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Abstract: This study examines the role of celestial bodies in a selected corpus of Sub-Saharan 
African creation myths and etiological narratives within the framework of cultural and cognitive 
linguistics. It argues that these narratives reflect underlying patterns of collective cultural 
cognition grounded in Ubuntu philosophy. Through the analysis of schemas, conceptual 
metaphors, and blending processes, the paper identifies six recurring patterns that structure the 
representation of the Sun and the Moon as agents of creation and transformation. The findings 
demonstrate that anthropocentrism, interconnectedness, and universal causation function as key 
organizing principles across the corpus. Furthermore, the study shows that conceptual 
operations such as anthropomorphism and metamorphosis serve to make abstract cosmological 
processes experientially accessible. The results support the hypothesis that folktales both reflect 
and reinforce a culturally specific eco-philosophical worldview. Overall, the paper contributes 
to a deeper understanding of how narrative structures encode and sustain collective cultural 
knowledge. 
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Introduction  
 
This study seeks to analyze the role of celestial bodies in African creation myths, focusing on 
instantiations characteristic of Ubuntu, the traditional ecological and moral philosophy of the 
peoples of Sub-Saharan Africa. The research is embedded in the cultural-cognitive framework 
of linguistic theory, and as such, emphasizes the fundamental role of folktales in building, 
shaping, and reflecting the collective cultural cognition of the interpretive community. It will 
be argued that the schemas, metaphors, and blended spaces involving celestial bodies constitute 
a central part of the African belief system related to the acts of creation and destruction. 
Drawing on an extensive corpus of African folk narratives, the research has identified six 
characteristics of creation and etiological stories (or origin stories) which—while often 
reflecting universal conceptualization processes, such as anthropocentrism or the cyclicity of 
nature—reflect the omnipresence of Ubuntu as the foundational schema underlying African 
cultural cognition.  
 
 
1. Theoretical Overview  
1.1. Africa: Between Eurocentrism and Afrocentric Renewal 
 
African oral traditions are an increasingly well-researched topic in anthropological scholarship. 
However, despite the growing interest in developing endogenous ethnographic methods to map 
out the culture of oral storytelling in the Sub-Saharan region, the field is still far from being 
sufficiently explored (Finnegan 2012, 48). Early academic inquiries into African storytelling 
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date back to the mid-nineteenth century, not long before the European empires divided up the 
continent between themselves in the approximately thirty-year period known as the Scramble 
for Africa (ca. 1880–1914). The theoretical propositions adopted in anthropological research at 
the time were massively influenced by the dominant discourse promoting the supremacy of 
European cultures over the “primitive” peoples of Africa (Finnegan 2012, 30–48). In this 
Eurocentric narrative, Europe is defined against other cultures as the center of civilization, 
which progresses in a linear fashion and which should be taken as the standard for comparison 
in terms of economy, social structure, and law. Cultures failing to meet these criteria were 
deemed uncivilized and savage and therefore in need of urgent European intervention (Bowden 
2021, 162–170). These cultures are not part of the Schillerian concept of “universal history” 
(Schiller 1789), as they represent a fossilized stage of human evolution, characterized by 
violence and a lack of self-reflection (Finnegan 2012, 309; Bowden 2021, 162–170). Europe 
acts as the self-appointed guardian of civilization, fulfilling its duty to protect European values 
and to foster progress by imposing its political, economic, and legal structures on cultures that 
are built and function in completely different ways. Post-colonial studies have shown that much 
of the damage inflicted on the economies and societies of Africa before and during the colonial 
period persists to this day (Iniesta 2010; Everill 2024).    
 
Despite the fact that the majority of African countries had gained independence by the early 
1960s (with the exception of Angola, where independence was declared in 1975), Eurocentric 
normativity still prevails in politics, administration, and education. It continues to shape the 
everyday understanding of African cultures and identities, and it seems to persist in academia, 
although to an increasingly lesser extent, given the steady advance of Afrocentric perspectives 
in researching the continent’s diverse cultures, history, and politics, paired with a desire to 
develop endogenous data collection methods in anthropological investigations (Tuwe 2016; 
Keita 2020, 36; Mokhoati 2022). The once dominant (and wildly inaccurate) concept of a 
homogeneous Africa has thus been challenged by a new discourse promoting autonomy, 
intellectual independence, and cultural heterogeneity. In short, contemporary thinking in and 
about Africa is best characterized as a fusion of diverse discursive traditions (Iniesta 2010, 136–
138). 
 
 
1.2. The African folktale  
 
Early research into African oral traditions was naturally embedded in the dominant Eurocentric 
mindset and coincided with the emergence of comparative linguistic and literary studies, which 
marked a revived interest in folk cultures (Finnegan 2012, 29–50). The documentation about 
Africa saw an unprecedented increase shortly before the colonization era (Parker and Rathbone 
2007, 53). The translation of indigenous texts started already in the eighteenth century. While 
it has generally been assumed that written culture was virtually non-existent prior to Europeans’ 
arrival on the continent (except for Quranic scholarship), the reality is that Africa did have its 
own written history long before the first foreign accounts about it emerged. However, these 
documents were largely inaccessible to European scholars as they had been written in the 
indigenous languages, which justified the need for introducing Arabic as an intermediary 
language in the process of translation. (Parker and Rathbone 2007, 53; Finnegan 2012, 52). In 
the late nineteenth century, German scholarship began the systematic collection of African 
folktales, and was soon rejoined by the French and, most notably, the British, these two 
countries being the principal actors of colonization in the region. As Finnegan (2012, 31) notes, 
this endeavor aligned with the then-emerging trends of comparative literary studies. Collections 
of African folktales published in English were popular literary products at the turn of the 
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twentieth century. These editions raise questions about the degree of cultural adjustment made 
during the translation process. Indeed, it has been shown that the narrative structure of African 
folk narratives often underwent noticeable modifications to render them more digestible for the 
Anglo-American readership, a substantial percentage of whom are children (Inggs 2004).  
          
While the role of written histories in transmitting cultural values and knowledge is 
unquestionable, Africa, and especially its Sub-Saharan territories, continues to function as a 
chiefly oral culture where knowledge is transmitted through the diverse forms of communal 
storytelling (Tuwe 2016). Clearly, with the steady increase of literacy in the region over the 
past forty years (69% among the population of 15+ years in 2024 compared to 50% in 1985, as 
reported by UNESCO) and urban growth, traditional forms of storytelling are on the decline, 
but the practice still persists widely (Sone 2018, 156). It is regarded as a communal participatory 
action (Okpewho 2009, 110–111; Finnegan 2012, 16), meaning that both the storyteller (often 
a professional storyteller, a highly revered member of the community) and the audience actively 
shape the plot by contributing to it through interjections, songs, or rhymes. Oral tradition is 
therefore often described by the term communalism, defined as “mutual dependence and 
organic relationships between community and individuals, and among individuals” (Ikuenobe 
2018, 24). Indeed, this practice is deeply embedded in traditional Ubuntu philosophy, as will 
be presented shortly below.  
 
The basic functions of folk narratives include explaining the origins of life and the reasons for 
biological diversity, presenting family genealogies, transmitting values, and building 
community strength by sustaining social order and providing entertainment. Folktales, 
therefore, authorize and validate custom while also marking the limits of socially acceptable 
behavior (Vasina 1971; Okpewho 2009; Finnegan 2012; Ikunobe 2018; Jegede 2021). In other 
words, they are the ultimate source of “indigenous knowledge and epistemologies,” passing 
down knowledge and values to the younger generations. The narrative logic is characterized by 
circularity, openness, and often a lack of explicit moral teaching at the end of the story. This 
latter characteristic reflects the communal interpretive nature of the genre as the individuals are 
expected to infer the assumed lesson themselves (Finnegan 2012, 306).  
 
While African oral traditions have been considered as part of a clearly distinct narrative culture 
and, for that reason, their study should require a more endogenic analytical apparatus (Tuwe 
2016; Osei-Tutu 2023), the apparently universal explanatory power of folk narratives also 
enables the understanding of African folktales in a general interpretive framework. Thompson 
defines the folktale in “the broader sense to include all forms of prose narratives, oral or written, 
which have been handed down through the years” (1977, 4). A more recent definition by Peter 
Seitel presents a more complex understanding of folktales, emphasizing their role in shaping 
communal identity and as markers of in-group belonging: “[Folktales] are metaphors of social 
life. They are abstract, artistic statements that objectify and grant perspective on the culture they 
describe. They enable [a group] to hold aspects of their social world at arm’s length, so to speak, 
to examine them, and to entertain themselves with those images of their own lives” (2008, 30).  
Myths constitute a universal yet incredibly diverse sub-genre of folk narratives. They provide 
a coherent explanation of the origin and the nature of the universe and lay down the attitudes 
and behaviors that are necessary for the individual to become a successful and respected 
member within their interpretive community (Jegede 2021, 233). Conventional themes in myths 
include the concept of the Divine, the creation of the universe, the origin stories of living beings 
(which can be grouped under the umbrella term of etiological or pourquoi stories), the concept 
of Death, and the stories of legendary heroes (Jegede 2021). According to Long’s classification 
(1963), there exist five major types of creation myths: creation from ex nihilio (through logos), 
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emergence of the universe from pre-existing substances, parent myths and world separation 
myths, creation from chaos or from the Cosmic Egg, and Earth-Divider myths (Long 1963, 
cited in Bergman 1994, 209–210). The African concept of creation is to a large extent based on 
the idea of creation ex nihilio, with God being the first cause of all that exists (Kanu and Ndubisi 
2021, 20). God is often referred to as the Maker or the Molder (Bergmann 1994, 205), who 
brings the world to life through craftsmanship, such as molding people out of clay. 
 
Creation by delegation, that is, through a smaller deity who executes God’s command, is also 
a common theme. A classic example of this is the Yoruba creation myth in which Olodumare, 
the Creator, delegates the spirit Orisha Obatalá to carry out the task (Kanu and Ndubisi 2021, 
24). One important aspect of African creation myths is the idea that the universe did not emerge 
in a haphazard fashion but was an ordered event that followed the Creator’s plan. The order of 
creation and the time it took might differ from culture to culture, but intentionality and 
orderliness prevail as general governing concepts (Kanu and Ndubisi 2021, 19).  
 
Anthropological research has shown that despite the obvious culture-specific features, creation 
myths tend to show considerable similarities across cultures (Long 1963; Bergman 1994). 
Bergman proposes four potential reasons for this phenomenon: the possible existence of an 
“original” creation myth that emerged at the dawn of humanity; actual historical events as a 
source for inspiration; external cultural influence; and what he formulates as “common 
psychological human needs,” adjusted to the needs and traditions of the interpretive community 
(Bergman 1994, 206). For example, the concept of the serpent as the symbol of evil in different 
religious contexts might be traced back to the Book of Genesis in the Bible, which potentially 
was an original source of dissemination. However, one cannot overlook the fact that snakes 
have always triggered primordial fear responses in both human and non-human primates, 
indicating a possibly universal biological motivation for the negative symbolism attached to 
this animal (Mundkur 1982, 1). This logic of embodied experience is somewhat contradicted 
by the traditional concept of snakes being viewed as healers (indeed, the snake has been a highly 
conventionalized emblem of medicine and pharmaceutical sciences since Hellenic Antiquity). 
In Egyptian mythology, snakes are divine offspring with healing abilities as well as commonly 
used visual symbols of sovereign power. In the Sub-Saharan cultures, snakes are associated 
with spirituality and the ancestral spirit to this day (Retief and Cilliers 2002). This example 
suggests that generic themes and concepts of human experience are shaped and nuanced by the 
larger cultural context into which they are embedded.  
 
 
1.3. African eco-philosophy in view of cultural cognition  
 
Regardless of their culture-specific features, myths are viewed as metaphors of religious 
thinking and belief systems (see Bergman 1994). They are an inherent part of a culture’s 
narrative, and the stories they tell form the core of the interpretive community’s collective 
identity. In terms of cultural linguistics, these stories are expressions of foundational cultural 
schemas (or grand schemas). Cognitive linguistics argues that human cognition is embodied, 
with our perceived realities being essentially grounded in physical experience, pointing to a 
substantial degree of universality existing in simultaneity with cultural variation (Kövecses and 
Benczes 2010, 18–21; Evans 2012). Brian Shore (1996, 45) describes foundational schemas as 
general frameworks of cognition which have the capacity to structure and connect the various 
frames, cultural models, and metaphors which are specific to a culture and which might seem 
to be unconnected on the surface but, in reality, share the same or similar conceptual basis.  
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One such overarching schema that connects the different aspects of African thinking is known 
as Ubuntu philosophy. The Bantu word “ubuntu” means “humanity” and is often translated as 
“I am because you are,” reflecting the idea of interconnectedness and the importance of the 
common good that lies at the heart of this philosophy (Horsthemke 2015, 10). Ubuntu views 
the universe as a hierarchically structured place, in which all beings are related to each other 
through respect and mutual dependence. In other words, it is a holistic worldview based on 
relational existence, and it is also strongly anthropocentric in that human beings occupy a 
central position in this universe (Edwards 2015; Horsthemke 2015, 11; Mkabela 2015, 285). 
One conventional way to understand the Ubuntu universe is to conceptualize it in terms of a 
tripartite division: the human world, the natural world (animals, plants, non-organic forms of 
existence), and the spiritual realm where our ancestors continue to live after their passing 
(Taringa 2006, cited in Horsthemke 2015, 41–42; Pepera 2025, 23–53). These worlds exist on 
their own right but are, at the same time, inseparably connected to one another. The natural and 
the spiritual worlds are regarded as subordinate to humanity, existing solely for the benefit of 
man. As South African philosopher Augustine Shutte formulated, “Humanity is ‘what the world 
is about’. We are the whole point of the plot, and even God plays a part that is ancillary to our 
own” (1993, 53–54).  
 
Indeed, Ubuntu philosophy is fundamentally concerned with the human condition (Edwards 
2015, 275) and lays down the basis for a natural collective ethic in which the common good 
takes priority over individual interest. Its evident anthropocentrism does not, however, imply a 
vertical hierarchization of beings similar to the Judeo-Christian model of the Chain of Beings, 
a foundational schema which has defined our relation to the natural, social, and transcendent 
world since medieval times (Aradi 2019, 185–191; 2025, 41). In fact, Ubuntu takes a very 
different ontological stance, which might be visually conceptualized as a circular relationship 
between the three worlds. Humans venerate their ancestors and take responsibility for the 
natural world, seeing themselves as ‘custodians’ of the planet (Hortshemke 2015, 26). In his 
philosophical essay on traditional African thinking, anthropologist Ferran Iniesta argues that 
the fundamental difference between Western and African natural philosophies lies in the fact 
that while Western thinking ripped the human being out of nature and elevated it into a superior 
intellectual and moral position, the African worldview has always regarded humans as an 
organic to and inseparable from the natural world (Iniesta 2010, 44–66; 67–71.). The idea is not 
to dominate nature but to exist within and in relation to it. Through this logic, Ubuntu 
establishes the principles of a general eco-philosophy in which each element of the ecosystem 
is a constitutive part of the whole. Kanu (2022) describes African eco-philosophy along six 
dimensions, namely, symbolism, cause and effect, relationship, belongingness, harmony and 
cosmological balance, and solidarity and respect for nature.  
 
Let us now briefly explain each dimension, with reference to Kanu’s analysis (2022). In the 
African context, symbolism is directly related to the spiritual world: animals, plants, and non-
organic natural phenomena represent spirits and forces. In terms of conceptualization processes, 
they act as mediators to help the understanding of non-physical concepts and complex natural 
phenomena. Cause and effect refer to universal causation as a major organizing principle in the 
universe. In its broadest sense, the idea of universal causation assumes that “all events are 
caused and potentially explicable” (Kanu 2022, 7–8). The Western concept of events happening 
by accident is categorically refused in African thinking: as Ozumba (2004) argues, attributing 
something to chance is, in reality, the sheer ignorance of the processes and interactions that 
keep our world moving (Kanu 2022, 9). This view resonates with the concept of creation being 
an ordered event, as explained earlier. The concepts of relationship and belongingness 
emphasize interconnectedness as well as the need for the individual to belong and to find their 



 

6 
 

place in the universe. Lack of relationships and alienation result in the individual gravitating 
towards inexistence.  
 
Harmony and cosmological balance are necessary to maintain a state of equilibrium and to 
safeguard the health of the universe. The ambition towards stability is present in both the 
physical and the spiritual worlds, which are co-dependent and can only be defined in terms of 
each other. The organic fusion of these two seemingly different forms of life creates the 
universe we inhabit. Disturbance to this delicate balance will lead to a crisis, which can 
potentially trigger a collapse in the ecosystem, affecting all that lives and breathes on Earth. 
Humans are therefore responsible for protecting the natural world through the expression of 
solidarity and through taking direct action. Respect for nature means respect for oneself and is 
central to individual and collective well-being (Kanu 2022, 10–12). Indeed, recent research has 
shown that implementing Ubuntu and indigenous knowledge structures into education can 
result in greater ecological awareness (David 2024; Matahela 2025; Shabalala 2025). It is also 
no coincidence that the 2025 G20 Johannesburg summit in South Africa—marking the first 
time in history that an African country hosted the event—promoted “solidarity, equality and 
sustainability as key pillars of inclusive growth” in the spirit of Ubuntu. 
 
From a cognitive-linguistic perspective, Ubuntu, as a foundational schema, represents a culture-
specific ecological model for understanding perceived reality. Entrenched in African cultural 
narratives, it forms the basis of the interpretive communities’ emergent cultural cognition(s). In 
other words, it may be argued that African identities and worldviews are grounded in Ubuntu, 
which provides a clear hierarchy of existence within an anthropocentric mindset as well as a 
practical framework for everyday life. Sharifian (2008, 243–244) argues that cognition is 
emergent because “it may also be viewed as a property of cultural groups, and not just 
individuals. […] [W]hat is being described as cognition here is an emergent system resulting 
from the interactions between the members of a cultural group across time and space”. In this 
sense, cultural cognition is a co-constitutive process (see Ellis 2019), in which individual 
cognition gives rise to collective patterns of cognition, shaped by the interplay of various 
factors. Cultural cognition is dynamic as meaning is continuously re-negotiated across time and 
space within multi-agent systems, bringing about newly emergent conceptualizations in cultural 
groups (Sharifian 2008, 244; 2009, 4). An important aspect of cultural cognition is that it is 
collective but not reducible to the individual level, as one individual cannot possess the entirety 
of cultural knowledge (Panzarasa and Jennings 2006, 406; Sharifian 2008, 244–45). Sharifian 
(2008, 250; 2009, 4–5) argues that cultural conceptualizations—including schemas, metaphors, 
value systems, and associated behaviors—and language are heterogeneously distributed among 
individuals, which provides a natural basis for negotiating meaning, eventually leading to new 
emergent patterns of cognition.   
 
The idea that collective cultural cognition is irreducible to individual cognition goes hand in 
hand with the concept of downward causation. The principle of downward causation argues 
that collective cognition has “causal and explanatory relevance” and has the potential to 
“directly affect its constituents” (Sharifian 2008, 250; 2009, 4–5). All this means that while 
collective cognition cannot be reduced to the sum of individual cognitions, it influences 
individual beliefs and behaviors, while at the same time being both autonomous from and 
dependent on the emergence base (Panzarasa and Jennings 2006, 402). Overall, cultural systems 
can be described as open and emergent complex adaptive systems; Sharifian notes, however, 
that the individuals themselves are complex adaptive systems, possessing their own 
conceptualizations and beliefs as well as an intricate physiological system which regulates 
mental and affective processes (Sharifian 2008, 247). Macro-level systems thus become nested 
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in lower-level systems (Sharifian 2008, 247), and the two shape each other in dynamic 
interaction, which manifests in intellectual and material realities and conventionalized 
structures we commonly perceive as culture.  
 
Maintaining Peter Seitel’s argument of folktales being metaphors of perceived social reality 
(see earlier), it should logically follow that folk narratives reflect the foundational cultural 
schemas of the interpretive community. Cultural linguistic research in folklore literature 
appears to support this assumption (see Ruiz 2007; Szelid 2007; Baranyiné Kóczy 2018; Aradi 
2025 for illustrative examples). With these considerations in mind, the present study therefore 
hypothesizes that folktales substantially contribute to the building, shaping, and strengthening 
of African collective identity through the continuous telling and re-telling of major themes and 
the (often implicit) articulation of acceptable moral behaviors. It is further argued that these 
narratives are intrinsically grounded in the eco-philosophy of Ubuntu. Earlier research in the 
field suggests that the principles of interconnectedness and mutual dependence are generally 
upheld in folktales depicting human-animal relationships, with animal agency being a powerful 
narrative and conceptual element in the corpus examined (Aradi 2025). As a continuation of 
the author’s previous investigation in the field, the current analysis focuses on the schemas, 
metaphors, and blended spaces involving celestial bodies in a selected corpus of Sub-Saharan 
creation myths and origin stories. Major findings indicate that celestial bodies, the Sun and the 
Moon in particular, constitute a fundamental part of the African belief system related to the acts 
of creation and destruction. The analysis has identified six recurring patterns, which will be 
presented in detail below.  
 
 
2. Criteria for analysis and major findings  
 
The corpus comprises 13 creation myths and origin stories selected from six collections of 
African folktales, published between 1910 and 2004 by various UK and US publishers (see 
Appendix). While the number of actual creation myths and etiological stories far surpassed 
thirteen, only tales protagonizing celestial bodies were ultimately included in the corpus.  
The Sun and the Moon are traditionally considered to be universal creative forces in folklore. 
The Moon is associated with femininity, representing life and fertility, while the Sun is 
associated with virility, symbolizing light, heat, and regeneration (Van Over 1980; Govender 
2011). These two celestial bodies together are the metaphorical representation of balance and 
harmony between male and female energies; they regulate life cycles and are responsible for 
life and death. The analysis was conducted along five dimensions, which are as follows:  
 

(1) What roles do the Sun and the Moon fulfill in the individual folktales?  
(2) What act(s) of creation or destruction are the Sun and the Moon responsible for in the 

individual folktales?  
(3) How do the Sun and Moon interact with other forms of existence (natural phenomena, 

animals, humans)? 
(4) What conceptual operations are assumed to be at play in the folktales?  
(5) Is it possible to establish consistent patterns of cognition in the corpus with regard to 

criteria (1)–(4)?  
 
With these dimensions taken as the methodological backbone, the analysis has revealed the 
presence of six recurring patterns, implying noticeable consistency in the conceptual 
organization of the corpus:  
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● The principles of interconnectedness, universal causation and cosmological balance are 
maintained throughout the corpus (see Kanu 2022 earlier in this paper). 

● The traditional metaphorical associations of the Moon and the Sun appear to be 
validated through their actions of creation and destruction as well as through their ability 
to bring about macro- and micro-level changes in the natural order.  

● The Sun, the Moon, and other forms of non-human existence are subject to strong 
anthropocentric conceptualization. Anthropomorphism is a fundamental conceptual tool 
in the narratives.  

● Metamorphosis from human to celestial form is a common pattern of evolution.  
● Evolution of the Sun and the Moon is conceptualized in terms of human life cycles.  
● Much of creation and change is driven by the interaction between nature and the animal 

realm.  
 

The discussion section will interpret these findings in relation to one another through relevant 
examples taken from the corpus. Given that the findings clearly indicate the presence of 
interconnectedness and relationality as the principal organizational forces of the narrative, I 
maintain the argument that Ubuntu constitutes the foundational schema that underlies folk 
beliefs about creation and etiology. The discussion of the findings will not necessarily follow 
the order in which they were presented; as it will be shortly made clear, while they might seem 
to be covering different areas of conceptualization, they appear to be intricately linked to one 
another.  
 
 
3. Discussion  
3.1. Anthropocentric conceptualizations 
 
The first aspect the discussion touches upon is that of anthropocentric conceptualization. As 
explained previously, Ubuntu is an essentially anthropocentric approach which prioritizes the 
human world over other spheres of existence. This philosophy translates into common-sense 
and highly functional everyday practices as well as a strong sense of responsibility for other 
humans and all other forms of life. As the “guardians of the planet,” Africans have deep 
empathy for the natural and spiritual worlds. In terms of conceptualization processes, this means 
celestial bodies and other non-human beings are subject to anthropomorphization. Human traits, 
behaviors, and values are projected onto non-human beings; some animals are given 
supernatural powers, one representative example of which is the mantis, identical with a 
demiurge called Kaggen the demiurge (Finnegan 2012, 332). While it does occur that certain 
species are neglected or presented as their animal selves without any anthropomorphic features 
(Finnegan 2012, 336), it generally holds true that the natural world is assigned human-like 
agency in African folklore (Aradi 2025). This pattern clearly manifests throughout the corpus, 
in which practically all natural phenomena and animals display human characteristics, with 
celestial bodies occupying a privileged position in the hierarchy. The next subsection will look 
at folktales protagonizing the Moon as the ultimate source of change and rebirth in the universe.  
 
 
3.2. The Moon that gives and takes 
 
Through their interconnectedness with the rest of the universe, the Sun and the Moon hold the 
power of creation and destruction, which fundamentally determines their relationship to other 
forms of existence. In addition, their traditional metaphorical associations appear to be 
consistently maintained in the folktales. One of the most illustrative—if not, indeed, the best—
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examples for the Moon being equated with fertility and rebirth is the folktale entitled “Why the 
Hare’s Nose is Slit,” a Khoisan etiological story from South Africa. It tells the story of an 
erroneously delivered message which brings mortality upon all peoples and animals. As 
Govender (2011, 155) notes, people from all across the world have observed that the Moon 
perishes and then reappears in regular cycles, which naturally evoked in them the images of 
birth and growth. In this particular story, the Moon sends different animals to deliver the 
message of immortality to people by pronouncing the words, “Just as I die and come alive again, 
so you also shall die and live again”. Of the several animals commissioned, only Hare proves 
to be fast enough to deliver the message before the first death occurs in a village. When he gets 
there, however, he stumbles upon the words and says: “Just as I die and remain dead, so shall 
you die and perish”. Whether it is a momentary loss of memory or a trickster act (the versions 
of the story vary in this regard), the words mean the death sentence of all living beings.  
 
On a side note, it is worth mentioning that an Afro-American folktale from Guadeloupe entitled 
“The Origin of Life and Death” employs a similar narrative logic to explain the origins of Death, 
potentially indicating the dissemination of the narrative pattern across the Americas during the 
transatlantic slave trade (Abrahams 1985, xix–xx). The story of the Hare bringing death upon 
the world echoes important ontological beliefs: death was not a natural consequence of life, and 
it resulted from a mistake and has now become inevitable (Jegede 2021, 240). The Moon has 
the power to regulate macro-level life processes through the power of the world. 
 
Embedded in this narrative, one can, however, find another story, one that explains why hares 
have a slit nose through an unlikely interaction. When Moon learns about Hare’s fatal mistake, 
she grabs a burning log from the villagers’ campfire and hits the rabbit in the face. This rips the 
area below Hare’s nose wide open, and the resulting look will become the inherited phenotype 
of the species. In counterattack, Hare throws the ashes at Moon, burning her face—and this is 
the African origin story of why the Moon has craters on its surface. The embeddedness of causal 
relationships in the folktale demonstrates the interconnectedness of beings, events, and actions 
in the African universe.  
 
Another example of Moon’s power to give and take—or, in this particular case, to take and give 
back—can be found in the story entitled “The Mantis and the Moon”. As mentioned above, the 
praying mantis is an animal of central importance in Khoisan cultures. In this folktale, a mantis 
tries to catch the Moon from a tree branch. After multiple failed attempts, his desperation turns 
into fury, and he throws a stone at Moon (who, as the Reader already knows, suffers from the 
consequences of what Hare did to her face). The stone shatters the reflection of the pond under 
the mantis, and the “thousand splinters of moonlight” pierce the eyes of the arthropod, causing 
him permanent blindness (98). Regretting what he did, the mantis tries to pray to the Moon to 
help him ease his agony by holding his forelegs in a praying position. The Moon forgives him 
and returns his eyesight, but since then all descendants of the mantis are destined to live their 
lives in the same humble posture, praying to the Moon as a way of atonement: “And they sit, 
their forelegs held up in praise of the Moon who forgave and restored the sight of their 
ancestors—the small, short-winged one, who wished to be a god.” While definitely etiological 
in genre, the “Mantis and the Moon” is also the story of cosmological balance. The logic of 
retributive justice in the narrative clearly marks the limits of transgression, signals the Moon's 
superior position, and, metaphorically, validates social hierarchy. 
 
Creation is the subject of the next folktale entitled “How Moon Fathered the World” (Beier 
1966, 16–18). In this Zimbabwean creation myth, the Moon is unconventionally depicted with 
masculine qualities. He creates the natural world through marriage with other celestial bodies. 



 

10 
 

The following excerpt tells the process of creating fauna, with Morningstar birthing all that is 
green on Earth:  
 

The following morning he [Moon] saw that Morningstar’s body has swelled up. 
And she gave birth to trees, grasses and all kinds of plants until the entire world was 
green. They grew and they grew until they touched the sky. But when they touched 
the sky the rain began to fall. (15–16) 
 

Moon’s marriages with other entities define the different stages of creation. The Moon is the 
procreator of terrestrial life, but he himself is a product of creation by God, who also chooses 
the wives for him to ease his sorrow and loneliness on the uninhabited Earth, which the Moon 
chose to be his dwelling. This myth is a variation of the theme of life originating from a single 
divine entity. However, creation does not happen by the word of God but through action and—
as can be seen from the quote above—through interaction. While primarily a creation myth, the 
folktale is also a metaphor of the cyclicality of life. Moon originally emerges from the ocean (a 
motif that will be discussed shortly) and, after being murdered by his children, is thrown back 
to the ocean, where he is reborn and from where he returns to reclaim his position in the sky:  
 

[T]hey strangled Moon and they threw him into the ocean and they made another 
man their king. But Moon rose from the sea and he pursues Morningstar across the 
sky, his first wife with whom he had been happy. (17) 
 

The ascension of the Moon from the depths of the ocean to the sky might be considered as a 
metaphor of rebirth and recommencement.  
 
The concept of creating world order through ascension appears to be a regular occurrence in 
these myths. The Nigerian etiological story entitled “Why the Sun and Moon Live in the Sky” 
(Dayrell 1910) tells the reason why the two bodies had to yield their dwelling on Earth to their 
friend water and move up to the sky:  
 

Many years ago the sun and water were great friends, and both lived on the earth 
together. The sun very often used to visit the water, but the water never returned his 
visits. At last the sun asked the water why it was that he never came to see him in 
his house, the water replied that the sun's house was not big enough, and that if he 
came with his people he would drive the sun out. The sun promised to build a very 
big compound, and soon afterwards he returned home to his wife, the moon, who 
greeted him with a broad smile when he opened the door. The sun told the moon 
what he had promised the water, and the next day commenced building a huge 
compound in which to entertain his friend. […] The water then began to flow in, 
accompanied by the fish and all the water animals. […] When the water was level 
with the top of a man's head, the water said to the sun, "Do you want more of my 
people to come?" and the sun and moon both answered, "Yes," not knowing any 
better, so the water flowed on, until the sun and moon had to perch themselves on 
the top of the roof. Again the water addressed the sun, but receiving the same 
answer, and more of his people rushing in, the water very soon overflowed the top 
of the roof, and the sun and moon were forced to go up into the sky, where they 
have remained ever since. (Abridgment by Author) 
 

While the previous examples of the analysis protagonized the Moon only, in this story, the 
Moon and the Sun appear as a married couple. Separation from water is a necessity, not the 
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consequence of unresolved conflict, and there is no explicit indication of a power struggle being 
involved. The folktale might thus be interpreted as an origin story of cosmological balance.  
In other stories, however, the relationship of the Sun and the Moon appears to be less balanced. 
A short etiological story of the Fon from former Dahomey (Bénin) recounts how the Moon 
tricked the Sun into throwing his children into the water to protect people from the excessive 
heat they caused during daytime. In “The Origin of Fishes” (Beier 1966, 14–15), Sun’s children 
turned into fish, did not recognize their father anymore, and died in the open air. The origin 
story of the first fishes is, at the same time, a naïve explanation for why the stars are visible by 
moonlight and disappear during daytime. 
In some tales featuring the Sun as its protagonist, ascension happens through metamorphosis 
and is associated with increased power. The next subsection will discuss the metaphorical 
motivation underlying this theme. 
 
 
3.3. Ascension through metamorphosis 
 
The South African folktale “How the Jackal Got its Stripe” (Metelerkamp 1914) is a complex 
narrative of causes and effects that involves a wide spectrum of intentions and decisions. The 
story is a combination of etiological and trickster elements. The narrator of the story, Outa 
(Uncle) Karel, begins by stating: “The Sun was a strange little child […] [H]e never had any 
Pap-pa or Mam-ma. No one knew where he came from. He was just found by the roadside”. 
The origin of the Sun is unknown, meaning there is no evidence of it being born through divine 
creation (cf. “How the Moon Fathered the World” in the previous subsection). Hunters find a 
little brown baby in the bushes, and they want to save him, but his little body is radiating light 
and is so hot that nobody can hold him: 
 

They didn’t come too near, my baasjes [children], because they were frightened, 
but they wanted to see the strange brown baby that could talk, and that burned like 
a fire. All of a sudden he stretched himself; he turned his head and put up his little 
arms. Bright sparks flew from his eyes, and yellow light streamed from under his 
arms, and—hierr, skierr—the Men of the Early Race fell over each other as they 
ran through the milk-bushes back to the road. My! but they were frightened! 
 

They end up leaving him there, and the jackal (a common trickster figure in this narrative 
tradition, next to the spider and the hare) jumps on the opportunity to take him as prey. Making 
him the false promise of returning him home, the jackal puts him on its back with the intention 
of bringing him back to the jackal’s den. On the way there, the baby burns the animal’s back so 
much that the characteristic stripes of the black-backed jackal’s fur start to appear: 
 

Every time Jakhals called out that he was burning, the baby slipped a little further, 
and a little further, till at last he had hold of Jakhals by the tail, and then he wouldn’t 
let go. Even when Jakhals called out, he held on, and Jakhals’s tail burnt and burnt. 
My! it was quite black! 
 

The story ends in the Sun-baby’s showing his true potential when he tries to defend himself 
against the pack of jackals who want to devour him:  
 

[F]rom under the baby’s arms streamed brightness and hotness, and out of the 
baby’s eyes came streaks of fire, so that Jakhals winked and blinked, and tried to 
make himself small in the sand. Every time he opened his eyes a little, just like slits, 
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there was the baby sitting straight in front of him, staring at him so that he had to 
shut them again quick, quick. […]‘You’ll know me again when you see me,’ said 
the baby, ‘but never, never again will you be able to look me in the face. And now 
you can go.’ From that day, my baasjes, he has a black stripe right down his back 
to the tip of his tail. And he cannot bear the Sun, but hides away all day with shut 
eyes, and only at night when the Old Man with the bright armpits has gone to sleep, 
does he come out to hunt and look for food, and play tricks on the other animals. 
(Abridgement by Author) 
 

Besides explaining the unique phenotype and lifestyle of the black-backed jackal, this folktale 
is essentially grounded in metamorphosis, a conceptual blend that emerges from the integration 
of two or more mental spaces or other domains of experience (Fauconnier and Turner 2008; 
Kövecses and Benczes, 2010; Turner 2012). The basis of this blend may be traced back to a 
metaphor which conceptualizes the evolution of celestial bodies in terms of the human life 
cycle. For example, in his analysis of the image of the Grim Reaper as a conceptual blend, 
Kövecses (2010, 269) proposes that the blend is rooted in two metaphors, namely, EVENTS ARE 

ACTIONS (i.e., death is seen as an action, not a natural occurrence) and PEOPLE ARE PLANTS.  
 
At the level of system schemas, this metaphor can be extended into THE LIFE CYCLE OF PEOPLE 

IS THE LIFE CYCLE OF PLANTS, based on the conceptual similarity between the development and 
decay of the two life forms (Kövecses 2016, 36–37). The elements of the domain PLANT LIFE 

CYCLE are projected onto the domain HUMAN LIFE CYCLE to make this latter, largely abstract 
concept more understandable for the brain (for conceptual metaphors, see Lakoff and Johnson 
1980; Kövecses 2010; 2016; 2020; Kövecses and Benczes 2010). For example, youth is 
conceptualized as blooming (in the spring), and old age as withering (in the fall). The blend of 
the Sun-baby assumes a similar logic, but in this case, the projection is reversed: the folklore 
understanding about the evolution of celestial bodies is grounded in our experience and 
knowledge about human life cycles, with infancy being in focus. The corresponding culture-
specific metaphor might therefore be formulated as THE LIFE CYCLE OF CELESTIAL BODIES (THE 

SUN) IS THE LIFE CYCLE OF THE HUMAN BEING (THE INFANT). 
 
Exemplifying embodied cognition in its purest form, the Sun-baby is a blend in which are united 
the relevant properties of both domains to create an anthropomorphic representation of the Sun, 
emphasizing (seeming) vulnerability coupled with supernatural power. The Sun-like qualities 
–heat, fiery eyes, light shining through armpits– are elements of everyday knowledge about the 
Sun. In this context, however, these properties are not only indicative of the star but are 
associated with the qualities of superior power. The emergent blend cannot, therefore, be 
described as the mere sum of its constitutive parts. It is, in fact, grounded in the principle of 
interconnected, relational existence in the African worldview and forms part of the interpretive 
community’s beliefs about cosmological order.  
 
The last folktale presented in detail in the study is a variation on the theme of the human-
celestial blend. Another etiological story from South Africa, entitled “The Sun: A Bushman 
Legend,” explains the Sun’s ascension into the sky. The folktale starts with a quick glimpse 
into colonial culture when the same Outa Karel tells the children that his people did not know 
about fire prior to the white men (i.e., the Dutch) arriving in Southern Africa:  
 

“They [the Bushmen] did not cook, for they did not know how to make fire. But 
when the white man came, then they learnt. Baasjes see, Outa’s head is big – bigger 
than the Baas’s head – but that does not help. It’s the inside that matters, and the 
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white man’s head inside here” – Outa tapped his wrinkled forehead – “Alla! but it 
can hold a lot! 
“In the olden days, when Outa’s people were cold they crept into caves and covered 
themselves with skins, for they had no fire to sit by. Yes, they were sorry when the 
Old Man in the sky put down his arms and lay down to sleep.” (Emphasis by Author) 
 

In response to the children’s questions as to who the ‘Old Man’ is, Outa Karel tells the ancient 
story of the Man from whose armpits “brightness steamed” and who could light up his 
immediate surroundings by simply lifting his arms. The fellow villagers quickly realized that 
he could light up larger spaces if he were higher up in the sky. They decided to put him up into 
the sky:  
 

So the young men went to the place where the man lay sleeping. Quietly they went, 
my baasjes, creeping along in the red sand so as not to wake him. He was in a deep 
sleep, and before he could wake the strong young men took him under the armpits 
and swung him to and fro, as the wise old woman had told them. Then, as they 
swung him, they threw him into the air, high, high, and there he stuck. 
The next morning, when he awoke and stretched himself, lifting up his arms, the 
light streamed out from under them and brightened all the world, warming the earth, 
and making the green things grow. And so it went on day after day. When he put 
up his arms, it was bright, it was day. When he put down one arm, it was cloudy, 
the weather was not clear. And when he put down both arms and turned over to go 
to sleep, there was no light at all: it was dark; it was night. But when he awoke and 
lifted his arms, the day came again and the world was warm and bright. 
 

The folktale explains the regular changes between day and night, as well as certain changes in 
the weather in terms of the man’s movements. Moreover, seasons appear to come and go in 
function of the man’s distance from Earth: 
 

Sometimes he is far away from the earth. Then it is cold: it is winter. But when he 
comes near, the earth gets warm again; the green things grow and the fruit ripens: 
it is summer. And so it goes on to this day, my baasjes: the day and night, summer 
and winter, and all because the Old Man with the bright armpits was thrown into 
the sky. 
 

This logic provides a naïve explanation for the tilt of Earth’s axis, which is the actual 
astrophysical reason for the change of seasons. When children contest Outa Karel: “But the Sun 
is not an Old Man, Outa. And he hasn’t any arms,” Outa goes on to explain:  
 

No, my baasje, not now. He is not a man any more. But baasjes must remember 
how long he has been up in the sky—spans, and spans, and spans of years, always 
rolling round, and rolling round, from the time he wakes in the morning till he lies 
down to sleep at the other side of the world. And with the rolling, baasjes, he has 
got all rounder and rounder, and the light that at first came only from under his arms 
has been rolled right round him, till now he is a big ball of light, rolling from one 
side of the sky to the other. 
 

Again, not knowing that Earth spins around its axis, the folk logic assumes that it is the Sun 
that engages in incessant yet systematic movements, determining the natural order. Indeed, this 
is a perfectly logical assumption based on mere visual observation. What is of interest here is 
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the detailedness of the human-celestial blend. In contrast to the previous folktale, where the Sun 
is depicted as a baby, here it is an adult man in possession of a superhuman ability, which could 
be turned to the benefit of the whole community. Through the actions of the villagers, the man 
ascends into the sky, bringing light and warmth everywhere around the world and creating 
cyclical order (Outa Karel talks about the times when the first people, called the “Early Race,” 
lived). Through continuous motion, the once human being transforms into the Sun. Indeed, the 
input domains of the blend appear to be especially detailed. For example, the ray of sunlight is 
the light radiating from the Sun’s fingers, normally rolled up in the “fiery ball,” but extended 
before dark and in the early morning, just as the Sun goes to sleep or wakes up. The 
metaphorical mapping of the human life cycle, including the physical properties of the human 
being, onto the origin story of the Sun appears to be consistent in the two folktales, suggesting 
the presence of general conceptual schemas in the culture. The detailedness of the imagery 
provides structure to the blend (see Kövecses 2010, 203) and helps to establish coherence.  
 
Finally, one further aspect of the findings needs to be briefly addressed, related to the role of 
interaction in creation and in establishing natural order. The folktales presented in the analysis 
all involved the supernatural powers of the Moon and the Sun (or Sun-blends) as the catalysts 
for change. At the same time, the use of these powers was, in most cases, elicited by other 
agents, animals, or ordinary human beings, who interacted with the celestial bodies in the hope 
of some benefit or out of curiosity or greed (see the “Mantis and the Moon”). In other words, it 
appears that interaction can be a primary cause of change, embedded in the system of universal 
causation (Kanu, 2022). Cause and its effect can therefore be understood as the direct 
consequence of the agents’ intentions and actions, supporting, once again, interconnectedness 
as the general underlying principle of existence.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The findings of this study lend strong support to the research hypothesis that African creation 
myths and etiological stories are structured by culturally embedded patterns of cognition 
grounded in Ubuntu philosophy. The analysis of the corpus confirms that Ubuntu operates as a 
foundational schema through which African peoples conceptualize creation, change, and 
existence. The recurring schemas, metaphors, and conceptual blends identified across the 
corpus demonstrate that narratives involving celestial bodies, the Sun and the Moon in 
particular, are not isolated symbols but coherent reflections of a relational and interconnected 
worldview grounded in the deep veneration of nature. The consistent presence of 
anthropocentrism, universal causation, and cosmological balance indicates that these stories 
encode a culturally specific and systematically organized model of perceived reality. The Sun 
and the Moon function as dynamic agents whose roles are shaped through interaction, 
transformation, and integration with other domains of existence. The analysis has also shown 
that conceptual operations such as anthropomorphism and blending serve as cognitive tools that 
render complex cosmological processes experientially accessible. These patterns are not merely 
conventionalized narrative themes but manifestations of a broader eco-philosophical 
framework that emphasizes interdependence and moral responsibility. The study therefore 
reinforces earlier findings suggesting that folktales play a constitutive role in shaping African 
cultural cognition at a collective level.  
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Appendix: The corpus 
 
NB. Due to length constrictions, not all of the thirteen folktales analyzed were presented in the 
study. 
 
1.The Sun. A Bushman Legend 
2.The Stars and the Stars’ Road  
3.Why the Hare’s Nose is Slit (The Message) 
4.How the Jackal Got his Stripe 
5.Why the Sun and the Moon Live in the Sky 
6.Why the Moon Waxes and Wanes 
7.Why the Sky is Far Away 
8.Morning and Evening 
9.The Origin of Fishes 
10.The Chameleon and the Lizard 
11.The Pitcher and the Basket 
12.The Mantis and the Moon 
13.The Mother who Turned to Dust 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


