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Physical and Metaphysical Aspects
of Mende Feminine Beauty

FEMALE BEAUTY IN THE LIFE OF THE COMMUNITY

Mende think that human beings comprise the most interesting category ol
things in the world. No animal or plant, lake or mountain, cloud or star—
no other creature or object which exists to be scen or sensed is more
deserving of consideration than a person, numi. With their imaginations
and speech, poses and movements, comings and goings, activities and
entanglements, people rivet Mende attention. The development and ex-
pression of the human personality and the complexities of human behav-
‘or and interaction are an ever-fascinating focus of observation, comment,
and speculation.

Within this context of the primacy of the person, women are thought to
be by far the most interesting people. Admittedly, like so many of their sex,
Mende women are dominated by their menfolk, and itis a fact that they
often are callously treated; nevertheless, the community assumes that
women have more possibilities and that the unfolding of their lives con-
tains more surprises. The duckling-to-swan change of body lends drama
o every female: the internality of her sexuality gives every female mystery.
A woman is distinet and different from but no less than a man. And
women have under their control the most important human capabilities:
they are the sources of love and the makers of wealth.

OF all the women in the world, young women and especially pubescent
wirls exert a fascination which Mende themselves find dangerously exces-
sive but seemingly uncontrollable and inevitable. Starting at the time of
her initiation into adulthood and continuing until the birth of her second
child, a Mende girl is the object of intense concern. The entire community
worries about how she will “turn out”: will she “do right” and bring riches,
honor, and even fame to her family; or will she “do wrong” and cause
chagrin and disgrace? Because a girl canbea blessing ora curse, her whole
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world watches intently—advising, teaching, cajoling, encouraging, pun-
ishing—hoping she will bring only goodness.

OF all the things in the wor ]{I. Mende also think that preaple are the most
beautiful. If beauty is the promise of pleasure,! then for Mende the hap-
p-incq's and satisfaction to be E'{mnd only in human company renders peo-
ple “in the eye of the beholder™ truly more beautiful than any scenery.
Among [:-tuplu the most beauntul ones are women (hg. 29). Mende agree
that woman is primary beauty, and that the female Face and body are
beauty incarnate.” Woman is the most beautiful thing that God has put in
the world: she is God's finest handiwork. It is against the standard of
leminine pulchritude that other beings, creatures, and objects are judged.
[Fa man is really handsome, Mende say “he is like a woman.” When a local
furniture store advertises on the radio the attractiveness ol its well-made
tables, the announcer declares that they are “fine like a woman."* Should a
Mende sculptor wish to make something beautful, he will carve on it the
head or shape of a woman. Almost anything can have a female likeness—
hotel-room keyholders,! hammock holders.

Mende elders are categorical on this point: a woman must be an object
worth looking at, something you can adore. The sight ol a lovely woman is
considered one of the great pleasures of life; her presence brings a surge
ol satisfaction and contentment.® An attractive female is constantly being
admired openly or surreptituously, 1s always the focus of a certain kind of
side-glance awareness. Though villagers may not decorate their homes
(with drapes, wallpaper, pictures, or bric-a-brac), they nevertheless share
the same human desire for gracious surroundings. To Mende, women are
the decoration, the adornment—literally, the embellishment of the com-
pound. So, a woman is expected to strive to be beautiful—it is her duty to
society, her obligation to her appreciative audience (hig. 30).

Along with the emphasis on beauty, there is also a concomitant belief
that every woman has something attractive about her. However plain the
woman, she will always find a man to admire and marry her; no woman is
rejected because she is not “prety.” A Mende proverb says: Nyaha gahanée
lo pée woma—"A woman’s hamper will not remain behind the house,”
meaning that no woman, no matter how bad-looking, is excluded from full
social life. This is not to imply that people now are jucdging the character of
the homely girl and giving her marks for being nice. Rather, it is that no
woman is considered or called ugly, no matter how far she may be from the
physical ideal. Just by the fact of being a woman, she is attractive. Another
proverb puts it .t.c]u.uel}': ‘Nothing that has vagina can be called ugly.”®

Beauty, however, does confer immense prestige on a yoing woman and
gives her a sense of independence and personal power. A belle is expected
to be discriminating and selective in her activities and associations. [t is @0
believed that she makes her decisions and choices based on enlightened
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sell-interestand high moral standards rather than on hasty, low expe

figure is a stroke of great good fortune, Beautilul women with whom [
have spoken value their good looks.” They say it brings them attention,
admirvation, money, gilts, suitors, preferential treatment. Because they are
beautiful they fecl welcome everywhere, casily make friends, and are 4]
ways respected. Men vie to be husband or lover to a beautiful girl; winniy,
her means that a man has come out on top in a keen competition. A map
with a beautiful wile is automatically an important person in the Mende
community, and 1o have more than one beautiful SPOUsSe means i man jg
rapidly rising in the world.

Every woman is appreciated for her feminine attributes and will atrac
a husbhand or lover, but what makes all women reach for beauty is the
competition of life in the mawé, the polygynous family arrangement (fig.
31). A husband with several or many wives always chooses the most attric-
tive one as his consort on excursions. While other aspects of domestic life
are regulated by a rota, with each wile participating equally, outside of the
home on tips or at festivities only one wife will appear at the husband’s
side—the most beautiful one. Although another wife may be the hus-
band’s closest confidante or his beloved, when he goes out in public he will
choose as his companion the wife who is most physically attractive.

Because lovely young brides are so feverishly desired by the men of the
community, competition for control over their minds and bodies begins
early. The mother of a beautiful little girl can be sure that they both will
continually receive money and gifts from eager men who hope 10 be re-
garded as suitors for the girl's hand. One attractive mother of a cute four-
year-old in the town twold me that on occasion she would make matching
mother/daughter outfits for hersell and child, get them both dressed up
(including make-up and jewelry for the litle girl), and together, they
would go out strolling or visiting on a Sunday alternoon.? By the evening
she would have collected two or three pounds in tips and gifts from neigh-
bors and strangers as compliments to her and her daughter for their fine
appearance. !’

Again, a woman is a woman; all are desirable and valuable, and the
custom ol intrauterine betrothal still happens [rom time to time in Men-
deland (Liule, 1967:153). The discussion here focuses on the particular
attention paid to a pretty child. Beauty bestows such personality on its
possessor that it is difficult to keep a really lovely girl bound by a marriage
contract her parents may have made when she was still a very yvoung child.

The community and her parents acknowledge that, as a young beauty, she

may be destined for greater heights than originally foreseen, and it would
be unlair to hold her back.
Sande officials are also very interested in beautiful girls and vie to have
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them athliate with their lodges. Having a number of good-looking girls i,
her initiation camp enhances the prestige ol the Sowei; if she consistenly
enrolls young beauties, her kpanguima can become lamous aned lashion.
able. From Madame Yoko to Madame Gulama, Mende female leaders
have gained power in part through arvanging strategic love alliances be.
tween initiates and important men. ' The pawns manipulated in this game
are the beautiful young virgins. 1f she 1s able o control or inHuence 4
voung irls’ marriage plans, a Sowei rises in the esteem ol highly placed
men of the area, something which an ambitious woman can turn to eco-
nomic and political advantage.

The allure a beautulul :;1:|LI holds for the wealthy and pow erful alsg
contributes to her father's social advancement. A briel examination ol the
cconomic workings ol Mende society will make clearer the meaning and
importance of a beautiful danghter, and my later description of her care
and grooming will be more understandable. For most Mende, life means
vear alter yvear ol arduons physical labor. Men and women are trained o
be hard-working and uncomplaining as they endure the toil ol wresting
subsistence from a harsh environment. There are very few ways in which a
man may rise above his fellows or become eligible for important communi-
ty positions. An athletic youth of exceptional strength and daring who
excels in feats ol hardihood and cleverness in hunting, battles, or contests,
will favorably impress his elders. His reputation will earn him prestige and
the rewards of land, money, and wives; at a young age he has everything
for a happy future. On the other hand, a more H.'h[l(.‘b.h and enterprising

voung man may decide to leave home 1o seek his fortune elsewhere. I

lucky, he may unearth diamonds, ' have good harvests of lucrative cash-
crops on rented land, ' or find employment in the civil service, in a large
company, or at sea. Once he is known to have money and control over
property and labor, his village will welcome him back as a success. Howev-
er, the ordinary man who remains at home must prove himsell the hard
way, first as a prosperous farmer. Then, il he is ol strong character, lLair,
even-tempered, reliable, and decisive, he will gain respect and eventually
rise to positions of family and community leadership and responsibility.

After factoring out from observation these avenues to success and pub-
lic recognition, I put my ideas to my informants. They agreed with me in
part; but each one told me simply and directly that the best (most direct,
sure, and easiest) way for a man to get ahead was by having beautiful
l’LIilghuh (lig. 32)! A girl who combines good looks with a demure, sub-
missive manner is considered by her father as a gift it [or the paramount
chief.’! Because his enticing ¢ hild cer tainly will be chosen as wife by one of
the highly situated men, l]lr., father finds his own prestige incre: sed. Then,
as father-in-law, he is a special, well-auended-to guest in his daughter’s
new home. Through his son-in-law he 1s always sure ol consideration and
favor in high places.
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A+ THE STUDY OF MENDE FEMININE BEAUTY
[I.':r i L
n- ; This essay on Mende female beauty is directly inspired by the Ivorian
ers ! cthnographer and historian Harris Memel-Foté. He is the first Africanist IRl )
re- to treat seriously the subject of West African concepts of beauty and to find |
me in Alvica tastes, preferences, and reflections on women’s beauty, the new il |
2 a materials for a [lc:;[} undt:]'sliirltliilg ol aesthetics, JII[}]':ilil}'. and meta- ’
ed physics. Showing great originality, his paper—a contribution 1o the Col- i1} §
co- loguium at the First World Festival of Negro Arts, Dakar, 1966—is a sort of i
mtroduction to and statement of the question; it is a comparative survey. |
lso In studying his article, I have extrapolated his methodology and used it for LG
the an extensive and intensive study of a single West African culiure, the IIH [
nd : Mende. il |
are The following quotations from Memel-Foté give a picture of his basic it |
ns ideas: il |
s Beauty, Alvicans think, is an indescribable something which inhabits all the _ I 0§
iy regions of the universe—in any case a category which is applicable and which is i !
hf' _ applied to all kinds of things, to all sorts of beings in the world. There is an IR
M innate beauty in things and beings, natural beauty. And there is a beauty in :r I
‘ho man’s acts and accomplishments, artistic beauty. - . . Let us listen to the stories i I i
518, and legends, let us observe life, these are all depositories of the aesthenic. .. In HitE
i the legendary or the authentic history of men, there are also memorable and i :1 .
ing proverbial beauties. . . . As cosmic as it may appear, beauty is, as far as under- i |
ing standing is concerned. marked by one foremost characieristic—relativity. . . . il i (1
1IF Relative and relativistic 1o a certain degree, the African perception of beauty e [ |
o is also a unitary perception. Here is not a question of beauty in the strictly I ' 1§
re p]]].'s'!c;ai sense nor ol IJ_u:mlj,- in the st I"lt'.I[}I' moral sense. It is m A question ol It i i
i physical beaury with |IU|!|!_|+:I' ontological thickness nor |||.1_n‘;|l |':1r11:|t:[:11. :-‘md not i
i :|_|'|1ur';|_l beauty that offers no carnal outlet. Beauty is one. But it is pluri- I S l ;
dimensional and presents various aspects. 129
l!-d There isa physical-mathematical aspect of beauty, there is the ethical aspect, il | '
5] there is the metaphysical and metamoral aspect. Three aspects ol the same II- i 1 {
_l“'.'" reality whose analysis and genetics constitute an ontology. Thus, for beauty, we | 1 IJ |
Ly can sketch an aesthetic ol sensitivity, an aesthetic of morality, an aesthetic of 1 ! |
ub- being, . . I
-1 Is it a matter of physical aesthetics? It is in the form of eriteriology that _ .| |
Sl Neero cultures alfer what is elsewhere called canons of beauty. [1968:48-51] I !
; i
ful The study of female beauty was my entree into Mende culture. All other l | |
ub- roads to an understanding of Mende art seemed barred by the restriciions I Bl
unt laicl ddown by the hale, societies; but beauty, as Mende affirm, has the power | ‘ i
01 Ly open nuany doors. Never once in turl:hlt‘[in}_{ maore than a hundred | .
EE ] mterviews did T encounter the least reluctance to answer guestions on this I '. {
:1:1 - subject. On the contrary, everybody was cager 1o contribute his or her "
. i

views. After 1 had started with one or two persons, athers would arrive,
and soon there would be a high-spirited gathering thatolfered me a good-
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natured outpouring of mformation and anecdotes, punctuated with
laughter and demonstrations.

Mende society is of one mind on criteria of women's beauty. Every adull
has clear, articulated notions about what is beautiful—notions shared by
every other man and woman in the community. As Thompson found, in
Dan lite, a cultivated awareness of movement (1974:2), so 1 found in
Mende an extreme mterest in all aspects of the female face, hgure, and
motion. Every Mende man and women seems to be an enthusiastic ama-
teur critic and connoisseur of female beauty who wanis 1o appear well-
versed in all the criteria and how 1o apply them. Since everyone freely
comments on girls’ looks, children learn early what set of features is desir-
able, and by the time they are eight or nine years old they o can state
clearly what a voung woman should look like. Older, more expertenced
|_'-:::}])]:_- continue to take beauty very seriously and never lose their sense of
delight and interest in ns nhnlnlum nt. Flu.]. feel responsible for main-
taining the standards ol physical appearance while at the same time, with
maore settled, even temperament, they remind the community of the moral
and ethical considerations.

The overwhelmingly obvious point about beauty in Mende life is that
discussion s solely about seomen. Men are completely excluded [rom consid-
eration, Men may evaluate beauty, desire beauty, pay for beauty, obtain
beauty, exchange beautv—but they have placed themselves outside the
arenz; they are consumers ol beauty, notits source. Our very guide to the
study, Memel-Foté, entitled his work, “The Perception of Beauty in
Negro-Afrvican Culture,” but the article is all about women and their features!
His automatic and unconscious equation of beauty with the female face
and form is an assumption that Mende share (hg. 33).

Using Memel-Foté's instructions, 1 sought information about beauty
from a variety of sources. In scores of interviews | asked simply: What 1s
the best kind of breast? What is the best kind of eve? I let people start in any
wav they wished and 1 was sure that T covered all parts of the body 19 W hen
| had learned enough to ascertain patterns ol thought and values in the
replies, [ began o study the implications more deeply with my preceptors.
There does not seem 1o be any particularly beautiful heroine in Mende
stories, rather, every female character is referred 1o as good-looking, The
female lead performers in Mende stories must perforce be beautiful, oth-
erwise they could not qualify as lead pertformers. There are several songs,
not so much about a good-looking person. but rather giving instructions
on “how vou too can become beautiful™ through the practice ol are or
I‘.;'.]';i['l,,'i.lll IOV T T,

SHAPING A GIRL'S BEAUTY

Once diagnosed as pregnant. a yvoung “wonun is now subjected to certain
tiboos and negations, the infringement ol which are supposed o have a
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disastrous effect on the outcome of the pregnancy. The admonitions are
then combined with the judicious use of herbs and concoctions to be used
during the antenatal period” (Kargbo, 1975:3). A woman's primary con-
cern must be to bring forth a healthy and normal baby and herself survive
and be strong. But beyond the basics of health and well-being, a conscien-
tious woman may seck to have an especially beautiful child. She will thus
have additional rules to follow (such as not to look at ugly objects or
animals), certain songs to sing, and particular amulets to wear. A compli-
cated delivery is thought to be ruinous to a newborn’s looks. One airl
complained to her mother that she was not beautiful and her mother
replied, “Well, for a breech-baby, you're not bad.”

A Mende child’s looks are considered from the very moment of her

birth.'6 As the head appears, even before the umbilical cord is cut, one of
Pl

the midwives begins rubbing the infant’s head, shaping it round and
smooth and pressing the ears to the skull. This effort at molding the head
into a pleasing shape must be done immediately while the bones are soft
and malleable. Over the next few weeks the mother and grandmother will
continue the shaping process; and if the babw’s ears seem to protrude, a
band will be used around the head to pin them fat. A finely shaped head
with small ears close to the skull is an absolute necessity for beaury; any odd
shape will mean a lifetime of embarrassment.'7 A Mende person’s head is
always on display: a boy's hair is usually shaven off, leaving head and scalp
visible; girls wear their hair in tightly braided sections, again revealing the
contours and surlace of the head.'s There are no long or fluffy styles to
disguise the head’s outline; rather, Mende love to see the head itself,
admiring its worth above all other parts of the body.!?

A Mende mother encourages her child 1o enjoy splashing and playing in
the water. “We are fish, we love water,” one Mende told me.20 Far beyond
the requirements for cleanliness, a bath isone of the good things of life; for
an adultan evening bath is so necessary and so satisfying that to miss one is
as uncomfortable as missing a meal.2! The daily bath is a beauty session for
baby: a mother uses this time to atempt 1o improve her child’s appear-
ance. She will pay particular attention to shaping and enlarging the baby's
buttocks. First the mother puts the baby on its stomach: then she squeezes
the two dimples near the base of the spine. The baby reacts by kicking its
legs back. This exercise is thought to develop a high behind. While the
baby is still on its stomach, the mother will push in at the waistline (as
though making an indentation) and will slap the buttocks from under-
neath up (hg. 34).

some mothers throw the baby in the air and catch it—this rough play
conditions a child to the shock of Lalling, so that she will take spills easily
and not be injured or disfigured. The mother then holds the baby up
inder the arms, so that she makes pedaling motions in the air, a good
exerase for strengthening the limbs. Laying the baby on its back, the
mother presses the baby’s knees and legs together tightly, and holding




T et
Frth e




ﬂ-i

S

s g
ity

i b
¥

S i

o
o

A e

PHYSICAL AND METAPHYSICAL ASPECTS OF MEMDE FEMININE BEAUTY 93

them with one hand, she uses her other hand to push them fat, atempting
thereby to make the legs grow straight and close together. Then she will
pull at each leg, 1o make the legs long and tapered. For flexibility a mother
ratates the joints in their sockets; some tie strings around the baby’s wrists,
elbows, and knees, ]1{}]:"14:3 that the .'~|l‘E,|1t irritation will cause [hL‘ child 1o
move the joints more. In another exercise for suppleness, a mother picks
the baby up by one arm and shakes her, then by the other. Once the mlant
is rinsed and dried, the mother rubs her from head to toe with clarihed,
perfumed palm oil.

These cosmetic efforts must be made while the child is very young and
the bones “soft™ enough to be effectively molded into perfect shape. The
devotion of women to this task is touching and much commended by
husbands and family. Mende people know great beauty is a given [rom
God but prefer to treat it as something that can develop from a mother’s
tenderness and love. If vou compliment a Mende woman on her clear
complexion she will tell you that when she was a baby her mother washed
her clean; on her soft skin, that her mother rubbed her well with beneheial
oils. A girl with a lovely, smooth back told me that when she was a baby her
mother stretched her arms behind her so that now she is “double-jointed”
and can comfortably reach and scrub all the rear parts of her body.

Once she is able to sit up and have her ears pierced, a baby girl begins to
have occasions ol playing a little woman. For anouting, the baby’s eyesand
eyebrows will be blackened with kohl, her hair plaited in a style; she will
wear tiny earrings and bangle bracelets and be dressed in fancy cloth.
Admirers will comment on how pretty and fine she is, a “perfect little
woman.” Although the mother lavishes time and effort on making her
infant daughter into a little doll, she hersell is expected studiously to
neglect her own appearance. Beyond atention to basic cleanliness and
neatness, she must not show any interest in her own looks—no make-up,
perfume, jewelry, or rich clothing. A plump, pretty coquette fades into a
thin, tired shadow, constantly complaining of being drained by trying to
meet baby's incessant needs. Mothers boast of their child’s vigor and lnml
demands and sacrifice their own good looks so that baby may thrive. The
mother's beauty, then, is a tangible thing which she offers up as sacrifice
for the good of her child.

The Mende conmunity reilizes that for many a girl the period between
her debut into society and her subsequent responsibilities as a mother is
too briel. Some girls cannot stand adult restrictions and long 1o return toa
carefree life with their friends, Others cannot bear to give up thens round
faces and firm figures. A girl comes out of Sande School at hifteen or
sixteen years of age. As a new nyaha, she is constantly praised, and an
inordinate fuss is made about her looks. Then she is immediately married
and is probably pregnant within a few months. In addition to all the new
prenatal rules and taboos she must follow, the girl must no longer show
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mterest in her own appearance. The same older people who formerly
swooned over her now berate her if she wries in any way to display her
beauty. For many initiates, it is a difficult adjustment 1o make.2*

A pregnant girl returns to her kin to await the birth of her child (Mac-
Cormack, 1978:4). She is usually glad o escape the tensions of the mawi
and be back under the comforting care of her mother. As is Familiar to
students ol African social life, a1 Mende woman observes a period of [rom
one to two years ol sexual abstinence following the birth of a baby (Little,
967:142); on no account must she cohabit with her husband before the
baby walks. For the first year especially the mother is expected 1o give the
baby close care. Of course, the new mother js ineptand scared, so guidance
by a grandmother helps 1o ensure the baby’s well-being. As sympathetic as
they are 1o a young mother's clummsiness, maternal kin are stern about her
behavior: here, too, she is harshly criticized for any attention to her ap-
pearance. “Why are you putting on make-up, is it because you are going (o
a man?” “Are you going to abandon your baby?" “Why are you trying to
attract men? If you sleep with men your baby may die.” A nursing mother
15 not supposed to be beautiful any more. Denied are all the aspects of
beauty that serve feminine pride and self-esteem. Beauty now is stated as
being necessary only for the attraction of men as sexual pariners; so, with
the temporary proscription on sex comes the temporary banishing of
beauty.

As she grows up, the litle girl follows her mother in her daily routine
(ibid.:115). Like her mother, she will o to the stream twice a day, morning
and night, to bathe. In the morning she will clean her teeth by using a hard
stick that is chomped to strengthen them, while the st ump is used to scrub
the teeth surfaces of any film. Alternately, mixtures of ash and salt may be
used as abrasives. After her bath she rubs her skin with oil and uses pumice
stones to clean her feet of dirt and calluses. Nails on her hands and toes are
kept cut short. The little girls of the village wear a little cache-sexe of cloth,
hide, beads, or an apron tied at the side. Otherwise they are quite naked
and admired for their innocence (hg. 35).

BEAUTY OF FACE AND HEAD

The sensitivity of Mende (o beauty and all its associations Cmerges particu-
larly in considering the head and neck: the features should be fine and
small, with small gradations determining quality and distinction. The
Sande mask is an image of a head and neck: in evaluating it, also, delicacy is
the major criterion, Every element of the mask is sulfused with mysticl
associations beginning with its physical shape. This complicated and ex-
tensive lore will be examined in the following chapter, as part of the
intellectual and spiritual concepts to be used in analyzing the symbolism of
the form of the mask.
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Head

Mende pay close atention to the shape ol the head, ngu, and the face,
ngeme. General contours are settled in infancy and, as indicated before,
women work to see that the baby’s head is properly molded. A woman's
face must be round, gently contoured. A long face is bad, "masculine.”
The chin must be medium: too spread out has no iivmness; sharpis “ugly.”
Hich cheek bones are admired, and dimples on the cheeks or chin are
considered charming. Ears, ngolt, should be small, close to the head, not
Large or protruding.

Hair

In the Mende lexicon, that which in English we generally call by the collec-
tive noun hair is designated by three entirely different words: ngundia is
hair on the head; njombo is hair on the body; and ndega is pubic hair. Since
Mende vocabulary is compact and Mende have a predilection for joining
words together to form new nouns rather than inventing new sounds, this
multiplicity of words is an indication both of the attention paid to hair and
the sharp distinctions made among types. Judgments on hair concern its
quantity and volume. Because a man’s hair is kept shaved or cut close to the
scalp, people say that “men don't have hair.” Beautiful hair thus is a
distinctly female trait; and the more ol it, the more feminine the woman.
This polarization of atributes by sexual label is the core of Mende aesthet-
ic evaluation. In a way, the “further away from™ a man's appearance a
woman is, the more beautiful she is considered.

Beautiful hair is praised as kpotongd, literally, “it is much, abundant,
plentiful” (Innes, 1969:62). The root word, kpolo, is most often used to
describe [ruits on a tree, rice, other things, and things of a kind that can be
pulled together and tied. When referring 1o hair, kpote means long and
thick; Mende think the salient quality of hair is that it grows, and kpote
denotes an abundant, numerous quality of growing things. Kpoto objects
can be tied together, the way hair is styled, using threads to hold it together
or weaving it together in plaits tied at the ends, Other hair words play on
this analogy between hair and Hora, one growing on a woman's head, the
other on the earth’s surface. Kpéndingo is a word meaning “stunted, not
growing robustly”; it describes hair that is short or thin (ibid.:60). The
opposite term, papoongs, indicates thick growth, luxuriant like a farm or
forest (ibid.:126). Hair that is papaongd is growing in abundance as it
should.

A woman's hair must be clean, smooth, shiny, well-groomed, and
plaited into a fatering style. Only a black color is acceptable to Mende,
Brownish hair is thought to be dusty and dirty. Men and women both dye
their hair deep black, using indigo dye obtained from the wjaa plant, the
same dye used for threads and textiles. Commercial hair dye compounds
are also popular. A woman normally washes her hair every week. After
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. rinsing out the soap she may apply a herbal mixture prescribed 1o make !
R 5 her hair healthy. Afterwards she will oil it with a perfumed animal fat that I!
Sefore. ¥ comes from g{m_lsiruth::r like our sheep-derived lanolin), or she may use !:
m];m‘s :1: clarified palm oil.2* |
uline.” Forehead ;
‘ugly.” _ : |
iin are The forehead, tawa, of a beawiful woman is smooth and clear, free of 1
v not : bumps, blemishes, or wrinkles. The texture must be delicate and fine,
appearing to be “thin,” not tough or leathery (fig. 36). The forehead
should slope back slightly, be even and level, and “fit well” between the
< eyebrows and hairline, in no way protruding or overhanging so as to cast a
collec- shadow over the eyes and face. Mende usually leave the forehead as a
ndia is : broad, open area of the face. In deep Mende villages, women still prepare |
. Since for a festivity by making up their foreheads (not their cheeks or lips): using "
oining white clay they draw lines, stars, dots, circles, and other simple motifs to _
Is, this compose an individual and flavtering pattern. After the party the design is |
irand washed off; a new one will be created for the next occasion. There are fads i:i
ern its g and fashions in forehead painting, but they are so ephemeral that we have |
to the : no record of their variety. No doubt the patterns have communicative !
15 05 a value within a closed time and social set, but I have no further examples of
oIman. them. ;
ssthet- .!;
mee i Eyes !
Mende love looking at eyes and adore them above all other human at- It
wdant, tributes. Eyes are the most beautiful part of the human body and its single |
sed 1o . most important feature. 1f the head is supreme over the body, then eyes i
‘an be command the head (fig. 36). The word for eve, ngama, is the same as the 1|i l
o and face, indicating that the whole aspect of the face is centered on and lh_: |
hpoto summed up by the eyes, The most beautiful eye is large and round—ngama |
bjects waja waja. The eyes must not be oo close together: they must be well- f.
rether placed in the socket, slightly bulging rather than deep-set. A too-bulging i
av on eye is bad because itis “like a frog’s.” Little, narrow eyes are “like having no f
1[: the eyes at all.” Any abnormalities, such as learing, cross-eyes, Ues, or squint- '-_
I. not ing, are grievous faults. Almost everyone has black or very dark brown |
. The eyes, but the rare light-colored eyes—gray or blue especially—are consicl-
AtoF ered delightful and are highly admired.
as it The whites of the eve should be clear, free of any hilm or discoloration; a
yellow cast indicates sickness. Also, whites should not be red: a red eve is
. and the warrior’s eye as he goes fearlessly into combat; a red eye is the lover's
snde. eye, heated with sexual desire—both are unsuitable for pretty young airls.
h dye Eyes bright and shining, the shape large and round, the whites clean and
t, the white, and the whole surface glisteningly alert and sharp—those are the ,
unls perfect eyes of health and beauty. Most people express a prelerence for
After rather thick eyebrows (ngama gheka) of a curved, S-shape. They should be
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wide apart and distinctly separate, not meeting in the middle. Both the
eyebrows and the rims of the eyes are darkened with a mineral cosmetic,
kohl (tiwo). Again, the desire is for emphasis and clarity, black kohl making
a contrast that brightens the whites of the eyes.

Nose

“The nose, hokpa, should be small, not too big.” “It shouldn’t be broad or
Hat.” “Ii should be like the mask.” A good nose is said 1o “stanc straight™;
the descriptive declarative, winangs, means “it is straight, it is right, it is
correct” (Innes, 1969:126). Alternately, a small, round, “pug” nose is ac-
ceptable; but in no case should the nose be large or wide. If westerners
consider a broad nose a “typical Negro feature,” Mende certainly do not;
they hate broad noses. Answers to my questions about noses elicited
raucous laughter as the ugliness of Hared, open nostrils or sprawling flat-
ness was evinced through appropriately vulgar grunts, snorts, and
punches. Having a big nose is a disaster, a cause of a lifetime of teasing
and derision. The great praise of a nose is to say the ngt holkpir kia oo,
“her nose is like a European’s.” In fact, the only European physical fea-
ture which Mende do admire is the nose: Mende consider them “small-
ish,” and say that aquiline noses look sharp and “cut.” Sierra Leonean
girls of Foulah blood are liked for their delicate noses and Mende think
the Mandingo nose “aristocratic.”

Mouth

The mouth/lips, nda, of a woman must be clean and smooth, without any
peeling skin or discolorations; the breath must be sweet and fresh, After
these essentials, the beauty of the mouth and lips lies in their action—the
mouth should be smiling. People love smiles and consider 2 frowning
mouth, or closed or pursed lips, as “not beautiful.” Size and shape are
considered when judging between two smiling mouths. Mende like mouths
a bit small, though full and rounded, with the lipline sharply defined. as
though cut. They find large or blubbery lips repulsive; too thin lips are also
bad, being regarded as a simian characteristic.

A mouth of naturally red color is desirable: it alludes to ripeness, some-
thing sweet and succulent. The red color refers to the vulva, In Mende. nda
means mouth; ndabu (the same nda plus the adverb bu meaning bottom,
underside, under, underneath) means the genitals (Innes, 1969:91), spe-
cifically, the valva, “the mouth found underneath.™* Female genitalia are
red. As with the [ace mouth, then, the redder they are, the more attractive
and alluring, possessing the red of ripeness, readiness,

Teeth

Tecth, ngingilu, should be small, the smaller the better. widely spaced,
preferably with a gap, sape, between the two front teeth.2> A pearly white-
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ness is beautiful. To keep teeth immaculately clean, free from sy ’
decay, they are scoured at least once a day with an abrasive powder of s, 1
and ashes, or with commercial tooth powders and pastes. The best clean 4
ing, however, is obtained by rubbing the teeth with special sticks lh
remove all Alm and whiten the enamel. Small, widely spaced teeth are g
attractive to Mende that in the past teeth were filed to reduce their size and 8
open the spaces, a practice which has almost died out. Likewise, ona more
modest scale, any woman not born with a middle gap would have the wwq
upper incisors hled o open a space.

The small amount of Hesh showing between the two front teeth is cop.
sidered a beauty mark, a point of atention and admiration. Carrying
further the punning interplay between mouth and genitals, the opening is
seen as the valva and the interaction between that Sprace and the Longue as
the act of sexual intercourse between male and female. The opening he-
tween the weeth suggests the opening between the legs—a girl with open 8
teeth SUTETESIS Cas) seduction and a2 more |3:l§5i:}|lult_‘ encounter. {(For the 8
same reason, a hissing noise made by sucking air through the teeth is 3
abusive and offensive; it is a “hg” remark without words.) k|
Neck

A good neck, mbolo, is long, firm, and flexible; but “not too long, likea
giraffe's or a camel’s,” and not too short, because then the person looks :
“like a tortoise.” A truly beautiful neck should be ringed with indentations 5
so that it appears segmented into rows; the deeper the indentations and .
the more distinet the rings, the better (fig. 37). It cannot be said thata gl =8
should have a ringed neck, because ringed necks are the most special aspect.

of human appearance, not assumed within the merely nice, normal, and W
prety. A ringed neck, mbolo genye, is a beauty in and of itself: it is physical 1:
beauty incarnate.? It has an identity and aura outside the person, butitdoes 8
not make its owner beautiful. In fact, it is ludicrous to see this gorgeous
neck on an otherwise unattractive girl; it becomes a caricature—the beauty
of the neck mocks the plainness of her appearance.

BEAUTY OF THE BODY

Mende take note of the smallest variation in the features of the neck and
head: but the human body, kahu, is by definition large, so our considera-
tion of it involves larger areas with less fine distinctions. This discussion
will concern itsell with proportions, health, grooming, and praises; then
will go beyond the physical 1o examine Mende notions about the parts of
the body and the symbolic inferences of their morality and power.

et

Breasts

Young Mende girls are proud of their beautiful breasts, and justly so, for
the breast, nyini, elicits the admiration of women and the adoration of
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men. Looking atbreasts, evaluating them. teuching and tondling them are
favorite Mende pastimes. On more than one oceasion 1 have seen older
men meeta young dancer for the frst time and actually reach out and give
her breasts a squeeze, murmuring admiringly, “vou have nice breasts,
huh,” while the girl beamed. No amount of Familiavity with the breass
seems to diminish its appeal: all Mende infants are nursed for at least one.
sometimes as long as three years; Mende girls and women gotopless in the
village and Esrmhouse. Even in urban aveas, girls are bare-breasted in the
house: schoolgirls take off their dresses when they come home, and board-
ing students are most comfortable around the dormitories wearing only a
wrapped skirt. And ver, despite this constant and causal exposure, Mende
people remain delighted at secing breasts and alwavs have an interest in
Judging their qualities. As each girl is growing up, the community observes
to see "Il the Breast has come,” if, in her case, the idea of the breast will
manifest itself.

Mende find the development of breasts, their “action,” Fascinating and
significant. In general, it is a feminine characteristic to have more of every-
thing,?7 and women have more breast than adult males and children of
both sexes. The features of a healthy human body maintain their discrete
structure, enlarging proportionally, retaining their relationship with the
whole. But in the instance of the female chest, a flat area suddenly begins
to swell and become round, changing the body's contours. Pregnancy is
the only other occasion for such a dramatic change in a woman’s body, as
her abdomen rounds into a sphere, another marvelous female phe-
nomenon. The chest of the prepubescent girl is of no interest because it is
“just like a boy’s or man’s.” But once her breasts bud and ripen, a girl is
considered sexually mature, ready to enter into adult life. The swelling of
her breasts foreshadows the capacity of her belly to expand and house and
protectan unborn untilits birth and her ability to nourish the baby after its
birth.

Sometimes it seems that a girl is getting breasts “too soon,” while she is
still too young. Frequently in such cases the mother or an aunt will slap or
punch down hard on the budding breasts or else hit them with the flat of a
paddle—all in an effort 1o retard their development and make them “go
back in.” They say it works, but can only be a delaying device.?5 By the age
ol fourteen or filteen the girl's breasts are full. She is now “complete” with
all the necessary “parts,” equipped by nature for full womanhood. The
expression nyind hu vendangi, “the breast is full,” praises breasts: “The
breast is full up, itis fully ripe, the girl is in the bloom of vouth, nubile,
tender, yet mature.” Now it is up to the Sande Society to take her, groom
her, train her for her tasks, and place her in her proper position in the
community (hg. 38).

Forall that they are desired and worshiped, perfect breasts are rare in
the world. A full, firm, wide breast is the Mende ideal. It should be low.




i,

IE BEAUTY

hem are |
41 older ([
el give
breasts,
e breast
st one,
ssin the
o in the
| board-
gonlva
Mende
erest in
ihserves

=ast will

ing and
[every-
dren of
discrete
vith the
- begins
1ancy is
wly, as
le phe-
LIS 118
a girl is
Aling of
use and
after s

il

e sheis
slap or
Hat of a
em "go
the age
e with
d. The
: “The
nubile,
arooi
in the

P -

rare in
we low,




104 PHYSICAL AND METAPHYSICAL ASPECTS OF MEN DE FEMIMINE BEAUTY

rounded, close 1o 1he hest, rather like 4 sducer; it should he thick, but ne,
Protruding or extended. | must be erect and sl Inappearance, SCCUTE
to the body, so thay ;i does not jigele or shake even when a girl dances or
runs. Mende liken syely breasts 1o u calabash, tawg, 4 Witty simile for size,
shape, hardness, and function 24 breast musy e witle, covering he
entire surbace of (e chest, from the sides ACross 1o the cleavage, Mende say
in admiraion: Neat nving Hi yerhe endango—ler bredst covers her ches
(and sicdes),” Such eregr round breasis gy fully visible, there is no uneer-
side or underneath—he whole olabe s SECIL AL once, They are sculpred.
clean-cuy, sharply outlined. Speaking of such perlect young breasts, one
elder mused. “The girl doesn’y need any othey decoration, She just stands
there, and you see ip.

Even at iis best. iy its ideal form, the beauty of the breasts is seen a¢ a
MOSL transien; thing: rarely occurring, it is also short-lived, The essence of
Its nature decrees that its beauty is feeting. Once her breasts are deyel.
oped, a girl is ready for initiatjon and marriage, She will become Pregnant
4S8 500N as possille. nursing the newbor, at these same Young breasts and.
in the process. ruining their shape. When her breasts haye fallen or be-
come Habby, a gir] i cismissed as “ugly” by her Peers M An added distine-
tion of the “calabash breast, then, is jis CAPiECity (o give suckle 1o 4 first and
second child whijje Mmaintaining jis firmness. The ability of this breast is (o
doits job by notshow the wear. (¢ oo battle and come back unscarred:
the fortunate owner will be considered ever after “pruly beautifyl.

In erotic play and J'm.-r-muking, the female's breqsis are the focus of the
couple’s amoroys dttentions. Mende do not kiss on the mouth, and the
vulva itself is sq Seeret and sacred thay fey Mende women will allow even
their husband 1o touch or probe them there, as he might wish 1o do; so
fondling of the breasis is u major pleasure for both partners. The response

ofthe breast 1 sexual excitation REems analogous 1o that of (he Penis—the
mpple grows turgid and erect, while the entire bregs becomes increqs.
ingly sensitive. aches for contaer, and at the same 1jme IS receptive 1o
harder, more msistent manipulation,

To name the nipple, Mende employ two differen three-word phrases,
whose elemenis indeed spring from other contexts and thus form g (41,
leau of visible inference. One erm alludes to the eroiic and carnal naryre
of the breast, while the other delivers ; POCtic promise of vouth anc
nubility, with both leading Lo concepts ol fertility anqd nurturance, Nying fu
wandt, nipple (Innes, 1969: 19) is comprised of words for breast (loc. Cit.),
mouth/opening (ibid.:90), and foreskin (ibid.- | 19)—thereby designating
the breast as an analogue of (he Penis. The brease has 4 mouth, opening ar
1S tip as does the penis; and this orifice 15 Covered by a prepuce, s In an
uncircumeised penis. The other Crm, wyind la bowa (loc. cit.) is comprised

of words for breast, mouth, and blossom (1bid.: 126).51 The words cvoke g

Picture of 5 lower in 4 SLCIM=vase, or 5 Hower held over the mouwh. Mende
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see the little puckers of Hesh which cover the opening of the breast as petals
and so recall delicacy, prettiness, tenderness. When a tree produces [low-
ers, Mende say, “Nguli bowa,” the tree has Howered, the tree is ready to
bear. By the same association, “Nyini la bowa,” the mouth of the breast has
fHowered, celebrates at once the maturity of a young girl and the evidence
of pregnancy in a young wife,

The word for breast itself is a compound word whose parts separate
casily and if read together form a concept in a small phrase. Nyi means
“hite,” uiisan ideophone for “very sweet, very pleasant.” Thus nyini means
“bite the sweetness"—a relerence to the infant’s eating that which is the
ultimate of sweetness and goodness, giving the ultimate in oceanic feelings
of pleasure and satisfaction. It refers also to the erotic bites given the
breasts by a lover. As in so many Mende words, the name of the thing is
what you do with it or what its end product is. The breast is the sweetness
that you bite, the sweetness there for you to take into your mouth for your
sustenance and your pleasure &2

Lovers are not the only people who handle and caress the breasts—
Mencdle babies are allowed to play with breasts to their little hearts’ content.
They are suckled on demand for the first year or two of life. Nursing
babies is a public act, and the public jokingly envies the baby's access to
cradling and physical gratification. At first the newborn searches for the
food for survival; but in a few months the commu nity sees him begin to
take an interest in the breast for comfort and sensual pleasure. Before
long, an older child, usually a girl, will be given the toddler to care for. It is
a common sight to see a one- or two-year-old straddling the hip of his
seven- or eight-year-old sister, the toddler continually groping for her
nipple to pinch and pull. Most times the older child will bear nipple-
leasing or even encourage itas a way of keeping the baby amused and quier
(fig. 39). Mende call this constant sucking and squeezing of the breast by
the baby (and the lover) nyiva, “to trouble the breast,” to wOrTYy it, to quarrel
with it.33

There is still more about the deep meaning of the breast as part of the
central mystery of woman. Let us return to the starting point of observing
the beauty of the ripe breast, nyini hu vendango. 1t is said o be “full,” and
the ideal breast is “like a calabash.” Both these two constantly repeated
comments are single words that encapsulate cosmic notions. The ve word
stem refers 1o the Howing-in of bodies of water; when the tide rises. or
when a waterfall fills a pool, a ve word is used, Using the same stem, ve-nda
means “to be full,” specifically with a liquid; thus a calabash can be ve-nda
with water (ve-nda-ngi a njei) but not with stones. So. in using ve-nda-ngi to
describe a ripe breast, Mende are referring 1o the idea that the breast is
now full of liquid, since the word for mother’s milk is nyini ya, the water of
the breast.

Whenever we touch water ofany kind we know that we are approaching
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the spiritual essences of life. This swelling of the breast with life-nurturing
hquid relates to the girl's ability to give birth; it presages the uterus filled
with amniotic Huid, ndo holoi ye kfpaddie b yéi. We just mentioned that Mende
call the nipple the foreskin of the breast. The penis, the publicly analogous
organ to the breast (the clitoris is never mentioned), also becomes swollen
with Auids when erect. The sperm, hindoi mayet, ejaculared through the
timy holes in the head ol the penis, is a milky liquid that will water the
ovum, the “baby seed,” and nudge it into life. In the water of the womb,
“under the water,” the new life is forming; afterward the water of the
breast will sustain it outside the mother’s body. We are engendered by
water, nurtured by water—water is mystical space because it is the medium
ol love and lile before life.

Hands

Hands, teka (Innes, 1969:142-43) have a markedly dual nature in Mende
thinking. Viewed as a pair, in other words, as a single entity, hands are a
sense organ, an external one not situated in the head. As asense organ, the
hands extend out into the world, explore the environment, and through
sensations report back on surrounding conditions. Hands also are seen as
implements, a set of tools, instruments, an apparatus for performing tasks
as ordered by the brain. The beauty of hands is judged by their size,
texture, color, and movement. Lovely hands are slim and dainty with long
tapering fingers. Fingernails are always cut very short; long nails are “for-
cign.” A woman's hands must be soft and smooth, without the roughness
characteristic of hard-working hands. The palm, tohovidi, should be light
in color even in the darkest person; a black palm is considered a simian
attribute, ugly and coarse on a human being. Hands must be flexible in
movement; any stiffness is arthritic and disfiguring.

Female hands, like those of the men, are working hands, and work is the
toil of farming, fishing, and cooking (fig. 40). At the farm, women’s hands
do painstaking, tedious tasks which require considerable dexterity and
strength. They handle arowing plants, removing isect pests; al the same
time, they pull out each weed individually at the roots. In fishing most
women employ nets, but the champion fisherwomen can spear larger fish
by hand with a hunting knife. When one dives for fish, her hands go where
her body cannot. Using only her sense of touch, a fearless Asherwoman’s
hands probe behind rocks and into caves, grabbing at the fish who hide
there, fish which are naturally considered the most meaty and succulent.

In her kitchen work a woman’s hands again are her main tools. Proper
preparation of Mende greens requires using a sharp paring knife to shave
the leaves into fine slivers that will cook and blend well with other ingre-
cients, a task requiring steadiness and precision; any error means mnjury.
Most impressive is a woman's ability to handle very hot items, something
men absolutely cannot do. Little girls have 1o learn early not to be afraid of
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a boiling cauldron or a smouldering log. Using only a scrap of paper or a
dry leal to prevent actual contact between skin and object, a woman will
hanele very hot things with conlident ease, and without harm

All Mende are right-handed, and giving and 11--;'vi'~'im{ is socially accep-
able only with the right hand; to use the left hand in any exchange is a
social crime. Whereas the right hand is used for public exchanges, the lef
is used for those that are private, or hidden. Itis familiar information that
in West Africa the left hand is used in personal hygiene. But in Men-
deland, intimate ablutions are only a part of the work done by the left
hand. For women, who are responsible tor the cleanliness and health of
the household, there is further ritual separation of the roles ol each hand.
A woman's part in love-making is taken by the lelt hand: once engaged in
sexual contact, she can only handle the penis, and later tidy up the space,
using her left. This division of activity is very seriously regarded as a
social requirement; if a woman is not scrupulous in this maiter, her hus-
band can formally bring charges against her and have her haled before the
chiel’s court.

Idiomatically, the hands represent the individual’s participation and
action: and a number of expressions depend on this assoctation. Nya toko
wili fo foe, “my hand s in with them,” means 1 will take part in the ac-
tivities.” Toko fele ki hoi fele, “two hands and two leer.” a statement of
agreement, means 1 am in it all the way.” Hands indicate a person’s
mtentions or interests; so when one savs loko wee nge ma—"rest hand on i,/
it means accepting it in good faith, accepting m:nphtth. I'he hands are
used in seuling a dispute or misunderstanding: the touch of the hands, as
in 2 handshake or a pat, is the true sign of forgiveness and reconciliation;
without the contact of the hands, forgiveness is not truly given.*?

Again, the left hand has a separate meaning. In these hard-working
farming commumties, each member ol the body has laborious tasks o
perform: the head, back, and shoulders bear the weight of loads, the leet
and legs carry the body long distances; in a woman. the breasts and the
buttocks nurture and support the voung: and the right hand never ceases
s manipulations and maneuvers, In all this industry the left hand s
rel; _ tive. Because it is such a nonparticipant, Mende accord the
lefi hand the status of a witness, a silent observer of o person’s actions.
Fhey swearan oath with the left hand, notthe vight: the left hand is subject
to the ordeal because 1o stands detached From 1]Ir. inddividoal's |.=| ins, andd
thus it is more likely to be honest and ruthful A

Hips/Buttocks

Mende are not much interested in waistlines as such. Secondary school
airls do become inch-conscious and think 26" to 287 15 4 nice size; but most
Mende say only that the mideiff should he slim. The abdomen must be Ha,
0r Just bit rounded, soft to the wuch. Teve ive (Innes, 1969: 140), thin,
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Hat, describes an attractive waist and stomach area; any Protrusions o ¢

hardness ol the mid-section are » stgn ol illness.

In any discussion of the body, longest and loudess Appreciation is fop

buttocks, ngato. If breasts are the high point of beawy of the Fron of the
body, then the buttocks are the beauty ol the back. In terms of the brease,
beauty lasts at most five or six vears lora village givl; beauty of the butiocks
lasts i lifetime. Whereas breasts are exposed and Luniliar, from puberyy
buttocks are always covered. Perfect breasts are rarve, but every WO
seems o have a nice behind, And while breasts are more or less given |y
God, the buttocks are cultivated and developed. '

Buttocks are judged by their size, shape, and movement. Even if the wird
is otherwise slim. she must have bulging buttocks, of relatively ereater
mass. “The biggeritis, the more appreciated it is.” “Each man has his own
tastes, but everybody likes big buttocks,™ The buttocks must be rounded
and high on the body, protruding distinetly, then rounded down. Opin-
tons ditfer on how high anc protruding the behind should be, Urban folls
and younger persons seem to prefer a very exaggerated size hip, so high
that it forms a “shelf” in the back: 10 more traclitional villagers such but-
tocks are “artificial” and make the body look “bent.”

The insults are specific [or any faults. A Hat behind is derided as Bi wou
veve fe ngoi b feli—"Your behind is as Hat as 2 winnowing fan.™ If (he
shapeis not nice, people just say in contempt, Ngoto ghi ngi ma—“There are
no buttocks on her; she has no buttocks.” OFf a small behind: B woloi bi
hindo—"Your behind is like a man’s.” Mende males are expected to be slim
and strong of body, spare and angular. Most men do hard physical work
and retain a military level of lean physical finess all their lives; even the
idle rich have no tendency toward a bay-window or body soltness. Women.
on the other hand, generally petite, are encouraged to be plumper. Again,
women are thought o have a greater quantity of body fesh; so while a
man’s behind should be small and hard, a woman's should be ample
(hg. 41).

The principal appeal of the behind is in the liveliness of its action. The
buttocks must have strong movement; they must wriggle rhythmically as
the woman walks, cither alternately bumping up and down with each step,
or swiveling in. A large or rounded backside tha does not dance about
when the girl walks is dismissed as a fraud, Because hips are always coy-
ercd, it is possible fora woman loaugment themw size and round their slmpc
secretly. But such artificial improvements are incapable of the desired
movements, Ngoto mayughic is the pertect behind, because the adjective
ncludes the idea both of size and of motion. Another term is ngofo tiss,
The adjective and noun tia refers o fruits i a bunch that are vipe and
hanging, juicy and reacy to be plucked. The two cheeks of the buttocks
make this bunch with their motion resemble things that are suspended,
capable of swaying and bobbing.* When a girl’s buttocks are fleshy,
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round, high, and active, she is in possession of an alluring physical asser.
People praise her, saying: Nai wotongi—Iliterally, “she is Buttecks™ 1o see
her is to see Butocks, the incarnation of true buttocks.

Every woman desives auractive hips and, unlike some other aspects of

beauty, mothers [eel there is a good deal they can do 1o help them devel-
op properly, Mothers arve particular about this, and make o definite eflor
to shape the child’s butiocks, As part of the baby's bath routine the monl;-
er will work on the buttocks every single dayv. ! Women recall becoming
conscious of their hips at around age eight or nine. A aroup of litle
friends begins to take an interest in the wav older airls Haunt their hig
hips. In an effort to appear more grown-up, the little givls begin o siru
around with their chests pushed forward and their behinds thrust back
and up as far as they can manage. Their mothers, in annoyvance, call our,
Ngalengo, “crooked! bent!” and strike them on the back 10 make them
straighten up. But once out of sight, the girls are at it again, imitating
their elders, pulling their wrappers as tight as possible o emphasize the
shape, and religiously practicing o gain control over the muscles so as 1o
mike them go up and down.'! The reward of all these years of attention
to the behind is that indeed nearly every Mende woman seems to have
the kind of buttocks that the community considers so desirable.
Everyone, male and female, observes the buttocks of girls and women
and is really excited when a good pair of hips goes by. Swaving from side 1o
side with the cheeks rising and falling in rhythm, a prominent, lively
behind is sexually enticing. 12 Women tie their lappas tight and deliberately
twist and shake as they walk away from a man, knowing full well how
provocatve this is. There is a good deal of this hip “display” by a woman
when she wants to attract sexual interest. As partof flirtation, the man may
mancuver to brush by her quickly, or if they are married or not afraid of
scandal, he will simply rest his hand on her behind. This gesture, called
ngoto lee, is apart from words the most direct Mende statement of “1 lowve
you and I want you,” and is the most public Mende sexual expression,
Because of the blatantly sexual nature of contact with a woman’s buttocks.
to be seen even looking at the behind of another man's wife can CAUSe
trouble. As part of the fun, the distracted young men devise ways of
stealing quick looks at tantalizing behinds, adding the pleasure of the ruse
to that of sexual excitement.

Good buttocks are beautiful in part because of their association with
child-bearing and childcare; they are called in pratse: Nedo wapo woto—
“child-carrying buttocks.” A Mende woman carries her baby on her back
ina sling, kula hakpa, made of cloth wrappings (fig. 42). The baby is placed
withits chest resting on the mother’s back, its little behind nestled onto the
upper curve of her buttocks. The baby's arms encircle her chest sides while
the legs are open, one resting on each hip. Thus the buttock shelf is the
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baby’s “seat”: without this configuration the baby would slip down 1o inju-
ry and harm. ™

In addition o irs pronounced sexual associations, buttocks provide
other reference points in Mende life. 8i woto hetmiei—"your behind sitting
place™—is hguratively “vour headquarters,” vour permanent abode. As
gesture expressing high emotion about a matter a woman will strike her
own hip; this is a gesture that only women make. In a high-spirited ex-
change among friends, when a woman comes to the best part of her story,
o emphasize the favorable developments in the situation, she will strike
her hip, giving the tale added emotion and expressing her good feelings.
On the other hand, confronting another person with “hands on your hips”
15 extremely insulting in the Mende community. “Itis not allowed™; “peo-
ple don't do it"—it is a social crime for which there are no mitigating
crcumstances, and the offender will without fail be fined by the chiefs
cour. 9

Sandeis gravely serious about fertility and nurturing; and no one knows
better than Sowei that life begins with love, and that love between the sexes
thrives in an atmosphere of exuberance and pleasure. Thus, it is not
surprising that Sande is the major advertiser an promoter of women's
buttocks. All Sancle public dance groupings emphasize a display of hip size
and flexibility, From their carly initiation training, women dance with
their hips more than with any other part of the body.?% One dance that all
initiates learn is called mayugha, a word defining a gooe behind as Heshy
and fexible. The girls sing, “You are prety and Lam prety, but I win all
the admiration because I know how 1o display [magé] mysell.” At the re-
frain, each girl in turn steps out Lo do a dance of hip twisting and bobbing,
making the strings of the skirt fly. 17 For the more expertand experienced
dancer, the motion of the hips remains the test of her skill and talent. The
Sande dance costume features several large bells hanging at the middle of
the dancer’s behind. The expert, sowo-folimi (Sowo dancer) is the one
whose hips toss the bells about wildly, making them clank and ring (fig. 43).

Genitals

Mende include the genitalia in their picture of feminine beauty and, as
with other body parts, there are definite standareds for evaluation of their
quality. Despite the “private” nature of the sexual organs, in these close-
knit communities a woman's sexual organs are subject to speculation and
discussion: intimate information about their condition somehow manages
to become public. Kpota, mbili, and tete (Innes, 1969:62. 85, 139} are inter-
changeable words referring to the external portions of the female genital
organs; internal areas combine one of these words with the noun meaning
“inside,” fu (ibid.:28). To be considered beautiful, the vulva should be
small and neat, healthy and free of blemishes. The labia minora and other
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mternal surfaces should be moist. free of blemish, and of a healthy red
color. The vaginal tract itself should be small and tight.

The appearance of pubic hair, ndeoa, on a girl is a sure sign of female
sexual maturity. A girl with budding breasts still plays freely about the
village, wearing just a string of beads or a kerchief tied around her waist.
But once the pubes appear, her nakedness becomes an embarrassment to
adults. Huhm'mnignmdmnﬂmruﬂihunnnnmumm[hnn:thm"x
“That girl is growing up; isn't it time she wen mto Sande?” “She should
put some clothes on; she looks shameful.” “You shouldn't let her run
around like that.” It is certain that the girl will be initiated into the next
Sande session.

Mende people detest pubic hair, and both men and women routinely
shave their genitalia. Safely razors are popular now, but some people still
use a straight razor made by a blacksmith. As in 4ll matters of beauty and
grooming, women are the more fastidious. Whether a girl going to her
lover or a wife going to her husband—the vulva must be free of all traces of
hair. If a woman should 50 o a man withow shaving, she is indicating
indifference and that she has no regard for his opinion of her. After giving
birth, a young woman will wait out the year of sexual abstinence withou
shaving herself. Should she shave before then, she incurs her Family’s
wrath because she is suspected of intending to resume her sex life and thus
to neglect her baby,

A cleanly shaven vulva is a treat for a man; it shows that the girl is for
him “heart, mind, and body™ and that she cared enough to present herself
as atractively as possible. Women of a harem will always polish up their
appearance before their prescribed nights with their husband. But in «
ruunnganuum|uurﬁagc:wxnn-h1“1ﬁchthcrcenm:Jnh'uw:ujvcm;nicra
while the women may take less care. Some jealous husbands refuse to ler
their wives shave; while declaring that they get special pleasure from g
bristly vulva, they have as an ulterior motive the prevention of the wife's
going to a lover. The complications are casy to imagine. The wife who,
after being careless, suddenly becomes fastidious about ntimate matlers,
is announcing that she has a new love, for 1o make a goad Impression, it is
necessary to shave. So for those who wish 1o be discreet about their in-
fidelities, one cost is the tedium of constant attention to meticulous groom-
ing. 8

The vagina is meant for sexual ntercourse, so by being small and tight it
better grips the penis and provides greater contact and pleasure. If the
vaginal wall has an independent rhythmic motion during coitus the organ
is judged “the very best.” But everywhere nature is cay, and it is hard 1o
know, say the elders, where one will find the best vagina. A man can see by
looking at his bride that she has nice breasts and nice hips, and a nice vulva;
but he has no sign about the state of the vagina. It can happen that the
agina of a young girl will be big and slack, while that of an older WOoman
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who has borne several children may still be in shape because “she knows
how to arrange hersell.”

Mende men see this puzzle about the vagina as a “problem in the com-
munity” and a topic they return to often. They agree that the girls who are
less attractive often have vaginas that are the “best ever,” almost as a
compensation for what they lack in looks. And a man is very lucky to find
both internal and external desirability combined in one woman. The gen-
eral community can be harsh and vocal in its judgments of a factor so
intimate and supposedly secret. If a young woman is not sought after, it
will be because word has gotten round that her vagina is not good, Women
know about each other, and in any cauy quarrel an unpopular girl is
bound 1o be told that men do not want her because her vagina is too big.
And vice versa, if a girl is popular with the opposite sex, her neighbors
assume that she must have the most desirable type of organ. 1

Added to the allure of the female genitalia is the Mende notion that it
never ages: while the woman's other charms fade, the vagina is thought to
remain young and fresh! One story about this comes from an interview
with a popular singer. When [ asked her how she got inspiration for her
songs, she replied that she had plenty of material just from watching life
around her. It happened that she was one of several junior wives to a chief
who received a continuous stream of visitors, One day a woman in her
sixties came to the chief 1o complain that her husband was ignoring her.
The woman declared, “Yes, 1 know Lam old now, but a woman never gets
old down there.” The young wives thought the incident hilarious and so
the singer wrote a song detailing the ravages of time on the supplicant,
from her grey hair to her withered behind, then adding loudly, “But my
vagina is fine; I'm still young down there!"30

The whole genital area must be kept scrupulously clean, absolurtely free
of adors. A Sande nyaha washes herself constantly, and the first partof her
body to be washed is the genitalia. A woman takes a bath afier the day’s
work before the evening meal, and she washes again before going to her
husband or to bed at night. In the morning she rises early, before the men,
and before being seen again bathes thoroughly. A woman's menstrual
period is a strictly private, hidden affair, with modesty preventing the
slightest tell-tale signs.>! All of this is part of the sexual ctiquette a girl is
taught during her Sande initiation.

For all their bathing and affinity with water, Mende women detest hay-
g water thrown or sprinkled on them by another person, taking it as an
extreme msult. A Mende woman is of the water, is always in it, and is
hersell a source of water; so to put more water on her gratuitously is a
grave affront interpreted as saying that she “needs water”—namely, that
she is not clean, i.e., that her genitals are not clean. The cleanliness of a
woman’s genitalia is @ serious and delicate issue in a Mende village or
compound. A woman guards her reputation by scrupulous attention to
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intimate hygiene; the slightest imputation that she exudes an offensive
odoris a grievous insult, capable of involving a whole community in tur-
moil and bitter feelings. Women, Sande nyaha, are the cleanest people in
the village, far outshining men, children, or animals, the house or the
furnishings. A myaha’s very function is to bring freshness and cleanliness
into community life; so even a whisper that a woman is less than clean and
trouble starts.

This “throwing water” needs a bit of explaining. It doesn't mean thar
one purposefully hurls or flicks water at a woman—that would be un-
speakable. Itis rather more complicated. Women are constantly handling
water while in close proximity to other women of the family and communi-
ty, but in no circumstance must a worman allow water 1o spill on another.
S0, 1f she is handing water to someone o drink and some drops tall on the
other woman; or if she is emptying a basin just at 1 moment when another
woman comes around the corner, and it splashes on her; or if she is
carrying a bucket of water on her head and some of it spills on someone
if any of these things occurs (which an American would accept as a
harmless accident)—in the Mende community a crime has been commit-
ted, and there will be controversy until matters are settled.

An even more serious situation arises in relation to the Sande Society.
Certain Sowei are part of the noble elect of water Sowei, Introducing me to a
group of Sande leaders, Chiel Foday Kai indicated one as a “water Sowei”
and said that on no account must water be sprinkled on her.? At a mere
drop she falls into a faint or trance, so offended is her water spirit. Then
the Sande hale scizes the offender, demanding expensive gifts and sacri-
fices as well as physical punishment in order to expiate the crime. It is a
question of water and women, water and the spiritual, water and the
temale genitals, water as purity and life.

Thighs/Legs/Feet

Ideally, the legs, ghaé, of a Mende girl should be straight, full, and naw-
rally close together. The thigh, kpala, should be round, a bit Heshy; the
calf, haka, should be long, drawn out, and shapely. Legs that stand easily
together from the knees to the groin are especially desirable. The ankles,
kpowa, should be slim and flexible and the whole foot, kiws, small and
dainty with a high instep, both feet parallel, resting squarely on the
ground. These considerations of the lower extremities bring into play the
whole range of Mende beauty care and training. It is the duty of the
maother to ensure that her child's legs are straight. Knock-knees, wambi-la-
welengn, and bowlegs, gowo-hu-heingo, are faults considered preventable
by conscientious shaping from earliest infancy. Standing or walking with
the feet turned out, “pigeon toes,” is considered just a habit that can be
corrected if a child is nagged about it enough. Big feet, on the other
hand, are just an unfortunate accident of nature for which a girl must
continually endure teasing and taunts.
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A major concern about a female’s legs is their position—they should be
as close together as possible, with no space between the thighs. The com-
munity requires this; whether sheis sitting or standing, people hate toseea
girl’s legs apart. Before puberty, little Mende girls go about nearly naked,
so they must learn to protect their modesty by keeping their thighs closed.
Thus, as soon as a litle girl is able to understand, she is constantly re-
minded by words, slaps, glances, and yells: Bi ghai ghtema—"Get your legs
together!” Train almost any child from early childhood, as any ballet
ieacher knows, and gradually the legs will be shaped, the tone aligned, the
sinews stretched, the balance weighed. As a result of her upbringing, by
the time she is a teenager, every Mende girl has closed thighs that brush
each other as she walks; and she can for hours effortlessly adopt the
posture of the mboghoni—seated upright on the foor, legs together,
stretched out straight on the Aoor, arms resting on the thigh.>*

Mende traditionally are barefoot people and to them feet are almost
devoid of distinction. They say, Numu éé numu goo ngi goo ma—"A person
will not know another person by his feet.” Although most villagers do not
use footwear, they still require that a person’s feet must be clean under-
neath! Feet are the first to pick up dirt and dust so they are frequently
splashed with water during the day; calluses are rubbed away by pumice
stones so that the foot surface is free of rough skin in which dirt can lodge.
Once smooth and dry, they are massaged with oil. Over the years of
bathing, scrubbing, and oiling, well-cared for leet obtain the polished look
of glossy parchment, an admired indication of careful grooming and at-
tention to detail.>!

Skin Color and Texture

Most Mende are dark brown in color, but skin either lighter or darker than
the norm has great allure. A copper complexion, described as a point
between the usual brown and a fair color, is unusual and very attractive; a
copper-colored woman will always be considered beautiful and desirable.
Very black skin, completely black, is the most desired and adored. In
traditional society, a black person automatically was a celebrity. Mende
expatiate, saying: “the blacker the better,” “black people are the people.”
“jet black is the most beautiful.” They describe the special glow of clean, jet
black skin polished with oil, and they love the heightened visibility given to
the whites of the eyes and the teeth as they contrast with the black of the
skin. The very term for a “black person,” téli-mé, expresses this admira-
tion: in Mende specch the word for person, mo, leads to the term for
“beautifully black.” mid, giving a play on words of tefingd, “itis shiny black,
beautifully black” (Innes, 1969:88).77 Black or copper-colored women are
sought after by the wealthiest and most powerful men. One paramount
chief told me that he always invites such unusually colored women 1o
accompiny him to important gatherings because they are a source ol
prestige and good fortune.®®
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Skin of whatever color must be soft and simooth w the wuch, with an
even, all-over color. It must be free of infections or eruptions, and have no

discolored blotches or spots. In the difficult forest climate, six months of

monsoon rain prompt the growth ol skin fungus which can dishgure a girl
with light-colored blotches, Year-round children especially are prey to
irritating insect stings and bites which, when scratched, spread infection
and olten leave dark scars, a sadly common sight. A mother who wants 1o
protect her danghter’s looks must battle against this hostile environment,
hoping to prevent these t"tltntmphu threats to beauty. When I com-
mented on one voung woman's llawless skin, she 1'rp|u:c{, ‘It is thanks 1o
my mother; she always washed me clean.”

The Mende word for body hair is njombe; this includes any hair on the
bocy surface, and underarm hair. The word also means fur, feathers,
hicle, any skin of animals. Women should not be hairy: they should have
soft, smooth skin. Hair on a man’s chest or body may be iilllll'(.‘t'i}llt_‘t_l. but
any body hair on a woman is an undesirable, masculine trait. Opinions are
divided about underarm hair: halt of the community seems to like it and
find it atractive, while others want it shaved ofl. The choice is lelt to the
woman; and b grows out full, it will be considered a beauty point for her.

Owverall Look

So far, we have evaluated one by one the physical characteristics of a
woman. Butin life, in person, the individual features are of course seen as
an ensemble, with the separate elements coming together to form a whole.
Mende are interested in the complete picture, in the proportions and the
composition. Most important of all, m’u:'ﬁ'Lhim; about a girl must “fit to-
gether,” wbe-ma, harmoniously with no ]iurmu;nnlc Like grandfather's
clock, a girl’s parts should be about equal in quality; any gross imbalance is
truly dmu:l:m;;., I a girl s plain, let her be I|1n|m|;_7}|h plain. Should a
hmmh sirl somehow be born with along, serrated neck or develop perfect
calabash breasts, her whole look is upsetting. The beautiful thing “doesn’t
fit,” it 1s “wasted on her.” Rather than a bit of beauty improving its pos-
sessor, it is seen as @ taunt from nature, a grotesquerie, making the girl
embarrassingly ludicrous. Alternatively, il an otherwise lovely girl has
scanty hair, squinty eyes, a Hat behind or big feet, itisa disaster, a bad joke
played on her by nature, 1o have one thing that “spoils” her.*7

The term Mende use to express their ideal of size and proportion is

yengele, translated as “delicacy.”® Yengele relates 1o a small size that is

complete and mature; itis a thing as small as it can be and yet “do the job.”
The yengele girl is petite ver rounded and well-shaped. She is gracelul,
E'lllr_'l} balanced, d,‘:in[}', 1|1.'i5|_‘l}'-—-5| breeze could walt her away {ﬁg. 44), She
is the little doll men just want to pick up and carry around; they want to
baby her, play with her. She is like a jewel, a tiny thing that is delicate,
beautiful, precious. She is adored, admired, and desired.

44
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BEAUTY IN THE MANNER OF DOING THINGS5?

Mende beauty is defined first in its physiological terms, in terms of objec-
tve reality. “The first fact is that formal beauty is based on a physico-
mathematical structure: a measurement, a relationship, a proportion.
Beauty as a quality seems to emerge [rom a certain quantitative threshold”
(Memel-Foté, 1968:52). It is first of all the material mass or volume—
abundance of hair, fullness of calves, roundness of buttocks; then color,
cither of skin (black or copper). or of hair (black), or lips (red). It is also line
and contour—fatness of stomach, tapering of fingers, parallel lines of legs
and feet; itis relative size, sharpness of outline, all-over harmony ol aspect.
But beauty is alive, moving about in the community and interacting with
the world. In many of the criteria of beauty for a particular part of the
body, matters of motion were seen to be part of the basic essentials—a
similing mouth, bobbing buttocks, Hexible hands. Beyond this, Mende are
very alert to movement in everyday life and have clearly defined standards
for what is the beautiful, elegant, graceful, pleasing way of performing
even the most commonplace actions; pretty is as pretty does.

Standing

When a woman stands she takes care to keep her feet and legs together as
much as possible; itis highly improper to hold them apart. Her shoulders
should be back, her spine straight. Her hands should be together and the
overall appearance should be relaxed yet contained, poised, and graceful
(fig. 45). This “good posture,” with the body erectly aligned and head held
proudly high, is at once the platform, display, and posing-for-pictures
position of Mende women. However, it is quite unseemly for a woman to
be standing at all, especially in the company of men. Standing is a promi-
nent position, and a woman should rather seek to lower herself when
among men. Once a person stands up, all eyes are upon him or her, and it
15 thought that a woman should not advertise herself. To stand is to be
exposed to the public and this is both immodest and dangerous; a woman
should not be such an obvious target. If a woman must stand, then let it be
behind the men, as unobtrusively as possible. The standing position has
further implications in Mende social life. A visitor toa family is expected 1o
sit down; not to do so indicates that one wants more people to come, wants
strangers to come. [tis considered a challenge and a provocative action if a
man who comes with a subject for discussion stands while presenting it.
Either of these two unfriendly aspects of standing are certainly to be
avoided by women_ 59

Sitting

It follows, then, that a woman must always find a place to sit down in
company. A woman will always be provided with a chair or bench: women
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are thought to prefer sivting and are meant 1o sit down more quickly than
men. From earliest childhood a girl learns 1o sit with her legs together, and
by the time she reaches puberty she can sit with full feminine modesty. On
a chair or bench, no matter how low, & woman sits with her knees and feet
tight together. Seated at work, she will tuck her skirt between her legs,
covering her thighs completely. On a mat on the ground, she adopts the
mboghoni posure, a strict ninety-degree angle with her back vertical, legs
together and stretched out straight in front of her on the Hoor (hg. 46).

‘This requirement that females always keep their legs together gives rise
to anumber of games and jokes. Little girls internalize all the admonitions
of their elders. When they go bathing in a stream, girls vie o see who can sit
in the water with legs so close together that water collects in little pools
between the thighs and legs, with no space 1o allow water to How or seep
through. Also, when they play Sande Schools, the girls who imitate the
initiates, mboghoni, are required to sit with their legs straight, while the girl
who is “Sowei” chastises them if their legs should part.b!

There is a weed that grows along the roadside which Mende have
named ghaa ghimei, “leg closing,” because it is thigmotropic. At the lightest
touch the leaves close up, which is always a cause for mirth because of its
association with the women of the community. A Mende woman reacts to
the approach of an outsider by closing her legs. At home with husband or
friends she can sit in a relaxed manner; her casual postures are a sign that
she feels free with the company. So, to tease his wife a hushand will say
suddenly, “1 see Mr. So-and-so coming up the path,” and then laugh as she
immediately claps her legs together into the required respectable Jpos-
ture, 52

Kneeling

As further evidence of their modesty and self-effacement, females lower
themselves by kneeling, bowing, or curtsying when approaching their
seniors and superiors. These postures of fealty and respect are due every
man from his wife and children, every senior wife from the junior wives,
every mother from her child, every Sande Sowei from every nyaha, Kneel-
ing, ngombi-ghakpa, is going down on hands and knees, a position not often
seen by outsiders to the culture but still assumed in traditional rural com-
pounds. As a token ol their deference, and as a sign of their strict and
refined upbringing, most wives will kneel when presenting an evening
meal 1o their hushands or refreshments to a gathering of honored guests.
Most often a woman bows down, mawili, by bending over from the waist
and putting her hands on her knees. This is the “attendant” position for
listening 1o an elder, awaiting instructions, receiving assignments and or-
ders, Another kind of bowing resembles a stoop or deep curtsy. This is
another posture for making present

ations to a senior, whether of 2 mes-
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sage, water, or lood. The junior lowers herself at the side, makes the
delivery, then remains in that position until told she is free to rise and g, B
Walking

A woman’s walk should combine the majestic standing posture with
smooth slide from the hips. Legs together and thighs brushing. the [oo
touches the ground softly and the whole motion is graceful, flexible, buy
disciplined. A walk is a way ol approach, of sell-presentation, and thus is
anexpressive communication. Drageing the feetin the presence of any old
person is an insolent act. Walking with legs apart is sluttish, as though one
has just gotten up from bed alter coitus. Pressing the heels into the ground
Is coarse,

:
ground that “she is walking like a man"—that is, assertively, assurecly,
energetically, rather than with feminine languor®! Far from wanting to
walk “like men,” most women use their style of walking as a major way of
attracting male attention and admiration. Only in walking does a girl have
the opportunity to display her figure fully for the delectation of men. and
she makes the most of it By the way she moves her legs, a girl can make her
behind wriggle and bob up and down. The girls even get enjoyment out of
it themselves, and are fond of walking while looking over their shoulders
to observe their own buttock movements! Mothers complain, to no avail,
that the girls are shaking their hips too much and tantalizing men. In this
otherwise puritanical society, walking and walk-watching is a sport, a game
in which all Mende delightedly participate.

Generally, however, when men criticize a girl's walk it is on the vaguer

Transporting

In Mendeland, women transport pans and buckets on their heads, babies
and bird-cages on their backs, Fine form in head portage requires that the
object be maintained in a state of equilibrium on the head of the person by
isell, without the hands supporting it (Thompson, 1974:84). “Almost
from the time she starts to walk a girl-child imitates the habits of the older
children and women in carrying a bowl or piece of cloth on the head”
(Little, 1967:115). The pride resides in having the load rest easily on the
head with an insouciant countenance that reveals no sign of pressure or
strain, then to walk gracefully, smoothly, with the arms swinging free.
Indeed, as Thompson observes, “To move in perfect confidence with an
object balanced on the head is one of the accomplishments of traditional
life in Africa” (Thompson, 1974:96).

Facial Expression

Men adore a face displaying the clarity and shine of youth and health; they
love to look at a woman and see a bright visage with sparkling eyes and a
smiling mouth. Despite the physical and emotional rigors of compound

duirsi

FHYS:I'CAL Al

and farm
I:.]nining.
calm, con
el iced, 1
demonsty
Female
h;{l_jl}}’ cont
and are n
prise are:
make eve
that their
scarred L
pleases 15
ent, then
Sande nu
feelings,

Looking/t

As Mend
of huma
and comy
dered by
kepe (Inne
project |
space an
are of g
and disp
COUTrse
The v
another.
ner. L'h
strained
greatly
though |
gaze al s
belligerd
Hoor; e
open ju
quiescer
“Just
and soc
afterex
at the by
literally




wWUTY

the
0. 63

th a
foot

but
LS 15
s old

one
sund

Fuer
2dly,
Ig L
ay of
have
cand
e her
utol
lders
rvail,
1 this
Tame

mbies
at the
on by
Imuost
older
1wead”
in the
ire or

free.
ith an
tional

1; they
and a
yound

PHYSICAL AND METAPHYSICAL ASPECTS OF MENDE FEMIMINE BEAUTY 127

and farm life, a girl must always appear cheerful, optimistic, and uncom-
plaining. Whenever in the company of seniors, a feminine face projects
calm, composure, and restraint. The object is to be seen but not heard or
noticed, to seem serious but not gloomy or forbidding, sensitive but not
demonstrative or vulnerable, sweetly appealing but not obvious.

Females are reminded all their lives to show the world a serene and
happy countenance. Frowns, scowls, and pouts indicate a surly personality
and are not allowed. Wide grins, laughter, and grimaces of shock or sur-
prise are considered coarse and gauche. These negative facial expressions
make even the prettiest face “ugly”; and Mende girls too are threatened
that their Faces will “freeze” in these distorting contortions, leaving them
scarred for life. The girl who wins is the girl who pleases; the girl who
pleases is the oneable o appear gentle and submissive.5? (How very differ-
ent, then, is life in the kpanguima, how relaxing and how free! Indeed,
Sande makes a special world where for a time women can ventilate their
feelings, open up their personalities, take off their masks.)

Looking/Gazing

As Mende love eyes and consider them the most appealing and beautiful
of human features, so too they articulate clear canons for the movement
and comportment of the eyes. M uch of the excitement about eyes is engen-
dered by their action, all the nuances and extensions of the verb “to look,”
kpe (Innes, 1969:57). Through looking, one can touch another person, can
project part of oneself onto the other. This ability of the eyes to pierce
space and break through houndaries—in a society where rank and respect
are of prime im portance—calls for control of the way eyes are directed
and disposed. Gazing at another person is a definite form of social inter-
course and, as such, is subject to myriad conventions and standards.

The way in which a woman disposes her eyes, the way she looks at
another, is certainly the single most important aspect of her overall man-
ner. The general expression of a woman's eves must be modest, re-
strained, and quiet (fig. 47). An eye that is alert, darting, piercing, is
greatly condemned. The cyes should have a certain “innocence,” as
though they are “notable to read what is going on.” A woman tries not to
gaze at someone directly in the eyes: a straightforward look 1= considered
belligerent, cheeky. With an elder or a senior person, one looks at the
foor: even in a warm exchange, the junior keeps her eves downcast a bit,
open just enough to see the person hefore her. thereby indicating ac-
quiescence to authority.

“Just looking” is a favorite Mende relaxation. Much of village visiting
and socializing is based on simple looking. A man goes 1o visit his brothers:
after exchanging salutations, they both sit and look at each other. He looks
at the brother. the brother laoks at him; they both look around, yaun jid—
literally, their “eyes walk around” (ibid.:153). Then they glance back at
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ch other. There may be nothing for them to converse about, so they “just
Mook Mende never feel that talk has run out because they are not ac-
ustomed to chatting informally with each other. Conversation between
. "'plc indicates an intimacy beyond the ordinary; they must share some
“cecret and be in private before they can talk freely.b
~ public “people-watching™ is a major form of entertainment. In these
qratified, secretive communities where no one dares ask a superior for an
 explanation, watching is also a principal source of news and information.
Everyone in Mendela nd watches everyone else; one 1s never alone and
“unobserved; there is always someonc nearby taking note of one’s behavior.
‘Watching is done in public, butitis somewhat of aniillicit act. Since looking
' forthrightly atanotherisa breach of etiquette, or even a social crime, every
" individual in the community adopts a personal set of dodges and ruses by
which he or she can take in everything that s going on without appearing
" 16 do so. That is, he must observe all without being observed observing.
This sounds complicated, and itis. Itis also great fun and a real challenge.
" Children are allowed to be wide-eyed as long as they are closed-mouthed.
 Young bachelors, though, have to develop clever tactics if they are to feast
"~ their eyes on the women's charms without being caught doing so. Ah,
~ Mendeland—place of peeking, peeping, prying, and spying; home of
L clandestine ogling, veiled observations, shifting focus. averted eyes, dart-
ing glares, shielded gazes, stolen glances, silent witness!

| ASPECTS OF BEAUTY

£ Beauty as a concept in Mende thought operates on three planes of exis-
. tence—in the world of spirit, in the world of nature, and in the life of
!?"' humans. The spiritual and the natural are seen to establish the standards
§  and values of the human experience. Tingoi, the spiritual notion, is the
~ mystical ideal to be yearned for but never attained, Néki is a description of
~ thebeauty of the natural world around us. Haenjo is the person who in her
appearance most approximates the canons of perfection.

Beauty as an Ideal: Tingoi

: Tingoi is a water spirit wwhich is said to assume the form of an exquisitely
I beautiful woman, and is therefore supposed to be a mermaid ™ (Harris
and Sawyerr, 1969:41). There is no one more beautiful than Timgot;
rather, she is the starting point of beauty, and she is the standard. Her
habitat is the holiest of domains, deep waters oul at sca Or in big rivers
and ponds. Tingoi is a vision that appears dazzlingly and fleetingly o only
a Favored few. Those who claim to have seen her report that she has long,
black, shining hair, a fair complexion, and a long, lined neck. Some say
she has a pointed nose, small, sharply outlined lips, glistening, bright
eves, a smooth, glowing forehead, and succulent breasts.%7 The rest of
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