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fail to take this more devastating stealing into account, ) o
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A larger question, and the real purpose of writing the essay, asks:
African philosophy? It is interesting that the argument uses the traditios
categories or divisions—metaphysics or ontology, epistemology, and
ethics. Going back to the preceding example (from Preparing to Read
pand the definition of extrasensoty perception to “knowing” when so you
love is in trouble, being able to “predict” how someone will react in a given hypo-
thetical situation, and “sensing” who is on the phone before you pick it up, you may
successfully include yourself in my definition. And, at the same time, you may
demonstrate the unfair narrowness of my original definition.

This is somewhat the position Professor Onyewuenyi has taken. By demonstrating
the existence of an African ontology, epistemology, and ethics, he establishes the ex-
istence of an African philosophy. Even if the African version differs from traditional,
Western ones (being is dynamic rather than static, knowledge or wisdom involves
understanding the forces of being rather than-hook Iearning, and injustice means loss” ﬂ%
ifi\‘;jgy of life” rather than material damage), this is no reason to disqualify it.

ThETast category is particularly intriguing. Suppose it was considered as unjust to
take away my “joy in life” as it currently is to take away my property? Would anyone
seriously argue that property is more valuable than “joy in life”? And, yet, our laws
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Preparing to Read

FE— —————.

A
Eac 'etrlﬁ'ﬁaas its own worldviev;l—a way of conceptualizing reality that places the
indévidual within the: -@@smgs:—‘-’Ph‘é’érec awgrational minds unlocking the myster-
ies of a predictable universe. Maa¥ Africa: ve a more-dynamicgnd communal ™\
“RHEENOUS peoples of Cen-
tral America, each new person is reminded from birth of his or her place in nature, in
ol

a long line Lgtﬁu:m:'é‘é“f'c?fs, and @ra communityy- ’
Read i ount-of weldeming=a-I5aby into the Maya-Quiché community, we

enter a world in which present events can be understood and explained only in
terms of a living past. Ritual is the way of integration that weaves past, present, and
future into one seamless fabrie-of MeAMTg TTere 1S N6 SEPATATOT BeRvEe T T AT<o:
emmight laBel sacred and protame; worstipand work are indistinguishable.
As the baby’s candle is lighted and placed among those representing the entire cos-
mos—earth, water, sun, moon, the incense pom, and the sacred lime—a new life en-
ters the web of generations that stretches back to the beginning of time and forward
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limitless future. The new baby belongs, not just to the parents, but to the entire
@ﬂy And, while the community welcomes its youngest member with joy, it
also initiates the-baby~ipto a life of suffering.

Rigobegta

ing the peasant

winner of the 1992 Nobel Peace Prize for her work in ogganiz-
pEople of Guatemala, learned Spanish so she could understand the

worldview of the landowners whose economic and social system she understood as

oppressing her people.

II' Birth Ceremonies

Whoever may ask where we are, tell them
what you know of us and nothing more.

—Popol Vub

Learn to protect yourselves, by keeping our
secret.
—Popol Vuh

IN OUR COMMUNITY there is an elected repre-
sentative, someone who is highly respected.
He’s nota king but someone whom the commu-
‘nity looks up to like a father. In our village, my
father and mother were the representatives.
Well, then the whole community becomes the
children of the woman who’s elected. So, a
mother, on her first day of pregnancy goes with
her husband to tell these elected leaders that
she’s going to have a child, because the child
will not only belong to them but to the whole

fields

v, and must follow as far as he can our
ancest@fs’ traditions ¥ he leaders then pledge the
"SUpport of the community and say: “We will
help you, we will be the child’s second parents.”
They are known as”abuelos, %grandparents” or
“forefathers.” Them then ask the “grand-
parents” to help them find the child some god-
parents, so that if he’s orphaned, he shouldn’t be
tempted by any of the bad habits our people
sometimes fall into. So the “grandparents” and
the parents choose the godparents together. It's
also the custom for the pregnant mother’s neigh-
bours to visit her every day and take her little

things, no matter how simple. They stay and talk
to her, and she’ll tell them all her problems.

Later, when she’s in her seventh month, the
mother introduces her baby to the natural
world, as our customs tell her to. She goes out
in the fields or walks over the hills. She also has
to show her baby the kind of life she leads, so
that if she gets up at three in the morning, does
her chores and tends the animals, she does it all
the more so whe ’'s._pregnant, _conscious
that the child is t arl this in._She talks to the
child continuously from the first moment he’s in
her stomach, telling him how hard his life will
be. It’s as if the mother were a guide explaining
things to a tourist. She’ll say, for instance; “You
must never abuse nature and you must live your
life as honestly as I do.” As she works in the
her child all the little things
out her workd It's a duty to her child that a
St fulfil. AT then, she also has to
thlnk of a way of hiding the baby’s birth from
her other children.

When her baby is born, the mother mustn’t
have her other children round her. The people
present should be the husband, the village lead-
ers, and the couple’s parents. Three couples. The
parents are often away in other places, so if they
can't be there, the husband’s father and the wife’s
mother can perhaps make up one pair. If one of
the village leaders can’t come, one of them
should be there to make up a couple with one of
the parents. If none of the parents can come,
some aunts and uncles should come to represent

From I, Rigoberta Menchi: An Indian Woman in Guatemala by Rigoberta Mench.
Copyright () 1983 Editions Gallimard and Elisabeth Burgos. Translation (c) 1984
Verso, London. Reprinted by permission.
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the family on both sides, because the child is to
be part of the community. The birth of a new
member is very, 31gmﬁcant for the comsmunity, as
it belongs to ot just to the par-
ents, and that’s why three couples (but not just
anybody) must be there to recei ey

other midwife is called (it rmght be a grand—
mother) to receive the child. Our customs don’t
allow single women to see a birth. But it does
happen in times of need. For instance, I was with
my sister when she went into labour. Nobody
else was at home. This was when we wete being
heavily persecuted. Well, I didn’t exactly see, but I
was there when the baby was born.

My mother was a midwife from when she
was sixteen right up to her death at forty-three.
She used to say that a woman hadn’t the
strength to push the baby out when she’s lying
down. So what she did with my sister was to
hang a rope from the roof and pull her up, be-
cause my brother wasn't there to lift her up. My
mother helped the baby out with my sister in
that position. It’s a_scandal if an Indian woman
goes to hospital and gives birth there. None of
SUF women would agree fo that. Our ancestors
would be shocked at many of the things which
g0 on today. Family planning, for example. It’s
an insult to our culture and a way of swindling
the people, to get money out of them.

This is part of the reserve that we've main-
tained to defend our customs and our culture. In-
dians have been very careful not to disclose any
details of their communities, and the community
does not allow them to talk about Indian things. I
too must abide by this. This is because many reli-
gious people have come among us and drawn a
false impression of the Indian world. We also
find a ladino using Indian clothes very offensive.
All this has meant that we keep a lot of things to
ourselves and the community doesn’t like us
telling its secrets. This applies to all our customs.
When the Catholic Action!® arrived, for instance,
everyone started going to mass, and praying, but
it's not their only religion, not the only way they
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have of expressing themselves. Anyway, when a
baby is born, he’s always baptized within the
community before he_:a,,,ta-

channel of expresStorTOTGar one and onlv be-
lief. Our people do the same with other religions.
The priests, monks and nuns haven't gained the
people’s confidence because so many of their
things contradict our own customs. For instance,
they say; “You have too much trust in your
elected leaders.” But the village elects them be-
cause they trust them, don’t they? The priests say;
“The trouble is you follow those sorcerers,” and
speak badly of them. But for our people this is
like speaking ill of their own fathers, and they
lose faith in the priests. They say; “Well, they're
not from here, they can’t understand our world.”
So there’s not much hope of winning our
people’s hearts.

To come back to t e chl@qey aren’t to
know_how the bdby=i8 born. He’s horn some-
Whexe h1dden away and only the parents know

and that they can’t-see their mother for elght
days. Later on, the baby’s companion, the pla-
centa that is, has to be burned at a special time.
If the baby is born at night, the placenta is
burned at eight in the morning, and if he’s born
in the afternoon, it'll be burned at five o’'clock.
This is out of respect for both the baby and his
companion. The placenta is not buried, because
the earth is the mother and the father of the
child and mustn’t be abused by having the pla-
centa buried in it. All these reasons are very im-
portant for us. Either the placenta is burned on
a log and the ashes left there, or else it is put in
the femascal. This is a stove which our people
use to make vapour baths. It's a small hut made
of adobe and inside this hut is another one
made of stone, and when we want to have a
bath, we light a fire to heat the stones, close the
door, and throw water on the stones to produce
steam, Well, when the woman is about four
months pregnant, she starts taking these baths
infused with evergreens, pure natural aromas.
There are many plants the community uses for
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pregnant women, colds, headaches, and things
like that. So the pregnant mother takes baths
with plants prescribed for her by the midwife or
the village leader. The fields are full of plants
whose names I don’t know in Spanish. Pregnant
women use orange and peach leaves a lot for
bathing and there’s another one we call Saint
Mary’s leaf which they use. The mother needs
these leaves and herbs to relax because she
won't be able to rest while she’s pregnant since
our women go on working just as hard in the
fields. So, after work, she takes this calming
bath so that she can sleep well, and the baby
won't be harmed by her working hard. She’s
given medicines to take as well. And leaves to
feed the child. I believe that in practice (even if
this isn’t a scientific recommendation) these
leaves work very well, because many of them
contain vitamins. How else would women who
endure hunger and hard work give birth to
healthy babies? I think that these plants have
helped our people survive,
The purity with which.th
the world_is pro -foiei s,
Toms say that the new-born-baby should he
alone with his_mother_in_a..speci e for
eight days, without any of her other children.
er only visitors are the people who bring her
food. This is the baby’s ' integration
into the family..he very-slo ecomes a mem-
ber of it. When the child is born, they kill a
sieep dnd there’s a little fiesta just for the fam-
ily. Then the neighbours start coming to visit,
and bring presents. They either bring food for
the mother, or something for the baby. The
mother has to taste all the food her neighbours
bring to show her appreciation for their kind-
ness. After the eight days are over, the family
counts up how many visitors the mother had,
and how many presents were received; things
like eggs or food apart from what was brought
for the mother, or clothing, small animals, and
wood for the fire, or services like carrying water
and chopping wood. If, during the eight days,
most of the community has called, this is very
important, because it means that this child will

hild comes into

have a lot of responsibility towards his commu-
nity when he grows up. The community takes
over all the household expenses for these eight
days and the family spends nothing.

After eight days everything has been re-
ceived, and another animal is killed as recogni-
tion that the child’s right to be alone with his
mother is over. All the mother’s clothes, bed-
clothes, and everything she used during the
birth, are taken away by our elected leader and
washed. She can’t wash them in the well, so no
matter how far away the river is, they must be
carried and washed there. The baby’s purity is
washed away and he’s ready to learn the ways
of humanity. The mother’s bed is moved to a
part of the house which has first been washed
with water and lime. Lime is sacred. It strength-
ens the child’s bones. I believe this really is true.
It gives a child strength to face the world. The
mother has a bath in the femascal and puts on
clean clothes. Then, the whole house is cleaned.
The child is also washed and dressed and put
into the new bed. Four candles are placed on
the corners of the bed to represent the four cor-
ners of the house and show him that this will be
his home. They symbolize the respect the child
must have for his community, and the responsi-
bility he must feel towards it as a member of a
household. The candles are lit and give off an
incense which incorporates the child into the
world he must live in. When the baby is born,
his hands and feet are bound to show him that
they are sacred and must only be used to work
or do whatever nature meant them to do. They
must never steal or abuse the natural world, or
show disrespect for any living thing.

After the eight days, his hands and feet are un-
tied and he’s now with his mother in the new
bed. This means he opens the doors to the other
members of the community, because neither the
family or the community know him yet. Or rather,
they weren’t shown the baby when he was born.
Now they can all come and kiss him. The neigh-
bours bring another animal, and there’s a big
lunch in the new baby’s house for all the commu-
nity. This is to celebrate his integration “in the
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universe,” as our parents used to say. Candles will
be lit for him and his candle becomes part of the
candle of the whole community, which now has
one more person, one more member. The whole
community is at the ceremony, or at least, if not
all of it, then some of it. Candles are lit to repre-
sent all the things which belong to the universe—
earth, water, sun, and man—and the child’s
candle is put with them, together with incense
(what we call pom) and lime—our sacred lime.
Then, the parents tell the baby of the suffering of
the family he will be joining. With great feeling,
they express their sorrow at bringing a child into
the world to suffer. To us, suffering is our fate,
and the child must be introduced to the sorrows
and hardship, but he must learn that despite his
suffering, he will be respectful and live through
his pain. The child is then entrusted with the re-
sponsibility for his community and told to abide
by its rules. After the ceremony comes the lunch,
and then the neighbours go home. Now, there is
only the baptism to come.

When the baby is born, he’s given a little bag
with a garlic, a bit of lime, salt, and tobacco in
it, to hang round his neck. Tobacco is important
““because it is a sacred plant for Indians. This all
means that the child can ward off all the evil
things in life. For us, bad things are like spirits,
which exist only in our imagination. Something
bad, for instance, would be if the child were to
turn out to be a gossip—not sincere, truthful,
and respectful, as a child should be. It also
helps him collect together and preserve all our
ancestors’ things. That’s more or less the idea of
the bag—to keep him pure. The bag is put in-
side the four candles as well, and this represents
the promise of the child when he grows up.

When the child is forty days old, there are
more speeches, more promises on his behalf,
and he becomes a full member of the commu-
nity. W All the important
people of the village are invited and they speak.
The parents make a commitment. They promise
to teach the child to keep the secrets of our
people, so that our culture and customs will be
preserved. The village leaders come and offer

their experience, their example, and their
knowledge of our ancestors. They explain how
to preserve our traditions. Then, they promise to
be responsible for the child, teach him as he
grows up, and see that he follows in their ways.
It's also something of a criticism of humanity,
and of the many people who have forsaken their
traditions. They say almost a prayer, asking that "
our traditions again enter the spirits of those
who have forsaken them. Then, they evoke the
names of our ancestors, like Tecun Uman and
others who form part of the ceremony, as a kind
of chant. They must be remembered as heroes
of the Indian peoples. And then they say (I
analyse all this later); “Let no landowner extin-
guish all this, nor any rich man wipe out our
customs. Let our children, be they workers or
servants, respect and keep their secrets.” The
child is present for all of this, although he’s all
wrapped up and can scarcely be seen. He is told
that he will eat maize and that, naturally, he is
already made of maize because his mother ate it
while he was forming in her stomach. He must
respect the maize; even the grain of maize
which has been thrown away, he must pick up.
The child will multiply our race, he will replace
all those who have died. From this moment, he
takes on this responsibility, and is told to live as
his “grandparents” have lived. The parents then
reply that their child promises to accomplish all
this. So, the village leaders and the parents both
make promises on behalf of the child. It’s his ini-
tiation into the community.

The ceremony is very important. It is also when
the child is considered a child of God, our one fa-
ther. We don't actually have the word God but that
is what it is, because the one father is the only one
we have. To reach this one father, the child must
love beans, maize, the earth. The one father is the
heart of the sky, that is, the sun, The sun is the fa-
ther and our mother is the moon. She is a gentle
mother. And she lights our way. Our people have
many notions about the moon, and about the sun.
They are the pillars of the universe.

When children reach ten years old, that's the
moment when their parents and the village
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leaders talk to them again. They tell them that
they will be young men and women and that
one day they will be fathers and mothers. This
is actually when they tell the child that he must
never abuse his dignity, in the same way his an-
cestors never abused their dignity. It's also
when they remind them that our ancestors were
dishonoured by the White Man, by colonization.
But they don't tell them the way that it’s written
down in books, because the majority of Indians
can’'t read or write, and don’t even know that

this is something their parents have been telling
them ever since they were little. . .

.. The elected fathers of the community ex-
plain to us that all these things come down to
us from our grandfathers and we must conserve
them. Nearly everything we do today is based
on what our ancestors did. This is the main pur-
pose of our elected leader—to embody all the
values handed down from our ancestors. He is
the leader of the community, a father to all our
children, and he must lead an exemplary life.

they have their own fextseNo, they learn it, Above all, he has a commitment to the whole
through oral C‘o/ mendati@ m community. Everything that is done today, is
pefded m-through the generations.  done in memory of those who have passed on.
£Zic told_that the Spaniards dishonoured " '
our ancestors’ finest sons, and the most humble
of them. And it is to honour these humble
people that we must-keep-our-seerets. And no-
one exceptwe Indians must know. They talk a
lot about{ouwrancestors. And. the
mony is also when our children are reminded
that they must respect their elders, even though

NOTE

1. Association created in 1945 by Monsignor Rafael
Gonzalez, to try and control the Indian fraternities of
the Altiplano.

Continuing to Think

f How does this worldview differ from your own? Raised in a culture that prizes indi-
vidualism and views history in terms of progress, many Westerners find this more tra-
ditional way of looking at reality puzzling at best. Taught to rely on our own
resources and learn independence, we may bristle at the thought of making every
i decision in a communal context or having every decision pre-ordained by a living
past, peopled with ancestors who must be honored.
: ‘;}‘ As an oppressed people, the Maya-Quiché have taken comfort in ritualizing and
| sacrilizing daily life. Lacking access to political and economic power, they find mean-
ing in the integrity of everyday life. Being born into this community means learning
as your first lesson: Never forget your place in the cosmos. Your obligations to your
ancestors, to the community, and to those who will come after you supersede any
plans you might think of making for yourself. The strongest ethical principle is: Don't
abuse nature or your own dignity.
In contrast with the orderly cosmos described by Plato, Mencht suggests a present
" that is out of control and filled with suffering; at the same time, this present is em-
bedded in a much longer span of time, informed by both the distant past and the fu-
ture on the horizon. With a bag of sacred substances for protection—garlic, lime, salt,
and tobacco-—the new baby is instructed in the community’s rules and given a share
in responsibility for its protection.




