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The striking figure in picture 242 is that of a Jinghpaw joiwa dumsa – a man who could propitiate spirits of various levels on behalf of ordinary men. A joiwa is the highest form of priest who could engage with the Madai spirits at a manau, and dumsa is a more general category used to describe priests who could propitiate other spirits of higher and lower status. The joiwa and dumsa ritual offices were thus of differing status and a person who was interested in taking on this role would have to learn the appropriate recitations and slowly increase his rank through long practice. Almost anybody could propitiate the smallest nats, the shortest recitation being to a spirit which causes itchiness, amounting to ten words in all. However, a joiwa at a manau would have to recite throughout the night for four days, although at great hting htang manau, at which manau were held consecutively at both ends of the house, it could be as many as eight. Thus, although anyone could take on the role, the joiwa dumsa  was not a sacerdotal caste, few had the persistence of interest to accept the challenge.

The oral recitations at a manau, a funeral or a wedding took the form of a series of discrete sections, which could be adjusted according to the length of the event or the wealth of the owner. The people who would recite at these big festivals would be selected by divination. In this way, someone might be able to perform the rites of the joiwa but might be asked to act only as dumsa at a manau. In such cases, they should be referred to as dumsa and not joiwa. There would usually be some discussion and argument as to the form and content of the ritual to take place. These negotiations were difficult because the gathered ritual practitioners, if they came from neighbouring villages, might all have slightly differing interpretations of correct custom. Getting the ritual exactly right was paramount – any mistakes could result in tragedy for the person on whose behalf the ritual was being performed and possibly the payment of large amounts of compensation.

A joiwa dumsa would learn his trade sitting at the feet of experienced priests at the various festivals one attended. It was typical for a line of verse to be recited and then all those who wished to do so would repeat it. In this way, familiarity with patterns, imagery and the appropriate vocabulary would be transmitted without formal training. Every recitation would have a specific tune which was instantly recognisable to man and spirits alike. The sign of a great joiwa dumsa would be to incorporate fine use of imagery and vocabulary without interfering with the rhythm of this tune [see notes on Imagery]. In a Jinghpaw recitation, the basic format was to use couplet sentences, the grammar of which was as flexible as rhythm, opium and alcohol might dictate but which would carry key words that would be paired across the two sentences as synonyms or for aesthetic or euphonic reasons. On some occasions, the two words might both be necessary for meaning, at other times one might be lexically meaningless. Thus, the convoluted syntax and the often redundant vocabulary resulted in a recitation that was incredibly difficult for ordinary Jinghpaw speakers to understand. At their best, these recitations were melodious, vividly imagined and eloquent expositions of Jinghpaw custom demonstrating great depth of lexis and poetical creativity; at their worst, they were drugged, incoherent mumblings in which the tune became all important with a few key words thrown out. The great joiwas were rare even in Green’s day and with their disappearance an opportunity to learn of the richness of traditional Kachin theology, philosophy and custom has also diminished. Today, a few with the joiwa knowledge remain but they have typically renounced their animist faith and may not have recited for twenty years or more.

The joiwa dumsa tradition was entirely oral. There is a myth that their recitations were originally written on a leather hide but that during their migrations they were forced to consume it through hunger. The Karens have a similar belief and there has been some suggestion that the early missionaries themselves generated this idea for their own purposes in promoting the written text of the Bible. Certainly Reverend Hanson presented his completed Jinghpaw translation of the Bible by holding it aloft and stating ‘Here is the book!’ as if the endeavour had been to try to reclaim the true religious faith of the ancient Kachins which had previously been eaten. Whatever may be the case, the root of it seems to spring from the use of phrases in the joiwa dumsa implying internalised wisdom, a knowledge that springs from deep within the intestines and stomach considered the seat of deep feeling amongst the Jinghpaw.

Photograph 242 has been matched with P100 depicting Shan paper making as, in a Kachin context, these two pictures demonstrate the great insecurity that modern Kachins experience when talking about their traditional practices [as in 1996-9]. The fact that written literature only came with the missionaries is taken as a symbol of the degeneracy of previous custom, especially as their Shan and Burmese neighbours had developed these skills. Previously, any Kachin who wanted a literate education would have had to travel to the monasteries of the plains. It is difficult today to convince young Kachin people that it is worthwhile learning to read Jinghpaw, and even harder to encourage literate knowledge of the other Kachin languages, when the orthography and syntax lacks clarity in written form and years of conflict has resulted in little of literary merit being produced. There are therefore measures afoot to try and standardise the Jinghpaw script and to mark tones making it easier to relate to the familiar spoken language. Yet without knowledge of the joiwa dumsa, the vocabulary of the modern language is sadly greatly reduced.

