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N O T E  ON O R T H O G R A P H Y

The orthography for Umbundu words used here is that 
adopted in the Dicionário Etimológico Bundo-Portugués of Padre 
Albino Alves. Generally speaking, I have used this for names of 
villages and of individuals (apart from Christian names). 
Towns, European settlements, and chiefdoms have been spelt 
according to the accepted Portuguese orthography. Dr. Childs 
has given all place names of Umbundu origin in his Umbundu 
orthography. Hence, my Cassongue is his Kasongi.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The Ovimbundu1 of central Angola appear under various 
names2 in narratives by nineteenth and early twentieth century 
travellers in West Central Africa. In the present century three 
anthropological studies have been written about them by 
Childs,3 Hambly,4 and Hastings,5 as well as two shorter studies 
by Bastos6 and Santos Brandao,7 and a large number of 
articles.8 Despite the large amount of documentation available 
there existed a considerable number of gaps, especially as 
regards the political system and the kinship system.9 In pro­
posing to work among the Ovimbundu, I hoped to be able to 
fill in these gaps, and in particular to provide a study of what 
appeared to be a double-descent kinship system. I also hoped 
to study the reactions of an African society to Portuguese 
rule.

I arrived at Nova Lisboa in roughly the centre of Umbundu 
country in October 1955. Here, as in Lisbon, I was told that it 
would be very difficult to find an area where the traditional 
social life of the Ovimbundu as described in the literature

1 A plural from the singular Otjimbundu. The adjective and the name of the 
language is Umbundu. The Ovimbundu people are entirely distinct from the 
Kimbundu people of northern Angola and the two languages are not mutually 
intelligible. However, the confusion between the two has gone so far that both 
Europeans and Africans speak of the Ovimbundu people and language as Kim­
bundu and of the true Kimbundu as Kamundongo.

2 Mambari, Nano, Ovimbali, and so on.
3 G. M. Childs, Umbundu Kinship and Character, Oxford, 1949.
4 W. D. Hambly, The Ovimbundu of Angola, Field Museum of Natural History, 

Chicago, 1934.
5 Ovimbundu Customs and Practices (unpublished thesis) 1933, D. A. Hastings.
6 Traçaos Geraes sobre a Etnografi a do Districto de Benguella in Boletim de, 

Sociedade de Geografia de Lisboa, 1908, pp. 5-15, 44-56, 81-99, 135- 40, 169-76, 
197-207.

7 Articles in Mensário Administrativo (Luanda) March-April, July-August 1950, 
and Sept.-Oct., Nov.-Dee. 1952.

8 See Bibliography.
9 For an examination of the ethnographic material as it then was, see Merran 

McCulloch, The Ovimbundu of Angola, Ethnographic Survey of Africa. International 
African Institute, London, 1952.
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IN T R O D U C T IO N

could be observed. Eventually I decided to work in the Bimbe 
area, in the extreme north-western corner of Umbundu country. 
The census10 indicated that Bimbe had a smaller white popula­
tion than any comparable area of Umbundu country, and 
people who knew it considered that it was one of the areas most 
likely to retain a relatively conservative social life.

In Bimbe I settled in the village of Epalanga in the chiefdom 
of Gumba. The advantage of Gumba lay in the conservatism 
for which its people were noted in other chiefdoms; its dis­
advantage lay in its proximity to the northern boundary of 
Umbundu speech and culture, which led me to collect some 
items of ethnographic information not typical of Umbundu 
country.11 On the whole, I am satisfied that the people of 
Gumba were in the past as in the present Ovimbundu in both 
speech and way of life.12

Many of my discoveries were at first negative ones. I could 
not find any evidence that there was a double system of kinship 
groups actually in existence;  the villages were not composed of 
agnatic kin;  the chief seemed lacking in power. Nor was it easy 
to obtain detailed information about the past even from old 
men. There is little interest nowadays in history, nor are the old 
social institutions regarded, even by those who once participated 
in them, as being necessarily better than those of the present 
day. The reason for this attitude seems to lie in Umbundu social 
psychology with its readiness to accept European authority and 
values. Interesting as the motivations behind this attitude are, 
this ‘cultural amnesia’ caused me much disappointment. I 
found it much easier to get texts on the caravan trade, and on 
ceremonial practices and proverbs, than on the political and 
kinship systems. The inadequacies of the information I received 
on the political system may be explained by the fact that Gumba 
is on the fringe of the area tributary to the old kingdom of

10 Of 1950.
11 The payment of fines by a man to his dead wife’s kin had been formerly 

practised in Gumba, and still is further north. It does not seem to have been 
known in living memory elsewhere in Umbundu country.

12 The northern limit of Umbundu speech is now somewhere to the north of 
the administrative post of Cela. As there has not been substantial migration from 
the south, it is reasonable to assume that it is many years since the Gumba-Cela 
boundary was also the language boundary.
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