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On April 18 1973 the medium of Chiwawa, one of the senior l ion s p i r i t s  (mhondoro) 
of Dande Communal Lands i n  the Zambezi Valley, w a s  found guil ty on three charges 
under the "Law and Order (~aintenance) Act". He had been charged with "recruiting 
an African for  t e r ro r i s t  training'I, "fai l ing to report the presence of ter ror is ts  
to the police", and that "being a s p i r i t  medium by repute he had accompanied, 
encouraged and purported to protect t e r ro r i s t s  and porters by means of h i s  
supposed supernatural powers1', and w a s  sentenced to twenty-five yearst hard labour. 
The act iv i t ies  for  which he was indicted had led to the attack on the white-owned 
Altena Farm i n  Centenasy Distr ict  which marked the beginaing of the second and 
decisive phase of the liberation struggle. 

The involvement of s p i r i t  mediums i n  pol i t ica l  and military act iv i ty  has 
been a major theme i n  the study of Shona history and sociology. Ranger's 
pioneering Revolt i n  Southern Rhodesia (1967) gave a detailed account of the 
leading role taken by a number of mediums i n  the f i r s t  Chimurenga or  liberation 
struggle of 1896/7. His book i s  an attempt to demonstrate that  the military 
co-ordination of the many independent chieftaincies that participated i n  the w a r  
was, to a large extent, achieved by the mediation of the mhondoro mediums associated 
with each chieftaincy. The genealogies of the rulers of the s ta te  systems of the 
past provided a framework which, when activated by the mediums of the sp i r i t s  of 
those dead rulers, allowed the creation of a proto-nationalist unity i n  the face of 
pol i t ica l  and economic imperialism. 

Ranger's work has been cr i t ic ized (notably by Beach [l9791 and Cobbing 
[19771) on two main grounds. The f i r s t  is  that  the intermediating role  that  Ranger 
ascribes to the mediums was not necessary as alliances already existed between the 
chieftaincies involved; the second i s  that  it  was not possible, as mediums are 
firmly under the control of chiefs, have authority only within thei r  chieftaincies, 
and because statements made by mediums i n  trance simply ref lect  the opinions of 
the i r  chiefs. Amongst anthropologists, Garbett (1963) and Bourdillon (1971) have 
also argued that, as f a r  as the i r  pol i t ica l  function i s  concerned, mediums are 
mouthpieces fo r  a "consensus" of local opinion. 

In  view of all this, the fact  that  s p i r i t  mediums became intimately 
involved i n  the second Chimurenga was of no l i t t l e  in teres t  and I have recently 



completed twenty months of fieldwork studying this  involvement. My fieldwork was 
carried out i n  the Zambezi Valley, the home of many senior Korekore s p i r i t  mediums 
and the scene of intensive and continuous fighting throughout the f u l l  span of the 
war .  In  analysing my material, i t  has quickly become apparent that  to  understand 
the highly influential  position that the mediums undoubtedly achieved during the 
w a r  i t  i s  necessary to examine a wide range of pol i t ica l  and religious authorities. 
The work I am engaged on at present is  an attempt to  show how, i n  a few villages i n  
the Zambezi Valley, the centre of pol i t ica l  authority has progressively shifted from 
the chiefs to the mediums to the guerri l las and, f inally,  to  the newly established 
ZANU (PF) pol i t ica l  committees. This analysis of the transformations of the 
structures of pol i t ica l  authority, as well as  being a contribution to  the study of 
Shona pol i t ica l  process, i s  also intended to explore the ideological nature of the 
idea of descent from which indigenous notions of pol i t ica l  authority are derived. 
Far from being the empirical basis of the major social formations (homestead, 
village, chieftaincy, "tribe"), "descent" seems to be a concept used by the people 
to  just ify and explain t o  themselves the resul ts  of a number of (frequently 
conflicting) social processes such as conquest, migration, uxorilocality and 
adelphic succession. 

I n  this paper I w i l l  outline one sh i f t  i n  the focus of pol i t ica l  authority 
from chiefs to  mediums. This sh i f t ,  presented f i r s t  i n  general terms, w i l l  be 
i l lus t ra ted by a discussion of certain changes that  occurred i n  the organization of 
the shrines of the mhondoro Chiwawa owing to  the commitment of the present medium, 
Pondai h o e ,  to the w a  of liberation. 

I n  the past, Dande w a s  a province of the Mwenemutapa state.  Today, i t  
contains f ive chieftaincies, each with i t s  own demarcated terri tory.  Earl ier  
anthropologists have described the essential responsibilities of the chief as ( i )  
control of land and ( i i )  administration of the l a w  through h i s  court (dare). The 
chief holds th i s  authority as head of the lineage whose domination of the 
ter r i tory  i s  based on a claim ei ther  to have been the f i r s t  to l i ve  i n  the area or 
to  have conquered the people who lived there before. The authority of the 
individual chief i s  based on h i s  selections from all possible candidates by the 
senior mhondoro of the chieftaincy through h i s  medium. Acceptance of the authority 
of the royal lineage and of the individual chief i s  expressed by prestations made 
to the chief by members of other lineages resident i n  the chieftaincy and by his 
own. The chief has l i t t l e  power to  enforce these prestations. A s  individuals can 
legitimately a f f i l i a t e  themselves to  the chiefs of the i r  fathers, mothers or  
fathers-in-law, the perpetuation of the chief/subject relationship depends i n  each 
case on i ts  mutual desirability. These prestations take the form of labour i n  the 
chief's f ields,  g i f t s  f o r  access to  land or  fines as reparation fo r  crimes, such as 
murder, arson, incest and witchcraft. Some have a strong ritual component. For 
example, i f  a pangolin i s  found it must be presented to  the chief, as must other 
animals found dead i n  the bush. This is the position described by Garbett as 
traditional" fo r  the Valley Korekore (1963, 1966, 1967). Hollemanl S description 

of the Hera chieftaincy (1952) suggests that  the i r  key relationships are similar to  
those of the Korekore,and Bullock1 S account of the Zezuru (1927) contains the 
following statements: "It i s  the chiefts  prerogative to  ins t i tu te  the proceedings 
fo r  witchcraft" (p. 303); "in the case of homicide ... the bereaved family could 
claim compensation of the k i l l e r  . . . [and] the chief imposed a f ine of one bul l  fo r  
the blood spil tf1 (p. 300); i n  the case of inter-clan incest "people ease the i r  
minds of any scruples by 8 cutt ing the kin'. This i s  done by sacrif icing an ox. The 
chief of the t r ibe  should c m  out this r i t e"  (p. 80). 

Cross-cutting the t e r r i to r ies  of the chiefs are the "sp i r i t  provinces", 
each of which is  associated with a chief of the past, an ancestor of one of the 
present chiefs, some of whom are thou&t of as having been rulers of the 
Mwenemutapa state.  These dead chiefs are known as mhondoro - l ion  spir i t s .  They 



are characterised by thei r  ab i l i ty  to  possess mediums i n  order to  participate i n  
the fortunes of thei r  descendants. Their major responsibilities are ensuring that  
the rains f a l l  and that agricultural production i s  sufficient f o r  the needs of the 
people. They also have healing powers and a loosely defined pol i t ica l  function. 
A t  i t s  leas t ,  this consists of resolving the cr ises  of succession to chieftaincies 
which frequently occur by selecting one of the many possible candidates. From the 
data I collected i n  Dande between 1980 and 1982, it  i s  apparent that  the pol i t ica l  
function of the mediums i s  capable of a great deal of expansion. 

1 Before the establishment of the pol i t ica l  committees i n  which a large 
degree of pol i t ica l  authority i s  now vested, i t  w a s  not the chiefs who allocated 
land e i ther  to thei r  own people or  to  "strangersll. It was the medium. It was, and 
it continues to  be, the medium who performs the ceremony of "cutting the kinw i n  

1 the case of inter-clan incest. It i s  the medium to  whom a fine must be paid as 
reparation for  murder. And it i s  the medium who i s  charged with finding and dealing 
with witches. It is  the medium to  whom a pangolin must be brought i f  found i n  the 

I 
bush,and the same with dead a n i m a l s .  It i s  not the case that  people work on the 
f i e lds  of the mediums. Nor do they work on those of the chief. But they build 
huts fo r  the use of mediums during possession and, on occasion, they tend his yard 

1 and do other household tasks fo r  him as well. The ritual prestations that indicate 
acceptance of pol i t ica l  authority, therefore, are all  made not to the chief but to 
the medium. 

I f  a medium takes on the responsibilities associated with a chief, or  i s  
treated by h i s  followers as one would expect them to  t rea t  a chief, an obvious 

l 

interpretation of th i s  behaviour i s  that  the medium i s  "acting as a chief" or  even 
pretending to be a chief. This has the implication that  it  i s  i n  some sense 
i l legit imate for  a llreligiousll leader to  participate i n  "politicsf1. But the people 
of Dande do not see things i n  these terms. From the i r  point of view it i s  the 

' mhondoro that  i s  the source of authority and legitimacy. The characteristics of 
chief and of medium are the consequence of the different ways i n  which they 
represent the mhondoro to his dsscendants - the chief as senior member of his 
descent group, the medium as mouthpiece of the mhondoro i t s e l f .  As long as it  i s  
believed that  both chief and medium are legitimate representatives of that  
mhondoro, ei ther o r  both may be the recipients of the r i t ua l  prestations which are 
i n  rea l i ty  directed a t  the mhondoro. For thellrealll enforcer of fines fo r  murder or  
incest i s  the mhondoro, just as he i s  the l1reall1 recipient of the pangolin. "The 
rea l  owner of the land1', wrote Bullock, "is on the spir i tual  planel1,and the same can 
be said of other examples of pol i t ica l  authority as well. Both medium and chief owe 
the i r  status to the fact  that  they are the legitimate representatives of the 
mhondoro on the "material plane1', the medium because he i s  possessed by him, the 
chief because he i s  descended from him and was selected by his medium (see diagram 
la, page 5). What varies from one account of pol i t ica l  organization to  another is  
the comeption of which of these two representatives i s  the most suitable to  
perform the rituals that  protect the descendants of the mhondoro from the 
consequences of crime (incest,  murder, witchcraft). Either or  both may be referred 
to  as mambo. This term i s  usually translated as llchieP1 and i s  commonly used to  
refer  to  any figure of authority. The core meaning of mambo i s  perhaps best 
rendered as lllegitimate representative of a mhondorol'. I f  t h i s  legitimacy is  los t ,  
then the flow of ritual prestations stops o r  i s  redirected to the legitimate 
representative of the mhondoro, chief or  medium, that  remains. Taking together all  
the data presented so far ,  i t  seems that ,  whereas i n  the past it was the chief that  
w a s  regarded as most suitable to  perform the protective rituals, now it i s  the 

1 medium. Not exclusively but by and large what chiefs used to do the mediums now do. 

A description of some characteristics of the mediums' daily l ives  w i l l  
demonstrate how these ideas are handled i n  practics. I n  some cases, symbolic 
statements associated with mediums imply, as we might expect, that  the chief and 
his ancestor the mhondoro are essential1 the same. For example, the wife of a 
mhondoro (as opposed to that  of a medium3 i s  lmown by the same term as  the wife of 
a chief, mukaranffa. Messengers or  intermediaries of chiefs and of mhondoros are 
called by the same term, vamyai. Hats and shoes must be removed when one approaches 



amedium possessed by amhondoro. This i s  not an unusual gesture of respect but 
i t  i s  precisely what i s  described as having been compulsory when addressing the 
mutaua i n  the past (~andles ,  1981). The house i n  which the medium becomes 
possessed, that  i s  the house of the mhondoro, has two doors; so, i n  the past, had 
the houses of chiefs. These possession huts may be referred to  as dzimbahwe, the 
term used for  the stone-walled royal burial-grounds found i n  many chieftaincies. 
The medium himself can be referred to  as a dzimbahwe, suggesting that  the dead chief 
is, as  it  were, buried inside the body of the medium. In  all  these cases, the 
identification of chief with mhondoro is clear. 

I n  other cases, however, the symbolism suggests that  i t  is  the chief and 
the medium who are thought of as being i n  some sense "the same". For example, the 
dress that  a l l  mediums wear (a length of black cloth draped over the l e f t  shoulder 
and under the r ight ,  and sandals) seems to  be based on the dress of chiefs i n  the 

l 

seventeenth century as described by Randles (1981). Most mediums may not see a 
l 

r i f l e .  For some, it i s  dangerous even to hear the sound of a shot that  k i l l s  an 
&al. According to  Randles, it w a s  forbidden to appear before a chief bearing a l 

r i f l e  or any other weapon. Garbett (1963) reported the res t r ic t ion on mediums 
moving out of the i r  provinces, that  i s  on crossing the r ivers that  bound them, 1 
unless they performed a s e t  of r i t ua l s  to  protect themselves. I n  the nineteenth 
century it was observed by Qnn among the Mpof'u Chieftaincy of Bahera, but i n  t h i s  
case the res t r ic t ion applied to chiefs: 

1 

A custom prevails to t h i s  day that  the chief when 
crossing the Tshadzire stream, must be blindfolded and 
carried across amid shouting and singing. It i s  a 
belief  that  should he walk across he would become 
blind and lose h i s  chieftainship. 

(A similar practice i s  reported by Posselt [l9351 for  the Hera chieftaincy.) The 
significant point is that this type of behaviour occurs when the medium is  
possessed. The clinching evidence that  mediums and chiefs m y  be identified one 
with the other i s  that  a medium is buried i n  precisely the same way as a chief, 
though he cannot return a f te r  death as a mhondoro s p i r i t  and possess h i s  own medium. 1 

The focus of ritual attention can be divided and combined i n  t h i s  way 
becase  the s e t  of symbols used to establish the authority of the chief, medium, or 
both are, i n  the f i r s t  instance, associated with the mhondoro. From the local point ' 
of view, the dead provide the symbolic materials with which those among the l iving I 

who can establish the i r  r ight  to appropriate them legitimate the i r  authority. I 
shall  term authority acquired i n  t h i s  way "ancestral" authority. 

I n  view of this customary double at tr ibution of authority to  mediums and I 

chiefs, i t  can be seen that  the sh i f t  of pol i t ica l  authority that  has taken place i n  
Dande i s  not, i n  real i ty ,  from chief to medium but from the "ancestral" authority of 
chiefs and mediums together, to  the "ancestralff authority of mediums alone. 

The reason for  this sh i f t  l i e s  i n  the recent history of chiefs i n  Dande, 
as i n  Zimbabwe as a whole. I n  brief ,  the interference of the white administration 
i n  the appointment of chiefs and i n  the operation of the i r  traditional duties had 
the effect  of delegitimizing the i r  lfancestral" authority. After the occupation the 
chieftaincies were restructured so that  the chiefs became c iv i l  servants and hence 
subject to the wishes of the "native cormnissionerl' rather than those of the mhondoro 
as c o ~ c a t e d  by the medium. Some chieftaincies were abolished, some amalgamated. 
Chiefs considered inadequate or  "disloyaltf were replaced by more pliable members of 
the royal lineage. Although a charade of adhering to  "traditional custom1' was 
performed, few, i f  any, chiefs unsympathetic to government policy (ffunprogressive" 
i n  government terminology) were chosen. 



The most significant powers of the chiefs were taken from them. The 
right  to t r y  criminal cases w a s  put i n  the hands of the commissioners. A ser ies  of 
"Land Apportionment Actsf1 divided the country into white and black areas, causing 
massive resettlement of blacks in to  so-called Tribal Trust Lands, with the boundaries 
of each chieftaincy demarcated and defended by the state. With the loss  of the 
r ight  to  allocate land, the chiefs suffered a huge decline i n  prestige. "Today you 
see Natives passing the i r  chiefs with l i t t l e  or  no formal salutation. When reproved 
they w i l l  say 'Where i s  the land?' That is  to say: DThe whites are now owners of 
the land. Why should we salute a landless man?lIf (~u l lock ,  1927, p. 70.) 

The loss of these powers did not presage a to ta l  loss of authority. 
Garbett has described how the in tegr i ty  of the royal lineages of the Valley 
Korekore i s  customarily protected by viri local  residence and resistance to migrant 
labour. To achieve this requires unusual wealth. The income lo s t  to  the chiefs as  
collectors of fines and tr ibute w a s  replaced by the salaries paid them by the 
government. "Many royals still  find chiefly office a powerful. at traction fo r  
which they are prepared t o  scheme and contrive as they struggle i n  earnest 
~ompe t i t i on~~  (1967). But the most powerM blow to the authority of the chiefs came 
from another direction, one which the white administration was not able to predict. 

With r e w d  to many i l l ega l  acts  such as murder and arson, the local 
conception of the offence coincided more or l e s s  with that  of the government. Some 
benefit may have been perceived i n  the new system of justice i n  so f a r  as it dealt 
with these, though the guilt of individuals and the nature of guilt were frequently 
disputed. But, according to the Shona, one of the most serious and frequently 
committed crimes was witchcraft. According to the government, witchcraft did not 
exist  and the Witchcraft Suppression Act drawn up i n  1899 declared that  accusing a 
person of witchcraft w a s  as great an offence as practising it. The chiefs were 
forbidden to deal with these cases. Fear and aggression, the causes and 
consequences of accusation, which might i n  the past have been dispelled and 
resolved a t  the chief's court, were forced below the surface of social l i f e .  

One solution that presented i t s e l f  to  people who believed that  they or  
thei r  children were at r i sk  of death from witchcraft w a s  to  k i l l  the suspected 
witch. Another, l e ss  drastic, solution was to refer  witchcraft cases to  the 
mediums and, i n  Dande at leas t ,  this frequently occurred. I n  a manner which I have 
no space to elaborate here, i n  Korekore cosmology the mhondoro sp i r i t s  which stand 
for  l ineal i ty ,  legitimate power and l i f e  are opposed to  the witch s p i r i t s  ( v a r o ~ i )  
which stand for  anti-lineality, i l legit imate power and death. When it was no 
longer possible for  people to take these overwhelmingly significant and troubling 
cases to  one representative of the l ineal  principle, the chief, they took them 
instead to the other, the medium. It is  not surprising, then, that  the prestige 
and authority of the mediums rose as that of the chiefs declined.  h he new and old 
sources of authority are compared i n  diagram 1, below. ) 
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The once common source of chiefs* and mediums* authority has been s p l i t  into two: 
ancestral authority from the mhondoro , and "governmental1' authority from the native 
commissioner. I n  the l igh t  of th is ,  the significance of a second s e t  of 
restr ict ions which the mediums have un t i l  recently observed becomes clear. These 
re la te  to  the a t t i tude of the mediums to white society. They declare the mediums7 
intention to avoid it. Mediums may not ride i n  cars or buses. The smell of petrol 
i s  so dangerous that  the medium of Mutota is  said to  have died of it. They may not 
enter shops or  eat  foods produced by mechanical means. Cigarette smoking i s  
forbidden, as i s  the taking of western medicines. It i s  inconceivable that  a medium 
would accept employment from a white person. To do so would be regarded as proof 
that  the medium w a s  no longer practising, that  the mhondoro had l e f t  h i m .  Many 
mediums refuse to  see whites a t  al l ,  few w i l l  allow whites t o  be present when they 
become possessed. Their mhondoro, they say, lived a long time before the whites 
axrived, are not used to  them, and w i l l  not come i f  whites are there. 

A t  f i r s t  si&t these taboos mi@t appear to  be simply conservative. They 
seem to disapprove of change, to  guard against and t o  protect the mediums* power 
from challenge by that of the whites. I have no space to  support th i s  here, but I 
suggest that  the refusal of mediums to  have contact with whites i s  more accurately 
interpreted as an acting out of avoidance of whites based on experience of them i n  
the past, i.e. the loss  of land, the military defeat of 1897, the forced labour, 
the taxation and the many other repressions too many and well known to l is t  here. 
The statement made by this type of behaviour seems to be that  mediums behave as 
chiefs ought to behave, that i s  they behave as the chiefs who are now the mhondoros 
who possess them used to  behave i n  the past. 

Willingly or  otherwise, the chiefs became intimately associated with the 
white government. The mediums rejected it and demonstrated this rejection by 
thei r  "ritual" avoidances. A s  the "governmental1' authority of the chiefs increased 
and thei r  "ancestralll authority decreased, so the increased authority of the 
mediums as protectors against witchcraft was reinforced by the i r  avoidance of whites ~ 
un t i l  the clear distinction between " ~ e l l - o u t ~ ~  chiefs and "chiefly1' mediums emerged. 
It was not the case that  one crucial factor caused a sharp swing of authority from I 

chiefs to  mediums. Rather a number of factors reinforcing and supplementing each 
other gradually resulted i n  the sharp contrasts that  were i n  play at the time of 
the liberation struggle. And the authority of the mediums w a s  expressed and 
increased by the tradit ional  prestations, now received - i n  Dande at l eas t  - 
exclusively by them. 

I turn now to  the case of Pondai Enos, one of the mediums most intimately associated 
with the objectives and ac t iv i t i es  of the ZANLA guerrillas. The transformations that  , 
occurred i n  the organization of his shrine are more radical than those that  were 
carried out by other mediums, but for  this reason they emphasize the more clearly the 
ab i l i ty  of the mediums t o  adapt to and keep ahead of the changing pol i t ica l  
environment i n  which they live. A few deta i ls  of the organization of the shrine of 
a mhondoro s p i r i t  are necessary. 

When a medium i s  possessed, he i s  thought to  be unconscious of w h a t  i s  
happening around h i m .  The chief officer of the shrine, known as the mutapi (pl. 
vatapi), acts  as an intermediary between the s p i r i t  and those who have come to 
consult h i m ,  crgzmizes the rituals, explains the messages of the sp i r i t s ,  and so on. 
Prom observation of the close relationship between mtap i  and medium i t  would seem as 
i f  the responsibilities of the mutapi are performed on behalf of the medium, but i n  
fact  they are carried out on behalf of the chief whose ancestor the medium i s  possessed 
by. For the mutapi i s  also a munyai (pl. vanyai), a, royal senrant or messenger. I n  
his capacity as munyai, he casried messages between the chief and the chief's ancestor, 
the mhondoro. Through his numerous vwyai the chief i s  able to keep himself informed 
of all the messages spoken by the mediums of the numerous mhondoro i n  h i s  territory. , 
The t i t l e  mun.vai i s  used interchangeably with that  of mutapi. l 



In the absence of a recognized mutavi it is permissible for any 
descendant (or vazukuru = grandchildren) of the mhondoro to act as his intermediary. 
In practice, this applies to anyone who lives within the spirit province of the 
mhondoro. (~iagram 2a shows the lines of communication between the various agents 
in this relationship. ) 

Chief Mutapi l /  

T 

Mhondoro 

t 

OLD 1 (b) NEW 

The unusual feature of Chiwawals spirit province is the claim made by 
Chiwawa's present medium that Chiwawa has no vatavi. Within his spirit province 
there are six lineages that provide intermediaries for Chiwawa. Despite the fact 
that they all have the necessary credentials for vatavi and m e  known and referred 
to as such beyond the limits of the province, they refuse the title of vatapi and 
say simply "we are Chiwawa's va- (descendants)". 

The reason for this lies in the history of the three chieftaincies with 
which Chiwawa is associated and for whom, in the normal course of events, these 
vatavi (intermediaries) would act as van.vai (messengers). Only one of these, the 
house of Chiweshe, can claim full "ancestral" legitimacy. The Kasekete chieftaincy 
was created by the white government as a reward for assistance against the 1896 
revolt. The Chitsungo chieftaincy was also created by the whites, lazgely to 
diminish the power of ex-chief Mzarabani who had supported the revolt and was 
demoted to headman under Kasekete. Chiweshe, too, had been made a headman under 
Kasekete. The many appeals made to the government by this house for reinstatement 
as a full chieftaincy were all rejected. The status of all the chiefs and headmen 
operating in. Chiwawa's spirit province, therefore, both represented and permitted 
the intrusion into the world of the ancestors of the white administration. This 
intrusion the medium of Chiwawa was committed to resist. 

One form this resistance took was cutting the link between the mhondoro 
and the chief. In other words, the officer of the shrine who acted as intermediary 
ceases to operate as a mutavi/munyai, a royal messenger, but mediated only between 
the mhondoro and "the people". This was more than a symbolic statement of 
political intent. It is the mhondoro who is the true source of political 
authority. Statements made by the mhondoro through his medium were regarded as 
vital information and guidance in the organization of resistance. As the local 
people, with the assistance of the guerrillas and the mediums, began to organize in 
opposition to the white state, it became essential to keep the messages of the 
mhondoro secret from the chiefs, the servants of that state. The link between the 
chief and the mhondoro had to be snapped. 

This is precisely what the medium of Chiwawa did. The chiefs had lost 
their l'ancestral" authority. The medium, therefore, acted independently of them. 
Communication between the ancestor and his descendants was no longer mediated by an 
agent of the white state. The mhondoro spoke directly to the people. Certain 
individuals were still required to prepare -the rituals, receive visitors,and so on, 
but these were no longer regarded as vanvai or vatavi. They were simply descendants 



of the mhondoro, the vamkuru, and t h i s  i s  the t i t l e  they gave themselves. 
(~iagram 2 compares the new and old l ines  of c o d c a t i o n . )  

By accepting the i r  lowly position i n  the government hierarchy, the chiefs 
had acquired the authority to receive a monthly salary, to collect  taxes, t o  wear 
a flamboyant uniform, and to  l i t t l e  else. Their followers were l e f t  with no 
authority but to  do what the government required of them. The sh i f t  of "traditional1' 
pol i t ica l  authority from the chiefs to the independent, nationalist  mhondoro 
mediums provided the thousands of deeply discontented vil lagers i n  Dande with the 
authority to do what the ancestors required of them. They received the authority 
to res is t .  

I f  i t i s  the case that  from the point of view of the people whom they rule, judge 
and advise, chiefs and mediums share a common source of authority, what I 

distinguishes them? First ly,  it i s  only the mediums who can perform the rituals 
which bring ra in  and ensure good crops. It i s  only the mediums who can 

i 
l 

authenticate another medium. Mediums can cure diseases. The other act iv i t ies  I 
that  characterize the present mhondoro mediums of Dande appear to  have been carried 
out by chiefs ei ther i n  the past or i n  other parts  of the country. But there i s  l 

I 

one other important distinction between them. In  terms of pol i t ica l  action, the 
main responsibilities of the chiefs l i e  within the i r  chieftaincy. The mediums deal 
with matters of importance between chieftaincies. 

The reason for  this supra-chieftaincy authority has nothing to  do w i t h  
any charismatic quality mediums may or may not have. It is  a consequence of the 

I 
h istorical  process by which chieftaincies are formed. Let us say that  chieftaincy 
X claims mhondoros A, B and C as  i ts  ancestors and that  A has a medium. (see 
diagram 3- m b e r  of reasons (shortage of land, competition fo r  the role of 
chief, etc. ) , chieftaincies frequently divide. Let us say that  a lineage segment 
establishes i t s e l f  as an independent chieftaincy on i t s  own terri tory.  This i s  now 

i 
l 

chieftaincy Y. I n  time mhondoro B may come out i n  a medium attached to  the new 
chief Y. But B i s  also the ancestor of chief X and therefore his medium has l 
authority i n  chieftaincy X as well as i n  Y, just as medium A, though especially 
associated with chief X, also has authority over chief Y. I f  X and Y divide again, 

1 
i 

medium B may a t t a in  authority over a larger and larger number of chieftaincies. 
However, i f  chief Y comes out as a mhondoro, h i s  medium w i l l  have authority only l 

over the chieftaincies descended from Y and not over those descended from X. I 

, Medium 
D i a g r a m  3 

. . 



One of the ways i n  which Chief Y may claim pol i t ica l  independence is  to 
deny, for  example, that  mhondoro A has any authority i n  his chieftaincy. 
Similarly, medium A may claim that  medium B is  not a true medium and consequently 
chief Y should come to  h i m  fo r  the rain-bringing and crop-protecting ceremonies. 
C l a i m  and counter-claim obscure the original historical  relationship but i n  many 
cases a powerful (i.e. senior) medium i s  able to  maintain authority i n  a number of 
chieftaincies at the same time. The medium of Chiwawa i s  a good example of this. 

A s  f a r  as chiefs are concerned, thei r  authority i s  largely confined to 
thei r  own terri tories.  (AS described above, there i s  evidence that i n  the past 
they were symbolically confined within thei r  own te r r i to r ies  and not permitted to 
cross the r iver  boundaries unless certain r i tua l s  were performed.) I n  broad terms, 
then, chiefs have pol i t ica l  authority within the i r  chieftaincies; mediums have 
authority within g& between chieftaincies. The pol i t ica l  content of the 
authority of the medium varies i n  relat ion to the authority of the chiefs, as I 
have shown. This does not mean that chiefs can never have dealings with other . 
chiefs. With the exception of the llreligiousll h c t i o n s  l i s t ed  above, there i s  
nothing a medium can do that  a chief cannot. But the tendency seems to be as I 
have suggested. And there i s  another reason for  this. 

I have so f a r  described inter-chieftaincy act iv i ty  i n  neutral terms. It 
may be negotiation but it may also be w a r .  The association of mhondoro mediums 
with w a r  goes very deep. The idea of conquest underlies the idea of the mhondoro. 
Their senior mhondoro i s  thought to  have conquered the terr i tory  i n  which h i s  
descendants now live.  More junior mhondoro are thought to  have conquered the i r  own 
s p i r i t  provinces. The symbolism that demonstrates the authority of the medium and 
the chief also demonstrates the status of the warrior. Unlike many neighbouring 
peoples, the Shona have no warrior class. A l l  men axe soldiers. Pol i t ica l  leaders 
m e  military leaders. I n  Dande today no r i t ua l  involving ancestors i s  complete 
without the singing of the Chimurenga songs, the military songs of the liberation 
struggle. This association of mhondoros and w a r  appears i n  many accounts of the 
r i t ua l  of mhondoro mediums all over Zimbabwe. For example: 

Should the swikiro(medium) be present, he w i l l  
be doing the whistling and crooning of the wax 
songs (mndo)  while seated on a m a t  i n  the 
centre of the singing and dancing circle. 

The songs sung by mhondoro mediums when performing the i r  dances are w a s  songs, and 
thei r  dances are dances of w a r .  

Some c r i t i c i m s  of Ranger's analysis of the f i r s t  liberation war m e  certainly 
justified. It is  clear from material I have no space fo r  here that  
"genealogies of empiref1 change rather quickly over time, exis t  i n  numerous 
different versions and do not i n  fac t  ref lect  "the past". Moreover the analyses 
on which Ranger based his account of the mediums    elf and, 1959, 1962) suggested 
that  one o r  two pan-Shona hierarchies of ancestors might exist. There i s  no doubt 
today that  t h i s  is  not the case. 

But Ranger's argument has strengths and insights which have not all 
received fu l l  recognition. First ly,  though the genealogies of the ancestors do not 
reflect the historical  past, they are not therefore meaningless. What they do 
reflect  i s  historical  and pol i t ica l  process. They contain information about 
contemporary loyalt ies and ident i t ies  and as such provide supra-chieftaincy 
identi t ies.  For many people i n  Dande, being a mumzkuru (descendant) of Chiwawa i s  
of the greatest significance, especially as, and th i s  i s  the second point, 



af f i l i a t ion  to  chieftaincy i s  not once-for-all. Though one may be born i n  the 
chieftaincy of one's father and be descended from that  chief, one may a f f i l i a t e  
to  the chieftaincy of one's mother o r  father-in-law or  any other that  w i l l  accept 
one, and therefore t o  the i r  ancestors and mediums. I n  the context of a w a r ,  
individuals could choose to  join the side of a chief whose position agreed with 
the i r  own. The existence of supra-chief taincy mhondoros ( l ike  ~hiwawa) makes th i s  
changing of a f f i l i a t ion  t o  chiefs a l l  the easier. There are therefore (contra 
Beach, 1979) no sociological reasons why the intermediating role  Ranger ascribes 
to  the mediums i n  the f i r s t  Chimurenga could not have occurred. The extent t o  
which it occurred i s  another question altogether. 

On the pol i t ica l  authority of mediums, Ranger has written: 

One might speculate that  a constant theme of Shona 
po l i t i ca l  history has been the r i s e  of [charismatic 
prophe t i c  figures], some times offering a challenge 
to  established pol i t ica l  power, sometimes acting as 
a ral lying point i n  a period of pol i t ica l  breakdown. 

I n  t h i s  paper I have shown how such "challenges to  established 
pol i t ica l  power" may i n  practice be achieved. 
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