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Cultural Concepts Explaining Misfortune and Death

With Specia Reference to Jopadhola of Eastern Uganda

Kiyoshi UMEYA

Abstract:

This paper aims to analyse some cultural notions that describe the experiences of
misfortune in everyday-life, and the death of community members among
Jopadhola in eastern Uganda in order to provide us with the basic data that would
enable us to depict their cosmogony or ‘philosophy’ (Evans-Pritchard 1937). A
text analysis of the recorded discourses on jwogi, tipo, ayira and lam facilitate the
identification of several features of these cultural concepts.

The concept of jwogi probably translated into the belief that ‘spirits’, ‘ghosts’,
‘demons’ or, sometimes, ‘ancestral spirits’ that are responsible for all deaths
occurring among humans. This also includes the spirit of family members who
died outside the compound, and for whom they have the right to be performed the
last funeral rites (lumbe) and be built graves that are sufficient in preserving their
dignity by the offsprings. It also includes those members who were mercilessly
killed by family members in a particular compound. The last one is distinctively
identified as tipo.

Poisoning, which is known as ayira, is recognized as one of the most anti-social
behaviours and a person who commits such an act is called a jajwok (witch). It is
one of the most hateful existences in their cosmology and order.

On the contrary, a curse (lam) that can cause sickness in people is justified as the
result of the misbehaviour of younger members of the community towards their
elders such as abuse and refuse to offer.

The implications of these concepts overlap each other, i.e. their meaning is not
exclusive, and, contrary to our expectation, they are described independently
without any link to other similar notions when they are interpreted in relation to
misfortunes, e.g. illness and death. The diagnosis itself is sometimes monopolized
by specialists called jathieth, who can control the evil spirits that lead to
misfortune among people and can control or cure their effects.

The obscure characteristics of these notions are likely to lead us to select a vague
term such as ‘occult’ as a substitute for ‘witchcraft’, ‘sorcery’ and, also, the
‘supernatural’ and ‘superhuman’.

The data concerning these notions of the causes of misfortune, which were
narrated by an old man in 1998 in Tororo District, eastern Uganda; it was
recorded, transcribed and translated in Japanese for further theoretical analysis and
supplemental data on other notions to enrich the findings in this field.

Keywords: Africa, Uganda, witchcraft, occult, cosmology, misfortune
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