one of these we could not have myths. Just 

as without the sun, solar nyths would not exist, without the 

intellect myths could not exist.*3 objective elements which 

enter into the formation of myths are all natural objects of 

geography, history and social Institutions which surround 

nan. All of them are necessary for the experience of man 

and consequently for the genesis of myths.'* 

73 J. Henninger, "Kythe en ethnologie", in Dic-
tlonaalre do la Bible, uuppl., fasc. xxx, p. 22a, 233-245* 

74 A. hostie, Du avtho A la religion. La psveholo-

fie analytlque de C G . Jung. Paris, Doaclee de Brouwor, cI955J7 P* 55. 
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C. Truth in Myths Themselves 

A certain attitude of spirit Is required in order to 

understand the nature of myths in relation to truth. A neg­

ative attitude which looks at mythology as an impostor, as a 

misunderstanding, as a fable and a regression cannot help 

anybody to understand them. A simple removal or separation 

of nytha fron history cannot help but be unfavourable to the 

existence of truth in myths. In order to appreciate the ex­

istence of truth in nyths we have to remember that myths are 

expressions of manfs understanding of reality at a given mo­

ment and epoch. In order to understand the nature of truth 

in myths we have to remember that myths are expressions of 

the human mind in a state of becoming, in its primitive 

naive and simple condition; we have to know that in reality 

the epoch of becoming is original and precious, that it 

ought not to be sacrificed for another, not even the barbar­

ian state of becoming to the advanced state of becoming. 

Both are changing and therefore Inclined to their respective 

perfections. As Pepin said: "XI faut se rcsigner A accorder 

a la nythologle une certalne valeur de v6rit£."'^ Conse­

quently, a certain value of truth has to be admitted in 

myths. The problem is the nature of that truth. It is the 

theory of allegory which has admitted truth in myth. 

75 «*• Pepin, ilythe et aUtorie. p. 44. 
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According to that theory truth in myth i s either immediate 

and intrinsic or indirect and exterior to myths.^ 

Myths are true in an immediate an.: intrinsic manner 

when they are considered in themselves without reference to 

another thing. I t s truth consists in the fact that myths 

are essentially lived and experienced rea l i t i e s . Thie kind 

of truth i s not doctrinal but a sequence of historical 

events which have really happened, even though they do not 

exist at present except in the conscious.'? in this way 

myths arc existential truth, i f one may use the expression. 

This real foundation in reality explains the serious a t t i ­

tude and piety, the terror and the firm c.ttachment of the 

pagans and primitives to their myths. Vhls also explains 

the effective influential power of myths on the conscious of 

the people. Fron th is follows that symbolism of myths and 

mythology i s actual. I t consists in an imitation by which 

gestures and actions of described myths are reproduced. In 

the same Has l iturgical mutilations are imitations of the 

castration of Ouronos, while dances of Corybantes imitate 

the foolish joy of Oybole.' Therefore, the truth of myths 

76 J. Fepln, Myths et allegoric. p. 44. 

77 f,r;outefois sa ve*rite eat de l'ordre, non de la 
representation, male de la rlal ltd v/cue; r i le est vralo, 
non A la fa^on d1une doctrine. mriis COMIC tno suite d'c'vt'no-
monts hlstoriques qui ont vraiment eu l ieu , nemo s ' i l s n'ont 
exists que dans I'histoire de la conscience.' I den. op. c i t . 
p. 60. 

73 Idem. ot». d t . » p. 60. 
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should not be looked for in i t s narrative formulation, but 

In i t s l ived and experienced real i ty . This intrinsic truth 

of myth Is not rational nor defined as an adequation of an 

exterior reality with i t s representation in the spir i t and 

vice versai as Pepin says: "ee dodoublemeat du sujet ot do 

1*objet est stranger au n>tne| la presence meme d'une repre-

sentation es t exelue de sa forme prinitlve et authentique."" 

Briefly, the immediate truth in myth i s essentially an a t t i ­

tude of l i f e . I t i s experienced snd perceived therefore and 

i t i s understood and formulated. I ts sin i s to integrate 

nan in the universe. 

The immediate truth of nyths i s , therefore, In the 

order of affection. As wo have seen, primitives had ordi­

nary experience of the sensible world sad what may bo called 

"mystical" experience of the world. In spite of their dis­

tinctions the two worlds were sometimes even fused into one 

by tiie primitives. In the experience of the mystical world 

they came into contact with supernatural rea l i t ies , with the 

holy and the sacred. From that contact they got an affective 

category of the supernatural. In other words, out of 

their experience and perception of the non-created, the 

more-powerful-than-man or numen. external change of the sun, 

79 J. Pepin, Myths et a l l t o r i e . p. 66. 

60 MM* frPf §!%%» P* 63. 
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noon, seasons, life and so on, the primitives came to the 

truth of the god of nature, of vegetation, of hunting, of 

the origin of life and of the cosmic changes.'*1 Out of that 

affective union with natural events primitives got the reve­

lation of the sanctity and holiness of human existence, the 

universe, life, fertility, generation and death. * 

The immediate and intrinsic truth of myth has a 

close connection with its indirect and exterior truth. As 

wo have just B—nt the immediate truth of myth is the expe­

rienced reality; it is an attitude of life and a principle 

of conduct. This truth is not only concerned with the past 

experience but also with the present and future life of 

primitive nan. Xt is in this way that myths are a rule of 

conduct. For this reason myths are a revelation of the 

lived reality, and therefore their Indirect truth Is their 

translation of that reality by images, gestures and ac­

tions.^ xts truth is essentially their reference to basic 

structures of being within the present world. "Thie ftruthT 

consists in a recognition of the life-determining reality 

which the mythical mind has apprehended in the powers of 

81 B. Childs, Myth and Reality in the Old Testa­
ment, p. 20. 

#2 M. r.liade, Naissancos mystiques. Paris, Galli-
mard, 1959, P* 53. 

tj J. Pepin, Hytfre et njLlegorte, p. 45* 
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nature" * In other words myths are true Inasmuch as they 

have relations with real objective real i t ies and phenomena 

whose expressions and translations they are. I t i s in this 

meaning and context that myths are historic, bocau3« they 

recall and recapitulate what has been perceived and experi­

enced, because they recapitulate the history of nature, man 

and of the t r i b e . " For the same reason myths having rela­

tions with physical or moral roal i t ies in which gods are in­

carnated in order to characterize one virtue or property, 

are said to have physical or moral truths. Allogorist 

theory, therefore, admits the existence of some truth in 

mythologies. P£pin adds. "mais i l o'agit d'une v^ritd ex-

trlnsoque et empruntee, en ce sens que ce n'est pas la my-

thologie elle-meae qui est vraie, mais une signification qui 

s'en ecarte souvent A 1'extreme et ne s*y ramene qu'avec 

violence.11 ' Myths are true indirectly because their signi­

fication i3 true. For instance, the signification of myths 

of f e r t i l i t y snd the menstrual cycle are true because their 

signif icsticn which i s the rhythmical change i s true for the 

moon snd for women alike. Myths are true also because in 

#4 B. Childs, Myth and Reality in the Old Testa­
ment, p. 20. 

65 M. Eliade, Nalssances mystiques, p. 53* 

86 J. Pepin, i'.ythe et allegoric, p. 50. 

67 Idem, oo. c i t . . p. 56. 
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then Initiates can read and interpret socrets of the divini­

ties. In the myths of Osiris and Dlonysos initiates could 

read types and figures of some incarnations of some divini­

ties. ** 

Conclusion 

Myths can be defined as expression of man's under­

standing of reality. They arc manifestations of human com­

prehension of the surroundings. They are formed by man in 

his early, non-conceptual stage of understanding. As such, 

nyths are not only literary descriptions but also gestures, 

actions and vital activities. 

According to the realities experienced, there are 

nyths of creation or of origins, myths of vegetation, of 

fertility and generation, of transformation or of initia­

tion, of passage, as well as myths of death or of escha-

tology. 

Formation of myths presupposes anterior experience 

or perception of natural phenomena such as the existence of 

life and death, rhythmic changes of seasons and the coinci­

dence of periods of fertility with lunar changes. There­

fore, true objective and historic facts are necessary for 

the formation of nyths. In other words, nyths are insplrod 

88 J. P4pin, Mythe et alldgorle. p. 46-47. 
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by real historic facts and experience. Once experience of 

the world and roalitioi around is present, the .r.i.id bê ln.-j 

to reorganise facto into a united Intelligible sequence. 

The mind with its sensitive and intellectual faculties be­

gins to express its comprehension In literary forsis, actions 

and gestures. 

Myths aro true in two ways. They are true immediate­

ly and Intrinsically because in themselves they are the af­

fective experience of basic structures of the universe, be­

cause they express their understanding of real liistoric per­

ception of the surrounding realities. They are also true 

Indirectly, in the sense that realities to which they refer 

snd to which they are related, namely, perceived nature and 

its mysteries, are true. In this way myths are said to be 

extrlnsically true because in that sense what is true is 

thoir signified and revealed phenomena. It is upon this 

signifying capacity that we may speak of physical, moral, 

religious truth in myths. Of course, imagination, circum­

stances of space and time could easily introduce or empha­

size minor erroneous aspects in nyths as we find in myths of 

initiation. Nevertheless, this minor deficiency does not 

destroy the value of nyths as containing truth in the primi­

tive stage of mankind, and as the expression of man's under­

standing at that period of his history. 



CHAPTER III 

NOTION Or THr', DIVINITY 

In order to distinguish religious symbols of the 

Basotho from their profane symbols, we have to know the na­

ture of the religion they had. To know whether a religion 

is monotheistic or polytheistic wo have to know the idea of 

the divinity that a people has, because religious acts of 

knowledge and of worship are specified by their object. 

Consequently, it is necessary to know the nature of the di­

vinity according to the Basotho. That notion will enable us 

to know, first of all, their religion, and ultimately their 

religious synbols. 

To study the idea or notion of the divinity of pagan 

Basotho, a hundred snd twenty nine years after the arrival 

of Christianity In Basutoland, la not an easy task. Our 

difficulty arises not only from the lack cf historical docu­

ments written by Basotho but also from the cultural and re­

ligious evolution that has taken place ever since. Remark­

able variations in their oral traditions on this subject 

create other problems. 

It goes without saying that discoveries of ethnology 

and history of religions will be of great help to us in or­

der to interpret seme difficult rites and facts. Special 

attention will bo paid to philological remarks and preci­

sions; that la why we shall examine words, legends and 
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stories in which, most likely, wo shall got the notion of 

the divinity of the Basotho. 

In this chapter our aim is not to justify nor to 

criticise what was considered to be the divinity. Neither 

is it to know whether that object of cult was the true God 

or not. What interests us is to know what the Basotho had 

aa object of their worship. 

Kxiutence of Uie I.ame kolimo 

A. In Various Prayers 

The word MoHmo which is used for the divinity is 

found explicitly in some prayers of the Basotho. One of 

them is quoted by Fr. Laydevant. On account of its impor­

tance, it is profitable to quote It completely: 

Mollno ako utloe, roa rapela, 
C Dieu, ecoute, nous tc prions, 

Mollno o mocha rapela oa Khalo. 
0 dieu nouveau, prie I'^cien. 

So rapele fna, rapela raelimo, 
Ce n'sst pas mol qui prie. ce sent ies dieux, 

Molimo bonkhono ba llllela natlala. 
Les dieux grand'meres qui r£olanoai la viands 

des sacrifices. 
Matlala ba a bona kang ba shoele? 

La viands, comment la volent-elles, 'tant mortes: 
3a bona ka paka tsw maoitla. 

Elles voient par les interstices des pierres 
tombal*s. 

Ho ltsoe shoe-shoe, ho lloe kae? 
Tous sent sorts, ou sont-ils alios? 

Ho lloe ha sekotl ha se tlale, 
lis sent alKc dans ia fosse qui no se ruaplit 

pas, 
Za ho olla lichaoa. 

Qui engloutlt toutes les nations. 
Ra le rapele, lea saea. 

Vous ne pries pas, vous vous amusez. 
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Ke molimo oa eng, ha e le mollngoana' 
Quel dieu eat-11, ce petit dieu? 

£ le aolingoanyana oa tumola baloi 
Ce tout petit dieu qui laisse agir les jetours 

do sorts 
Ba metse c methating. 

Qui habitant au bord des pixel pices. 
Bana ba Ka'moloki, 

Les file du Pore de sauveur, 
iia'rnoloki liatla II maroba, 

Le Per© de sauveur aux mains psreees, 
Li makutumala ho bathe, 

Qui rdchauffent les humains, 
Li ontsoe ke ho re bopa. * 

Jit qui sont ainsi pour nous avoir far,armes. 

In this prayer the terra molimo which neans currently 

God, or rather which has been used to mean God, appears sev­

en times in different forms of the sesuto version. In the 

first, second and the twelfth line it is written thrice in 

the singular form of molimo. While In the third and fourth 

lines it is written in the plural form of molimo — gods. 

In the twelfth and thirteenth lines we find the diminutive 

form nolingoanyana which moans little god. In descriptive 

languages such variations arc important and full of signifi­

cation. At the same tine they give rise to many problems 

too. In sesuto it is the same thing. For example, does the 

plural form moan that there are many gods" Does it scan 

that the god has many natures7 Then, what is the diminutive 

form for? On what is It based? Logically we would have to 

conclude that there are many gods, if we consider the plural 

• I • ii 1 . 1 1 i 1 1 ii i i 

1 F. Laydevant, O.K.I., "Idee do Dieu chea loo An-
ciens Basutos", In Revue de l'Unlvorsite d'Ottawa. 1935, 
p. 320-321. 
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form of the word fioJLLjjo, i.e. uj&ŷ o.. At least, we are 

tempted to affiru degrees in the divinities. These are 

problems coning fron the nominal description or frog the 

name given to divinities in sesuto. They will be examined 

in the notion itself. Fr. Laydevant quotes another prayer 

which was said by sterile women in order to receive the 

blessing of notherhood. Here are the first and the last two 

lines ia which the word mollno is found. 

Molimo sko utloe, rea rapela !...] 
u Dieu, ecoutc, nous to prions L ] 

Mtili o bitsoa ka balimong. 
On appclle I.tili chez lea ancetres. 

Mollno ako utloe, rea rapela. 

C Lieu, ecoute, nous te prions. 

In this prayer two forms of the word molluo are 

found. In the first ant. the last line the singular form 

nolimo is used. In fact this introductory address seems to 

be the same a& the one found in the long prayer that we have 

just quoted. In the iuieond last xinc of this prayer vo find 

another form; balimo. which also means currently <?,ou::. Jr. 

Laydevant in uhij grayer translates this t;ord by "ancestors". 

It is to be remarked that in this prayer nothing is explic­

itly said about the difference between the singular and plu­

ral forms of moliao. The difficulty lies in the use of two 

different forms. The second difficulty 1J> to know the 

2 F. Laydsvant, "Idea do Bleu ones les And ens Ba-
««toa", in aoyuQ do l»tfaiyarsite d*Ottawa. 1935, p. 327. 
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difference between what is signified by the other plural 

form jjaljtag. Ia other words, is there a difference between 

the plural forms molimo and balimo? Problems of terminology 

will bo discussed at length in the following paragraphs. 

Casalis quotes one of the shortest prayers which was 

used: "Dieux nouveaux, pries pour nous las dieux anciens."-' 

We notice that in this prayer the term Dieux Is in the plu­

ral form, that there are recent and ancient gods. This 

prayer looks like the one quoted by Fr. Laydevant; the only 

difference between them is that in the version given by i-r. 

Laydevant the word dieu is in the singular form while in Ca­

salis* version recent qualifies dieux. This brings about 

many questions. Are there differences in number between re­

cent gods? Do they have the same nature? la the difference 

brought forth by the authors? We shall try to give explana­

tions in the paragraph on the notion of the divinity itself. 

In spite of those difficulties it is undoubtedly 

sure that the word to designate the divinity existed among 

ancient Basotho. That word is found in their prayers in 

which it appears in different forms. It is the word molimo 

which means god in current language. It appears in the di­

minutive form of mollngoanvana. In the plural form it ap­

pears twice differently, as nolimo and balimo. The 

3 E. Casalis, Leg Basaoutos. Paris, Society des 
Missions ^vaagsliques, 1933, p. 311. 
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difference of their signification will be dealt with in the 

paragraph on the real signification of molimo. 

B. Myth of Kholumo-lumo 

The idea of molimo is found implicitly in myths of 

the Basotho. One of the cosmonest and the most disputed is 

that of Kholumo-lumo. Thie was a mythical giant ferocious 

animal which is said to have devoured all people, with the 

exception of one wonan who eventually gave birth to a boy 

without having known man. That baby was not like other ba­

bies because it had teeth and amulets at its birth. His 

name was Litaolane because of the amulets and the divining 

bones he had around his neck. He grew up in an extraordi­

narily fast manner on the day of his birth, while his mother 

had gone to draw water. The mother was surprised to find 

her baby already grown up and ready to attack the monster. 

Litaolane went to kill the monster and thus saved the people 

and the animals. The people crowned hicn their king. Later 

on, however, they killed him out of jealousy and misunder­

standing. 

Fr. Laydevant's narrative is a little different from 

the other given by Casalis. Fr. Laydevant calls the monster 

ffholumo-lumo.* Casalis calls It Kammaoa.^ According to the 

4 F. Laydovaat, "Idea de Dieu chez les Anciens !3a-
sutos", In P.evue do 1*University d'Ottawa. 1935, p. 322-323. 

5 s. Casalis, Los Bassoutos. p. 423-426. 
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narrative given by Fr. Laydevant, the boy was called 3enka-

tane or Litaolane. He grew up while his mothor had gone to 

draw water. According to Casalis1 version, the boy grew up 

while his nother had gone to collect fire wood or, more pre­

cisely, cow dung for fire. Another difference is that Fr. 

LaydevantTs description is more explicit than that of Casa­

lis in regard to the mysterious conception of the boy, i.e. 

he says explicitly that the boy's conception was virginal. 

This myth or legend has caused many discussions 

among nissloaaries. 3ome of them thought that it had a Jew­

ish origin. For them this myth had a Christian inspiration 

and as a result they thought that it did not exist before 

Jesus Christ. All of them recognise, therefore, a certain 

dependence of the myth of Litaolane on the historical events 

of Jesus Christ. All of them admit the similarity of the 

legend and the history of the Redeemer. 

Casalis hesitates to affirm the connection of this 

legend and the history of our redemption by Jesus Christ. 

At any rate, he considers Kammapa as a figure of satan. He 

admits the close similarity between the life of Litaolane 

snd that of Jesus Christ. 

Fr. Laydevant tells us that Fr. Porte saw a complete 

history of our Saviour in this legend.? 

6 E. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 425-426. 

7 F. Laydevant, "Idee de Dieu ches les Anciens Ba-
sutos", in Revue de l1University d'Ottawa. 1935, p. 323. 
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The position of Fr. Laydevant is that this myth has 

a Christian origin. He puts a connection between It and 

the long prayer quoted above where the prayer is addressed 

to Ra'moloki — father of the saviour. For him, the ancient 

Basotho knew the promise and the realisation of our salva­

tion. Ho has a little difficulty in explaining how the an-

ciem, Basotho came to possess that knowledge, v/e notice a 

certain lack of clarity in the explanation. He seems to put 

a connection between the ancient Basotho and the Congolese, 

who, according to him. had the notion of the true God from 

Christian missionaries. The weak point of Fr. Laydevant's 

position is that he does not give historical proofs for his 

opinion. Ho does not tell us the time, place and occasion 

of the evangelization of the Congo, nor the time when the 

ancient Basotho met the Congolese. His logic is not clear 

because later on in the same chapter he admits that there 

are some legends, for example, that of Leobu and Khatooane. 

which do not have a Christian origin, although they havo 

sons points similar to Christian doctrine. 

It is worthwhile remembering that long, long before 

the coming of Jesus Christ, pagans had nyths about virginal 

birth, cult of the dead, the death of a redeeming god, the 

resurrection of a murdered god and the ascension to the 

place of the divinities. 

8 F. Laydevant, "Idee de Dieu chez les Anciens 8a-
sutos", in Revue de l'Unlversite d'Ottawa, p. 323. 
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The existence of such ideas in the pagan world be­

fore Christ is found in myths of variouc pagan people of the 

past. Fr. Botte tells us that in Alexandria, Egypt, pagans 

celebrated a festival In the temple Xorelon, which was dedi­

cated to the god Kore.- The pagans spent the whole night in 

that sanctuary singing hymns to the accompaniment of flutes. 

They did that in honour of their idols. Their celebration? 

began in the evening and stopped at dawn of the following 

day. At cock-crow the assembled congregation, carrying 

burning candles and lamps, descended to a subterranean place 

whore a naked wooden statue of a person in sitting position 

was carried on a stretcher. The statue had a golden cross 

on its forehead, hands and knees. All these five marks were 

golden. A procession was made seven times with the statue 

around the temple while the congregation sang hymns accompa­

nied by flutes and drums. After the procession the statue 

was carried back to its subterranean place. Fr. Botte adds: 

"£t quand on lour demande ce qu'est} ce ay stare, lis re pen­

dent: Aujourd'hui, a eette heure, Kor6t c'est-A-dlre la 

Vlerge, a enfante l'Alon (c^uc? ch Se-*. » /(afa> cci-cxTa* y 

•rrcLcfaitcf 4yt*"}crt.it zeis A<?£>^).10 Fr. Botte adds that 

9 B, Botte, 0.3.B., Les origines do la nool ot 40 
l'eoi ononis. Louvain, Abbaye du Mont uesar, 1932 lr6impres-
sion anastatique I960), p. 69; see also H. Rahner, S.J., My-
thas ***** ** mrstere chretlan. Paris, Payot, [cl9543, 

*0 Idem, OP. elt.. p. 69* 
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similar celebrations existed in the metropolitan city of 

Arabia, Edom, where people sang hymns in Arabian' to a vir­

gin, calling her "charaan" (that is to say, a young lady or 

virgin), and to her son Donoares (that is to say, the only 

son of the lord). The same thing happened In Ldousa, Alex­

andria, snd at Putra.11 In that myth the important event 

was the birth of a god. The celebration had a connection 

with solar divinities and ths winter solstice, natalis in­

victi soils, natalis del invicti. which was otherwise called 

the mystery of Mythra, and which was called the feast of 

fertility of Saturn by Romans, Kronia by Egyptians, snd Ki-

kellla by Alexandrians.*2 

It is to be noted that the feast of virginal birth 

existed among pagans before the promulgation of Christiani­

ty. On this point Fr. Botte gives the testimony of a cer­

tain Cosmas of Jerusalem, an author of the IX*h century A.D., 

who, speaking about Christmas, wrote: "Les pa lens eell— 

braient cette fete cheque annee depuis longtemps, appelant 

lo jour ou le Christ est neowg.^ ,or, ( . lis la eelebraient 

au milieu de la nuit, entrant dans certains ssnctuaires d'ou 

lis sorted ant en criant: La vierge a enfante, la luralere 

crolt ( o rrx.pl?<<;t$ o f ^ o y ^ t < ^ % )."*3 The existence 

11 B. Botte, les origines cie la no^l et de 1 T£P1-
nhanie. p. 69-70. 

12 Idem, OP. cit.. p. 62-69* 

13 Idem, OP. ciy. p. 70. 
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of the idea of virginal birth in the Myth of Kholumo-lumo 

should not surprise us. It should not make UK t.M.nk that it 

had a necessary connection with the Jewish or Christian tra­

ditions. In other words, this legend la like other legends 

and myths of virginal birth which existed in the pagan world 

before the coning of Christ and did not have Christian in­

spiration. 

The pagans had an idea of m incarnation of the ii-

vinity. Their idea is enveloped in the very nature of 

myths. Prophecy in the sense of prefiguring and foretell­

ing the future has not been a monopoly of Christianity. Ev­

idently, no comparison la intended here. Direct influence 

and intervention of Yahweh, his Debar and his Rush in the 

continuous progressive revelation of Himself in the History 

of Salvation of Israel and of the whole human race accom­

plished by Jesus Christ gives Christianity a truly supreme 

value over other revelations, means and efforts of man to 

know and love God. Nevertheless, a point blank denial of 

sone natural revelation in creation and in the expression of 

nan's understanding of it would betray a lack of elementary 

comprehension of myths and the divine pedagogy through the 

wonders of creation. That is why it is not surprising that 

Greek mythology was also prophetic. Its function was analo­

gous to Hebrew prophecy. In Hellenistic myths, as P^pin 

says: "tout y converge vera le second Dionysios; le nom none 

d''Eleusis* signlfie l"aventf du Lieu spirltuel; Hermes est 
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lo 'neosagor' des dieux futurs; etc. Inis l 'act ivi td pro-

phetique de la mythologie a'etend aussi hors d'ello-neme: 

e l l e prophetise sa propre ruine, c'est-A-dire 1*apparition 

du Mossie; on discerne dans la religion $*recque le sentiment 

d'une grande chose A venir, mais non encore reconnaissablo; 

plusieurs expressions de Platen pev.vent pacser pour des an­

ticipations du chrlstianlsme; Heracles, Dlonysos, Osiris 

sent en quolque sorte dos preIncarnations du Christ." * 

The idea of the death and resurrection of a god 

likewise existed among pagans before the Christian era. In 

Greece, Dionysus was devoured by Titan to rise isuaortal af­

terwards, while in Egypt the god Osiris was murdered by Seth 

snd was brought back to l i f e by the god I s i s . 

What has been said does not mean that Christian mys­

teries are identified with pagan mysteries. We cannot put 

thorn on the same level . In the above-mentioned Greek my­

thologies i t i s the incarnation of a god of vegetation, Dio­

nysus. It i s also the resurrection of the Greek Aagreus who 

dies and rlsee again in a human form. In this myth the 

Creeks were waiting for something for a god whose messenger 

was Hemes. That coming was certainly a groat evont. They 

ignored the other possible nooning of their myth. Just the 

same their myth remains a prefigure of the mystery of Christ, 

14 J. Pepin. Mygpot a l^ggrte , Les origlnea gr< 
t loa contestations, Paris. Aublsr. lclo*S8t. p. LA. 
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although they did not know it. Liko the Greeks, the ancient 

Basotho did not know that their myth and legend of /'holuno-

lumo was a figure and a prototype of the mystery of o'esuo 

Christ. Just the sarae, in both peoples the idea of the vir­

ginal birth and of the death of a divine person axleted. 

Some might find it hard to admit that the myth of 

Kholumo-lumo was a figure of Christ because in it there are 

brutes. We know that among the ancient Persians similar 

myths existed. In those myths Mythra was said to have immo­

lated a bullock for the creation of other beings. The death 

of the animal was the occasion and the condition of the cre­

ation of other things of creation. Among African initiation 

rite3, mythical persons are presented in animal forms. ̂  

This presentation of divinities in animal forms reveals that 

the rite belongs to an archaic culture of hunters. The ani­

mal plays the role of a person who kills human beings in or­

der to give them life again. The animal in the myth of 

Kholumo-lumo plays therefore the role of a super-human power 

according to the hunters mentality. 

Briefly, this myth of Kholumo-lumo does not have a 

Christian origin, because pagans hud myths of the same kind 

before Christ. It simply shows the nood that primitives had 

to communicate with divinities in a human manner, and how 

15 K. Lliade, i.aiasances mystiques, i-'arls, Galli 
nard, 1959, p. 59-60. 
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man expected his salvation or his participation of the di­

vine perfections by the help of a divinity who would take a 

human form. This insinuates a remote preparation of the hu­

man race to receive supernatural revelation. It insinuates 

a universal activity of the divine pedagogy in view of the 

historical salvation by Christ. 

By so saying I agreo with Casalis that thor. is a 

very close similarity between the legend of Litaolane and 

the history of Jesus Christ.^ One thing is certain, that 

is, our salvation has been revealed by God to Abraham and to 

his posterity. It is also certain that we are saved by the 

rodomptive action of Jesus Christ who founded his Church and 

gave his apostles the mission to preach the Good News to all 

nations. If the hypothesis of Fr. Laydevant is truo or ten­

able, when and where did the Basotho meet the Jews before 

tho arrival of the first Christian missionaries in 1833'; To 

answer this question dates and historical facts are neces­

sary. 

It seems hard to believe that the Basotho aaet the 

Jews for the following reasons. The absence of the iinnes of 

Jesus and Mary in the myth of Kholumo-lumo is rather unfa­

vourable to the hypothesis. Besides this, there is no indi­

cation which shows that the legend of the Basotho had a 

16 r.. Casalis, Lea Baasoutos. p. 423-426. 
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connection with the Jewish traditions of the promise of the 

Messiah. It is doubtful that the ancient Basotho ever knew 

Jewish traditions of the promise or of the realisation of 

our salvation by Jesus Christ. At any rate, the legend re­

veals no Jewish origin in so far as names of people and 

places are concerned. 

Some might say that the ancient Basotho met other 

people who were already Christianised. This is possible 

speculatively. Historical proofs have to be given. So far 

we cannot give affirmative arguments. 

Ellenberger says that the Basotho met Christian mis­

sionaries for the first time in 1833.*7 up to now we have 

no historical proofs against his affirmation. Nevertheless, 

lot us examine briefly the possibility of meeting Christians 

during migrations from the north. 

Fliche-Martln reports that the first group of Catho-

lie «i»lonari.. arrtr... in th. Congo in U8U.1'" Mo«t of 

those missionaries were lay people. In 1490-1491 came the 

first group of religious missionaries from Spain. He also 

adds that in 1490 the group was composed of 

17 V. Sllsnberger, Un sleclo do missions au beasou-
to 1B33-1933. Paris, Societe des missions Svangellques, 
1932, p. II. 

16 A. Fliche and V. Martin. Histoire de l»£glise. 
t. XVII, Lyon, 31oud-Gay, 1948, P* k/f&l 
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Doninicane.19 In Filch e-; tart in we read also that in 1491 

there were 100,000 people at tho first baptism ceremony 

there.20 In 1518 the first Congolese priest was ordained in 

Spain. The year 1547 saw the arrival of the Jesuits, who 

were, unfortunately, expelled from the territory In 1555* 

Tho oeeond half of the XVIth century was the time of a great 

decadence of Christianity in the Congo. 

If the ancient Basotho came from the Congo before 

14^4, their legend would not be mixed with Christian doc­

trine. If they met or passed that place between 14&4 and 

tho beginning of the XVIIth century, they could have net 

some people with some elements of Christianity. The possi­

bility cannot be denied. But we do not know whether the 

Basotho came from tho Congo. If they did, the time of their 

departure iron there is unknown so far. 

As a matter of fact, they could have jiBMBBd else­

where. They could have passod west of the Congo, i.e. An­

gola. We know that Jesuits arrived in Angola in the XVIth 

century. This statement is not very detailed. Just the 

19 A. Fliche-and V. Martin, Hlstoire de 1'EvJLisfe. 
t. XV, p. 116-117. 

20 Ildom. OP. cit., t. XV, p. 470. 

21 A. Boulenger, HjLstolre g ^ r a l a . j i e , I'Jk&lsg.. 
t . I l l , vo l . IX, Lyon-Paris, Vitto, 1950, p." 958. 
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same it may help us to know the time of Christianizing ui-

gola. 

Here again we cannot know with certitude that the 

ancient Basotho passed there during their migratory voyages. 

We cannot give precise data about the time and place of 

their passage, If they came down that way at all. If they 

passed there later than the X V I ^ century, they could have 

picked up some elements of Christian doctrine. Before that 

it would seem to be impossible. 

Let us now examine the possibility of their meeting 

Christians of the eastern coast, i.e. around Mosambiqus. 

According to Boulenger, Mozambique was Christianised by Do-

nlnicans first, then by the Jesuits, followed by Augustin-

ians in the XVIth century.22 Franciscans arrived in the 

X"vllth century. The Basotho could have learned Christian 

doctrine if they passed there after the XVIth and the XVIIth 

centuries. We do not have historical data so far to affirm 

that they did. The Basotho do not help us to answer the 

question for the lack of historical facts. 

Many are inclined to say that Rhodesia was the place 

whore the Basotho csme from. The Basotho themselves seem to 

agree that they spent some time there. No specified time is 

given for their arrival nor for their departure. Boulenger 

22 A. Boulenger, falstoiro g^n/rale de l^rlise, 
t. Ill, vol. IX, p. 95S-959. 
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tells us that Hhodesia was evangelized by the Jesuits to­

wards the end of the XVIth century.23 Fr. Brown mentions 

that in 1560 Portuguese Jesuits undertook missicsis on both 

the lestern and the Eastern coasts of Africa. At that time 

Dominicans had already been on the Zambezi for fourteen 

years, which means that they had arrived in about 1546. ** 

Boulenger tells us that in 1&79 at the arrival of mission­

aries in iihodosia, there was no trace of Christianity in the 

country. That was a very strange thing. #e do not know how 

long missionaries had worked there. We do not know either 

what had happened between the second part of the XVIth cen­

tury and 1879. Here again we cannot give data nor histori­

cal facts to show the time when the Basotho left that part 

of the country. 

The possibility can be regarded from the south of 

the continent. Fr. Brown says that in 1660 a certain bishop 

was forbidden to land at the Cape (Cape of Good Hope). In 

166*8 a group of Jesuits astronomers arrived at the Cape, 

where they ministered to some Catholics. Fr. Brady, on the 

other hand, says that from 166*6 to 1304 nothing is known 

about the Catholic Church in South Africa. Before this time 

23 A. Boulenger, Histolre gjnurale de l-Sfclisc. 
t. Ill, vol. IX, p. 976. 

24 #.E. Brown, The Catholic Church in 3outh Africa. 
London, Burns and Oates, I960, p. 4. 
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he mentions sone isolated cases of Catholics who escaped 

from shipwrecks. No missionary activity among the Africans 

is mentioned.25 

In a nutshell, we may say that historically wo can­

not prove affirmatively that the Basotho had met Jews of 

Christians before 1333. On the other hand we have affirma­

tive indications that they did not know Christian tradi­

tions. In other words the position of Fr. Laydevant who 

proposed Christian inspiration as the explanation of the 

nyths and legends of the Basotho does not soc::. to be sub­

stantiated so far. 

What complicates the problem even more is that at 

that time the Basotho did not exist as the organized jroup 

that wc find to-day. .vhat existed then were different and 

more or less independent little tribes. As Lagoden says: 

"Tho tribes which form the Basuto nation are Bafuking, Bak-

wena, Batlokoa, Basia, Sachwoning, Banareng, Batloung, 3a-

taung, Baphuthing, Bakhatla, Bataung, Bahaleroa. These are 

from the .ieboko, or coat of arms."2" Those clans combined 

for the common purpose of offense and defense. It has to be 

noted that two paths seem to have been followed. The Cotho 

25 J.-». Brady, O.tf.I., Trekking for souls. Cedara, 
Natal. Missionary Association of Kary Immaculata - St. Jo-
soph Scholsstlcate, 1952, p. 14. 

26 Sir G. Lageden, K.C.H.G., The Baautoa. Vol. I, 
London, Hutchinson and Co., 1909, p. 22. 
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group seems to have come down by the western coast, while 

the aguni group seems to , uve followed the eastern coast. 

Another group seetas to have followed the great Lakes Victo­

ria, Tanganyika and Nyasa. 

In short, it would be rash to conclude that the myth 

of Kholumo-lumo had a Christian origin without giving scien­

tific data. The similarity of ideas between this myth and 

tho history of Jesus Christ cannot be denied totally. 

C. Burial Services 

Burial services of tne basotho have been a center of 

great interest to those who examined them closely, rr. Les-

Rosiers took them as a proof of the existence of the idea of 

Sod.2' He was struck by the position of the dead in the 

tomb and by the objects which were placed near the dead 

man's body. According to ir. Lebretou, the dead person was 

buried In a sitting position facing the East, which was con­

sidered to be the cardinal point where the Basotho came 

from. Beside the dead man's body seeds of corn, maize, 

beans, pumpkin, fruits, a tuff of grass, weapons and pre­

ferred objects of the dead person were placed. jome objects 

27 J.-*;, -aauosiers, o.M.I., "Pagunisme et catholi-
oismo envahissant", in Bulletin doe Missions, t. XVIII, 
ler aeaestra 1239» P« 20. 

2& H. Lebreton, O.H.I., *i*ort et funcrailles-1, in 
retites Annalea des msslonnairos Qblats de Marie Imnaeuj^e. 
3lTTl931)i.p. 285. 
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which the dead used during his life, which were thought to 

bo necessary for him to make a living, were also buried with 

him. This was done because the ancient Basotho believed 

that death was a passage between tills life and another life 

beyond the grave. They did not give details about the na­

ture of the life of the dead. They conceived it according 

to tones of the present life. Fr. DosHoslers took these 

burial rites as an implicit proof of the existence of God 

and as a result of the existence of the notion of God among 

tho ancient Basotho. 

As far I can see, this kind of burial service is a 

direct proof of the existence of life beyond the grave. It 

is a proof or an indieation that the ancient Basotho believed 

that something of the dead person survived after death. It 

nay be a proof of the immortality of tho soul. This point 

is very delicate because the primitives do not make a clear 

distinction between tho soul and the body. Burial services 

are a wry weak proof of the existence of God. It is a 

proof of the existence of the bad.Lao. 

What we can say about the nature of the divinity ac­

cording to the Basotho is that they had a name for it. That 

name is nolimo. This name is found in the singular form of 

nolimo. in the diminutive form of molingoanyana. in the plu­

ral form of mollno and balimo in their prayers. The legends 

of the Basotho alone are not sufficient to prove that the 

ancient Basotho had the notion of tho divinity. Those who 
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want to affirm that these legends have a Christian origin do 

not give satisfactory proofs of history to back their theo­

ries. 

2. Etymological Jir;nification of Kollmo 

The etymology of the word nolimo has caused many 

discussions. According to the narrative of Fr. Laydevant, 

some authors thought that this word is derived fron the root 

ena or lna. which mean "to stand".2^ From the philological 

point of view that opinion is not exact. Fr. Laydevant has 

mentioned this imprecision in his article. 

Grammatical rules of the formation of nouns from 

verbs are not observed in that opinion. Paroz, explaining 

rules of derivative nouns, says that nouns are formed fron 

verbs by the addition of a prefix of one of the seven classes 

of nouns. Besides this addition of a prefix, the last vowel 

of the new word Is changed into "i".-50 For example, from 

the verb ho ia which means "to eat", we may add the prefix 

of the first class mo- to the root J& and replace the vowel 

"a" by the vowel "1". These changes will give us the word 

mo,11 which means "i|ho eats". From the verbs ho nka wto 

29 *'• Laydevant, 'rldce de Dieu chev. los And ens Ba-
sutos", in itovuo de l*Universite dTOttawa. 1935, p. 314. 

30 H.A. Paroz, giements of Southern flotho. Morija, 
Basutaland, Morija Book Depot, 1945, p. 45-47. 
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take", ho tsoma which means "to hunt", ho ema which moans 

"to stand", the following derivative nouns moaki. motaomi 

and moeml are formed respectively. It is important to no­

tice that from the verb ho ema "to stand' the derivative 

formed is noeml rather than molimo. as supporters of the 

above mentioned opinion explained. In this way their theory 

is grammatically incorrect. The otymolc ;;y of molimo is 

therefore not the verb ho ema nor fro ima as they proposed. 

Fr» Laydevant thought that the word molimo had a 

Phoonidan origin. He thought that it was borrowed from the 

Hebrew word ellm which moans ^goda*'.^1 According to him, 

the root of molimo is the root of ellm. rxhe prefix mo- of 

the first class of suto nouns was added to that radical. 

The addition of this prefix and of a suffix gives molimo. 

The last vowel of the new word is added probably for reasons 

of euphony. Fr* Laydevant explains that the first word to 

be formed was molimo because the addition of the prefix mo-

to the root ellm plus the suffix vowel -o gives mo-clim-o 

which becomes mellmo on account of the 3trong open vowel "e". 

In a few sentences Fr, Laydevant's position is this. The 

word for the divinity Is molimo in sesuto. It is borrowed 

from the Semitic word ellm. The process of its formation is 

31 F. Laydevant, "Idee de Dieu chez les Anclens Ba-
sutos", in Revue de 1'University d'Ottawa. 1935, p. 314-3IS. 
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this. First of all the word mellmo was formed; then from it 

the singular form of molimo was foruoi. 

One of the reasons why Fr. Laydevant looked for the 

solution snd explanation of the word molimo elsewhere is 

that he had found no sesuto words which could give a satis­

factory explanation. .Since words like holimo. lehojlnp and 

lehallma had the same radical but, according to him, did not 

explain enough, he sought a solution in Semitic languages. 

It is rather surprising that he did not try to find a solu­

tion in suto or bantu languages or at least in other African 

languages. His solution is rather far-fetched. 

Even if we would admit that the word molimo is bor­

rowed from Semitic languages some difficulties remain. For 

instance, does it mean the ancient Basotho did not have 

words to signify tho divinity before they borrowed the word 

from the Somites" If they did not have words to signify di­

vinities, does that mean that they ignored the divinity be­

fore the borrowing? If they know it, how did they talk 

about it without a word to signify it' How did they convoke 

neetings for sacrifices to their object of cult' It is very 

hard and unconvincing to say that the ancient -.asotho could 

make public sacrifices to a divinity without knowing how to 

call it, without having a word to designate it and without 

talking about it. 

Even if we admitted that the word molluo is derived 

from a Semitic word, there is another difficulty to solve. 
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In the word ellm there is the consonant lamed. In the word 

nolimo we have to distinguish the manner of writing from 

that of pronouncing. The word is written with the consonant 

"1" but It is pronounced with the consonant Md" as if it 

were written modino. The "1" of ellm seems not to be iden­

tical with the "1" of molimo. if we may judge by the manner 

of their respective pronunciations. Phonetically speaking, 

therefore, we have two radicals* As a result the radical of 

nolimo seems to be that of ellm. Grammatically, the radical 

Is not olin. as Fr. Laydevant proposed, but djm.32 

One might answer that the "1" of the radical ellm 

has been changed to "d" for reasons of phonetics. It is 

true that Paros says that in Sesotho the consonant "1" be­

fore the vowel "I" and "u" is pronounced "d".33 Such 

changes happen when the borrowed word has a consonant which 

does not exist in suto, for example, v, z, x, etc., as in 

vonke - shop, Zion, in which the "vM and the "s" are pro­

nounced like "b" and "s" respectively. The rule does not 

apply in the borrowed word ellm because the vowel "1" exists 

in suto. 

32 F. Laydevant, "Idee de Dieu chez les Anciens F!a-
sutos", in Revue de 1»University d'Ottawa. 1935, p. 315. 

33 it.A. Paros, Elements of Southern Sotfoo. p. 7. 
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Casalis explains the nominal etymology of the word 

nolimo In a bettor way.^ His explanation Is the best so 

far. It is also simple and more coherent. According to him 

nolimo la a suto word. It is derived from another suto word 

holimo which means up, elevated or high. Its formation has 

followed the normal process of addition of the prefix mo- of 

the first class to the word holimo. Since the "h" In that 

word is silent on account of the preceding and the conse­

quent closed vowel "o", phonetic contraction took place be­

tween no- and ho-. The "h" was dropped; consequently, we 

have mollno. The prefix mo- can belong to the first class 

of nouns and to the second class too. In this word it seems 

to belong to class one more to the second class. This ex­

planation goes well with the object signified because it 

seems to be considered as a person more than a thing. There­

fore the name belongs more to the class of persons than to 

the class of things. Therefore, the otynologloal meaning of 

nolimo is connected with the meaning of its source and 

therefore It is connected with high and elevated places, 

atymologically, the word for divinities means "the one on 

high", "who is up" and "the one In the sky". 

Relations between molimo and ballmo from the point 

of vlow of etymology are not easy. Fr. Laydevant resolved 

34 £* Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 310. 
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thi3 problem in the same way as ho had done for molimo. lor 

him both words had a Semitic origin.-*-5 Pi a reason is based 

on the similarity between rites of initiation of the Basotho 

and those of the Semites. For him ballmo is a word that 

proves that Basotho had some Semitic rites of initiation, 

that they had met Semites somewhere at an unknown time. It 

is a remnant of the Canaancan cult of Baal. 

Fr. Laydevant'8 position seams to restrict the ex­

istence of initiation in the Semitic world. This is not ex­

act because Initiation and circumcision ceremonies existed 

among other people who were not Semites. This is supported 

by writers of the history of religiona, such as Kliade.^6 

According to the latter, initiation rites existed not only 

in Palestine but also in Africa, in Oceania, in Persia and 

among populations of 3outh America. As a result, there is 

no necessary connection between initiation rites of the Ba­

sotho and those of the Semites. To conclude that the word 

ballmo has a Somite origin basing the argument on Initiation 

rites is not sufficient and necessarily true. 

35 F. Laydevant, "Idee de Dieu chez les Anciena Ba-
sutos", in Revue de 1*University: d'Ottawa. 1935, p. 316-317. 

36 %uoi qu»il en soit de son origine, la clrconci-
sion const!tue le rite de puberty par excellence aussl bien 
dans touts 1'Oceanic qu'en Afrlque, et elle est. egalement 
attestee chez cortaines populations de I'Ara^rique du Bord et 
du Sud. En tant que rite inltiatlquo de pubertc, la circon-
cision connait la diffusion la plus vasts, quasi universel-
lo." M. Eliade, Kaiaaances mystiques, p. [54J-55. 
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The word ballmo is really suto. it is the normal 

way of writing ths molimo in the plural. This word ia found 

in other bantu languages. The Bapedi of the Iransvaal call 

their dead ancestors ballmo: Vondas call them badsluo; the 

Ila call then nlshino. These little variations, however, 

make it hard to get the common derivation.*? Fr. Laydevant 

denies that ballmo is the plural form of molimo. Grammati­

cal and philological reasons against his theory seem to de­

stroy it.3° raros confirms tills for he adds that grammati­

cal analysis of groups of nouns reveals that the first class 

is reserved almost exclusively to human bo in/-; a, that r.uuna 

of the second class cannot be mistaken for those of the 

first class for tho same reason.39 

3. Real Signification 

*• Holimo: Sky-Divinity 

The word mollno kept i t s etymological meaning to ex­

press the nature of the divinity. It signifies a being in a 

high position, an elevated thing. Divinities for ancient 

Basotho were beings on a high place. This being was closely 

37 L.P. Juaod, feantu. ^eyijtage, Johannesburg, Heri­
tors Limited, 193#* P» 125-126. 

3$ ?. Laydevant, "Idee de Dieu ches les Anciens ">a~ 
sutoa", in riavue de 1»University d'Ottawa. 1935, p. 316-313. 

39 a.A. *****, Elanents of Southern Sotho. p. i20j-
21* 
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eonnectod with tho sky. The divinities were known by a kind 

of similitude or comparison with the sky. An a result dl* 

vinitioo were as high as the sky, as elevated as the sky snd 

as far as tho sky. 

In fact this Idea of transcendence was found in an­

cient religions. Divinities were beings inhabiting the sky 

and the mountains. Divinities were sky-gods. Eliade ex­

plains why ancient people conceived God or divinities in 

this nanner.*0 The reason he gives is that the sky signi­

fied immensity, infinity, superiority, transcendence snd in­

accessibility. 

Molimo had the same connection with the sky. Its 

very etymology Is tho word meaning the sky, the heavens. 

Basotho, therefore, signified s being which had attributes 

of tho sky. Mollno was a sky divinity. It was an infinite, 

superior, elevated, inaeossiblo divinity. In other words 

the divinity of ancient Basotho was the MOST HIGH CHE. 

The idea of Inaccessibility is the mo3t explicit 

one. It is shown by the attitude of Basotho towards tho 

molimo. Sacrifices were offered to him very rarely. Such 

sacrifices were offered in cases of extreme need. The rea­

son for this remarkable lack of worship or limited manifes­

tation of cult to the sky-divinity was the distance between 
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the people and tho sky-divinity. It was the infinite dis­

tance that tho people gave to the divinity. This distance 

made tho action of the molimo less felt and noticed. This 

seemingly inactive attitude gave the Basotho the impression 

that their sky-divinity was passive and indifferent to their 

affairs. lie was consequently a deus otioaus. lie was not as 

dangerous as the ballmo. As a result molimo of the Basotho 

played a very minor role In the religion of the people. 

That is why fewer sacrifices were offered to him than to ba-

lino.^- Practically, molimo was forgotten very often. This 

is a eommon phenomenon in religions which have the sky-di­

vinities. ^ 

In the prayer that Fr. Laydevant quoted, the divin­

ity of Basotho has some attributes.^ He is called the an­

cient god. Aooordlng to the context the word ancient refers 

to tins. The comparison is between the recent and the an­

cient god. The recent god seems to be one of the ancestors. 

Tho priority of nature la not explicitly said if there is 

one at all. It seems that recent gods were intermediaries 

who interceded for the people. Basotho prayed to them 

41 F. Laydevant, "id-'-e de Dieu chez les melons 3a-
sutos", in Revue de 1*University d-Ottawa. 1935, p. 327. 

42 M. iliado, Patterns in Comparative religions. 
p. 44-45* 

43 F. Laydevant, loo, cit.. p. 310. 
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directly and through them they address; the oky-£,od. Proba­

bly this was done out of respect, in about the suae way as 

women respected their fathers-in-law. At least the ancient 

god seems to be respected more than the recent. This is not 

suffident because probably the ancient and recent gods aro 

of the sane nature. 

Fr. Laydevant hesitantly affirms that the ancient 

god was the first ancestor of tho tribe; as a result, he had 

the same nature as the recent oncs.^ Verbal analysis of 

the prayer itself does not help us to detect any priority of 

the ancient gods with certitude except priority of time. 

Another attribute which seems to have been given to 

the sky-god is that of number. In the prayers quoted by Fr. 

Laydevant, the singular form is used. Casalis seems to con­

tradict Fr. Laydevant; in fact he does not.*** if w e look at 

the context, Casalis quotes a prayer which has a special 

signification. He speaks about ancestors, and therefore his 

prayer applies to thee; alone. In that prayer the distinc­

tions recent and ancient are put between ancestors them­

selves. In that case recent ancestors pray to the ancient 

ones. Fr. Laydevant on the other hand spoke about one 

44 F. Laydevant, "Idee de Dieu ches lea And ens Ba-
sutos", in Revue do l*Unlversite d'uttawa. 1935, p. 309. 

45 S. Casalis, Los aaseoutos. p. 310; F. Laydevant, 
loc. clt.. p. 320. 
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ancient who is prayed by one recent. Therefore, there Is no 

contradiction between the number of thie moot high and that 

of the ancients. It should be noticed that the problem of 

number of the molimo is not treated by these authors explic­

itly. 

3* Ballmo: Ancestors 

The first distinction which we are abla to make be­

tween ballmo and molimo is that of time. The balimo are in­

ferior to the sky-divinity. At least this seems to be ex­

plicit in the quoted prayers. There are certain degrees in 

balimo also. Some are recent while other are ancient. This 

difference depends on the time of their entrance into the 

ranks of the dead. It also depends on the importance of 

each one of them in the construction and foundation of the 

tribe and its traditions. That is why some of them are more 

known and influential than others. 

According to the prayer givon in the article of Fr-

Laydevant the balimo are the dead.**6 Casalis has the same 

opinion.^' till people without distinction of sex, except 

notorious ones who were exiled on account of their evil ac­

tivities towards tho community, were balimo. All those who 

46 F. Laydevant, "Idee de Jleu chez les Miciens Ba-
sutos". in Revue de l»rJnlvcroltc d'Ottawa. 1935, p. 310, 
320-321, 326-327. 

47 E. Casalis, Los Bassoutos. p. 310-311. 
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worked against the common good of the nation were oo..aid<~r€d 

to have no relative- anions tho dead. They ^re by that /act 

not rdmltted to the land *u tho ancestors. This was the 

common belief of the Basothc towards the dead. Nothing Is 

said about children who died before accomplishing an act 

worthy of memory for the nation. Balimo were divided into 

public and private ones according to their actions during 

their life on earth. If they did something for tho nation's 

foundation then they were considered to be public such as 

Mohlomi, Tioloane and Monaheng. If they were simple people 

then their activity was limited to family affairs and there­

fore they were private or family ancestors only. 

It has to be noted that for the ancient Basotho, an­

cestors were not completely Inactive, without life and as a 

result passive. Casalis affirmed this opinion.^® Fr. Lay­

devant held that balimo were spirits and souls of the 

dnad.^9 x do not think so, because burial services of the 

ancient Basotho seem to insinuate that they had a wider con­

sideration than that. For them the dead were body and soul, 

but they could not be 3een as they could be during their 

life time. The very position of the dead man's body in the 

grave seems to be against this idea of spirit-anccstor3. v.'e 

LB E. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 310-311. 

49 F. Laydevant, "Idee de Dieu chess leo Anciens Ba-
sutos", In itevue de lMJnivorsjtd dfOttawa, 1935, p. 320-322. 
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know that the graves of the ancient Basotho had a partition 

in which the dead man was placed in a s itt ing position. 

This position had a special sipnification because the an­

cient Basotho believed that i t would fac i l i tate the rising 

up of the dead person. They oven thou^it that people buried 

in a sleeping position would crouch and crawl like snakes 

when they wake up. I t i s true that the ancient Basotho be­

lieved that there was something of the dead man's body re­

maining. For them that remaining thing had something of 

body because they olaeed near the dead material objects 

which they thought that he would use in the other l i f e . On 

account of t h i s , the balimo were not spiri ts but had some­

thing of body and ot sp ir i t . 

Fr. Laydevant cal ls balimo semi-gods and intermedi­

ary beings.-*0 They had much to do with the people. They 

intoreeedod for them and afflicted them also when tribal 

customs were not kept. Fr. Laydevant and Casalis agree that 

the ancestors punished people especially when customs and 

traditions wore not observed.*1 Their usual means of pun­

ishment were misfortune that befell the culprit. Sometimes 

death was considered by the ancient Basotho as a punishment 

50 F. Laydevant, "Idee de Dieu chez l e s Anciens 3a-
sutos". in Revue do l'Uniromlte d'Ottawa. 1935, p. 322, 
327-33O. 

51 Idem, Itoc. c i t . . p. 315. 
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from the balimo. As a result they were looked upon with 

fear. The Basotho respected them more than the sky-divinity. 

This attitude gives rise to problems of their relations with 

the sky-divinity, because they seem to be uncontrollable. 

Conclusion 

We cannot prove with scientific proofs that histori­

cally the ancient Basotho had the notion of God by divine 

supernatural revelation. So far it seems more positive that 

Basotho did not know that supernatural revelation before 

1333. Therefore, the ancient Basotho did not know God on 

account of Christian evangelisation before 1#33 with the ar­

rival of the first Christian missionaries. 

?r. Laydevant said that the myth of Kholumo-lumo had 

a Christian origin. That opinion cannot bo proved scientif­

ically. It is also Incorrect to affirm that the name for 

the divinity which the ancient Basotho had came from the 

Jews because that hypothesis has grammatical deficiencies 

and imprecislons. These linguistic mistakes certainly weak­

en it. 

As a result the ancient Basotho had the notion of 

the divinity not only in their prayers but also in their 

myths or legends. They had a suto word to designate that 

divinity. Their word was molimo in the singular. Its plu­

ral form is balimo or molimo. It is derived from the word 

holimo which meant the sky, heaven, elevated and hi??h. On 
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account of th i3 etymology the d iv ini ty of ancient Basotho 

was c lose ly related with th<3 sky and heights . For them, 

therefore, d i v i n i t i e s were sky-gods. They wore as high, as 

i n f i n i t e , as far , aa inaccess ib le , as transcendent as the 

sky. In short, for the ancient Basotho, d i v i n i t i e s were the 

most high d i v i n i t i e s . 

On account of h i s distance, the sky-divinity of the 

Basotho was considered as an indifferent bein^ and inactive 

when the people were in extreme need. Consequently, he was 

ec l ipsed by the active ancestors. Nevertheless, that did 

not make the Basotho deny the ir sky-divinity nor h i s a c t i v i ­

t y . I t did not make them forget him t o t a l l y nor deprive him 

of the due worship. This i s normal in re l ig ions of the sky-

god . 5 2 

52 M. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative ;.ell/d.ons 
p. 44-45. 



CHAPTER IV 

COMMON rfSLIGIOUS .'ilTES AIH CJ..f;iCNI£3 

Religious symbols are distinguished from profane 

synbols by their functions and relation with religious rites 

and ceremonies. 3uch symbols are better understood when 

they are considered in their prop&r context, which is reli­

gious. In order to distinguish the religious symbols of the 

Basotho from their profane symbols, therefore, it is impor­

tant and almost necessary to study their religious rites and 

ceremonies. It is in these rites that we shall be able to 

discover religious symbols. 

Sone authors, however, doubted the existence of re­

ligious rites, ceremonies and symbols among rites of the Ba­

sotho. Among them we may mention Casalis, who wrote tho 

following statement: 

En tout temps et sous tous les cllmats, l'homme 
a ehargd des monuments en rapport avcc ses progres 
dans les arts d'exprimer sa pensee religieuso ou 
d'abriter son culte. Id, rien de semblable; pas 
meme une pierre consacree, cocuae cello que Jacob 
dressa A Lus, en attendant qu'il put batir un autel.1 

Casalis looked for religious rites which were similar to Eu­

ropean Calvinist rites. Of course he did not find them be­

cause the ancient Basotho were not Calvinist but pagan. 

1 £. Casalis, Lea Bassoutos. Paris, 5odet£ des 
Missions Evangeliques, 1933. p. 297. 
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What he should have looked for were pagan raligiou^ ritea. 

The absence of rites similar to Calvinist rites does not 

mean the absence of any other form of rites. Therefore, the 

conclusion of Casalis and tho Arabs who called the Basotho 

non-believers is not precise, if the word belief is under­

stood in a large sense. 

In this chapter the words rites and ceremonies mean 

actions, gestures or objects used during celebrations of any 

kind of worship. The saiae applies to words spok.:u over ob­

jects during religious activities. Ihc word religious is 

taken in a broad meaning. It means any action, gesture or 

word made in an attitude of prayer and petition, whether the 

object of worship is true or not. 

In this chapter our aim is to give a description of 

pagan rites and ceremonies of the ancient Basotho. For the 

sake of clarity we have divided the chapter into three main 

parts, namely, sacrifices, purifications and anointing eere-

monlea. 

1. Sacrifices 

A, "otives 

One of the most common rites in any religion whatso­

ever Is that of sacrifice. As we know, sacrifices were of­

fered to their object of belief which was double, namely, 

aaoostors and the sky-divinity, tfe have also remarked that 
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"Tous lee sacr i f ices <$ t a len t offerts aux ancetros, tandis 

que r l en , ou presquo r i en , n ' e t a i t r^sorve au vrai r iou." 

This disproportion of sacr if ices iiuet have had reasons t o 

back i t . Veneration of ancestors was remarkable and easi ly 

noticed.3 Fr. Laydevant says that ancestors wore considered 

as ev i l and malicious sometimes.^ Basotho had some devotion 

to thorn. Fr. Lebreton iimitlons tha t Basotho Interpreted 

sickness as a manifestation of the dissat isfact ion of ances­

tors which was caused by the bad conduct of the nation or of 

certain individuals of the t r ibe or of the nation.* This 

dissat isfact ion made them angry and was the cause of the 

subsequent punishment that the people received. Tho ancient 

Basotho believed that ancestors had a direct Influence upon 

human beings. On account of t h i s direct Influence and the 

dissat isfact ion of the ancestors, whatever sickness, misfor­

tune or any private or public evi l occurred whose cause was 

not known was a t t r ibuted to thera. This belief created fear 

2 F. Laydevant, u .K. I . , "Id£e de Dieu chez les *ui-
clens BaautosT, in floyuo do I 'University d- Ottawa. 1935, 
p. 312. 

3 T. Arbousset, yoyago d*exploration aux wontagnos 
bleues. Par i s , Societe des Missions Evsng*§liques, 1931, 
p. 245. 

4 F. Laydevant, i oc . c i y . p . 315* 

5 H. Lebreton, Q.M.I., "Mort e t funoraillea", in 
Pet i tes Annalos dea Hlasiatmairss Oblats do Marie XamaculSe. 
36 (1951), P» 263* 
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and the attitude of supplication and prayer for pardon. Ca­

salis says that the i'usotho pacified ancestors b> offering 

sacrifices. These sacrifices had two motives which over­

lapped. They wero motives of fear and of satisfaction. 

Fear seems to have been ; rinury and the stronger. 

One of the most common and usual motives of sacri­

fices among the ancient basotho was tiiat of petition. Life 

aeons to have been asked for oftencr than other .sifts. The 

Basotho women considered storility as a disgrace and shame.' 

Consequently, they used to pray for childbearing. 

The andent Basotho used to ask for the preservation 

of life also. Sacrifices were offered in order to prevent 

ancestors from punishing the people by sickness. These sac­

rifices were offered by the medicine-man or by his order be­

fore the death of an elderly person whose recovery was 

doubtful and who was considered as a burden by those who 

took care of him.*' In the latter case people prayed more 

for a happy death than for recovery. Fr. Lebreton suspects 

that such patients or old persons wore murdered. According 

6 E. Casalis, Les Basaoutos. p. 311. 

7 F. Laydevant, "Id^e de Dieu chez les melons Ba-
sutou", in i.evuo de l'UnlvcrsiU d*Ottawa. 1935, p. 3^6. 

6 i- casalis, OP. cjtt.- p. 313-314* 

c K. Lebreton, ^ .or t ct flatfrnlllos", in yefcitos 
Annales des Kiasloanaires Oblate de Karie Iraaaculle. 
% (193D, P. 2S3. 
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to him they wore either exposed to severe temperature, to 

wild boasts or abandoned to die of thirst or hunger* Histo­

ry gives some facts which affiru this opinion. It seems 

that this happened most often during migrations from north­

ern Africa. 

In order to pray for a happy death, a sacrifice was 

offered Immediately after the death of a person.-^ '.his sac­

rifice is not the san.e as the one offered lor an old person 

whose death was desired. It is a sacrifice: for a regretted 

person. It was offered as a provision for the dead and at 

the sane time a3 a sacrifice to him, so that he night rest 

in peace without troubling the living. 

Besides motives of fear and satisfaction and peti­

tion, soae sacrifices were offered to ask for rain. Fr. 

Baudry gives a rery detailed description of such sacri­

fices. By these sacrifices the ancient Basotho asked for 

protection against public danger. Fr. J. Gilbert mentions 
12 

war, epidemics and famine among such public danp-ers. 

Other sacrifices were offered in thanksgiving. For 

example, a goat or ram was Immolated eight days after the 

10 £. Casalis, Loo Bassoutos. p. 320. 

11 A. Baudry, O.M.I.t "La prlere pour la plule chez 
les Basutoa", in Petjtes finales des Hlgglonnajrog Oblate 
do Mario IffigmouleeT6 (1896), p» 172. 

12 J. Gilbert, O.M.I., "Keurtres rituels et pendai-
sons", ifbld.. 194*?, p. 177. 
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birth of a child. A blanket was made for the baby out of 

the skin of the victim. There is one particular manner of 

thanksgiving that existed among the Basotho. This consisted 

in placing a few grains of the harvest in a little hole dug 

In the center of the threshing ground. Those grains were 

loft there as an offering to the ancestors for the gift of 

successful harvest.^3 

B. Ministers 

Sacrifices for the ancient Basotho needed no special 

ministers. At any rate, the medicine-man, who was called 

ngaka in suto, was the common or the ordinary minister. 

Some called them priests and doctors of the Basotho. At 

least he played a very considerable role in the religion of 

the people. His function in the immolation of the victim 

was either to give prescriptions or to offer the sacrifice 

itself. Medicine-men were generally men. Women could exer­

cise these functions but their number wa3 very small. The 

function of the medicine-man was not hereditary. As we have 

said, there were special initiation rites for them. 

It is Important to note that these ministers were 

not only practicing medicine although Europeans call them 

medicine-men. They were ministers of sacrifices. Casalis 

describes them as skillful, cunning people who, as he says, 

13 £• Casalis, Los Bassoutos. p. 315* 
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"remplissont les fonetlons de pretros, de prophetes, de de-

vins, de m£decins, et s'enrlchlssent aux depens de la cr£du~ 

Ut£ publique".1^ In the f i r s t place they were medical doc­

tors. They know some herbs which could really cure sick­

nesses more or less serious. Their competence should not be 

exaggerated nor universalized, because their medical science 

was inporfoct due to the Imperfect, imprecise and incomplete 

preparation in regard to scientif ic studies of biology and 

physiology. We cannot deny that they know some true medi­

cine without violence to historical facts . This i s why i t 

Is not always true to say that they enriched themselves with 

the bona fide confidence of their cl ients although they knew 

nothing. 

Their important Instruments were an undetermined 

number of shel ls and bones of various sizes and shapes which 

Fr* Lebreton cal ls osselets . which in suto were called 

l i tao la (bones used for divining). * They were kept care­

ful ly , interpreted and consulted by the medicine-man. They 

were consulted for almost a l l cases of theft, sickness and 

other troubles. On account of thera medicine-men were called 

balaoli. Thdr duty as a result was to divine, to foretel l 

the future and to Interpret events to the coma on people. 

14 S. Casalis, Les Bassoutoa. p. 352. 

15 H. Lebroton, "Mort et funerdllea", in Pstites 
fTtflfJ.ft*8 M*^*^****8* Oblate do Marie Imaaculeo. 
3 6 t r a i l , p« zfi-a&rof. E. casiHsT^pT^itrrpr 312.35: 
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Some modieino-men used dru.ic in order to ain*- and to 

dance. Fr. £• Gilbert gives a very detailed doseription of 

the dross and veatments of this kind of medicine-men. " 

Thoso functionaries were called mathuela. They are other­

wise called either sorcerer or medicine-sorcerer.*? of 

course, tho raedlclne-man could be at the sane time a 

lothuela. 

What interests us here i s the function of the medi­

cine-man in the offering of sacrifices. According to Casa­

l i s ho decided whether a sacrifice was to be offered or 
id not. His dedal on, nevertheless, was not mads at will but 

according to the position of the divining bones. His duty 

was to designate the victin by indicating I ts s ize , colour 

snd sex. Fr. Lebreton says that the victim could be desig­

nated according to the doseription seen in a dream of the 

sick person for when the sacrifice was to be offered.1 9 

16 L. Gilbert, O.M.I., "Looadia, la sorciero", in 
Petites Annales des Ulsslonnalrcs Qblats do Marie Innaculgo. 

17 F. Laydevant, "Idee do Dieu chez l e s Andens Ba-
sutes", in Hoyue do lUinlypreiyS d*Ottawa,, 1935, p. 313; cf. 
also A. Baudry, "La prlere pour la plule chex l e s Basutos", 
in Petitos Aanaloo dee Hissionnalree Qblats do Marie Immacu-
leo . 6 (1S96K P* 172; T. Arbousset, Voyage dTexploration 
aux nontagnos bleuoa. p. 250. 

18 E. Casalis, Los Baa3cutoa. p. 312. 

19 H. Lebreton, "Mort et funeral l i e s" , in Petites 
Annales des HisajLonnalres Qblats de Harle Immaeul6e. 
jo'" (193x1, 9* *S3« 
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Kedicine-men were not the exdusivo ministers of 

sacrifices, as we have said, dometimes tho maternal uncle 

could be in charge of a sacrifice. For instance, he was the 

minister of lustr&l sacrifices, offered during the sickness 

of his nephews or nieces. The animal destined to feed a 

dek person was sometimes killed by a young man of good rep­

utation. Besides Individual ministers, the ancient Basotho 

had collactive ministers for collective or group sacrifices. 

These sacrifices were offered when the nation was menaced by 

famino, epidemic or war. In other words such s&crificos 

were oft&red for the comrjon good. During the time of 

drought an ox was immolated in the village. Thereafter, all 

men went hunting and killed all the wild animals they met as 

a sacrifice asking for rain or for protection from the immi­

nent danger. In tho rites of thanksgiving tho sacrifice was 

also collective because it was offered by the ownoru or 

partners of the harvest. 

C. Victims 

The ancient Basotho had a variety of victims. The 

usual or common victims were animals. According to Fr. Le­

breton victims could be cattle, oxen, sheep or goats.20 

20 H. Lebroton, "?.©rt at funeral 11 ea", in Petites 

*r la 
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Sheep and goats were immolated in order to pray for pregnant 

21 

women, to give thanks after a successful delivery. In 

public collective sacrifices victims were wild animals. 

Birds were chosen very seldom. 

Fr. J. Gilbert mentions human victims. 2 This kind 

of victim was used as one of the ingredients of the lustral 

horn. For the enthronement of a new king or chief tine medi-

cal horn was also used. The ancient Basotho believed that 

this horn could assure them good fortune; that it could help 

the chief to avoid hostile plans and misfortune. They also 

believed that without it royal power could not be estab­

lished on a solid basis. Besides medicinal herbs and animal 

flesh special parts of the human flesh specified by the med­

icine-man wore mixed to form the sacred contents of the 

horn. These parts were cut off while the person was still 

alive. The choice of those p&rts depended on the needs to 

be met. If power was needed, a strong man or warrior was 

sacrificed; to get intellectual abilities, a clover person 

was chosen; in order to obtain a good harvest, an industri­

ous, successful person was icraolated. The victita was chosen 

by the chief according to tho description given by the 

21 L. Casalia, Los Bassoutos. p. 313. 

22 J. Gilbert, "Meurtreo rituals et pendalsona", 
in Petites Annalos des •Tlssjonrialres Qblats to :tarle Immacu-

lceTl94B, p. 5XT- ' 
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nodiclne-nan. Sometimos the medicine-man made the choice 

himself. Most of the time a man or a youn;; man was chosen. 

Sometimes a woman was a victim. Very, very seldom a preg­

nant woman, a boy or a child were victims. Europeans would 

ca l l these ceremonies r i t u a l murders or medicinal murders. 

They were cal led r i t u a l by those who took them as part of 

tho pagan r d i g i o n . They were called medicinal by those who 

saw a medical character in them, or who looked a t them as a 

means of obtaining magic ingredients, With Casalis, I think 

tha t we nay say: " a l n d la raedeclne ea t - e l l e chez cos peu-

ples une a f f d r o presque entierement ral igieuse." 23 Conse­

quently, some medical ceremonies such as these v/erc not only 

medical but also re l ig ious . 

2. Purifications 

The ancient Basotho had other rel igious r i t e s besides 

sacr i f ices . Some of them are called r i t e s of purification 

which according to Casalis can be divided into purification 

by f i r e and by water. * 

A. Fumigations 

Fumigation was undertaken in order t o purify places 

and objects such as plants and animals. Huts were purified 

23 L. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 311. 

24 Idem, op. c j t* . P* 320-323. 
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by a little fire lit in the center of the hut. i.n that fire 

a few odorous drugs were burned. The same process was fol­

lowed in the purification of fields. The Basotho believed 

that the smoke of the fire had the power of expelling evil 

and danger from the hut. They believed that fields were 

protected from damage in a similar manner. These rites 

could be performed by any adult. 

After a battle, captured cattle had to be purified 

before mixing with the cattle of the village. This purifi­

cation was done by men who encircled them with smoking 

branches. The smoke was supposed to expel evil powers from 

the cattle. It has to be noted that in these rites no ver­

bal expressions were made. In this way the aspect of prayer 

seems to be implicit. Vie may even ask ourselves whether 

there was any. 

B. aspersions 

Special water was used in religious rites of asper­

sion. The water was mixed with ingredients of the ritual 

horn. Aspersion was twofdd. Our distinction or division 

is based on the person purified. 

Casalis described one of these aspersions which took 

place at the outbreak of m epidemic. In that case tho whole 

village had to be purified.2*5 The chief of the village or 

25 S. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 322. 
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whoever was in charge of the raedicnl hom -uiuoibled tho peo­

ple a t a determined place. Thero he r e t i r e ! with the medi­

cine-man in a 3ocludad plana in order to pr'-Jpire tho 'water 

for the aspersion. They dissolved ingredients oC tht horn 

in water. The chief sprinkled hlrn^olf with I t . fterwarda, 

the raediclne-nan proceeded to sprinkle th<a whole v i l lage , 

people and t h e i r animals. In t h i s r i t e the medicine-man 

used a special sprinkler made of tassels of a cow's t a i l . 

Other ablutions took place after each bat t le or wax*. 

All soldiers had to undergo a special r i t u a l of purification 

l e s t they be haunted by the i r victims of war. These so l ­

diers went to a nearby r iver where they bathed and washed 

t h e i r weapons. Sometimes the medicine-man threw some herbs 

into tho water. 

The Basotho had special purification of the sick. 

Bile of the animal sacrificed w&e used. In fact they con­

sidered i t as a sacred part of the animal. In the ceremony 

of ablutions i t was poured on the head of the patient while 

the following prayer was s d d : "0 dieux, retirea-vous (ou 

plutot dissipes-vous), lalsuez notr© frere en repos, afin 

q u ' i l puisse dormir son sommeil." ° After t h i s peculiar 

"baptism" the maternal uncle, who was in charge of the cere­

mony, attached the l i t t l e container of b i l e to the head of 

26 E. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p . 312. 
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the patient us a sign of his purification.27 Similar ablu­

tions used to take place In case sane misfortune or bad luck 

befell somebody. 

Sometimes purifications were done by & combination 

of water and fire. New fruits and especially the harvest of 

the year was considered to be Impure, in the sense that they 

could not bo eaten without danger before their purification. 

Consequently, they had to be purified. To do this, a few 

grains of the harvested corn, if it were corn, were taken 

from the heap and then boiled. When they were sufficiently 

boiled, one of the workers took a handful of then and then 

threw It on the pile saying: "Kerci, dieux, demain encore 

donnez-nous du pdn.* 2* This gesture of mixing grains puri­

fied, or rather was thought to purify, the rest of the har­

vest. 

*. Anointings 

i.eligious rites and ccromoniea which used oil* were 

very rare amon& the ancient Basotho. nevertheless, wo find 

socio rites in which fat was used besides; the fatty contents 

of the horn. liuci. a ritual is found in the narrative of 

27 U. Lebreton, 7.ort et funcraillos", in Petites 
Annaieo, des Misslonnolroo Qblats do Marie Immaculee, 
>6 (1931), p. 53>. 

28 £• Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 314. 
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Fr. Lebreton and that of Casalis.2^ The part used In such 

quad-anointing ceremonies was tho fatty white tissue found 

around the intestines of the animal. This tissue was con-

ddared to be sacred. It was given in tho form of a collar 

and then hung around the neck of tho patient. It is evident 

that no anointing was done. Sometimes the fatty medicine of 

the horn was mixed with bile and then tho patiait was 

anointed on the forehead with it. This ointment was consid­

ered to possess the power to heal sicknesses. 

Conclusion 

Religious rites and ceremonies of the ancient Ba­

sotho were dosely related with their medicine. This asso­

ciation of religion and medicine was basically founded on 

their religion which was not totally freed from magic ele­

ments. *#e do not mean that all medicine was rclidLous among 

the ancient Basotho. There were some ceremonies which were 

purely religious, which were not mixed with medicine. Like­

wise some medical practices were purely medical by charac­

ter; they had no mixture of religion. This connection of 

religion and caedicine among the Basotho makes it difficult 

29 K. Lebreton, "flort et fun€rdlleo% in Potito.a 
/jtuialcs des i.is,donnairs.& Qblats do J-ferly lumficulgo. 
J6 dlfffi). P. ffBo1; cf. also S. Casalis, Les .Bassoutosf 
p. 312. 
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for scholars to distinguish religious rites from mere medi­

cal practices. 

Among pagan ceremonies of the Basotho there were 

sacrifices made of animals, plants and sometimes human be­

ings. There were individual ministers as well as collective 

ministers. These sacrifices were offered for satisfaction 

mostly to the ancestors. There were sacrifices for thanks­

giving and for petition. They were offered mostly out of 

fear of the ancestors. They were offered to divert their 

punishment also. This gives some sacrifices of the Basotho 

a magic aspect. They were also offered to obtain favours 

fron the ancestors. 

Besides sacrifices, the Basotho had rites of purifi­

cation which were distinguished by their mode of purifying 

objects. There was purification by fumigation and by asper­

sion. Anointing rites were very rare. 

Religious rites and ceremonies had more of a social 

character. Ko special place, however, was reserved for 

cult. That is why there were no temples nor church build­

ings for their religious services. 



CHAPTER V 

RELIGIOUS SYMBOLI3M 

In the f i r s t part of our dissertation we studed 

symbols and myths. In the second part we examined religious 

r i tes and corenonies of the ancient Basotho. .5th 11 these 

elements in mind we nay now attempt to explain their r e l i ­

gious symbolism. 

Fr. Laydevant has written that: 

Ce qui, pour eux, tenait l i eu de religion, e t d t 
un certain norabro de coutumes, de sacrif ices, de 
chants et de danses dont l i s fa lodent usage sans 
qu'i ls se mlssent en peine de connaitre la s ignif i ­
cation symbol!que eacfiee lA-dessous.1 

It i s hard to admit that the Basotho were ignorant of the 

symbolise, of a l l their r i tes and ceremonies. Casalis on the 

other hand not only admits tho existence of religious sym­

bols In the religion of the Basotho but also gives the s ig­

nification of some of them. His interpretation remdns lim­

ited. 

Our aim i s to explain clearly the symbolism found in 

roliglous r i tes and oorenonios of the Basotho. In order to 

avoid the danger of giving private interpretation universal 

value, we Intend to use dsooveriea of ethnologists and of 

authorities in the history of religions. 

1 F. Laydevant, o.*<».!,, "Idee de Dieu chez l e s An­
dean aasutos", ia Revue de 1-Univsrslt£ d'Ottawa. 1935, 
p. 312-313. 
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In this chapter, therefore, we will name some sym­

bols which we have found in the rites of the Basotho and 

then explain their symbolism by applying notions of aymbols 

and characteristics described in the history of religions. 

By so speaking we do not (.-.can to ignore the symbolism given 

by the Basotho themselves. In fact we will take symbols 

whose symbolism was known by the Basotho. Vfe will explain 

those symbols whose symbolism was manifested either in 

prayers or in words by the Oasotho. In this way we shdl 

avoid giving our Interpretation to them. This will also 

help us to find the symbolism admittod by the people at that 

time. 

1. The Horn: Power and Confidence 

Among the Israelites the horn was a symbol of power 

and force. The bull and the horn were often used as signs 

of power. Not only among the Israelites did the bull signi­

fy power because in "all near-eastern cultures 'power' is 

primarily symbolized by the bull, in Akkadian 'breaking the 

horn' is equivalent to destroying the power".2 

In magieo-ancestral religions such as we find among 

the Basotho, the horn was used to express the same symbolism. 

Tho horn was used in public purification ceremonies. At the 

2 *!. Eliado, Patterns in Comparative Religions. 
London-New York, Sheed and Ward, 195®, p. 89. 
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outbreak of an opidonlc its contents were dissolved in water 

which was used to sprinkle the people and thoir property as 

a means of protection. To establish his power and authority 

on solid basis a young chief used the horn.3 

This power of the horn stimulated certain reactions 

in the Basotho. One of these reactions was confidence. The 

ancient Basotho placed their trust in the horn because they 

expected help from it. They believed that with the horn 

they could resist attacks of the enemies, expel all misfor­

tune and avoid evil. On account of this tho horn was some­

thing attractive. It was guarded with care and respected. 

It was not a cession object. It was sacred and as a result 

both a hierophany and a kratophany. It manifested a holy 

power. 

This power made it not only attractive and loved but 

also respected and feared. It was dangerous for those who 

were not marked with its contents, especially for the enemies 

of Its possessor. This ambivalent nature enabled the horn 

to produce opposed reactions in the people. Indeed it ex­

pressed simultaneously many meanings, namely, power and fe­

cundity. Because of Its quality of bipolarity it produced 

varied reactions in man. It made him have confidence and 

3 J. Gilbert, O.M.I., "Keurtres rituels et pendd-
sons", in fotltes Annales des Msdonndres Oblata de Marie 
Immaoul4o. 194S, p. 177. 
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fear a t the same time. To those who did not use i t s con­

ten ts i t produced ev i l and t o those who used i t s contents i t 

was considered as a protection. I t i s to be noted tha t t h i s 

waa the belief of the people. Me do not spoak of ^ihax. r e a l ­

ly happened or whether the horn rea l ly had power or not . Vfe 

simply give what the people thought about the horn. 

This horn was a symbol of power because of I t s In­

gredients which were chosen carefully. Not any plant or an­

imal flesh was taken to make the horn. (frily those which e i ­

ther manifested and signified power or strength or which 

were related to powerful parts of a plant or of an animal 

were selected. That i s why in the horn there were leaves of 

plants r e s i s t an t t o severe colds of winter, thorny leaves of 

mimosa which could not be touched without danger, l i o n ' s 

mane and claws, the tu f t of fur a t the base of tho horn of a 

bu l l , tho skin of a venomous snake, feathers of a falcon or 

a hawk, perhaps pieces of human flesh. Speaking about thin 

mixture, Casalis a&id tha t ; "1<5 choix dee ingredients dont 

se compose l e melange l u s t r a ! e s t toujours symbol!quo."**' 

Favre also Actaitc that these ingredients were symbolic.-5 

Those ingredients symbolise power and protection because by 

4 E. Casalis , Les Bassoutos. Par is , Sodc te des 
Missions Evang^liquos, 1933, p . 321. 

5 E. Favre. Les vingt-cinq ans de Colllard au Los-
aouto. Par is , Socicte des Missions Evang£liquea, 1931, p.~79. 
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their own natures and functions they protect the plant or 

tho aninal. For better understanding of this natural capac­

i ty of synbols we have only to examine dose ly those ingre­

dients. Leaves of over-greon trees offer passive resistance 

to winter colds; mimosa spikes offer an impenetrable barrier 

and wall of defense for the plant. Lion'a claws and the 

horn of the bull are instruments for protection. The tuft 

of fur at the base of the horn and the l ion 's mane are asso­

ciated with tho force and protection of these onlnals inas­

much aa they are manifestations of anger and are around the 

Instrument of the animals. The skin of a snake i s a protec­

tion against rain, hai l , heat and cold. Feathers of a fa l ­

con are connected with the wings of that bird by which i t 

avoids danger with agi l i ty and rapidity. 

This resemblance between those objects and the sym­

bolised thing i s one of the characteristics of symbols, as 

Destouches saldi "le symbols comports une ressemblance in-

trinBeque avec la chose."^ On account of th i s , the horn was 

a symbol of power and protection for the Basotho. Casalis, 

speaking of this symbolism, s d d that the horn was "emblomo 

de l a force et do la feeondite".? The reason of i t s 

6 J.-M. Dostouches, "L*expression symbolique dans 
la pkyfj^jp* theoriquc", in Etudes Camelltaincs. no. sp<$-

7 E. Casalis, Los Bassoutos. p. 321. 
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ambivalence i s based on the double capacit ies of the bul l , 

nandy, force and fecundity. This made the horn polyvalent 

and as a resu l t a symbol of fear and confidence at once. 

2 . Water: Purification 

Water has the natural quality of purifying and 

cleansing. In i t dirt i s dissolved. Every uncleanliness 

ceases to exis t . As Eliade says, water has the power of 

breaking up forms of impurities and crimes.' I t nul l i f ies 

the past and restores the Integrity of the thing, vhat i s 

immersed in i t disappears and "des" In a way; by emersion 

i t r ises fron i t clean, Innocent and rid of i t s dirt. Hav­

ing los t i t s impurities I t begins l i f e anew. On account of 

th i s natural quality of purifying, water can be a symbol of 

another purification. For the Basotho i t could be a purify­

ing element from the unlucky presence of the dead, from sin 

and from physical uncleanliness. The ablutions were made by 

tho ritual of immersion. In fact , this "immemorial and 

ooounonieal eymbolism of immoralon in water as an instrument 

of purification and regeneration was adapted by Christianity 

and niven s t i l l richer religious nesning".10 

$ E. Casalis, Lea Bassoutos. p. 320. 

9 K. niiade, Patterns in Conparablvs fieli^ions. 
p. 194-195. 

10 Idem, OP. c l t . . p. 196. 
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The ancient Basotho used water as a symbol of puri­

fication. Casalis remarka that aspersions were very fre­

quent. There were purifications of the whole village and 

of soldiers after battle. For the pagan Basotho, water was 

a symbol of visible and Invisible purification, tfater puri­

fied physical and invidble drt and danger of being haunted 

by the dead. This Is what the people believed and under­

stood by the rites of ablution. 

Like other symbols, water Is ambivalent. Its ambi­

valence is In a way particular. It produces double effects 

slmultaneoudy. Those effects are opposed inasmuch as some 

of them are good while others are evil. By immerdon death 

of the impure state follows; whereas by emersion life and 

the Innocent state of a thing is restored. To use Eliade'a 

expression, "immersion in water symbolizes a return to the 

pro-formal, a total regeneration, a new birth, for immerdon 

moans a dssolutlon of forms, a reintegration into the form-

loss of pre-exlstence, and emerging from the water is a rep­

etition of the act of creation in which form was first ex-

12 

pressed". * 

The ritual of lustration Includes two acts, namely, 

immersion and emersion. Each of them produces an effect in 

11 E. Casalis, Lea Bassoutos. p. 322. 

12 M. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religions, 
p. 1B$. 



RELIGIOUS JIT.DOLI^I 114 

the object purified. I t i s not surprising tha t water i s 

s d d t o produce death and a reduction to the pro-f orraal 

s t a t e because i t has the capacity of taking away l i f e . Too 

much water i s detrimental to the l i f e of plants as well as 

to the l i f e of animds and man. That I s why t h i s immersion 

i s equivalent to death a t the cosmic leve l , to the cataclysm, 

nevertheless, t h i s death i s temporary and t ransi tory because 

the Immersion i s only temporary. I t i s not a f ina l extinc­

t ion but a passing "death". Emersion follows immersion, 

j u s t as purity follows impurity In ablution ceremonies. I t 

i s equivalent t o b i r th because water has the capacity of r e ­

storing l i f e ; for instance, l i f e can be restored t o plants 

a f ter a dry period by watering them. I t i s an undoubted 

fact tha t water i s one of the dements necessary for l i f e . 

On account of i t s l i fe-giving capacity, water can be a sym­

bol of regeneration. The same symbolism i s found in i n i t i a ­

tion r i t e s . Eliade says that in " in i t ia t ion r i t u a l s water 

confers a 'new b i r t h ' , because i t incorporates in i t s e l f d l 

p o t e n t i d i t y " . x 3 

In i t i a t ion ceremonies of the ancient Basotho had 

t h i s symbolism. Purificationa were not rare in such r i t e s . 

Fr. Lebreton reveals the frequent occasions of a b l u t i o n s . ^ 

13 M. Eliade, Patterns in •Joinnavatlvo r.elinlons. 
p . 16*9. 

14 H. Lebreton, O.M.X., "La f i l l s ches les liaoutoo", 
in Pe t l t es Annale3 des Hisaionnalres Qblats de Marie Immacu-
l eo . 1929, p . 233-240; -*42> 
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Girls, for example, had to bathe very often during the ini­

tiation period. The author mentions seven occasions in de-

tdl. After the first bathing ceremony he adds that: "cettr 

oordnonlo se repete plusleurs fois."1-5 Indeed, the close 

connection between the rebirth effected by the initiation 

rites and the purification rites Is clear. The same asso­

ciation between the supposed regenerating action of the 

mythical personage motanvane. "serpent" or "wolf", and the 

antecedent ablutions affirms the similarity of symbolism of 

purification and the mythical and psychological rebirth. 

On account of these associations of symbols of wa­

ter, ablutions, psychological rebirth of initiation rites, 

it seems that water was a symbol of regeneration for the Ba­

sotho. It was ambivalent because it i^adfestod death and 

tho consequent rebirth of the neophytes. Its succession of 

immersion and emersion was a symbol of dissolution and rec­

reation of new beings. It was a symbol of the disappearance 

of Infancy and tho subsequent appearance of maturity. 

3. Sight: Transition 

We cannot help but be struck by the tlmo daring 

which initiation rites took place. Preparatory ceremonies 

15 H. Lebreton, "La fill© chez los Dasutos", in re­
ntes Annales des Klssjonndres pfylata 4c ;';arie Ireyaculgo. 
1929, p. &3&. 
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for g i r l s were made in moonlight. " The opening and tho 

closing coreaonies l ikewise took place at night. The f l i g h t 

from the "wolf", i . o . from tho uythical pnrr»ons.go, was also 

in tho evening. 1 7 

The principal ceremony of stallbon/- which was supposed 

to transform neophytes was celebrated at dawn. This r i t ­

ual was followed by the washing away of the black ochre *..*ith 

which neophytes were ar.ointcd since the . c^innin/; of the 

i n i t i a t i o n . This dean-up r i tua l was a lso performed during 

the night . 

In i t ia t ion r i t e s of boys did not use darkness as of­

ten as did feminine i n i t i a t i o n . Their entry ceremonies, 

however, were hold at night a l so . Their f i r s t entrance of 

the i n i t i a t i o n hut vas made at night. I t i s at t h i s t ine 

that they were to ld of the mythical "wolf". 

Although the ancient Basotho have not to ld us the 

exact s ign i f i cat ion of darkaesa, we may suppose that they 

had the sane symbolism as most of the primitives in similar 

drcuTuStancoa. We know that darkness was connected with a 

kind of reduction to chaos. I t was a lso used to manifest a 

16 h. Lebreton, "La f l l l e ches la s ^autoa", in Pe-
t l t e s Annales daa Misdonndres Qblats '\e "arie Xmnacule'e, 
1929, ?rZ3Z7 

17 Idem. 40c. c l t . . p. 236*, *.*>. 

16 iam> toit j&&&, P« 239. 
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state of transition. These were the effects of man's under­

standing of darkness in his daily activities. Darkness is a 

period of obscurity, of absence of clarity and colour. All 

things look dike in darkness. For these reasons darkness 

is a state of indifference and confusion. Eliade says that: 

"les Tencores sont homologables au chaos, car aucune forme 

n'est dlscernable, aucune structure ne se d£gage; e'est la 

modalite du preforrae." ̂  

Besides this, darkness symbolizes inactivity because 

at night most living beings rest. Consequently, things lose 

their consciousness. Primitives observed this coincidence 

of darkness and the universal resting period of living be­

ings. Darkness, eventually, acquired a secondary meaning 

and symbolism which was based on this coincidence. For the 

primitive mentality darkness was ambivalent*, It manifested 

two different states. As Eliade said: "Les Tensbres symbo-

11sent en meme temps ee qu'est la manifestation des formes 

et apres lour disparition, lorsque les formes sont rllnte-

20 

grees dans l a masse priaordlale ." Darkness i s a symbol of 

t r ans i t i on , inac t iv i ty and of reduction to chaos. Judging 

from the r i t u d context of darkness, we may say tha t i t had 

the same symbolism for the ancient Basotho. 

19 M. Eliade, "Le syrabolisrae des tenebres dans les 
re l ig ions archdques" , in etudes Carmdltainea. no. sp<§-
c i d i960, p . 19. 

20 Idem, ib id . 
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4. Moon: Life and Death 

The symbolism of the moon depends on its rhythmical 

change. Ve know that the moon is subject to the universal 

law of becoming. It shines brightly for a time and then 

wanes and disappears. This is what it seems to do to the 

naked eye. Its career involves a tragedy. When the sky was 

deprived of the moon the archaic mentality sdd that the 

moon was dead. Of course, the word dead does not .aean that 

prinitlves thought that the moon was a living thing. Since 

the moon dsappeared only for a time its "death" was not 

permanent. 

Primitive women noticed a certain coincidence be­

tween the rhythm of the moon and their menstrual cycle. A 

connection was made between this periodic change and the 

fertility of women. Consequently, the moon became a univer­

sal measure of the rhythms of life. As Sliade says, "it is 

bound with the reality of life and nature, rain and the 

tides, the time of sowing, the menstrual cycle*1.21 

Pagan Basotho women established the same connection 

between the moon and their fertility period. They thought 

that the moon had a direct influence or a positive role In 

the dologioal change. Their initiation rites attached 

21 M. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Relidona. 
p. 155. 
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great importance to the moon. Their preparatory ceremonies 

of the "race to the moon" were performed aftor the first 

menstrual period. * These associations of the moon and the 

period of fertility made the moon a symbol of periodic re­

turn and fecundity. 

Besides this, the moon seems to have been a symbol 

of the change of life, because names of months were based on 

the activity of plant as well as animal life. Each month 

was named according to the change observed in the life of 

plants and anicids. September was cdled Loetse because at 

that time growth of plants began, It was the sowing and 

raining period. October was named Mphalane because at that 

time a kind of Iris began to germinate. Since the wild 

beasts appeared in the month of Uovamber, this month was 

called Pulungoana. the name of the wild beast. December 

was the month in which the cricket began to chirp, as a re­

sult this month was called Tdtoe which is the suto name for 

cricket. January was called Pherekhong because huts for 

workers in the fields were built at this time. February was 

called Hlakola to signify the formation of the spike of a 

certain flower. The name Hlakubele was given to the month 

of May to signify the formation of the grdns of corn or 

sorghum. April on the other hand was named KotSaanong to 

22 H. Lebreton, "La fills chez les Basutos", in 
Fetites Annalea d&a Mssionnairea Qblats de Karie Immacul£e. 
J>929, P. 2"3«J-Z39. 
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signify the hardness of those grains which were considered 

in a porsonified way because they are said to be laughing at 

the birds. June and July described a kind of lettuce which 

was still green at that time in splfee of the cold winds of 

winter; they were called as a result Phuou and Phuptjoano. 

August was edled Phato probably to signify the drought 

which made cows give less milk; as the ancient Basotho said, 

it made cows hide thdr milk. 

These names were symbolic, for they manifested the 

change in life ae a whole. They show that the moon was 

closely associated with different stages of life for the Ba­

sotho. The pattern can be thus presented: moon-water-

fertility-wonan-periodic regeneration. To conclude we may 

say with Sliade: 

Thus, for instance, from the earliest times, 
certainly since the Neolithic Age, with the discov­
ery of agriculture the symbol has linked together 
the :.oon, the sea, water, rain, the fertility of 
women and of animals, plant life, man's destiny af­
ter death and the ceremonies of initiation.23 

5. Idtiation: Passage 

We have seen that idtiation was an occasion of 

learning, because during that period neophytes learned the 

corpus of moral, socid and tribal laws and tradtions. 

23 M. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religions 
p. 155. 
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They dso learned the origin of the universe and of tho hu­

man race. Initiation, however, was not a poriod of instruc­

tion but also a ritud of regeneration.2^- Its major func­

tion was to proparo the neophytes for a now birth, to intro­

duce him to a new kind of life. Aocoru./*g to Eliade this 

symbolism of regeneration explained the presence of the 

moon, numerous ablutions, snakes, the wolf and other mythi­

cal personages. * Flagellations and the changing of clothes 

and names are nothing else but the expression of the change 

which is bdieved to have taken place in the neophytes. 

Mythicd persons are the efficient cause of the psychologi­

cal change which is to be realized. 

The changing of clothes and of names symbolize myth-

leal mutation and the mythical resurrection of the neophyte. 

Initiation accordng to the primitive comprehension was a 

symbol of a passage between death and resurrection, between 

historic tine and ths sacred lllud tern pus of myths.2" Ac­

cording to this belief ancient peoples thought that boys and 

girls underwent this change during initiation rites. 

Initiation rites of Basotho had similar symbolism 

because their rites were held during the dght which in 

24 K. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative lelldono. 
p. 56-59. 

25 Idem, OP. clt.. p. 169, 175, 210. 

26 Idjm, pp. ̂ fa, p. 135, 104-105. 
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Itself symbolized a passage between clarity and confusion, 

which also symbolised a certain passage. The narration of 

Fr. Lebreton has shown the frequency of the rites during the 

night.27 

The role of the mythical personages was precisely to 

effect the psychological change. That is why the neophyte 

was told of his being devoured by the "wolf* or his bein^ 

swallowed by the "serpent". In order to concretise this 

death, boys and girls were very often flogged during the 

initiation rites. In fact girls were flogged by the mythi­

cal person aotanyane. ° 

Neophytes changes names after the mythical death.3° 

This was a oanifestation of the mutation which was supposed 

to have taken place. Manners of neophytes had to change ac­

cordingly.^1 

The change of vestments also was symbolic. Old 

clothes were burned with the initiation hut which was con-

ddered as the place where neophytes had left the evil 

27 H. Lebreton, "La fiUe chez les Basutoo", in 
Petitea Ann ale a des Kisslonndres Qblats de Marie IramacuK e 
1929, P. 233-24*. 

28 Idem, loc. dt.. p. 239. 

29 Idem, joe, clt., p. 233-244. 

30 L. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 331. 

31 H. Lebreton, joe, clt.. p. 240. 
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tendencies of the ir s tate of infancy.-*2 Tho idea that i n i ­

t i a t i o n was a period of transformation i s expressed by the 

ancient Basotho themselves. Evidently, the ir purpose of 

i n i t i a t i n g youths was to make men out of thera.33 Likewise 

g i r l s were i n i t i a t e d so that r e d and worthy women might be 

formed out of them. 3 ̂  

In i t ia t ion as a whole was a symbol of change for the 

ancient Basotho. I t was rather more a psychological change 

than p h y s i c d . This Idea i s affirmed by Casal is , who said 

that i n i t i a t i o n was considered "com»e symbole de transforma­

t ion morale".35 

6. Other Symbolic Actions 

The Basotho had other r i t e s which are not eas i ly i n ­

terpreted. When a sick person was sick a sacr i f i ce was of­

fered to pray for him. After the immolation of an animal 

some r d a t i v e s touched the patient while the maternal uncle 

said the following prayer: "0 dieux, ret ires-vous (ou plu-

tdt dsdpos-vous) , lalssos notre frere en repos, afin qu'il 

pdsse dormir son sommeil."3° Fr. Lebreton gives a similar 

32 B. Casalis, Les Bassoutoa, p. 331-332. 

33 Idea, OP. c l t . . p. 327. 

34 H. Lebreton, "La f i l l e chess les 3asutos", In 
Petitos Annales dos Kissionnairea Qblats de Mario Immaculee. 
1929, p. ^42, 244. 

35 £. Casdis , OP. d t . . p. 235. 

36 Idea, or>* c l t . . p. 312. 
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description.- ' ' This imposition of hands seems t o have been 

a symbol of the reception of good health. 

The Basotho had a special ceremony after the i r har­

ves t . A few grains of the harvested crop were cookod and 

then some of them were thrown on to the heap in order to pu­

r i fy i t . While those grains were bein^ thrown the owner of 
*ig 

the f ie ld said a short prayer of thanksgiving.-' The sym­
bolism of the gesture of throwing g r d n s to the heap seems 
to have been the coming of purifying elements of the crop. 

Conclusion 

This brief exposition has brought some l i r h t to some 

objects which would seem to be symbols of the ancient Baso­

tho. Some of them are rel igious without doubt. The accom­

panying prayers give them a rel igious character. Others 

seen t c be l e s s re l ig ious . Among them we have mentioned the 

horn which was a symbol of power and confidence. Vfe also 

t r i ed to explain the symbolism of water, which was purif ica­

t ion and regeneration. Darkness was a rel igious symbol of 

37 "0 vous, ancetres, aides-nous A priori Et t o i , 
malade, en t e touchant a lns i de nos mdns nous d sons : 
dors." H. Lebreton, O.r ' . I . , "Mort e t fune rd l los" , in Pe-
t l t e s Amides des Kiaslcnnajres Qblats de Marie Xramacul^e. 
3cni#u,' P. m. 

3d "Les personnes auxquellos les bl€s appartien-
nent, apportent pros de l'dre un pot ncuf et y font bouil-
lir du grain. Lorsqu'il est cult, on en jette quelquos poi-
gnces sur lc tas, en prononc,ant cos mots: 'Iterci, dieux; do­
main encore donnes-nous du pain.' Cola dlt, on mange ce qui 
rests, et la provldon de 1'annee passe pour pure et propre 
£ fairs du bien." E. Casalis, Les Sassoutoa. p. 314. 
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the reduction to the pre-fomal condition of chaos or death. 

The soon was a symbol of perpetual and peri o d e change, re ­

generation and f o r t u i t y . Init iation, consequently, was the 

symbol of moral and psychological change and maturity. 

Those synbols, undoubtedly, had so degenerated that 

they had become more or loss superstitious. Casdls , speak­

ing of them, s d d : 

La superstition a'en est emparee, 1*Ignorance en 
a fa i t uno pratique barbare et ridicule a plusieurs 
egards. et cependant l ' idee rollgleuse et morale a 
surnage.39 

By so saying hs admitted that some objects had a religious 

character. He admitted that others were superstitious, in 

one way or another. 

The absurdity of these practices shodd not make us 

forgot their rdig lous value; their superstitious character 

shodd not make us blind to their pagan religious importance 

and influence which, perhaps, i s s t i l l strong amont the Ba­

sotho of to-day-

39 E. Casalis, Lets Bassoutos. p. 326. 



CHAPTER VI 

THS GREAT RITE OF INITIATION 
AND ITS SYMBOLIC 

Idtiation rites are among the most complicated 

rites and ceremonies of the ancient Basotho. Because of 

this complexity we have thought it profitable to devote a 

complete chapter to them, studies about them are not easy 

because of the secrecy which surrounded them. The Basotho 

had two kinds of initiation. There were initiation rites of 

puberty which obliged every boy and girl. There were initia­

tion rites for the medcine-men only. These were specid. 

Cur present study does not cover the special idtia­

tion of the medcine-men. It is limited to the initiation 

of puberty. This initiation was held separately. Boys were 

initiated done at a different period and place. Girls 

likewise had their own separately. Nevertheless, masculine 

and feminine initiations were fundamentally the samo. For 

clarity's sake we have dedt with them separately in this 

chapter. 

1. Idtiation of Boys 

A. Motives 

The ancient Basotho believed that people who had not 

undergone rites of idtiation were not capable of performing 
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ratlond acts in life.1 Such people were therefore thought 

to bo minors, psychdogi sally and mordly unfit. Ihey codd 

not be entrusted with certain respond bill ties. It was tak­

en for granted that they were not aware of their duties. 

They were thought to be ignorant of the mysteries of life, 

especially the mysteries of human reproduction and the im­

plications of conjugal life. Consequently, they had no 

right to marry. Above d l they d d not know the great mys­

teries of the holy. One of the motives of initiation of pu­

berty was, as a resdt, to introduce neophytes into the zone 

of the holy. This introduction necessarily implied death to 

Infancy, asexuality, ignorance and to the profane state 

which ended by the simultaneous transition to the addt 

stage. For this reason boys and girls were despised and 

illtroated till they were initiated or taught to defend 

themselves otherwise. Idtiation was, therefore, an insti­

tution to teach them the nature of marriage, its duties and 

responsibilities. Above d l , it was the institution to make 

men out of boys.3 

In order to leave that supposedly miserable state, 

and to avdd poyehologlod persecution and torture, boys 

1 E. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. Paris, 3odet6 des 
Missions Evangellques, 1933, p. 327* 

2 M. Kliade, NalsSancea mystiques. Paris, Galli-
mard, 1959, p. 52. 

3 E. Casalis, opff elf., p. 326-327. 
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asked to be idtlated. sometimes ignorance of what awaited 

thorn and curlodty urged them even more than the reasons 

given above. The normal age required for entry was between 

thirteen and twenty. Casalis add that it was about the age 

of Ishnael when he was circumcised. However, exceptions 

codd be nade for partiedar reasons. For instance, idtia­

tion of some boys was postponed or advanced In order to ena­

ble them to be idtlated at the same time with the chief's 

son. 

B. treparation 

Remote preparation was called ho cacha. This rite 

condsted of dally repetitions of more or less monotonous 

songs and simple poems on mysterious themes. At this time 

also boys collected moii which is a special kind of grass 

with which ropes necessary for the building of the initia­

tion hut were woven. At this time the chief, as supreme 

master of the initiation, with the advice of his counsellors 

chose the drector of the neophytes and tho dte of the ini­

tiation place. At the village, women prepared the entry 

festival. 

Immedate preparation, which was called malinKoana. 

took place In the evening of the fixed day in the village 

public grounds. Aspirants, according to Casalis, hid 

4 E. CBMBUB, Les Bassoutos. p. 327-
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themselves in the fields as a sign of their dissatisfaction 

with the inferior state in which they were, i.e. psychdogi-

e d childhood.5 In the evening men went to get them. A 

proceed on was formed. In tho procession boys carried wood 

for the festival bonfire and poles necessary for the build­

ing of the idtiation hut. On their arrival at the prepared 

place they were asked to wrestle a bull empty handed. That 

was a test that they had to pass. hile they held down 

their still living victim, the of field medicine-man of the 

ceremony cut off its right front shod der. The leg was di­

vided into pieces equivalent to the number of aspirants and 

then half roasted. When it was estimated to be sufficiently 

roasted for the purpose, a warrior spat into it while anoth­

er suspended each piece on a lance or spear. Each boy had 

to take his piece without using hands while he was flogged 

mercilessly. When the meat was detached, he codd pick it 

up with his hands and eat It while going to a special house 

well guarded by one or two directors. All the aspirants 

spent that dght in that hut and from that time on they were 

separated from the rest of the community till the last day 

of their Initiation. Favre recounts the same event dso. 

5 E. Casalis, Los Baasoutoa. p. 327-326. 

6 E. Favre, Los vlngt-oinq ans do Colllard au Lea-
souto, Paris, doci£t<£ des Missions Bvangdiques, 1931, 
p. 80-6*1. 
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C. Idtiation Proper 

Early in the morning they left the village unnoticed. 

According to Eliade, suffering caused by the operation of 

eircumddon had a connection with the idtiation because it 

was closely related to mythical death, Inasmuch as the suf­

fering was the expression of mythical doath.^ This symbol­

ism was made more explicit among Australians, by the rite of 

the bull-roarers which dgnlfied the presence of super-human 

beings wdch idtlated boys and killed them raythicdly. 

Circtsadslon in African rites of idtiation had the same 

role and symbolism. It was equivalent to the saythical 

death." The same idea existed among the ancient Basotho. 

That is why boys were circumcised. The rite was performed 

by an old man as dated by a group of directors. Before the 

operation boys were given a drug cdled sehoere which was 

supposed to make neophytes feel the pain less. While they 

were drinking it they were scourged. Casdis is of the 

opinion that this operation took place a few months after 

the entry. It is our opinion that it took place at the be­

ginning of idtiation because it wodd prevent boys from 

rundng away, since they codd not run fast on account of 

7 M. Eliade, kdssances mystiques, p. 61. 

6 Idem, pp. clt.. p. 56. 

9 Idem, PP. dt.. p. 59-
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the operation itsdf. This seems to have been the hardest 

part of masculine initiation. It would seem that it was ad­

visable to put it at the beginning of the rite In order to 

encourage boys to endure tho rest easily. This problem of 

tine has little consequence on the nature of the institution. 

What is important is its realisation. 

After the operation of circumcision, neophytes went 

to the idtiation hut for the first time. On their way they 

were asked to sing or recite the following verses which are 

known by their introductory word: .talikokotoana. 

riase tlase koana, 
Down down below, 

Tau lia rora, 
Lions roar. 

Li rora 11 jang? 
They roar, what do they eat? 

Li rora li ja nvopa. 
They roar while eating the sterile. 

Myopa rsnodto, 
The sterile, father of the fadt Csinj*, 

Ranodta hlolo, 
Father of the fadt [slnj: hare, 

Hlolo naritsane, 
The hare crawling, 

u ritsa ka mpana, 
He crawls on his stomach, 

Ka mpana tsoana, 
On his dark stomach, 

a chelo ke hiaha. 

Burned by the fire. 

This myth is about mysterious lions which inhabit subterra­

nean places where they devour sterile people. The second 

part speaks about a crawling beast that has been burnt. The 

aim of tho myth is to terrorise boys. The myth was recited 

while going to tho initiation hut. At this time a man 
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playing tho role of a mythicd person and hence called "wolf" 

made a fire in the hut. 3oys wore told that the "wolf" had 

lighted the fire. The. identity of that "wolf" remained mys­

terious almost till tho end of the initiation. Doys spent 

six to eight months at the initiation. This "novitiate1, 

if we may call It that, was built in a secluded place, pref­

erably far from the village so that neophytes codd not be 

seen during their period of training and formation. \/omen, 

children and strangers, and other non-initiated people were 

not allowed to go there.^x Separation of neophytes during 

ths idtiation period, be it in the jungle, open-veld or 

anywhere, symbolised mythicd death to the profane condition 
12 and the existence in spirit of new born beings. * Women 

bringing food for the boys had to leave it a certain dis­

tance away where dreetors or boys had to take it. If by 

dstake an unclreumeisod man or boy went to the initiation 

place, he was circumcised. 

Initiated men on the other hand had the right to 

vidt neophytes. Nevertheless, they codd not enter the hut 

Itself because it was believed that the operation wodd take 

a longer tine to heal. 3 Visiting men codd even give 

10 E. Casdis, Les Bassoutos. p. 326-326. 

11 Idem, OP. clt.. p. 330. 

12 M. Eliade, Ualssancea mystiques,, p. 46. 

13 S. Casalis, OP. dt.. p. 330. 
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lectures or lessons If they wanted to. The director was 

called siosue. Ho was chosen carefdly. He had to be. a man 

of proved quditiOo. h'c had to be a virtuous uan, hon©3t, 

temperate especidly in matters of sex. During the initia­

tion period he had to abstain from sexual relations. He had 

to be a good muddan. He was assisted by a certdn number 

of droctors who codd go to the village if they wanted to. 

Initiation activities may be classified into phyd-

cd, intellectual and moral. Physical activities included 

dally military training and exercises. Neophyteo were 

taught how to throw the spear with force and precision and 

how to avoid them.** They were dso taught how to use the 

shield. They were flogged often in order to give thea op­

portunities of enduring pain and suffering courageously 

without complaints. They were offered many other occasions 

of suffering, such as sleeping without sufficient blankets 

in cold seasons, going to bed late, eating less than usual. 

They were not dlowed to compldn. Absolute obedence to a 

severe regulation and training was asked of then. An at­

tempt to escape was punished severely. Casdls says that 

sometimes capitd punishment was given to punish such run­

aways.^ The training of Initiation was so hard that 

14 E. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 323. 

15 Idem, OP. clt.. p. 329* 
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weaklings wodd hardy survive. hoover ded there was bur­

ied secretly and tho accident was kept secret till tho last 

day. 

Intellectual activities consisted of .usicai lesions 

and certain lectures about mysteries of nature. .Short poems 

about the sur., the «.oon, tho earth, aniiiudLa, huntiaf; and ar­

my expedtlont; were taught. In fact boys had to learn some 

of these poems by heart. Kuch attention wau paid to rhyme 

and poeticd measure. 6 Principal phenomena of nature were 

taught by means of allegory. Vhe sun was compared to a man, 

the moon to a woman, the earth to an animd whose bones were 

stones and its blood water and on it little beasts fought. 

At this time neophytes were taught tribal traditiona. 

Hord instructions consisted of a certdn initiation 

to the mystery of life, especially to the mystery of the or­

igin and continuation of human life. Boys were given infor­

mation about the physiognomy and anatomy of the genital or­

gans. They were taught or given information about sexual 

rdations by moans of descriptive pooms. They were told the 

what, the when, the where, the why, and the how of those re­

lations. Sterility was presented as a misfortune, shame and 

a dsgrace. 

Other moral lessons were given by dotation while 

one of tho directors flogged then. While they were given 

16 fi. Casalis, Lea Bassoutos. p. 331* 
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tho moral code, tho following words were said: "Ameades-YousJ 

3oyes honmes! Crdgnea l e vol, erdgnes l'addtereJ Hono-

rez vos pores et meres. Cbdssez A vos chefs."*? 

D, Closing Day 

At the end of the oighth or the ninth nonth, neo­

phytes wore andnted with a red ochre. They put on new or 

at least decent clothing. They chose now names for them­

selves. At a given signal they ran to the vil lage without 

looking back at the init iation hut where they were supposed 

to have l e f t t h d r foolish habits and evi l dispositions of 

infancy.*0 The hut was burned together with t h d r old 

clothes used during the init iat ion. At the vi l lage, the 

boys were reedved with joyous acclamations and dances, 

which were followed by a big festival during which the boys 

then c d l e d makoloane recited their own poems and compod-

tlons* 

Prom then on, as Casalis says, they were considered 

no mora as boys but as men devoted to public service.*^ 

They wore to work without pay. They codd be sent by the 

chlof at any time. Above a l l they had to work for a good 

17 Z. Casalis, Los BasaoutOG. p. 329. 

IS I£S8b OP- fiftV, P. 332. 

19 Idea- ibid. 



THE GREAT RITE OF INITIATION 136 

reputation by avoldng l a t e nocturnal meetings and journeys. 

They were men and codd narry i f they wanted t o . 

2. I d t i a t i o n of Girls 

A. Preparatory Rites 

Here we intend to give a brief outline of feminine 

Idtiation of the Basotho without insisting on minor differ­

ences between local customs of the Batlokoa and the Bataung 

and so on. Non-idtlated girls, like boys, were considered 

incapable of contracting marriage. They were considered un­

able to accept the responsibilities of life. This idea was 

so popdar that uninitiated girls were thought to be unable 

to boar children. Out of the love of motherhood and, per­

haps, out of curiosity, these girls sometimes volunteered to 

be initiated. Exceptions existed just the same. 

We think sometimes that feminine initiation rites 

were very rare. As a matter of fact they are found in 

Northern territories of Australia, in India, New Zealand, in 

Brasll (Coroado), among the Shuswap, .inturn and other tribes 

of north America. They are found in Africa among various 

tribes such as the Vendas, Peds, Bechuanas, Xosa, Swahlli 

20 
and others. v 

It is true, however, that feminine initiation was 

more surrounded with mystery than that of men on account of 

20 K. Eliade, Ndssances mystiques, p. [913-94. 
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tho natural apparition of biological changes and of the raen-

strud cyde. 2 1 It was the time when girls became conscious 

of a red transformation that took place in their constitu­

tion. 

Among the Basotho such elements existed also. The 

time of admission varied according to authors. Fr. Layde­

vant, for example, says that girls were aamitted at the age 
22 of puberty, most probably after the first menstrual period. 

According to Casalis, girls entered the initiation school at 

the age of twdve or tdrteen. 3 Fr. Lebreton in his famous 

article tdls us that circumcision of girls took place at 

the age of thirteen and fifteen, sometimes a little later, 

seldom earlier than that. * In spite of these varied preci-

siona, the authors agree that initiation period was during 

the time of puberty. Preparatory rites were called ho likisa 

which meant "to help another to try". These ceremonies in­

cluded, in the first place, what was called "la course a la 

lune" as Fr. Lebreton has said. This ceremony took place at 

21 M. Eliade, Ndssancos mystiques, p. 102. 

22 F. Laydevant, O.M.I., "Idee de Dieu chez les An-
ciens Basutos", in Revue de 1TUniversity d*Ottawa. 1935, 
p. 317* 

23 K. Casdls, Los Bassoutos. p. 334* 

24 H. Lebreton, O.M.I., "La fille ches les Basu­
tos", in Pftitos Annales desJfisslonndres Qblats de Marie 
Immaeules. 1929i p. 2lfr. 
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fdl moon. Aspirants were brought to a river to take a bath. 

Thereafter they were flogged in order to give them occasions 

of enduring suffering. This was supposed to prepare thera 

for the difficulties of conjugal life. This scourging rite 

was performed usually by a sterile woman so that the girls 

dght hate sterility. This ceremony was repeated sevenl 

times. 

B. Opening Day 

On the day of the offield entry a big feast was 

celebrated. Parents, relatives, neighbours and friends were 

invited. After eating, drinking, dnging and dandng, eve­

rybody slept outdoors except the aspirants, who from that 

time on were separated from the rest of the community. They 

spent the dght in a hut carefully guarded. That marked the 

beginning of their "novitiate". " 

Early on the following day, neophytes were led to a 

nearby river where bathing and penitential ceremonies took 

place among the cries and the remarks of more or less drunk­

en women. Neophytes returned to the village at sunset. 

Their idtiation hut was bdlt in the village itself and 

"consecrated" by the mediclne-man. All mdes except very 

25 H. Lebreton, "La fille chea les Basutos", in 
Petltes Anndes des Kiaslonnalres oblate de Marie Immacd^a 
1929, P.B8-2W. 
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young boys were prohibited from approaching tho hut. Simi­

lar restrictions applied to non-initiated women. 

C. Proper Idtiation Rites 

The first ceremony was cdled marallo. In the af­

ternoon a group of women and girl3 hid behind a hill. Later 

on neophytes and their matron joined them. Both groups went 

to a neighbouring river where neophytes were undressed and 

lashed once &ore« In the evedng neophytes were carried 

like children to the village. Tt is to be noted that neo­

phytes were still undressed during this Last rite. 

Nudity during idtiation rites had many symbolisms. 

It was a symbol of the primordial state where shame and sin 

did not exist, that is to say the state of infancy. It was 

the symbol of primeval happiness. Nudity of this kind sym­

bolised the uuprovocative and innocent state of children.**^ 

For the Basotlvo women, it is probable that ritual nudity 

during this ceremony was the symbol of ignorance and inca­

pacity to act for oneself. This is perhaps the reason why 

neophytes were carried like children. Neophytes were car­

ried in a race. During this race women standing by had to 

shout in pads announcing the arrivd of the "wolf*1 which 

was a mythical person. This shouting and announcing of the 

"wolf" wore meant to terrorize the neophytes. T d s mythical 

26 M. Eliade, IJds3ances mystiques, p. 153. 
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"wolf" seems to play a role similar to that of the bull-

roarers In Australian Initiation rites. ? The neophytes 

spent the dght with initiated girls who had to accompany 

them wherever they went. 

The second ceremony, wdch formed the essential part 

of the idtiation, was called the ceremony of mdlbenfi. It 

took place at the river or at a near dam from which the 

mythicd person was sdd to emerge. It was dso cdled the 

ceremony of motanyane (another name for the mythicd person).' 

At dawn, the neophytes went to the river, where they were 

ordered to stand or kneel wdle matrons sprinkled them with 

water as long as they wanted. After this bathing ceremony, 

tho neophytes were ordered to lie down. They prepared them­

selves to meet motanyane whom they were not allowed to see 

nor to look at. Fr. Lebreton says that motanyane was: "le 

personnage mythique qui est suppose devoir et circoncire les 

filles".2^ in fact it was a group of women wearing terrify­

ing masks which gsve them a horrible appearance. While this 

mythicd actor emerged from the water, as the neophytes were 

told, assisting women shouted and yelled In order to frighten 

27 M. Eliade, Naissanoes mystiques, p. 42-43. 

2& H. Lebreton, "La fille chez les Basutos", in 
ietites Annales des l&sslonnalres Qblats de >iarie Imraacul<£eT 
1$29, p. 229-HOY 

29 Idem, Ibid.* p. 2#9. 
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then. This mysterious person began to lash the girls nerci-

lesdy. When she was satisfied she retired in exactly the 

same way as she had appeared. 

Casalis calls t d s person a big snake or serpent in­

stead of »otanvane.3Q Ke d s o gives a slightly different 

description of the ceremony. According to him, girls were 

ordered to cover their heads while they waited for the ser­

pent which was supposed to devour them mythically. 

The role of motanyane and the serpent are, neverthe­

less, similar. The apparition of their mysterious person 

was followed by a banquet. No villagers were admitted to 

this banquet. At night ths novices were led to the village, 

and guarded carefully. 

This ceremony was followed by the distribution of 

tho of field symbolic garments of idtiation. This con­

sisted of a dress and a blanket of leather. Besides these, 

girls wore four or five ropes of straw which were cdled 

likholokoaae around their waists. These ropes were supposed 

to ensure successful conception and delivery. On their 

faces they wore a kind of veil cdled lesira which was made 

of thin ropes of straw neatly knitted together. 7ith this 

veil they hid thdr faces in order that they codd not be 

seen by men till the end of the initiation. Casalis 

30 £. Casdls, Los Bassoutos. p. 334* 
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describes this veil as "emblems de la pudeur qui doit d<5sor-

mda regler lours actions".*5 From then on they had to car­

ry forked sticks on which they wodd hang ropes necessary to 

bind fire-wood. Their bodies were painted with a black 

ochre called olio. At this time they were given new mascu­

line names, which were made by an addtion of the masculine 

prefix ra- to their former girl names.32 Neophytes were 

obliged fron that time until tho end of their idtiation to 

behave like aen. In order to do that they were asked to be 

rough, to carry objects like men on their shodders not on 

their heads as wouen do. They wore ordered to march in a 

single file dowly singing melancholic songs avery morning 

when they left the village. 

Their ddly activities were* partially to work in the 

fields. The reason of this kind of work was to give some 

opportunities to learn how to work in cauo they ever had tho 

occasion, because they wodd have to do that kind of work in 

the future. They collected some wood and were given time to 

souse themselves dso. At night they would sing to Oho ac­

companiment of * drum. Fr. Lebreton says that una of the 

activities of neophytes was to steal cidse, potatoes and 

31 E. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 334. 

32 Idem, op. clt., p. 240; cf. dso F. Laydevant, 
"Idee de Jiou chez les Anclens Basutos", la kevue de l'Uni-
vorslte d'Ottawa. 1935, p. 31d. 



THE GREAT RITE OF INITIATION 143 

chickens.-*^ Casdis and Fr. Laydevant do not mention this 

point. Whenever they mot somebody thoy asked f ^ r taoelj. 

that is, any kind of gift. If their request was not granted 

they threatened, illtreated or insultod people. 

A month later, after the investiture, neophytes were 

led to tho river in the evening to meet motanyane for the 

second time. The same apparition and mythical death took 

place. On the following day they washed away the black 

ochre snd anointed themselves with a white one wdeh was 

cdled phepa. During the night the mythical person-motanvane 

distributed gifts and prizes* 

Feminine initiation was d s o a period of informa­

tion. Besides practical lessons on agriculture and obed­

ence and perseverance neophytes were taught music. These 

elements were common to initiation rites of other bantu 

tribes too.34 

One of the most important information given during 

the initiation was conjugal life, especially sexual3 prob­

lems. Neophytes were told the role and duty of women in the 

process of procreation. These lessons were given by 

33 H. Lebreton, "La fille chez lea Basutos", in 
Petltes Annales des Misslonndrea Qblats do ?^rie Issmacul^e. 
icrepj p.'lAlT of. also J.-L. aiordat. Au Lessouto et au Zam-
boio. Parts-Geneve, Society des Missions Kvangeliques, 1926, 
PV49-5Q. 

34 M. Eliade, Ndssaneos mystiques, p. 41, 100. 
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detailed poems which described the sexual ergana of both 

sexes as well as the implied sexual relations, zoophytes 

had to memorize these poems. Sterility was presented to 

them as an evil, a disgrace and shame. Probably It i3 at 

this time that girls had to stretch their genital organs 

ope manu oa vaginae prolatando. ihon sufficient information 

was given doing festivities ware prepared. It is to bo 

noted that these instruct s were not only biological but 

dso spiritual for Iliads says: "1*initiation feminine par 

excellence est 1'Introduction au mystere de la generation, 

symbole primordial de la regeneration spirituelle.*'25 

D. Closing Jay 

On the eve of the closing day neophytes wont to the 

river to meet motanyane for the last time. They were washed 

and given new or at least decant clothing. Their old 

clothes were burned. They were considered as adults, ready 

for marriage and by that fact they entered the group of ma­

trons. A big banquet was celebrated in their honour. All 

the people were invitad. This is the only cereuony at which 

men codd take part, because feminine initiation was strict­

ly reserved for women. The law of secrecy was rigidly ob­

served &3 in the case of mascdine initiation rites. 

35 M. Eliade, Naiasances mysticues. p. 172. 
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E. Initiation and Morality 

Initiation is usually classified as imcaoral. Xllade 

is dso of the opinion that youths, especially in Africa and 

Oceania, enjoyed much sexual liberty after their initia­

tion.36 SuCn obscenities and inmoralitv existed In ;»rimitlve 

Causian regions, among tho Stuks of Ssturia, In Trobriand 

Islands and in Sierra Leone.37 Ha .nentionj that sexual li­

cence existed in primitive Jlussla and Ukraine.3° 

Fr. Laydevant speaking about th". Basotho wrote that 

"de meme que la jeunessa ph6nici<3nns ou juive se prostita^it 

en henneur de Baal, ainsi les jeunoa filleo ba.rutos, au terwc 

de 1'initiation, ont a subir, sinon une vraie prostitution, 

tout au raoins une profanation de lour virginlte".3' The au­

thor put the immorality at the end or towards the end of 

idtiation. His reason for that affirmation is that there 

was a connection between the Basotho initiation and that of 

the Phoenicians. It is this connection which made him con­

clude that prostitution existed among the Basotho girls at 

the end of their initiation. It is to be noted that femi­

nine idtiation did not exist among the Jevs. Therefore, 

36 M. Eliade, Naissances mystiques, p. 61-62. 

37 Idem. OT>. clt.. p. 165-167-

33 Idem, OP. clt.. p. 101-102. 

39 F. Laydevant, "Idee de Dieu chez l e s Anclens Ba­
sutos", in Revue de l f Univerdte d'Ottawa. 1935, p. 31£. 
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the conclusion of the author is not exact. On the other 

hand Fr. Laydevant has not given a historical proof of the 

time and place of the meeting of the Basotho and the Jews. 

Therefore, his conclusion about prostitution is not proved. 

It is no more than a conjecture. This conclusion does not 

agree with description given by Fr. Lebreton.^ According 

to the latter there was no time or occasion for prostitution 

during the Initiation or at the end of it. He affirms that 

non took no part in feminine initiation rites. All that was 

related to initiation was reserved to women. Fr. Lebreton 

does not mention the presence of men during the ceremonies 

at the river.*1 In the village the neophytes were guarded 

carefully and they spent the night with Initiated girls. 

Here once more Fr- Lebreton does not mention the presence of 

men.^ On the opening day the girls were separated from the 

rest of the community; they were closed in a hut alone. 3 

On the find day men were invited and they took part: "lis y 

prendront part sans oopendant se meler trop aux femnes, ni 

surtout approcher des 'Balt'."^ They had to keep away from 

40 Ii. Lebreton, "La fille chess les Basutos", in 
Petites Annales des Klaslonnalres Qblats de Marie Immacd^e. 
1929, p. 243. 

U Idem, loc. cit.. p. 23S-239. 

42 Idem, loc. dt.. p. 236-244. 

43 Idem* loo, cit.. p. 241-243. 

44 Idem, loc. clt.. p. 243. 
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the g i r l s . In the above mentioned quotations Fr. Lebreton 

does not mention the presence of men during night act iv i t ies 

of i d t i a t i o n . Fr. Laydevant does not mention even a single 

occasion when prostitution took place. The silence of Fr. 

Lebreton does not deny the existence of prostitution, but in a 

detailed description l ike his such a silence seems to ply 

the opposite. 

During the day neophytes were out in the open f ields 

with t h d r matron either working, receiving instructions or 

amusing themselves in one way or another. The Basotho gir ls 

during ths init iat ion period, as Fr. Lebreton says, asked 

for g i f t s , not for prostitution.**5 They asked for food, am-

d o t s , money and for bracelets. 

After the initiation there was a possibility of 

prostitution. Wo do not have proofs to declare i t s taking 

place as In a group or as part of the init iat ion r i t e . Fr. 

Laydevant does not give us instances of such an event either-

He does not substantiate what i s no more than a suspicion. 

To say that init iation was not at d l morally bad 

would be untrue. To say that i t was total ly morally bad 

wodd be no loss untrue. Therefore, one has to explain what 

he moans by the immorality of i d t i a t i o n . As we have seen, 

45 H. Lebreton, "La f i U e chez les Basutos", in 
Petitos Aanaloa des Mlsslonndres Qblats de Marie Immacdee. 
i*)2y, p. 2 U . 
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some songs of the initiation described sexual relations. 

:>uch poems were learned by the neophytes as means of infor­

mation. We cannot deny the danger of temptations and the 

occasion of temptations which codd come from those poems. 

That such poems had a powerful suggestive exhortation cannot 

be denied. The danger of scandd existed undoubtedly. But 

wodd it be right to conclude that persons who recited them 

were automatically prostitutes? Is it correct that any in­

formation concerning problems of sex is sinful and Immoral" 

Does every girl who takes part in such lessons of informa­

tion necessarily become a prostitute afterwards? Prudence, 

of course, and honest intention had to be safeguarded in 

such points. We cannot judge each case here about those who 

participated in initiation ceremonies and about those who 

gave such lessons. To judge the whole institution we have 

to look at its end or intention. If, indeed, the d m of the 

Basotho was to instruct boys and girls, to teach them their 

duty and their role in the generation of the tribe and to 

teach them thdr duty in marriage, our judgment on initia­

tion shodd be proportionate. If some of the means used 

wore not good, then our judgment shodd be about means, not 

about the end of the institution. If a part of the institu­

tion was mordly bad, then our judgment shodd be about that 

part and as a result not too universal. Westermann says: 

"Neanmolns, do parellles considerations ne devrdent pas 
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aiaener A condamner l a coutume globdement."*" Therefore, 

i d t i a t i o n of the Basotho, on account of some raorally dan­

gerous p a r t s , was imraord. I t i s c e r t d n tha t I n s t ruc t i ons 

of the kind c o d d be given otherwise. Therefore, i t wodd 

be good i f t he manner of i n s t r u c t i o n , p a r t i e d a r l y i n s t r u c ­

t i on on sexual ques t ions , c o d d be changed, given in l e s s 

provocative fashion. 

Conclusion 

For the Basotho initiation was a school for physi-

c d , intellectual and moral training as understood by those 

people at that time. It offered addts the occasion of giv­

ing information to boys and girls about the origin of life, 

especially that of the tribe, and about the continuation of 

it by generation. Initiated people were tau<#it their duties 

and the tribal aoral code. It was the time of handing over 

the tribal tradtions. 

It is true that moral abuses crept in on account of 

ignorance, unworthy persons and the special accent and em­

phasis on sexuality, which resulted in less Instruction giv­

en about mord and religious tradtions of the tribe. Nev­

ertheless, we shodd not close our eyes to the psychological 

values and Influence of this institution as a symbol and myth. 

46 D. Westermann, Nolrs et blancs en Afrique. Pa­
ris, Payot, 1937, p. 172. 
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CONSCIOUSNESS OF THE 0ACRED 

In the preceding chapter we enumerated and explained 

some religious symbols which existed in the institutions of 

the ancient Basotho. If it is true that religious charac­

teristics emerge as religion it39lf emerges, what religious 

characteristics d d the ancient Basotho havo'. f̂hat predomi­

nant attitude did they have in regard to those synods? 

Our aim is to find out whether the ancient Basotho 

really had the sense of the sacred, whether they had the ex­

perience of the sacred, \ie do not intend to prove whether 

or not their object of worship was really cicred. -.'e wodd 

like to know whether they had the feeling of the holy towards 

their object of cdt. The objective here is to find out the 

religious reactions of the 3asotho. We shall find out wheth­

er their fear was based on a religious attitude. 

1. Elements of the Sacred 

The existence of fear among the ancient Basotho 

seems to be an indication of the attitude of the holy. This 

is normd in magico-ancestral religions, because the senti­

ment of the holy is the commonest religious feeling that 

primitives had of the divinity. Without a proper definition 

by genus and specific difference, they experienced the order 

between beings and the imposing numen. 
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Accordng to them, some objects could not be ap­

proached without danger unless tho person concerned was pre­

pared by a r i t u d purif icat ion. Certain foods were c d l e d 

Impure, others pure. All these things were c l a s s i f i e d under 

two major groups, namely, the secular in opposition to the 

re l i g ious , the profane in opposition to the sacred. Indeed 

the d is t inct ion between s e c d a r and r e l i g i o u s , profane and 

sacred has dways existed among people for d f f e r e n t reasons. 

This d s t l n c t i o n i s not explained by chance nor by 

common co l l ec t ive agreement nor by simple coincidence. I t 

i s based on the co l l ec t ive archetypes and the reactions stim-

d a t e d in them by the objective phenomena. This happens 

when one i s in front of an object or person charged with 

some power or mysterious numen by which that object or per­

son imposes I t s e l f or himself on the others. The very 

strange, mysterious, uncomprehended and incomprehensible na­

ture of a thing s t i r s in the knowing person the fee l ing of 

something canny, eerie or weird. I t produces in the primi­

t i v e man sentiments of fear and horror. 

Such a mysterious atmosphere i s found during the 

mod co-re l ig ious r i t u d by wdch the medicine-man consdted 

dvinlng bones. As Casdis explains, this asedco-religious 

n l d s t e r used "une langue inconnue pour se fairs respecter 

1 R. Otto, The Idea of the Holy. Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 1923, p. 36, 147. 
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du vulgdre".2 We know that Zdu and Xo3a expressions were 

employed in this ritual by the Basotho medlclno-men. We 

know dso that most of tine Basotho did not understand these 

languages. Therefore, for the majority of the people the 

ritud had a mysterious and incomprehensible appearance. 

That is why they respected the nadicina-cian. Their respect 

was a consequence of the fear produced by the atrange atmos­

phere of the rite, rear and respect are manifested and con­

firmed by the fact that the solution given was unquestion­

able.3 

Anything unusual, extraordinary and novel has dways 

been a stimulus of reactions of fear. Among ancient Basotho 

black sheep and goats had this Influence. They aroused fear 

and feelings of the mysterious by their rare occurrence and 

unusudness. Manifestations of the unaccustomed and the ex-

traordinary generally provoke fear and withdrawal.^ It is 

clear that death and sickness are phenomena which come with­

in the category of the unusual and frightening. People arc 

never used to them. The body of a dead man casta a spdl on 

the people. 

2 E. Casalis, Les Bassoutos, Paris, 3ocl4te des 
Missions Mrangeliques, 1933, p. 35^359* 

3 H. Lebreton, O.H.I., "Wort et funeraillea", in 
Petltos Annales dog Misslonnalres oblats.de Marie Innaculee. 
% (193177 P. 2^3. " ~ 

4 M. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative lielidons. 
London-New York, Sheed and Ward, 1958, p. 18. 

http://oblats.de
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This attitude and reaction to de.-itk and slcAnouj was 

found axaong ancient Basotho dso. Burid coi\>nor.ies were 

performed as secretly aa possible, './ork was forbidden ai 

the day of the deavh of an influential per^o: or f<? the "î d-

icinc-man.^ -dekne^ produced horror nad fo-u* in tho peo­

ple, that is why moral preparation and purifl^.-lon wao re­

quired \fhen a sacrifice was offered in favour of the sick 

person: "on ecartera soigneusement les personncs soull-

16os.n0 Eliade says that unknown and extraordinary objects, 

rites and events are disturbing epiphanies.' They show us 

the presence of something other than the natural, imaginary 

or red. They indcate the presence of something else. 

This apprehension or perception of the mysterious and the 

unaccustomed is a kind of meeting of the knowing person and 

an unknown or overpowering force which wtto calls the numen.' 

Etymologically, numen comes from auo which moans to 

give a sign by the head, to show by a gesture of the head. 

From nuo a derivative word autua was formed. It means a 

head dgn, as a manifestation of order or of will. That is 

why numen dgdfies dvine commanding power. From nun.cn the 

5 E. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 325. 

6 Idem, OP. dt.. p. 312. 

7 M. Sl iade, Patterns in Comparative ftolidona. 
p. 19, 12-13* 

3 R. Otto, The Idea of the Holy, p. 20, 

file:///fhen
http://nun.cn
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qual i f ieadve or adjective numinous wa« formed. -n o t t o ' s 

work we find both words used to express the «ame idea; both 

are substantives. Now l e t us examine the nature of the 

numen. 

2. Numen 

According to Otto's description the numen or the 

numinous is a mysterious imposing power which produces an 

extraordinary trembling and terror.-' It is not any kind of 

perfection. It consists essentially of power and dght. In 

comparison to the person in front of it, it is sublime and 

superior. It exceeds that person's strength. It is, there­

fore, naturally a certain greatness, a fading of boin>; 

overpowered, of absolute power. This superlative character 

of the numinous is based, as we have sdd, on the comparison 

made between it and the person who is seised or captured by 

it. The numinous is a quality of the objective reality. 

Caillois describes it as a force and a kind of energy which 

is eminently efficacious and active. On account of its 

activity and transcendent power it is hard to manage, handle 

and control. Further, it is a quality of the sacred which 

9 a. Otto, The Idea of the Holy, p. 144* 

10 R. Caillois, L'homme at ia aacre, i'arls, dalli-
mard, 1950, p. 21. 
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may be stable or ephemeral.11 It adheres to certain things 

of cdt, places unusud or lofty, or on certain persons like 

kings. It may dso be a property of certain special occa­

sions, days or unusual events and times set aside for deter­

mined services. 

Eliade explains taboos as interdicts due to temporary 

concentration of power in some person or thing. Besides ta­

boos based on temporary powers, there are taboos based on 

the specific mode of being of the person or thing tabooed. 

Kings, for example, are absolute powerhouses of forces, that 

is why they were respected, feared and almost unapproachable. 

In the mind of the primitives precautions were necessary 

when dealing with such persons. 

Eliade dvided things into profane and hierophanies. 

By their nature, hierophanies manifested modalities of the 

sacred. More than this hierophanies were also kratopha­

nies because they manifested power also. 3 All beings are 

of various degrees of kratophanies by which they belong to 

another order of beings, and enjoy certain prerogatives and 

privileges. 

11 R. Cdllois, L'homme et le sacre. p. 18. 

12 M. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religions 
p. 17-1*3. 

13 Idem, OP. clt*. p. 10-18\ 
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3. Intdtion 

The numinous is known by no rational and progressive 

activity, but by intuition. It is seised by a kind of in-

telleetud sympathy or feeling by which the knowing person 

is carried, as it were, to the internal structure of an ob­

ject. It is an act by which the knowing person is intro­

duced to the intimate nature of the object. The knowledge 

one has by Intuition is unique, Inexpressible and indescrib­

able. Intdtion of the numinous is an irresistible act 

which makes man feel that he is in the presence of something 

dvine, imposing, heavy, powerful and commanding. ^ It is 

by this act that something inaccessible to conceptual com­

prehension is revealed. "Dans ce fait, as Vincent says, 

qudque chose se revole comae inaccessible A la comprenen-

don conceptuelle et constltue ce que les Grecs appeldent 

'arreton' ineffable."15 

Likewise, in the experience of the numinous one 

seises something dfferent from oneself, something more pro­

found than particular impressions, something really outside 

of oneself. The object of intuition as rdigious experience 

of the holy is not ody the numinous but dso the omnipotent 

14 M. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Rdjgjons. 
p. 144. 

15 A. Vincent, "Trols notions religleusos", in 
du Clerae. 32 (1962), p. 500. 
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being. This intdtion-knowledge of the numinous is in fact 

the stindus of many subjective reactions which we must now 

explain. 

4. Reactions 

A. Awe 

T*ie numinous produces a state of silence and recol­

lection in the sod. The person feels the imposing d g d t y 

of it. He has an impression of being captured y it. This 

imperative power fills d m with an impression of solemnity 

and amazement and leaves him aghast. As Vincent affirms: 

"Cette forme, en se manifestant, cree dans l'ame un etat de 

reeueillement solennel et de sdsissement." The perfec­

tion of the numinotis makes man aware of his nothingness and 

of d s humble state. The more he admires the perfection of 

that power, the more he sees his imperfection. The more he 

contemplates its sublimity, the more he sees his imperfec­

tion, the more he becomes creature-conscious. Briefly, man 

in front of the numen undergoes the emotion of a creature; 

in other words he becomes aware of his depence on It. He 

feels abased and overwhelmed by his own nothingness. He 

rodizes the contrast between the Above-dl-creature and 

16 A. Vincent, "Trois notions relifleuses", in Ami 
du Clone*. 32 (1962), p. 500. 
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himself as creature.17 Combination of the intdtion of the 

perfection of the numinous and the simultaneous intuition of 

the imperfection of the creature gives rise to the self-sub­

jection of the creature to the overpowerfd somethingness. 

This act of subjection is followed by an act of veneration 

and respect. ° 

B. Tremendum 

The imposing power of the numinous produces another 

effect in the sod of the person in front of it. As we have 

seen, the numinous has incomparable power. It exceeds human 

power, to such a degree that It is unmanageable and there­

fore uncontrollable by the creature. Since man cannot con­

trol nor moderate It, he finds himself In a dangerous posi­

tion. ^ For this reason the power in front of him is d s o 

known as a dangerous thing. Consequently, It produces fear 

and horror. v The numen is the something from which people 

are inclined to shrink. It is an object which urges man to 

look for shelter and protection. x It is terrible and gives 

rise to a retreat, to a backing away and a retiring. This 

17 R. Otto, The Idea of the Holy, p. 10. 

IB Idem, OP. cit.. p. 13. 

19 R. Caillois, L'homme et le sacre. p. 21, 43. 

20 Idem, O P . clt.. p. 30* 

21 Idem, O P . d t . . p. 56. 
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fear gives reverence the characteristic of the tremendum. 

Xt is reverence nixed with some elements of fear. Neverthe­

less, it is not servile fear, because it has some elements 

of confidence snd hope to receive help from the numen itself. 

In other words, man recognizes the power of the sacred and 

his own incapacity. He is afraid of that uncontrollable 

power. At the same time he realizes d s dependence on it 

sad therefore he hopes to get the necessary protection. It 

is to be noted that the numen is the cause of these varied 

reactions. 

The role played by fear and Imagination among the 

ancient Basotho is a fact. Its existence is seen easily in 

the rites and ceremonies of their nagieo-ancestral religion. 

Certain things, persons, objects, and places of c d t stimu­

lated reactions of fear, trembling and reverence. This may 

be illustrated by some examples taken from their religious 

rites. A good number of our examples are taken from their 

medical rites because, as Casdls sdd, "nedecine, est-elle 

ones ces peuples une affaire presque entierement religieu-

sen. The horn and all its contents, which Casalis does 

not hesitate to call sacred elements, were feared and vener­

ated In a special way. ? This horn was considered as the 

22 E. Casdls, Les Bassoutos. p. 311. 

23 Idon. OP. dt... p. 320. 
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powerhouse of the numinous. Whoever possessed or took care 

of it was considered to participate in its imposing and im­

perative power. The horn, according to Casalis, was source 

of confidence and severity. * All instruments of the magico-

ancestrd worship were venerated in more or less the same 

fashion. This was the case for divining bones. ** Nobody 

codd touch them without the permission of the medicine-man. 

Persons who took part in religious services were considered 

to have a higher participation of the power of the sacred 

objects and rites. This is manifested by the fear, hope, 

confidence and respect the people had for the medicine-man — 

doctor and religious midster. The chief of the village was 

a sacred person. He acquired his sacred character by the 

idtiation ceremonies, as Casalis said: "c'est la ceremode 

de la drcondslon qui donne son caractere sacnS."*0 He had 

some degree of the numen because the lustral horn resided in 

his home dso. Bde (neophytes) in feminine initiation were 

likewise sacred; they codd not be touched. ' No harm could 

be done to them not only by women but dso by men. 

24 E. Casdls, Les Bassoutos. p. 320. 

25 Idem, ibid. 

26 Idem, OP. cit.. p. 327. 

27 H. Lebreton, O.M.I., "La fills chez les Basu­
tos" , in Petites Annales des Mlas^onndres Cblats de Marie 
Immacdec, 1929, P* 241. 
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Something more remarkable is the fear of the balimo. 

An overcast day was venerated also. No work in the fields 

could be done lest the order of nature be disturbed. T d s 

is well said by Casdls: 

A l'approche de nuages q d semblent promettre de 
la plde, on se garde d'aller aux champs, ou l'on 
s*en retire en toute hate, afin de se recueilllr en 
presence de la benediction d&sirge et de pour de 
troubler la nature en operation.2c 

This was one of the sacred days of the religious calendar of 

the ancient Basotho. 

C. Fascinans 

We have seen that the fear man had for the numinous 

was mixed with confidence of nelp and success. ' Kan is 

afrdd and trembles in front of ths numinous. But his fear 

is not totally pessimistic; It has an optimistic aspect. 

Awe and admiration of the numinous Is prolonged and perfect­

ed by a tranquil mood of deepest worship, by a more or less 

lasting attitude of the sod wdch vibrates and becomes res­

onant till the soul resumes its profane, non-religious mood 

of everyday life.™ The numinous produces within the sod a 

taste and desire for Itself. It attracts the sod and 

28 h. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 325. 

29 R. Caillois, L̂ homtae ot le sacrc. p. 21. 

30 R. Otto, fhe Idea of the Holy, p. 12. 
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allures it with charm.^1 It is in this that the antinomy of 

tho numinous consists. One is f d l of reserve on account of 

the unknown, imposing and superior power of the numinous; at 

the same time one is attracted by it inasmuch as one wants 

to strengthen and enrich oneself with its majestic power. 

The sentiment of interest is a partial manifestation of the 

didectical nature and activity of the numinous. It Is 

the qudity by which the numinous provokes in the knowing 

person fear and desire. It is by virtue of this qudity 

that we approach the numinous instead of running away.33 AS 

Otto adds, one has the impdse to turn to it and make it his 

own. It attracts and fascinates irresistibly.^* This fas­

cination corresponds to the bounty of the superior object or 

to the thing which is considered that way. Vincent summa­

rizes this idea in the following words: 

Et pourtant, malgre la frayeur qu'il inspire, 
ndgre la crainte reverentiello q d remplit l'homme 
et q d devrdt le tonir eloigns, le sacr<S possede 
qudquo chose q d sennit, qui ravlt, qui crolt en 
intensity jusqu'a proddre le dtflire et lUvresse. 
Cost ce que Otto appelle "le fasclnant".35 

31 .i. Otto, The Idea of the Holy, p. 147* 

32 A. Vincent, "Trois notions rdi;ieuses", in Ami 
du Clorge. 32 (1962), p. 504. 

33 iv. Cdllois, L'homme et le sacre. p. 21, 39. 

34 it. Otto, OP. clt.. p. 30. 

35 A. Vincent, loc. clt.. p. 501. 
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The Basotho soem to have had this reaction of fascl-

nans. because on one hand they feared the horn and its con­

tents, on the other they desired to secure and to strengthen 

themselves by the possession and contact with it. That is 

why at the outbreak of an epidedc or when the tribe was in 

danger of famine or war the people were purified by the as-

persion with a liquid mixed with some contents of the horn.-3'" 

D. Sacred: Set Aside 

By intdtion man knows a vdue transcending all no­

tions. That vdue asks for a certain ritual preparation and 

purity, otherwise evil may be caused to the unfavourable and 

the unprepared. This is one of the consequences which de­

pends on the ambivalent nature of th£ numen. The sacred is 

pure and impure; it Is defiled and uadefiled. On account of 

its purity it fascinates and attracts. Whoever approaches 

it has to be prepared, must have the requisite dispositions, 

otherwise he has no right to touch it. *„*© say that unworthy 

contact with the sacred becomes an occasion of condemnation 

and eidedction. VJithout proper ritud preparation it is 

dangerous to come near any consecrated object.^ Any con­

tact with such objects or persons is thought to produce an 

36 E. Casalis, Los Bassoutyos. p. 322. 

37 M. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religions, 
p. 17. 
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uphoavd and disorder In nature. Those defiled things or 

persons are called tabooed. The word is Polynesian by ori­

gin. Ethnologists have taken it in order to sigdfy objects, 

places and persons forbidden and cut off from secular use 

because contact with them is dangerous, that is to say, it 

is thought to be so. Caillois explains taboo as ritud in­

terdictions whose purpose is to prevent dangerous effects 

wdch nay follow the contact of a superior power by an infe­

rior one.^ It is something similar to a negative category 

wdch consists essentially in a defense, and In a negative 

prescription. In other words, it is a prohibition by which 

sacred objects are set aside and separated from profane con­

tact. This setting-apart sometimes has positive effects, it 

does not merely isolate, but it Invitee too.3° 

We know that the Basotho had an indefinite number of 

taboos. Not all of then had a religious character, nor did 

all of them exist In a religious context. Among those which 

were religious we may mention the rites of initiation. Pro-

hibitions concerning the Initiation hut were some of the re­

ligious taboos of the Basotho.^0 It was strictly forbidden 

for women, girls and uninitiated men to visit the initiation 

3d R. Cdllois, L'homme et le sacre. p. 23, 40. 

39 M. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religions, 
p. 16. 

40 £. Casdls, Les Bassoutos. p. 22^-230. 
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place of boys. Similar restrictions and prohibitions ex­

isted for men, boys and uninitiated women in regard to the 

idtiation hut of girls. Such places were considered to 

have a participation in the power of the horn with whose 

contents the hut was anointed by the medicine-man. Casdls 

speaking of this anointing rite says: 

ce name sorcler badgeonnera de drogues qudques 
bouts de bois qu'on emportera A la mdson ou deraeu-
reront les "Bale", et qd auront la vertu djdoigner 
1'influence perdcleuse de mauvals esprit.d 

That is why neophytes had to undergo the same anointings be­

fore their idtiation. Casalis mentions a day of prohibi­

tion or abstinence, if it may be so cdled. reople were 

forbidden to work in the fields on the day of the death of 

the medcine-man or of an influential man. It was be­

lieved that dsobedience to this prescription wodd cause 

hail and dsturbance In the order of nature. Garments used 

by boys during their initiation codd not be used by young 

women and girls because the Basotho believed that they had 

sacred power by which they codd harm women and render them 

sterile. 

Sticks used by bde during the idtiation could not 

be jumped over by the people unless they had given them ran­

som. These sticks were considered to have the numen. As a 

41 E. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 239. 

42 Idem, op. ei^.. p. 325. 
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reodt all those who d d not take part in feminine initia­

tions codd not touch them nor jump over them without danger. 

Another point to illustrate the sacred character of initia­

tion rites is the prohibition of marital relations. All the 

dreetors of the initiation were forbidden to have marital 

rdations during the period of idtiation. This prodbition 

was backed by a belief that boys codd not get their circum­

cision operation cured if such conjugal acts were exercised. 

During the harvest, poople of immord reputation were not 

dlowed to put the harvest into the bags. They were consid­

ered to bo impure and unworthy to touch the purified har­

vest. ̂3 

2. Separation 

The idea of the sacred Is manifested by the attitude 

of the people towards sacred objects. The same idea is man­

ifested clearly in the case of things which had become sa­

cred by consecration. Any anointing rite was considerad to 

add something to the objects anointed.^ This qudity codd 

be a reality established between one object and another. It 

may be based on the new function by which a certain duty is 

fulfilled. For Instance, pagan dvining bones were sacred 

43 I. Casdls, Les Bassoutos. p. 314. 

44 ft. Cdllois, L'homme et le sacr«S. p. 22. 
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because of their functions. Sacred objects of this kind 

were kept in seclusion and separated from the others. 

The ancient Basotho had some objects set apart from 

others because of their functions. The idtiation hut of 

boys was built far from the village, in a remote place, 

where neophytes codd not be seen easily. *** Boys and girls 

on the preparatory festival of their idtiation were sepa­

rated fron the rest of the community; they were carefully 

enclosed In a hut.**6 On the closing day a similar separa­

tion ritual was observed. The initiation period, especidly 

that of boys, was a period of complete separation from the 

secular life of the village and from the family. As Casdls 

says, boys spent "plusleurs mois de recluslon" at the ini­

tiation place.*1 For girls, separation was less marked be­

cause thdr hut was in the village Itself. But they were 

not allowed to mix with other people. They d d most of 

their ddly activities done in tho fields. 

Conclusion 

Rdigious language gives the name of sign to demon­

strations and manifestations in which holiness or the sacred 

45 E. Casalis, lea Basaoutoa. p. 328-330. 

46 H. Lsbreton, "La fills chez les Basutos", In 
Petitea Annales des Mlssionndres Qblats de Marie ImraacuHe, 
1929, P. 241-^43• 

47 2. Casalis, pp. dt.. p. 32O. 
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stands pdpably sdf-revealod. During the time of the twg-

lco-anoestral religion of the Basotho, almost everything 

counted as a sign that codd arouse in the people the sense 

of tho h d y . Xvery object was looked upon as having the ca­

pacity to excite the feeling of apprehended sanctity, having 

the capacity to stimulate people to open religious activity. 

By so saying we do not mean that tho Basotho did not 

make any dstinction between profane and religious things. 

They d d make such a dstinction. But their religion was 

too closely connected with medicine. For that reason it Is 

difficdt to see what was simply medlcd and what was purely 

religious. This lack of dear distinctions made it hard to 

see merely religious reactions without some mixture of medi­

cine and magic. 

That is why thdr consciousness of the holy is mani­

fested by their reactions towards the horn and divining 

bones, as well as to the unusual nature of black sheep. 

The innumerable taboo3 respected by tho Basotho show 

their respect which was motivated by the over-imposing numen 

of some objects and persons. Their reactions of veneration, 

respect, fear, confidence and hope before the maglco-ances-

tral objects of c d t are indications of their consciousness 

of the sacred. 



CHAPTER VIII 

IS ADAPT AT J. ON POSSIBLE? 

Most people In the countries of the Vest are in­

clined to consider the Roman kite as on absolutely immova­

ble, ready-made rite that, as it were, fell down from heaven 

in order to remain unchanged. A close study of the history 

of the Church and of the "Roman" rite clearly shows that tho 

Church d t not have "Roman" rites till the conversion and 

foundation of the Church in Rome. History dso reveals a 

steady evolution of ecclesiastical rites in so far as their 

external constitution is concerned. 

The first Christian commudty of Jerusalem Issued 

from Judaism and lived within the Jewish religious structure 

and institutions. The young Church with St. Peter and the 

Apostles at its head participated faithfully in the liturgi-

cd offices of the Temple.1 

With the extend on of the Church outdde the r'aloa-

tidan commudty problems of adaptation arose. It is at 

this time that the problem of liturgical languages was dis­

cussed for the first time in Church history. It Is at the 

same time dso that the problem of circumcision of the neo­

phytes in order to adhere to Christ was dscussed.2 Until 

1 Act. 2.43, 3:1, 5:12. 

2 Act. 15.7-U,2B. 
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tha t time Christian worship was Jewish in character. With 

those problems a certain adaptation was called for. 

Le c d t e chreden £ t a i t J d f chez les J d f s , 
mais 11 ne s ' e t a i t pas pour autant 116 au Judaism©; 
11 d e v d t pareiUement se f d r c grec chez loi, peu-
plos hdlenophonC3.3 

That adaptation gave the cul t of the Church a he l -

l e d s t i c character and marked the beginning of a variety of 

Greek r i t e s wdch s t i l l exis t to-day. 

The Implantation of the Church in the Greco-toman 

world gave the Christian l i turgy an occasion to assume l o c d 

forms of Greco-Roman cu l t . 

L'Eglise s'implantant dans le monde greco-romaln, 
l a l i t u r g i e ehrctlcnne £pousa les formes cul tuel les 
gr€co-romalnes, raeme cel los q d jusqu'alors ayaient 
servi l e s deviations manlfestes du paganisms.**" 

That adaptation gave b i r th to the Roman r i t e . 

I t I s a well known fact that the Church cannot bo a 

stranger anywhere. She adapts herself according to circum­

stances of space and time. For the good and benefit of 

souls tho Church assumes any local vducs and customs which 

are authentical ly re l ig ious . 

Having discovered the rel igious symbols of tho an­

cient Basotho, having analyzed the i r symbolism, i s i t too 

3 A. Seumoia, O.K.I., La^papautc et lea missions au 
cours des six premiers s leclos . :-.cthodoio<-Ae_ antique' et 
or ientat ions modernes. Paris-i,ouvain. id . Ef-Hao vWn*.« 
11953J, P. *u»©. 

4 Idssi. OP. o j t . . p. 147' 
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ambitious to study those symbols in view of adaptation? 

Briefly, is adaptation of ancient Basotho religious symbols 

possible? Do they possess authentic religious vdueo which 

can be adapted or used In our Catholic rites? In this chap-

tor we do not suggest adaptation. Our intention is to find 

out the posdbility of such an adaptation. Our intention is 

to make an objective study and to find out authentic values 

of rdigious symbols of the Basotho. 

1. Adaptable Figures of Sacraments 

A. Idtiation as a Figure of the Catechumenate 

African idtiation rites have been given more nega­

tive consideration than positive. Among authors who consid­

ered initiation In comparison with Christian traditions and 

fdth we may mention Fr. Humphreys, who said that 

initiation took place with many complicated ceremo-
das, and some usefd training as well, but on the 
whole accompaded by very much that is totally ds­
tastefd to Christian tradition, and wdeh may even 
be very dsturbing psychologically. 5 

If indeed, initiation was dstastefd to Christian tradtion 

how can it be adapted4: If it may be the cause of psycholog­

ical dsturbances can it be adapted for the good of Chris­

tians'; It seems impossible at first sight. 

5 ». Hyaphreys, P.P., Missionary jn South, Africa, 
London, Blaefcfriars Publications, 1953, p. 76. 
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westermana on the other hand admits the existence of 

religious ideas in initiation rites but concludes: 

II n'est done pas facile de cooprendre comment 
elle psut continuer A exister dans une comunaut^ , 
chretionne d elle n'est pas profonderaent nodfiee." 

This statement Is not as strict as the previous one. By so 

saying tfestermann admitted the possibility of adaptation of 

African initiation rites. For htm, however, that adaptation 

would have to affect the heart and the fundamental dements 

of that Institution. 

For Fr. Lebreton adaptation seems impossible.' Ac­

cordingly, it wodd be good to do away with the rite in 

question specially feminine idtiation. These opinions 

wodd seem to make any talk of adaptation of idtiation in­

compatible with Christian bdief • 

a. Inscription and Entry Rites. — It is a well 

known fact that pa^an initiation rites wore held at a spe­

cial period. Most of the ceremonies were performed at dght 

and in the evening, for the simple reason that darkness was 

a symbol of transition. For instance, among the Basotho, 

imme&ato preparations began in the afternoon when boys 

6 D. Westermann, Molra et blancs en Africue. Paris, 
Payot, 1937, p. 172. 

7 it. Lebreton, C.lUX., "La fills choa les liasutos'*, 
In Petit* a Annalea des !&*alsnnairos Qblats de Marie Immacu-
14o. 192§, p. ate. 
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manifested their request for idtiation by hiding themselves 

In the fidds. In the evening a group of warriors went to 

got thorn. A procession was made to the village public 

grounds where entry rites were cdebratod. On their arrlvd, 

rites of malingoana began. These riteo consisted of a test 

for courage. In that test boys had to wrestle a bullock 

empty-handed till one of its front legs was amputated. Then 

followed pedtentid rites of ho qacha in which each boy was 

flogged wdle ho tried to catch a piece of meat suspended 

and swung to and fro purposely in front of him. That rite 

ended with the initial separation of neophytec from the com­

munity and the profane life of the village till tho end of 

their idtiation. After this separation of neophytes a big 

festival was celebrated. The night was passed in universal 

rejdeing. 

Idtiation ritos for girls had similar introductory 

csremodes. Remote preparations included the "race to the 

moon" — ho mathola khoeling. These took place at fdl moon 

at a nearby river where neophytes were scourged while they 

took their cold bath. The purpose of ouch penitential rites 

was to test them and to train them to endure pain and suf­

fering patiently. Immediate rites for tho beginning of id­

tiation were celebrated at dght at the public grounds. 

8 E. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. Paris, 3odCtc des 
risdons Lvaagdiques, 1933, p. 327-328. 
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Noophytos were separated from profane l i f e of tho community 

t i l l the l a s t day of t he i r i d t i a t i o n . ^ A big feast was 

likewise celebrated during the night . 

Similar preparatory r i t e s for baptism existed in the 

early period of the Church. As Fr. Danielou says, prepara­

t ion for baptism was Introduced by the r i t e of enrolment, 

which consisted in the candidate's giving his name to the 

deacon in tho evening.1 On the following day catechumens, 

accompaded by t he i r godparents, underwent an examination in 

which they had to ensure t h e i r honasty and purity of inten­

t ion . After t h i s t e s t , the bishop Inscribed the i r names of­

f i c i a l l y In the r eg i s t e r s . From tha t tirao on candidates 

constituted a new group which was c d l e d symbolically the 

photizomenoi. tha t I s to say, "those who arc comliig into tho 

l igh t " . The Christian i d t i a t i o n period lasted the whole 

time of Lent . 1 1 

Inscription and entry r i t e s of Christian and Basotho 

in i t i a t ions have three points in common, neophytes formed 

s p e c i d new groups which were more or lesa separated from 

9 H. Lebreton. "La f i l l c chez les Basutos", in Fu-
t i t e s Annales des Hlsafonnalrea Qblats do "arie Xnmacdeo. 

10 J . junlelou, w.J . , She 3ibl<a and the Litur.tv. 
Notre Dane, Indana , Udvars i ty of Notre Dame Press. x95o. 
p. [193-20. 

XI Idem, pp. cliff.,. p. 1193. 
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profane community life. That separation was more strict in 

the Masculine initiation of Basotho than for the feminine 

idtiation and for Christian initiation too. In both id-

tiations, entry rites included some tests and examinations. 

Basotho neophytes had thdr directors just as Christian neo­

phytes had thdr godparents. Lntry festivities took place 

at dght in Basotho idtiation; catechumens gave their names 

in tho evening of the eve of Lent. 

b. Ddlv Exorcises. — In the primitive Church, cat­

echumens were obliged to three functions during Lent. In 

the first place they were obliged to assist at the Instruc­

tion part of the Mass. After the hour of Prime, catechumens 

were exorcised by the bishop or clerics.** The laaln purpose 

of exorcism was to free the sod little by little from the 

power of the demon. In other words, exorcism was essential­

ly a rite of gradud purification and separation of neo­

phytes from the influence of the devil. These exorcisms 

ended with the renunciation of the devil on the vigil of 

Easter, before the reception of Baptism. It has to be noted 

that while some were bdng exorcised, men stayed together in 

order to listen to somo reading, while women in a group 

softly chanted psalms.*3 

12 J. Dadelou, The Bible and the Liturgy, p. 24-25. 

13 Idem, OP. cit.. p. 23. 
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Every morning after exorcisms catechesls began. All 

catechumens accompanied by their godparents and other Chris­

tians who wanted to follow Instructions sat in a circle 

around the bishop for lessons. During those forty days the 

bishop explained Sacred Scripture. ̂  The symbol was handed 

to the catechumens and then explained. Later on the Pater 

Noster was d s o taught.x^ Exorcisms in a way were negative 

instructions inasmuch as they intended a destruction of the 

devil's Influence on the noophytos. Catechesls, on the con­

trary, was podtiva because it encouraged the adherence of 

neophytes to Christ* By catechesls, Christian doctrine was 

explained dso. 

Initiation rites of the Basotho had three parts sim­

ilar to Christian ddly functions, lessons and exorcisms, 

whereas primitive Christians were obliged to assist at sone 

liturgical services during Lent, Basotho boys had to learn 
16 and do military exercises daily. Basotho girls, on the 

other hand, had to learn and do practical work in the fields 

as preparation for married life. Christian catechumens were 

exorcised and encouraged to break away from the slavery of 

sin. Basotho noophytos were told: "Amendos-vousZ Soyos 

14 J. Danielou, The Bible and the Litur^r. p. 25, 

15 A. Dondeyne, "La discipline des scrutlns", In 
Revue d'histoire eccleslastictue. 28 (1932), p. 14-15* 

16 E. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 32S. 
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hommes! Crdgnes le vol, cmlgnes l'addtere! Honorez vos 

pores et meres. Obelsses: A vos chefs."1' Instruction dur­

ing idtiation of Basotho youths were abundant. In fact 

initiation was their school par excellence. Lessons on 

tribal traditions, nature, world, life, fertility, sexual 

snd conjugd problems were given. Such lessons, however, 

were not given in a speculative view, they were given in or­

der to be practiced, to be lived. Girls used to sing till 

late at night.x: Much attention was given to poetry, rhyme 

and poeticd measure. " 

c. Immediate Preparation. — Christian initiation 

rites were crowned by the admidstration of the sacrament of 

Baptism during the Easter vigil. Rites of Baptism includ­

ed three major sacred actions, namely, the entrance of neo­

phytes into the baptistry, the laying aside of clothing ac­

companied with the anointing with holy oils and tho renun­

ciation of the devil which was followed by the profession of 

faith. 

17 E. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 329. 

16 H. Lebreton, "La fills chez les Basutos", In 
Petltes Annales des Mlaslonnalrea Qblats de Marie Immaculee. 
1929, P. zH. 

19 E. Casalis, OP. cit.. p. 331. 

20 J . Danielou, The Bible and the hiturfl-y. p. 26, 
35, 41. 
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The entrance of the neophytes into the baptistry was 

symbolic like other Baptism rites. Neophytes, having enter­

ed the vestibde, undressed and stood facing the West. They 

outstretched their hands and then renounced tho devil as if 

he were present saying: "I renounce you, Satan, and d l your 
21 pomp and d l your worship." Tho baptistry and the bap-

2? 

tlsnd pool were symbols of danger, death and the tomb. 

This symbolism was derived from the symbolism of water which, 

sccordng to the primitive mentality, was the dwelling place 

of the dragon of the sea — Behemoth. By association with 

water, the baptismal font was tho seat of that dragon. It 

was the place of the devil; that is why baptismal water had 

to be blessed and exorcised. This symbolism is explicitly 

found in the following prayer of the f-raek rite: 
Thou, thou hast sanctified the waters of the 

Jordan by sending from on high Thy Holy Spirit, and 
Thou hast crushed the heads of the dragons hidden 
therein. 23 

This symbolism of water as the seat of the devil dso ex­

plains exorcism and the reason why neophytes had to renounce 

the devil as if he were present. 

The renunciation was made facing the West because 

the West, for the primitive mentality, was a symbol of death, 

21 J. Danielou, Ths Bible and the Liturgy, p. 26. 

22 I,asm, OP. cit.. p. 41-44. 

23 Idem, OP. dt.. p. 42. 
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for it ia in the West that the sun sets. Sunset, neverthe­

less, was not recogdsed as the "death" of the sun but as 

its descent into the lower regions of the earth which were 

looked upon as the regions of the dead.*"̂  

The baptismal font was polyvalent because It symbol­

ised the death and life of the neophytes. Its polyvalence 

comes from its association with water which was not only 
71 the tomb in which man the sinner is buried but also tho 

mother's womb and the vivifying element In which nan is gen­

erated anew". * This symbolism of rebirth was also expressed 

oxplidtly by the profession of fdth which neophytos recit­

ed facing the East. The Creed was recited facing the East 

because the East was a symbol of the origin of life, as it 

was the origin of the sun* By the Greed, neophytes bound 

themselves to Jesus Christ to whoia the symbol of light and 

life were applied. 

Idtiation rites of the pagan 'iasotho seen to have 

had rites corresponding to the entrance Into the baptistry, 

to the undressing ceremonies and to the renunciation of the 

devil. The initiation hut was a place where the 

24 M. Sliade, Patterns in Comparative religions. 
London-New fork, Sheed and Ward, 1956, p. 136. 

25 J. Dadelou, The Bide and the Liturgy, p. 44, 
47-4*. 

26 Idea, OP. cit.. p. 29. 
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transfomatlon of nsophytes took place. I t was the place 

where canddates were formed, where they were supposed to 

leave the i r childish and evil dispositions. I t i s there 

that boys and ^ i r l s were reborn and transformed into t rue 

men and women according to t r i b d b d i e f s and t r a d i t i o n s . 2 ' 

The i n i t i a t i o n hut , therefore, was a symbol of the worab in 

which neophytes were changed and formed. Sliade reports 

that in New Gdnea the i d t i a t i o n hut was a symbol of the 
oA 

stomach of a monster and that of the mother. 

The association of dragons with the initiation hut 

existed in another form in the initiation riteo of the Baso­

tho. Thdr boys, for instance, on their way to the initia­

tion hut had to recite the following myth which was about 

subterranean beings, beasts and lions which dovoured sterile 

persons. 

Tlase, tlase koan, 
Down down below, 

Tau lia rora. 
Lions roar. 

Li rora 11 Jang? 
They roar, what do they eat? 

Li rora 11 ja nyopa, 
They roar eating the sterile person, 

Nyopa ramoslto, 
Sterile father of the fadt Tain], 

Ramoslto, Hlolo, 
Father of fault, the Hare, 

Hlolo maritsane, 
Hare crawling, 

27 S. Casdis, Les Bassoutos, p. 332, 

26 M. Eliade, Ndssances raysticues. Paris, Oalli-
mard, 1959, p. 63-64. 



18 ADAPTATION POSSIBLE? 161 

0 r i t s a ka mpana, 
He crawls on d s stomach, 

Ka mpana tsoana, 
On h i s dark stomach, 

E c h d e ke hlaha, 

Burnt by f i r e , 

In t h i s r e d t a t i o n boys were told of the punishment givon t o 

s t e r i l e people who were devoured by l ions and burned by f i r e . 

At the same time, boys were told some of the ac t iv i t i e s of 

the mythical "wolf" in the hut . The association of devour­

ing lions in fmbterranean regions, punishment of s t e r i l i t y , 

sin of s t o r i l i t y and the ac t i v i t i e s of the "wolf" suggested 

d r e c t l y danger, death to the neophytes. Indirect ly , I t 

suggested opposite reactions of avoiding s t e r i l i t y and there­

fore i t s punishment. This seems to be a far-fetched paral­

l e l between Christian and pagan renunciation of the devil , 

but jus t the same we may not conclude that there was none a t 

a l l . Stripping ceremonies took place after essential r i t e s 

of i n i t i a t i o n . 

d. Clrcuncidon. — We know tha t circumcision was 

one of the essential parts of masculine in i t i a t i on r i t e s of 

Basotho.29 I t was one of the f i r s t penitent ial r i t e s . I t 

d s o l e f t a v i s ib le mark on the neophytes; by that mark they 

codd be ident i f ied as a d d t members of the t r ibe . We know 

tha t circumcision existed in the eastern primitive t r ibes of 

29 E. C a s d l s , Los Bassoutos. p. 326. 
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Egypt, Syria, Pdes t lno , Arabia and Mesopotamia, ^e know 

tha t Xahwoh had ordered Abraham and d s poster i ty to be c i r -

cumdsod as a sign of t h d r pe r tdn ing to the Chosen People 

and a dgn of the Covenant. The p r i d t i v e Church of Jerusa­

lem for a time understood Baptism d d e by side with cireum-

d e i o n . That close association brought problems concerning 

the conversion of non-Jewish people. 

For we know, writes Fr. Danielou, tha t a t the 
beginning of the Christian era, the in i t i a t ion of 
proselytes into the Jewish community included, be­
sides circumcidon, a baptism.3° 

Circumdsion as a condition for adherence to Christ and, 

therefore, for admittance into the Christ! TI community, was 

abandoned on account of tho decision cf the f i r s t apostolic 

Synod of Jerusdera.3A 

To sus, up, we aay say that comparative study of 

Christian preparatory r i t e s of Baptisa and pagan Basotho 

i d t i a t i o n r i t e s show some close s imi lar i t ies in so far as 

essent ia l character is t ics are concerned* Both in i t i a t ions 

had entry r i t u a l celebrations in which a l l the community 

par t ic ipated. Neophytes were given some t s t s and t r i d s 

before the of f ic ia l openlii;; of i d t i a t i o n ceremonies. In 

both i d t i a t i o n s neophytes formed new groups which were more 

or l ess separated from tho profane common l i f e of the 

30 J . Danielou, The Bible and the Liturry. p . 66. 

31 Act. 15:1-29. 
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community. Noophytos were put under guard an ship and g d d -

ance of either future godparents or directors of ini t iat ion. 

In both init iat ions neophytes were obliged to do d d l y ac­

t i v i t i e s consisting of instructions and exordsms, renuncia­

tion of evi l and adhesion to Christ, while the tribal Ini ­

tiations were rich in symbolic progressive suggestions and 

the psychologies experimental method of learning. V/e do 

not intend to identify Christian init iation with pagan in i ­

t iation r i t e s . The mdn dfference i s that Christian I d ­

tiation was centered on Christ and based on supernatural 

revelation of God in the History of Salvation, whereas the 

pagan Basotho init iat ion was centered on tribal tradt ions 

and based on the natunal madfestation of the sacred and the 

holy. Nevertheless, similarities of some external r i tes 

show that Basotho init iat ion was more or l ess a prototype 

and prefiguration of Christian i d t i a t i o n or catechumenato. 

8. I d t i a t i o n as a Figure of the Baptism 

a. Water Symbolism. — 3sptismal r i tes of the early 

Church consisted of immersion and emersion of the catechu­

mens in water. As we have explained, water was a symbol of 

tomb and womb; of death and resurrection. I t s symbolism was 

furthermore enriched by the symbolism of the deluge and of 

Israel 's crossing of the 'Red Sea". In the deluge the as­

pect of the destruction of most of tho human race was ex-

prossed more than the aspect of H f e . In tho waters of tho 
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"Red Sea" the Egyptian armies were destroyed while the chi l ­

dren of Israel were saved. The deluge and the "Red Sea" wa­

ters are, In a way, typos of Baptism.32 Baptismal water, 

liko i t o prototypes, i s a symbol of death as well as of re­

birth. By sndogy to the primordid waters of Geneds, bap-

t i o n d water i s a symbol of re-creation. Through Baptism 

the Church becomes the mother of the sons of Jod; i t i s in 

Baptism that she gives them l i f e . The baptismal pool i s a 

symbol of the maternd womb of the Church.33 By immersion 

the catechumen d e s to d n and rises anew by emersion.3^ 

This symbolic death and l i f e , destruction and re­

creation i s not as explicit in the init iat ion r i tes of the 

Basotho as i t i s in Christian Baptism. Observers are struck, 

however, by the numerous bathing ceremonies during the femi­

nine init iat ion of tho Basotho. Fr. Lebreton mentions seven 

occasions and describes them in detail.35 The willed coin­

cidence and association of these purification rites with the 

moon and m y t d e d persons whole role was to destroy and re­

generate neophytes show that the Basotho looked upon water 

as a destructive and creating element. We cannot affirm 

32 J. Danidou, The Bible and the Liturgy, p. 42-44, 
75, ^6. 

33 Id.esu OP. c i t . . p. 46. 

34 Idem, OP. d t » . p. 44* 

35 H. Lebreton, "La fil l© chos l e s Basutos", in 
Ostites Anndso dee liisdonnairsa Qblats de Marie Immacul6e. 
1929, p. 332* 
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with much enphasis tha t t h i s synboliam was as expl ic i t as in 

Christian baptlomd r i t e s , because similar r i t e s seem not to 

have existod for boys. Of course, t h i s can be jus t i f ied by 

tho very reason why such r i t e s existed for g i r l s . The raaln 

reason was the biological phenomenon of t he i r menstrual cy-

d e . 

b . Invocation of Divine Persons. — The immersion 

and emersion r i t e s were accompanied by the invocation of d -

vine persons in Christian Baptism. This simdtaneous appl i ­

cation of water and the invocation of the baptismal foraula 

constituted the essence of Baptism. I t i s not our intention 

to expldn the well known role of the Three Persons in the 

sp i r i tua l regeneration of adopted sons of God, tho produc­

tion of grace and the indelible sacramental character. 

We wodd l ike t o draw attention to the andogous 

function of m y t d e d personages, namdy, motanyane. "ser­

pent", and the "wolf" which were supposed to i d t i a t e neo­

phytes in the Basotho r i t e s . Thdr role was spec i f l cd ly to 

destroy and regenerate the candidates.-^ They were super­

human beings, according to the belief of the Basotho, which 

produced the desired transformation in the neophytes. 

36 H. Lebreton, "La f i l l e ches les Basutos", in 
.^etltes Anndes dos Misdonndres Qblats do r a r l e Immacdce 
1929, P* 239-240; S. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. o.TflT. — 
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By this pardld It is not our aim to put mythicd 

persons on the same level as the Divine Persons. Far from 

it. That cannot be done. Creatures cannot be put on the 

same degree as thdr Creator. Natural entities cannot be 

equd to the Subsisting Supernaturd. Spiritual effects 

produced in the sod of the baptised cannot be of equd vd­

ue with the effects of idtiation* 

Nevertheless, the role of mythical persons in pagan 

Initiation is by andogy the same as that of the Divine Per­

sons, in so far as they were considered and believed to re­

alise a transformation in neophytes. In their respective 

ritud context Divine Persons and mythicd persons are effi­

cient causes of respective idtiations. They are causes of 

desired changes. 

c. Symbolic Ohan&e of Clothes. — Before Christian 

Baptism the catechumens, as we have seen, Idd aside their 

clothing and took off their oandds.^' This stripping was 

an image of their taking off the old man and his works. It 

was a symbol of the separation of catechumens fron their 

sinfd habits and unchristian life. It was dso a sytnbol of 

a return to the primitive innocence of Adam and ve, to the 

state in which no sin nor shame existed.''8 In other words 

37 J. Danielou, The Bibls and the Liturgy, p. 35-39. 

36 Gen. 2:25* 
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the stripping was a symbol of the domination of neophytos 

over ev i l and their lower senses. It also marked the begin­

ning of the Christian triumph by the grace of God. 

"After the r i te of Baptism i t s e l f , writes /.r. Danie­

lou, there i s s t i l l one final ceremony: the clothing with 

l h . whit, s - r c e n t . ^ I n u , 0 b e g l n a i n g „ f Chrl«tfcuaty 

t h . - ^ r.pX.c.d old ga^enta won, until BapU-.*» 

The white clothes were a symbol of sp ir l tud innocence and 

purity. They were a symbol of the adoedon of the neo-bap-

tisod to Christ. St. Pad says: .ou who have been baptized 

In Christ, have put on Christ."*1 Later on this symbolism 

was d s o expressed by names of saints and martyrs which were 

given to neo-Christlans. 

Similar stripping r i t e s existed in init iation r i tes 

of the Basotho. Towards the end of the last month, boys 

wore anointed with a rod ochre. They put away old clothes 

and blankets which they had used during their i d t i a t i o n . 

Thoso clothes were burned together with the Initiation hut 

on the closing day as a symbol of separation and detachment 

of tho init iated from the old, past evi l habits and disposi­

tions of infancy.*"2 

39 J. Danielou, The Bible and the Liturgy, p. 49. 

40 Idem. QJh eAV.i P- 35. 

U Gal. 3:27-

42 E. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 332. 
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Boys changed their names and put on new, or at least 

clean, decent clothing.^ Girls changed their clothing twice. 

After the apparition of motanyane and the regenerating rites, 

official symbolic garments were assumed. At that time dso 

girls changed their names by adding the maaculino prefix ra-

to their feminine names.*^ To express this transformation, 

girls had to behave more or less like men, by being rough, 

by carrying objects on their shodders like a@n. For the 

Basotho the change of clothes and of names was a symbol of 

an internal change that had taken place. 

To summarize this comparative study, we may simply 

quote Eliade who sdd: 

XI es t evident que 1c baptdne christian equlva-
l d t , des l e commencement, a une in i t i a t ion : le bap-
temo l n t r o d d s d t l e convertl dans une nouvdle cora-
munaut£ rollgieuse e t l e r e n d d t digne de la vie 
Gternelle.*^ 

The i n i t i a t i o n of the Basotho introduced neophytes to t r i b a l 

t r a d t i o n s , mode of l i f e , the duties and respons ib i l i t ies of 

a d d t s . 

In both in i t i a t i ons we find themes of change, pas­

sage and reb i r th , dthough the change was r e d ! zed on 

43 E. Casalis , Les Bassoutos. p . 334* 

44 H. Lebreton, "La f i l l e chos l e s Basutos", in 
Pe t l t es Annalea des I-Ussionnairss Ojjlftc de ilarie Iranacuj/o. 
1929, p . HO; cfVF. Laydevant, O.M.I.. "Idee de Dieu ehes 
l e s And ens Basutos", in Revue de P U n l v e r d t l d'Qttawa. 
1935, P* 316. 

45 H. Eliade, Nalsaances mystiques, p. 242. 
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d f f e r e n t planes. Similar symbolisms are found in both. 

The synbdism of changing clothes and of taking new names I s 

found in both. In both in i t i a t i ons the passage x;as effected 

by beings endowed with super-human power. In Christian i d ­

t i a t i on , Supernaturd Divine Persons were the efficient 

causes of the sp i r i tua l i n t r in s i c change; in pagan I n i t i a ­

tion the desired change was effected by the mytdcal persons. 

With Fr. Luykx, therefore, we may say tha t "les r i t e s de 

1 ' I d t i a t i o n c l a d quo on Afrique noire sont t r e s prochas de 

l ' i n i t i a t i o n chr^tienne p r i m i t i v e " . ^ I d t i a t i o n of the Ba­

sotho, on tha t account, can be looked upon as o figure of 

Baptism. Of course, we do not identify them. As we hav© 

s d d , there i s always a difference between a figure and the 

thing figured. Keeping in mind these dis t inct ions in doc­

t r i n e , effects produced, primary efficient causes and other 

accidental differences, we are in agreement with Mgr. P. 

Kimbondo who said: "la preparation au bapteme — par conse­

quent Is cateehumenat — p o u r r d t eXre r eydor l see par les 

elements repr i s A ! • in i t i a t i on bantou."*' In that way adap­

ta t ion of Basotho rel igious symbols of i n i t i a t ion i s 

46 B. Luykx, O.Praora.. "Adaptation de l a 11turd.e 
on pays do missions", in Missions et Li turgle. i960, p. 71. 

47 Mgr P. Kimbondo, "Le visage afrlcain de la l i ­
tu rg le" , in Semaine aoligiouao de Quebec. 17 (1962), p. 264; 
cf. X. seunols. P.B.. Adaptation dans le cu l t s , fasc. I I , 
Roma, TIpografia Operaria lomana, 1957-1955, p. 274-279 
(printed pro noBuscriPto) * 
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posdb le in order to make the catochumenate and baptism bet­

t e r understood. 

C. I d t i a t i o n as a Figure of the Confirmation 

The sacrament of Confirmation, In the early period 

of the history of the Church, was administered af ter Baptism 

during the Easter Vigi l . This custom i s s t i l l kept in Orl-

ental r i t e s . Through Baptism, ca tech unions were reborn, made 

adopted sons of God and members of the Mystical Body of 

Christ . Confirmation also had i t s proper effects . Oils 

used in i t s r i t e s were ful l of symbolism. As Fr. Dadelou 

says: "So the anointing with o i l i s meant to strengthen the 

i n i t i a t e for h i s struggle with the demon."**5 Oils prepared 

nee-Christians for the future holy contest and struggle. 

Besidss tills preparation for the ba t t l e with devil , Confir­

mation had i t s essent ia l primary effect , "'^hat remains pe­

cu l ia r t o Confirmation done i s the idea of perfecting the 

powers given in Baptism."**" i n other words Confirmation i s 

the sacrament of s p i r i t u d growth and progress. 

Paral le ls between Confirmation and the in i t i a t i on 

r i t e s of the Basotho are not very easy to see because of the 

absence of o i l s in t he i r r i t e s . In spite of t h i s , eosen t id 

points d m i l a r t o those of Confirmation are found. The 

46 J . DanieTou, The Bible and the Liturgy, p. 41. 

49 Idem, op. *t%%9 P- 121. 
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essential point in Christian Confirmation i s to strengthen 

neo-Christlans in order to fight d i f f i c d t i e s in their splr-

i t u d l i f e . Confirmation was a preparation for l i f e . Ini­

tiation r i t e s of the Basotho had this intention of strength­

ening boys and g ir l s for tho struggle against d i f f i c d t i e s 

in l i f e . Initiation prepared neophytes for l i f e . Frequent 

scourgings during bathing r i tes were demanded in order to 

give g ir l s occasions of suffering and enduring pdn with pa­

tience and womady courage.*0 Likewise flogging r i tes in 

nasouline r i t e s were performed in order to give boys prac­

t ice in enduring suffering without complaints. In thoso 

r i tes tho Basotho prepared and strengthened their youth for 

hardsdps in l i f e . 

The important and essential aim of init iat ion r i tes 

was to make true men and women out of boys and g ir l s . Ini­

t iat ion was a period of progress and transition from Infancy 

to adulthood. I t was tho time of promoting psychological 

and biological growth of neophytos. I t was the period of 

making them aware of their responsibilities and duties as 

members of a partiedar tribe or people.^1 In order to give 

then an experimentd realisation of their new condition, 

50 H. Lebreton, "La f l l l e chez l e s Basutos". in 
Petites Amides des Mlsdoandres Qblats de Karie Immaculee. 
1929. P. 21b• 

51 £• Casdls , Les Bassoutos. p. 327. 
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their names were changed. After the initiation, neophytes 

were no more considered as boys or girls but as men or worn-

en.*2 

Initiation rites of the Basotho, therefore, can be 

considered as a prototype or figure of Confirmation because 

In both rites the essential clement was spiritual progress. 

There afre differences, of course, between the two. In Con­

firmation the advance was supernatural; in the initiation 

rites of ths Basotho it was biological, psychological and 

natural at the same time. In Christian Confirmation oils 

were used to express the symbolism of strengthening, whereas 

in the idtiation rites of the Basotho physical tents and 

seourgings were used to prepare neophytes for future physi-

c d and moral dfficdties. This similarity is admitted by 

Fr. Humphreys who sdd: "From this It follows that Native 

life had something corresponding to the Catholic doctrine of 

confirmation. .."53 

2. Adaptable Figures of Sacramentds 

A. Rites of Incense 

In the Roman Ritual lncensatlon is restricted to 

High Kasses, sung Vespers, Benediction of the Blessed 

52 L. Casalis, Les Bassoutos. p. 332. 

53 N. Humphreys, Missionary in South Africa, p. 76, 
Tho author does not admit that Basotho had something resem­
bling Christian Baptism. 
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Sacrament, blessing of candes, palms, baptismal water on 

Holy Saturday, and so on. The use of incense, Indeed, i s 

found throughout the Bible. Accordng to the Levital Law 

incense was burned twice a day, in the morning and in the 

evening by a priest.**** The priest Zacharias was burning in­

cense in accordance with this law when ho received Gabrid's 

message." I ts purpose and motive was d o s d y connected 

with the intention of the sacrifice which followed or pre-

coded i t . Accordingly, incense was burned as an offering 

for thanksgiving or expiation or for other motives.*6 Fr. 

De Vaux says that the burdng of incense was common to a l l 

Orlontd religions.57 Therefore, Incense has a pagan origin. 

That i s why we find some Arabic and Canaanlto characteris­

t i c s in the Jewish offering of incense. The Hebrew word 

oetoret s ignif ies the person who makes some smoke; as a re­

sul t , i t probably signifies whoever burned a sacrifice.-5^ 

Hebrews burned incense on an d t a r c d l e d the d t a r of Per­

fumes or the d t a r of Gold wdch was probably placed in 

front of the Holy of Holies. 

54 iocodus 30:7-6. 

55 Luke 1:6-11. 

56 Lev. 2:1,16$ 6:8. 

57 R. do Vaux, O.P., Leg institutions do 1-Aacien 
Testament, vol. I I , Paris, 3d. du Cerl, 196^ I C T f e * ^ 

$B 1 Samuel 2:26. 
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L'arehe'olcgle pdostinlenne perraet de suivre 
l 'dvolutlon de ce genro d 'aute l . A l'^poque cana-
neenne, pour broler les parfums, on se aervait de 
supports en te r re c d t © , cyllndriques ou rcctangu-
la i res .59 

Later on, during the I s r ae l i t e monarchy, some quadrangdar 

p i l l a r s were used for Incense. This was the case in the 
An 

sanctuaries of Sichen and Keggiddo. To burn incense, 

burning cods were taken fro# the altar of holocausts by a 

spatula and then placed on the Altar of Perfumes. On these 

cods vegetal offerings, cakes made of flour and oil, were 

burned together with some perfumes and aromata. x 

The ancient Basotho had rites similar to the incense 

of the Canaanites, Hebrews and Arabians. We have called 

those rites fudgations, which is a translation of the suto 

word nokubetso. It goes without saying that the Basotho fu­

migations were not ordered by Tahweh as was the case with 

the Hebrews. The Basotho burned incense to their ancestors 

in order to purify looditles such as fldds and homes, and 

in order to ask for protection from evil powers, for in­

stance, during the storm. Instead of cakes made of flour 

and oil together with aromata used by the Hebrews and Ca­

naanites, the Basotho burned some odorous herbs and the 

59 H. do Vaux, Los Institutions da l'Anclen Testa­
ment, p. 286. 

60 Idem, OP. cj.t,. p. 110-111. 

61 Idem, ot*. cit.. p. 302. 
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synbolic contents of tho ritual horn. Instead of the altar 

of Gold or of Perfumes, Basotho burned their incense either 

on the floor or on a piece of broken earthenware vane or 

pot. Whereas Levites and priests were in charge of burning 

incense among the Hebrews, anybody could perform rites of 

fudgatioii among the Basotho. For instance, fumigation in 

the fldds was done by the person in charge of the field, 

that is, the guardan. This means that anybody who was tak­

ing care of the field codd burn the "incense". At home, 

however, such fumigations were performed by older people, 

usually by the parents. The Basotho, from the month of 

'Mesa (April) to the beginning of the month of .•otdoanoni-

(May), fumigated their fields In the morning and in the 

evening. 

Lee bles, des qu'ila montent en epl, subissent, 
chacue soir, un trdtement du mdme genro. Les per-
sonnes q d en ont la charge allument, avant de se 
retirer, un petit feu au milieu du champ et y jet-
tent dos drogues dont la combustion est destinie a 
eoartor touto influence facheuse.62 

Thoso rites of mokubetso-fumif;atlon can be adapted 

just as Xahweh adapted incense rites of pagan Canaanites. 

There are somo advantages for such an adaptation. First of 

all, these fumigations were performed in opportune circum­

stances of place and time. Fumigations in tho fi Ida codd 

be kept without change of thdr exterior ritual. Proper 

62 3. Casalis, Loo Bassoutos. p. 323. 
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motives codd be introduced in order to give Christian ori­

entations to them. As a rosdt, such rites codd be offer­

ings to God in thanksgiving, in petition and in expiation 

for tho successful harvest and evil actions done in the 

fldds respectively. Fumigation rites done when people were 

menaced by danger codd be kept and modfled in the fashion. 

This would be the Christian method of elevating pagan cere-

modes which are not intrinsically evil. 

3. Rites of Aspersion 

We d l know numerous occasions of aspersions or wa­

ter lustrations in the Christian Roman rites. To mention 

but a few, there are aspersions with Holy water during the 

blessing of palms, candles, and during the consecration of 

sacred objects. Every Sunday at the beginning of High Mass 

the celebrant sprinkles the congregation. Likewise on the 

vigil of Easter, after the renovation of baptismal promises, 

the celebrant sprinkles the congregation with blessed water. 

These rites of asperdon have been adapted from Jew­

ish rites which had a pagan magic origin. Fr. De Vaux says 

that: 

Les orlgines palennes et magi que 3 de ce rite 
sont eertalnes. le rouge est, ones boauooup de peu-
plos, une couleur protect rice q d ddtourne le mal et 
not en fulto les demons, les condros d'anlmaux ser-
vent ailleurs pour des lustrations, l'eau courante 
ports la sodllur®.b3 

63 a. do Vaux, Los Institutions de l'Ancien Testa­
ment, p. 355. 
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For thie reason lustral water was used to purify people who 

had touched corpses, tombs and the objects of the dead. 

The ancient Basotho had aspersion rites which resem­

ble thoso of the Jews. For example, at the outbreak of an 

opidenic, public purification was made, similar purifica­

tions wore necessary when the nation was menaced with a pub-

lie danger such as famine or war. The cdef of the village 

asdsted by the mod cine-man retired to prepare the lustral 

water. Sone of the ingredients of the lustral horn together 

with the ashes of medical symbolic plants, herbs and drugs 

were dissolved In water. The mixture was stirred till lath­

er was produced. The chief sprinkled himself with the water 

and then, as Casalis says, "on rip&ad cotto espece d'eau b£-

d t e non sodemont sur les hommes, sals encore sur les habi­

tations, sur les bestlaux et sur les bids". * 

This rite resembles that of the Jews from which some 

of tho Honaa rites of aspersion took their inspiration. 

There is no doubt that the Basotho were prepared to receive 

Christian aspersion rites on account of that similarity. 

Ono advantage of these pagan aspersion rites is their circum­

stances of place and time. The Basotho had their rites in 

tho proper dtuation — when they fdt a need of asking for 

hdp. We do not mean that prayer shodd be said only when 

64 E. Casalis, Lea Bassoutos. p. 322. 
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ono is in need. Ue do not mean that the prayer of petition 

is the only kind of prayer. b'e wodd like to point out the 

time when tho Basotho performed their aspersion rites, xe 

wodd like to mention that thdr motive was good. Jatholic 

aspersion rites codd be rendered more expressive and sym­

bolic for the Basotho if they were put in dollar circum­

stances. To avoid the danger of superstition the symbolism 

of the rite would have to be explained. 

3* Adaptable Feast 

Rites of Thanksgiving 

We have seen that the ancient Basotho had partiedar 

rites of thanksgiving. These rites took place immediately 

after harvesting and threshing. What is striking in them is 

that they were done in the fields. We are also struck by 

tho simplicity of the rite. A little hole was dug in the 

center of the threshing ground. Naturally, the hole was 

filled with some grains of the harvest. Those grains were 

not cdlocted but left therein as an of faring of thanksgiv­

ing to tho ancestors-ballno to whom the success of the har­

vest was attributed. ** This offering was also expressed by 

a suto phrase: pha-ballmo re ja Is bona, which means, "wo 

oat the gift from ancestors with them". This rite may be 

65 £• Casalis, Los Bassoutos. p. 315* 
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adapted as it is without any difflcdty. Tho role of bdimo 

wodd have to be given a Christian interpretation in order 

to avoid fdse belief and impredso recognition of the giver 

of tho harvest. 

The history of our Catholic liturgy does not only 

show the possibility of assuming pagan institutions without 

modification of externd rites, but dso <;ives facts and ex­

amples of such assumptions. The feast of Tabernacles which 

Tahweh ordered his Chosen People to celebrate in his honour 

was a pagan rite.66 It was a rural feast celebrated after 

the poriod of harvest when the produce was dready stored. 

Fr. Jo Vaux is of the opidon that the feast of tabernacles 

or tents was borrowed from the Canaan!tes. 7 Andogous cel­

ebrations existed In Alexandria, in Egypt, during the time 

of Greek domination. Such celebrations were in honour of 

Satyr. 

Another example of unchanged assumption of pagan 

cdebratlons is the present feast of the Purification of the 

Blessed Virgin Kary. The feast of purification was origi­

nally a pagan celebration. It was celebrated by ancient Ro­

mans in honour of their god Pluto. At that time candos and 

66 A. *.>Qumois, La, papautfe' et les missions au cours 
des six premiers dec les, p. 1031 cf. Lev. 17*1-17. 

67 H. do Vaux, Les Institutions de i'Ancien Testa­
ment, p. 405* 
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lamps were blessed and distributed, and then a procession 

was made through the streets of ancient Roma. In order to 

Christianise this celebration, the god 'Uuto was replaced by 

the Blessed Virgin. Besides this nutation of the person 

to whom the feast was dedicated no other change wa© made 

concerning the ceremonld and the idea of purification. 

These adaptations prove that 

l e Catholicisms no s ' e t d t pas conduit de f&c on aus-
s i cavaliers, ou du mains, d l i t d r e , v is A-vis des 
pal ens de l'andsnne Rome ou de 1» I t a l i c , sa l s qu'il 
a v d t adopts une partic important© de lours inst i tu­
tions oooialos, juridques, folkloriques, cd ture l -
l e s , phllosophiques et r i tuel les; qu'on n'avdt pas 
toujours de trdt l e s temples patens, mais quo sou-
vent^pn les a v d t tout simplcment con vert i s on eg l l -
ses.wv 

Since the Church has not yet abandoned this spiri t 

of Christiadsing authentic rdig ious vdues of neo-Chrls-

t ians , there wodd seem to be no d f f t c d t y in similar adap­

tation of the r i tes of thanksgiving of the ancient Basotho, 

provided Christian interpretations and motives are given. 

4* Adaptable Myths 

A. Myth of Litaolane 

Human poychologied structure Is created by God in 

such a way that man learns not only in stages but d s o by 

66 A. Seumeis, La papaute et l e s missions au cours 
dos six premiers s lec les . p. 152. 

69 Idea, OP. d t . . p. 102-103. 
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passing from the known to the unknown. The more a tiling i s 

explained by means of known images and known analogies, the 

more quickly and e a d l y i s i t understood. The existence of 

suggestive images in pagan myths i s an uncontested r e d ! t y . 

Their use and adaptation in the explanation of supernatural 

r e a l i t i e s and mysteries, however, 13 not e a d l y admitted by 

a l l . 

S t u d e s of Christian a r t and images used to express 

mysteries roved tho pagan origin of some of the frequently 

used r d i g i o u s i l l u s t r a t i ons . Some of them were taken from 

pagan nyths. The halo or ring of l igh t surrounding heads of 

sa ints was a mark of honour given to Venus. Hays of l igh t 

around the head of Christ in paintings were formerly signs 

of tho sun-god Helios. Synbollsm of wine was transferred 

from tho eul t of Dionysus to Christian a r t . Representations 

of some idols such as Mercury were used to represent sa in t s . 

70 "On y volt un nimbe ovals le buste d'un adoles­
cent inberbe de l a t e t e duquel partent deux falsceaux de 
rayons. L'emprunt au type classique d'K61ios es t evident, 
mds deja on reconnalt l ' d t e r a t i o n . intentionnelle peut-
£ t r e , par les a r t i s t e s Chretiens qui ont ajoutc' 1© bras 
d ro i t au buste L . . . 3 . h'apparition de rayons e t plus tard 
du nimbe autour d® l a t e t e sont encoro deo traces dc 1'in­
fluence clasaique L . . . J . Une s ta tue t te do Venus en t e r r e 
venant de l a Carapagd© (f ig. 55) et uno peinture de la Casa-
d Apollo, a Compel ( f ig . 56), nous montrent l ' empld du 
nimbe coma© marque dfhonneur. L*aureole d® la s ta tuet te est 
plolne e t no sort done plus de preservatif, l e s aureoles des 
gorsonnages pelnts sont pleines e^galeraent ot Co couleur 

louo. C o s t un nouveau point A conslderer comme acquis 
pour l ' h i s t o i r e des emprunts d© 1'art chrutlen a l ' a r t pro­
fane." Dom H. Loclercq, O.S.B., *Hffl*ffi** d'ajohdologlo eforS-
t lennc. vol . I , Paris , Latousey, 1907, p. 172-173* 
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These examples show that adaptation of myths and im­

ages found In pagan mythologies has been made in the past . 

Therefore, similar adaptation codd be made of raytholo^icd 

images of the Basotho. The myth of Litaolane. for instance, 

i s r ich in images wdch suggest Christian mysteries. The 

nether of Litaolane codd be taken as a type of the Blessed 

Virgin. In tho f i r s t place t h i s rcythicd person had escaped 

the devouring fangs of the monster Kholumo-lumo. By her 

unique escape from death, Litaolane's mother resembles the 

Blessed Virgin Mary who had the unique privilege of being 

preserved from original aln. The mythicd firnire had es­

caped submission t o the ferocious monster. For t h i s reason 

she codd be taken as a figure of the Mother of God. 

Litaolane fs mother can bo used as a figure of fary 

because she gave b i r th to a child without marital r e la t ions . 

In t h i s v i r g l n d conception, the mythical mother resembles 

tho h is tor ic Mother of Jesus Christ . The advantage of 

adapting t h i s myth I s tha t the Basotho are prepared t o ac­

cept tho t rue virginal conception and the mystery of the 

v i r g i n d b i r th of Jesus Christ . 

Consequently, Litaolane nay be taken as a prototype 

of Jesus Christ . His n l raedous conception, h i s b i r th from 

a virgin and h i s remarkably fast growth allowed tha t Litaolane 

was not l i ke other children, tha t ho was not an ordinary 

child but a divine son. Tho fact that he was born having 
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tooth, wearing bones used by diviners and medlclno-msn who 

were pagan mldsters of cdt enveloped him with mystery and 

symbolised his function as a priest and medclne-man. Thoso 

dvining bones made him "sacred" because in the primitive 

mentdity of the Basotho contact with such bones is sacred. 

On account of these characteristics of a grown-up-infant, 

Litaolane is a good image of Jesus Christ who being God hum­

bled hinsdf by taking our human nature, he who was a child 

and yet God at the same time. 

The victory of Litaolane over the giant animd gives 

us more reasons to look at him as a pro-figure of Jesus 

Christ. Ke fought against the monster done, and won the 

battle. By killing the monster he saved the people and the 

animds devoured by it. Litaolane was crowned king on ac­

count of his courageous act. Jesus Christ was given a name 

that is above all names, Jesus, he was made the Kurlos for 

the act of redemption by which he has saved us. Ultimately, 

Litaolane waa killed by the people he had saved, as Jesus 

Christ was killed by the people he had ccme to redeem. Un­

doubtedly, LAtafllano Is a figure of Christ, whereas Kholumo-

luao is an image of the devil. Casalis and Fr. Laydevant 

both admit this resemblance.^1 

t ., 21 «T^^Ca5aH?' Mf^mmn, p. 322-323; ef. F. 
Laydevant, "Idee do Dieu ones les And ens Basutos*1. in Re­
vue de 1»University d«Ottawa. 1935, P. 323. "^ 
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This nyth reveals that pagans were not completely 

alien to Christian doctrind typology, as nature Is not al­

together alien to the supernatural. They show that God does 

not only reveal himself naturally by means of His creatures 

but that He can use creatures to reved in figures and im­

ages His plan of salvation of the human race. 

3. The Myth of the Llsard and the Chameleon 

According to the ancient Basotho there was a king 

who had two servants named Leobu (Lizard) and fthatooane 

(Chamdeon). One day the king sent the Lizard to tell the 

people that they wodd die and rise again, ^hlle he was 

preparing to deliver the royd message, Chameleon, who had 

overhead the message, hastened to tell the people that there 

wodd be no resurrection after death. The people became sad 

and ill-dsposed to reoeivo the true message announced later 

by the true messenger, Llsard.^ Myths of this kind are 

common in Africa. They are dso found in the Fiji Islands, 

among the Ainus of Austrdia. *3 This myth or legend can be 

adapted and used to illustrate Christ the true ...e a sender, 

prophet and servant of Yahweh whoso message was not received 

as it shodd have been, for "He was in the world, and the 

72 F. Laydevant, "Id«5e do Dieu chess les Anciens Ba­
sutos", in Revue de I'Univerdte d'Ottawa. 1935, p. 324. 

73 M. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religions, 
p. 175. 
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world was made through hla, and the world knew hita not. He 

camo into his own, and they that V.QTG hi:; own rccolved hiia 

not."^ Chameleon may be interpreted as tho fiaure of the 

devil, whom Christ called "liar* for "When he spoaketh a lie, 

ho apoaketh of his own; for he is a liar, and the father 

thereof."*' The advantage of this legend is the psycholog-

led preparation by which the Basotho were deposed to ac­

cept the possibility of the mystery of the resurrection of 

men. In assuming the doctrine and Imagery of this myth we 

wodd have to enrich it by giving it Christian eschatolo^-

cal vdue. \'e wodd have to put it in a Christian context 

and give it a supernatural meaning. 

This kind of adaptation of pagan myths will be a 

simple Imitation of ?ope Clement I who used the Arabian myth 

of the Phoenix in order to illustrate the possibility of re­

surrection.^ Tho Phoenix was the fabdouo Arabian bird 

which had lived for a long time without giving birth to 

young ones of its kind. It was burned. From its corpse 

another bird of the same kind was fonaed. Come say that it 

was the same bird which had risen. Others say that it was 

74 Ju. 1:10-11; £:43-45* 

75 Jn. 2:44* 

76 A. iieuraois, La papaute ct loo .-.la dona aa coura 
dos six premiers de^Aos. p. 49; cf. Clement" 1, ^pis to ls ad 
Corinthlos. cap. 25* 
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another bird which had the same fate. This bird collected 

tho bones of the corpse, put them in a coffin and then car­

ried them from Arabia, to ligypt and Hdiopolis. This legend 

was known by the Greeks, Roman and Egyptians. Pope Clement 

the First used it for pastoral purposes, in order to oxpldn 

the mystery of the resurrection. He used tho legendary im­

ages found In that myth. Mutatis autandlo. we can do the 

same thing with the legend of Loobu (Lizard) and Khatooane 

(Chameleon). 

5. Points of Doctrind Purification 

A. Notion of the Divinity 

Since adaptation Implies certdn risks and dangers 

of reedling pagan ideas, a certdn purification and recti­

fication of doctrine is necessary. This purification and 

Christiadzation will facilitate adaptation and will d s o 

remove the danger of making pagan associations. In the pu­

rification process, authentic religious vdue3 will be pre­

served, explained and used correctly. 

In view of this Christiadzation, the notion which 

the Basotho had of the Sky-Divinity should be purified. His 

existence should be clarified and made more explicit. The 

nature of that dvidty should be well oxpldned in function 

of tho nature of God as revealed in the History of Salvation. 

For instance, the exaggerated distance which the Basotho at­

tributed to Molimo in order to expreau his transcendence 
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shodd be well oxpldned and interpreted in such way as to 

show the transcendence of God and His omdprosencc. The di ­

vine transcendence shodd be explained not in terns of place 

and distance but as an a t t r ibu te describing the perfect na­

ture of God and His divine essence which i s not opposed to 

the d v i n e omnipresence. 

Once divine transcendence and omnipresence are well 

explained, i t wil l be easy to oxpldn how God cannot be in­

different , how He Is not the dous otlosus as the Basotho 

considered Holimo to be. In order to show that God i s in­

terested in our a f fa i r s , tha t He i s ac t ive , d v i n e interven­

t ion wodd have to be shown by h is tor ica l fac ts taken from 

the History of Salvation: Kellgoschlchte. I t s beginning, 

i t s typologled progress, I t s accomplishment in Jesus Christ 

and i t s continuation in and through the Mystical Body of 

Christ and sacraments shodd be shown. This explanation of 

d v i n e transcendence, omnipresence and divine intervention 

in his tory wil l c e r t d n l y lead to the purification of the 

nature and role of the Ballmo. who wi l l necessarily have to 

bo put in t h e i r proper pod t ion . Their dependence on God 

and t h d r limited constitution wi l l be bet tor c lar i f ied by a 

proper explanation of the dv ine power. Once t h i s role of 

mediation of ancestors i s well purified there wi l l be no 

danger of ovor-omphadslng the sacrif ices offered to them. 

As a r o s d t , tho cu l t of the sa ints and prayers for the dead 
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wodd be practiced not only with rectified knowledge and 

right motives but dso with due manner and attitude, 

B. Notion of Death 

'.'© have seen how burid rites and ceremonies of the 

Basotho revealed their understanding cf death. For them 

death was a kind of voyage. It was a passage from tds life 

to another. Death was a passage by which the dead joined 

the comounity of an ce stors-bd imo. Scon in this light, 

death was not the end of the departed person but a beginning 

of another existence and life. The nature of the remaining 

person was not described with precidon. Thoy believed in 

the survival of something of the dead person. The dead con­

tinued to live in more or less the same way as thoy did hero 

bdow; this is expressed by the objects placed near dead 

man's body. Furthermore, the dead continued to have influ­

ence over their relatives and the members of thoir families. 

This notion of death as a passage is religious and 

therefore shodd be kept. It needs further explanation and 

integration in the Christian oschatology. The Christian no-

don of oschatology can easily enrich it. As a result, many 

of its defective points wodd be corrected and clarified. 

C. The Use of /idles and Medals 

W© have soon how tho ancient Basotho used the lus­

tral horn, cadets, llkhootaa. lithakhlaa. and how they used 
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parts of the human body, l iving or dead as the case might be, 

for magic purposes.77 this perversion of a religious senti­

ment by which man psychologically tcnd3 to use creatures as 

instruments and means of attaining protection and of con­

tacting superior r e d i t i e a shodd be corrected. This done, 

holy objects, sacramontds like candes , palms, medds and 

b d y water can bo used with the proper intention. A stress 

should bo plscsd on tho psychological holp for which these 

objects are used. We shodd clearly explain to tho people 

that the holp we ask for does not come from these objects 

but from God. This wi l l get rid of the former attitude of 

taking the object as the giver and origin of the favour 

asked for. 

Conclusion 

In concludon wo nay say that adaptation of the re­

l igious symbols of the andent Basotho i s possible. The 

d o s e resemblance of init iation r i tes make their adaptation 

peadble. On account of the similarity, they may be condd-

orod as figures and typos of the cateohumonate and of Baptism 

and Conflnaatioa. Of course, the dst inct ion between these 

d v i n d y instituted sacraments and naturd initiaUon r i tes 

. „TZ? ?• Sf®*1^* i#SJteSI&aaf P- 322; cf. F. Layde­
vant, "Idee de Dieu dies l e s Anciens Basutos". in Revue So 
l»Odvorsite dtQttawa. 1935, S>. 325* -S~as-SL. 
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s t i l l holds. The adaptation of these r i tes \/ Atld promote a 

better understandng of the signification and symbolissi of 

the Christian sacramenta. 

Kites of incensatlon and aspersion can be given new 

l i f e by adapting s i d l a r r i tes of the Basotho, namely, r i tes 

of fumigation and aspersions. As a r e s d t , the symbolism of 

aspersion wodd be dearer and rendered more explicit by be­

ing placed in favourable circumstance oC place and time. 

Offerings of thanksgiving which the Basotho used to 

offer after harvest can be adapted without diff iculty. If 

Yahweh codd adapt the feast of Tabernacles which was origi­

nally edebrated in honor of pagan idols , why can the r i tes 

of thanksgiving of the Basotho not be adapted? Evidently, 

the s d d r i tes wodd have to be offered to God or the saints, 

not to idols . 

The myth of Kholumo-lu",o can be adapted in cateche-

d s , by using i t as an image and Illustration of our Redemp­

tion. Litaolane codd be the figure of Christ while his 

mother codd be an illustration of the Blessed Mother. The 

myth of Leobu and Khatooano codd be adapted and used to 

show the possibility of the resurrection. Leobu codd servo 

to i l lustrate Jesus Christ while Khatooane could be an image 

of the devil. These nyths wodd be enriched and given h i s ­

tor ic , Christian interpretation. 

By adapting these types of sacraments, oaeramentals, 

prayers of thanksgiving and myths we would be truly 
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Christianizing them. As Mgr. Van Cauwdaert said, we wodd 

bo devoting local customs to the level of the Gospel by 

keeping vduable structures and correcting their erroneous 

dements.7** 

Of course, the work of adaptation is a hard and dan­

gerous undertaking. Unless it is done with the proper mo­

tives, cautiously, with required information and understand­

ing of the customs at the proper time it can be a way back 

to pagadsm, to superstition and magic. That is why the 

necessary purification of adaptable rites, together with the 

proper orientation to the true God, must be made by precise 

necessary explanations and correction. This may be done by 

Insisting on the nature of God, his omnipresence, and inter­

vention in the history of sdvation, and by giving the true 

and correct use of relics and other sacramentds. 

To conclude we may say with Fr. Hoflnger: 

ithout some adaptation in these aspects of lit­
urgy, a truly "popular" worship can hardly be at­
tained. A genuinely Catholic (udvcrsd) form of 
worship must not only madfest the striking unity of 
tho Una Sanetaj it must dso allow for individuality 
of th© dversity among the many who are to find In 
tho Church their true hone.79 

76 Mfcr J. van Cauwdaert, C.I.CM., "Coutumes loca­
les et liturgie", in Missions et Liturde. I960, p. 170. 

79 H. Hoflnger. 3.J., and J. Kellner, 3.J., ffor-
ship. The Life of the Kltslonn. Hotre Dame, Indana, unfvor-
dty of Hotre Dame Press, 195B, p. 296. 



COHCLUSIu. 

As a conclusion to th i s research, wo way say the an­

cient Basotho had rel igious symbols. For thai tho l u s t r a l 

horn was a symbol of power, fecundity and confidence. By 

I t s polyvalence i t was a symbol of fear and confidence, 

wlthdrawd and a t t r ac t ion , destruction of enemies and pro­

tection of i t s possessor, la ter was the symbol of purif ica­

t ion . I t s aubivdence made I t a syssbol of v i s ib le and inv is ­

ible ablutions from impurities and from the misfortune of 

being haunted by s p i r i t s . On account of i t s dual r i t u d of 

immersion and emersion i t was a symbol of death a i l the con­

sequent restoration and regeneration. I t was a symbol of 

reintegration of the immersed object into the formlessness 

of pre-exlotence and trie re-creation and regeneration of a 

renewed being. For the Basotho, darkness was a symbol of 

t r ans i t ion . I t s symbolism i s manifested in the context of 

i n i t i a t i o n r i t e s . The moon, likewise, was a symbol of the 

rhythmic cycle of l i f e and death. This symbolism was based 

on I t s nature with i t s udve r sa l law of periodic becoming 

and i t s coincidence with the phenomenon of the men s t a n d cy­

c l e . I t s symbolism i s further manifested by the names of 

months which in suto signify various stages between infancy 

and maturity: between the s ta te of lack of knowledge of tho 

r o s p o n d b i l l t l e s and duties in the coraaunity and the period 

of acquiring tha t knowledge. In i t i a t ion was, therefore, 
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a symbol of becoming an adult, of an introduction to tribal 

traditions and religious institutions and traditions as well. 

Above d l , these synbols wore not the object of mag­

i c but of rdigious activity. Their religious characteris­

t i c s were not very dear because there were some elements of 

magic in them. The context in which these symbols were 

found nade the l ine of demarcation between the l imits of mag­

ic and religion d f f i c u l t to d s t i n g d s h . hevertholess, 

there are some indcationa which show some predominance of 

religious aspects over those of magic. One of those indica­

tions i s the object of cult for the and ont Basotho. We 

know that the Basotho cdebratod their r i tes to holimo — 

sky-dvinity, and to balimo — ancestors, who were consid­

ered as persons* This i s one of tho differentiating points 

of rd ig lon from magic. The Basotho had some dispositions 

of the s o d which inclined them to render due c d t to this 

mollno and balimo in a sondblo manner by udng v is ib le r i tes 

and symbols. Furthermore, their deposit ions and attitudes 

towards their object of worship was religious because i t was 

more persuasive than coercive and automatic. For instance, 

th i s attitude of prayer and petition i s Manifested in many 

of the prayers which accompanied some of their sacrifices. 

In their sacrifices of petition for protection against pub­

l i c calamity, for tho cure of a sick person and for a happy 

death of an ddorly person, the Basotho not only manifested 

t h d r persuasive attitude by using words l ike "we pray you", 
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"oh, gods", "ancestors help us to pray", but also asked 

their ancestors to pray for them to the sky-dividty. 

Prayers of thanksgiving for a successful delivery and har­

vest manifested similar attitude and deposit ions. As we 

have said, some symbols cannot be classified as religious 

because thoy were found In r i tes which were celebrated in 

silence. In this case i t i s hard to find out whether the 

predominant aspect was magic or religion. 

Other symbols were rdigious because of the attitude 

and consciousness of the holy which the people had towards 

them. Indeed, these people, like other primitives, did not 

know their divinit ies and the holy through a metaphysical 

process but through their experience of the numen in daily 

cosmicd phenomena of fecundity, birth, l i f e , sickness and 

death* Haturd objects and events for them revealed some­

thing other than the objects themselves. Silence, change of 

seasons and even suffering manifested not only their weak­

ness but d s o the Over-Powerful-Other which stimulated in 

thorn reactions of fear, reverence, subjection and self-sur­

render. Tho object st lndatod in them reactions of reserve, 

respect and separation los t their unprepared touch or con­

tact with tho sacred bring them misfortune. This Is why tho 

ancient Basotho feared and respected the l u s t r d horn and 

the modicine-man. That i s why i d t i a t i o n r i t e s , objects, 

ac t iv i t i e s and places wore separated. Such act iv i t ies were 

performed in secluded circurastances. This does not exclude 
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naglc totdly. For these reasons we may any tlmt the an­

cient Basotho had religious symbols whoso polyvalence was 

the basis of tho feeling of the sacred and the causo of sub­

sequent reactions of fear, reverence and subjection. Thus 

some symbols were rdigious on account of the attitude of 

persuasion which was expressed in the accompanying prayers. 

Others were religious because the Basotho had the feeling of 

dependence through them. Some others were religious because 

they were objects connected with the ancestral religion of 

the Basotho. 

Some of those symbols had some similarity with 

Christian rites and symbols. They were figures and proto­

types of some Christian mysteries. For reasons of similari­

ty, adaptation to Christian use is possible. This resem­

blance shows that the pagan Basotho religion had much that 

was bad. On the other hand, it had much that was good, on 

which Christ lad ty can bdld just as grace builds on nature. 

The task of a missionary in this case is, mutatis 

mutandis, to didnate bad elements, confirm and enrich poor 

ones and to supply miaslng rdigious characters. This under­

taking, of course, cdls for attention, caution, foredght 

and enlightened choice, otherwise adaptation might be an 

easy way to return to past unchristian practices and beliefs. 

Adaptation of this kind may be useful not only In 

liturgy but also ia the understanding of divine mysteries 
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because known symbols are b e t t e r means of contact between 

man and transcendent rea l i t i e s , because such symbols aro 

more suggestive of the mysterious and enable man to touch 

the invisible with the oensitivo spir i t . Badng ourselves 

on this law and principle of analogy, images taken from Le­

sotho mythologies may likewise be given a Christian inter­

pretation and as a result rendered useful in Christian 

r i t e s , arts and catechetical instruction. 

By adapting religious archetypes, symbols, r i tes and 

Imagos of the Basotho we wodd be applying centuries-old ap­

ostolic methods by which the Church christianized authentic 

rdig ious values of pagan institutions and customs. Indeed, 

as Cardinal Howman said, 

the r d e r s of the Church from early times were 
prepared, shodd the occasion arise, to adopt, or 
imitate, or sanction the existing r i tes and customs 
of the popdaco. as wall as the philosophy of the 
educated c lass . I 

By adapting these customs we wodd be making praise­

worthy efforts to answer encouragements and exhortations 

given by the great popes of the missions, namely, Benedict XV 

ia Maximum I Hud, Pius XI in lierum hccleslae. Pius XII in 

Svanflelli Praecones. Wo would bo nanlf estinr, the spiri t of 

l i t u r g i c d movement of the Council of Vatican II . 

1 J.H. Cardnd Newman, An Sssav on the Development 
of Ghrfratlan Doctrine. 17th impression; London-Mew tork, 
Longmans, 1927, P» 372. 
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To conclude let us recall what Plus III said: 

The Church from the beginning down to our own 
time has dways followed this wise practice: let not 
the Gospel, on being introduced into any new land, 
destroy or extinguish whatever its people possess 
that is naturally good, just or beautiful. For the 
Church, when she calls people to a higher culture 
and a better way of life under the inspiration of 
the Christian religion, does not act like one who 
recklessly cuts down and uproots a thriving forest. 
Ho, she grafts a good scion upon the wild stock that 
It may bear a crop of more delicious fruit. 

Human nature, though owing to Adam's fall it is 
tainted with original dn, has in Itself something 
that is naturally Christianj and this, if illumined 
by dvine light and nourished by God's grace, can 
eventually be changed into true and supernatural 
virtue. 

This is the reason why the Catholic Church has 
neither scorned nor rejected the pagan philosophies. 
Instead, after freeing them from error and d l con­
tamination she has perfected and completed them 
Christian revelation. So likewise the Church has 
graciously made her own tho native art and culture 
which in some countries is so highly developed. 3he 
has carefully encouraged them and has brought them 
to a point of aesthetic perfection that of themselves 
they probably wodd never have attained. By no 
means has she repressed native customs and tradtions 
but has given them a certain religious significance: 
she has even transformed their feast days and made 
them serve to commemorate the martyrs and to cele­
brate mysteries of the fdth.2 

2 Pius XII, "EvangoUl Praecones", In A.A.S.. 
43 (1951), p. 521-522. The translation used hero is taken 
from The Popes and the Missions. London, A Sword of the 
Spirit Pamphlet, p. 66-67. 
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