 0280 / 1143 / 0179 – Laban & Numshang

Laban in Jinghpaw is today translated as Sabbath or Sunday (‘day of rest’) but the word was given this meaning by missionaries based upon their desire to Christianise a particular animist practice. Photographs 0280 and 1143 show laban posts outside Jinghpaw villages. These posts were implanted in the ground at the end of key communal offerings to the spirits performed on behalf of the whole village and, typically, a period of four days inactivity would have followed these offerings. During this time no bodies should be buried, no work carried out and all the villagers were expected to remain quietly and soberly inside their homes.

When travelling through Jinghpaw territories, one would be forewarned of the imminence of a village by the appearance of a numshang and laban posts upon the main route. A numshang (0179) was a place where offerings could be made on behalf of the whole village under the prerogative of the chief and it would have been erected by him at the time of the village’s foundation. It is today common to find a Christian crucifix outside Kachin villages at a site in proximity to that which would have formerly been the numshang and laban. A numshang would typically have contained a large number of altars to a range of spirits, and ideally, a rest place and a banyan tree. A woman marrying into a chief’s family would be brought to the numshang to be presented to the new family and those who had grievances over debts could, as a last resort, sit in the numshang until an agreement had been made to resolve the dispute. 

The main chiefly segments of the lineages also had the exclusive right to make offerings to the shadip nat in their numshang. The shadip nat existed in the earth and was thought to be the spirit Chyanun who was one half of the primary paired creator spirits, Chyanun and Woishun. After procreating for many aeons the spirits were relieved of this onerous duty and Woishun chose to remain in the sky, Chyanun choosing to remain within the earth. A shadip offering would be buried in the ground and  protected by a circular fence, and this is what can be seen on the extreme left of 0179. The right to make offerings to the shadip was the key prerogative of the chief – from this right, all others were derived, including the right to hold manau or give others the right to hold one. The British Administration paid attention to the presence of a shadip numshang in their assessment of the importance of chiefs as it indicated the abode of a lineage chief with whom they should try to establish cordial relations before currying favour with lesser personages. It appears that the British gave some encouragement to the continued ritual practices of numshang, shadip and laban as a means of reinforcing the local authority of the chiefs upon whom they relied. This extra support was probably increasingly necessary because, as the Christian missionaries made progress, Christian converts would refuse to participate in the communal offerings that ritually reaffirmed the chief’s status. Furthermore, as the shadip was the earth spirit, the offerings should not be adulterated by the internment of bodies or ashes during the four day period of enforced inactivity resulting in problems when Christians wanted to bury their dead during this time. 

The offering to the shadip in the numshang forms part of a class of rituals known as matsu tsu. These were not mere propitiations but were requests for fertility and prosperity through the purification and empowerment of the land. The offerings would be made on the routes into the village, at the village water source and at the cultivation site in the effort to create a fecund and protected area within which no malicious spirits could bring harm. All matsu tsu offerings were buried in the ground. The laban and the numshang marked the border across which such malign beings should not pass. 

The laban posts were erected in respect of the ancestors of the chief – the posts cut to a smooth diagonal at the tip in 1143 are similar to ancestor spirit wudang (sacrificial posts) in some areas. The ancestors would be called upon to give their additional protection to the environs of the village. The posts would be found on the main route into the village and also in front of the hut erected at the yi cultivation site just before the planting of the paddy commenced. When the site was to lie fallow, the ancestors would be recalled and would thus leave it without protection. That is why a disused yi was a fearsome place for most Jinghpaw people and was assiduously avoided. In some areas the laban in front of the yi hut were designated male and female and were decorated in the same manner as manau posts. There was often a close identification of the laban with offerings to the ga madai (the earth Madai) and it seems reasonable to conjecture that understanding the origin of the manau posts themselves may lie in closer study of the laban, despite the proliferation of non-laban associated myth.

