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ABSTRACT The Sukuma of Tanzania have no tradi-
tional religious organizations, only & wide-ranging van-
ability in their religious practices within a loose para-
digm which makes secialization to specific practices
unlikely. Religions practices as social motations may
survive or disappear.

One mutant religious praciice which failed io sur-
vive |s deseribed which shows the unlikelibood of a
general developmental process from ideas present in the
very young which could account for their basic reli-
gious ideas

Researchers may see few ceremonles and expecting
1o find & religious organization,consiruct one on slemder
evidence, thus showing thelr preferences for & ayetems
rather tham on action opproach im fleld work.

INTRODUCTION

Human bechaviouwral patterns are so varied
that it 15 not possible that a particular trait
could be present in all religious practices.
The comparison between wet and dry, rural
and urban environments is enough 1o disallow
that possibility, apart from the fact that defi-
nitions of religion are very vared.

From this conclusion the swing is 1o the
opposite extreme that all cultural traits in-
cluding religion ones are socially transmined,
that passive socialization accounts for every
social practice and that this is largely picked
up as we go along and change.

Then there is Boyer's hypothesis (Bover,
1994) that there is a human developmental
process from ideas present in the very young
baby which accounts for basic religious ideas.
It is perhaps unwise to describe changes in
the thinking processes of humans as develop-
mental in the Piagetian sense when some
changes appear to be retrogressive. A child's
cognitive development may reach an accept-

able level in late adolescence and then de-
cling in cognitive ability as mental activity
becomes routine and there is limited mew ex-
periential imput,

Any theory of cognitive development bas-
cd on the human biclogical unit has to in-
clude the reality rather than the possibility of
mutation;the biologically inexplicable ap-
pearance of a new element. If a mutation is to
succeed rather than disappear, it has to be
passed on in a biologically successful way for
which the personal feelings of the carriers
cannot be accountable. It has no mind 1o or-
ganize its own survival, Selfish or not there
has o be an element of luck in this survival;
the rains have to come on time and the land-
slide has not happensd.

Cognitive developments on the other hand
may include mutations. Leaps of undersiand-
ing connecting a series of provided or known
facts in a new and original way are explicable
even if they are unusual. Inspiration or a mes-
sage from God or the spirits may be some-
thing different since they may have no known
origin. These cognitive mutations which
cause new religions o emerge are obvious in
human history. Clearly any religion has to
have an environment in which it is possible
for it to grow beyond the mind of the originat-
ing person.

The cognitive mutation carried by this per-
son has to appeal 10 others as it must have
failed to do with many religious ideas which
never developed beyond the minds of their
originators; ideological neonatal deaths, The
history of religions is full of potentially suc-
cesslul religious leaders whose ideas and pra-
ctices did not go further than their own initiated
cult. Any such example which turns into a
mass movement cannot be seen as part of some
overall and pervasive cognitive development
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which has cross-culiural inevitability. Buddha,
Christ and Mohammad in real terms have noth-
ing in common,much less a shared idea,

A COGNITIVE MUTATION AND ITS
DISAPPEARANCE

The seminal event which gave rise 1o a re-
consideration of socialization and any devel-
opmental theory of cognition and its limita-
tions as a ttal explanation for behaviour was
my présence al an ancestor propitiation cere-
mony in Usukuma, Tanzania in 1953_

I was at that time a District Officer in the
Tanganyika Adminisirative Service and had
been in that area for the previous three years,
and I returned after independence as an aca-
demic when | made four subsequent field
irips to Usukuma. [ was bilingual in Swahili
and had a working knowledpe of Sukuma. In
some thirty five years association with the
Sukuma [ have published some 24 articles,
one paperback and a book on the Sukuma,
Thus I could be said to have had a reasonahly
adequate exposure to this particular culture.

The Sukuma are a pasioral agricultural
people living on the cultivation steppe of
north-western Tanzania to the south of Lake
Victoria. They are the largest tribe in that
country both in terms of numbers and the area
they occupy. Only some 15 per cent have
converted to Christianity and Islam and their
traditional religious ideas have survived in
popular use through constant adaptation and
widespread variation.

At the time of this ceremony the prevailing
religious idea was that ancestors acted upon
their descendents cither because they had
been injured by some behaviour when they
were alive, usually at least a generation back
or that their descendents were behaving in
ways that damaged the spiritual survival of
these ancestors (Tanner, 1957, 1958a, b,
1959, 1969),

People suffering from some misfortune
went 1o @ diviner who prescribed some ritual
action which would mollify their ancestors
and return their descendents to the status quo
[rom which their own behaviour had diverted
them. The diviner in this case was a 35 year
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old thin non-literate man with uncut hair,
wearing numerous bangles and amulets 1esti-
fying to his close connections with the spirit
world, who had been practising successfully
for some years. The size of his traditional
house and his reputation was such that the
news of this proposed propitiation ceremony
had been picked up by my chief and most val-
ued informant Juma Ndamulo.

This diviner had prescribed a ceremony
which he himself would conduct in his own
compound for the afflicted family to reduce the
active annoyance of their ancesiors. All this
process was standard Sukuma procedure which
could have been found in many situations
among a then population of over two million.

His prescription was for these family me-
mbers o walk along a 25 foot shallow trench
filled with stones which had been heated for
some time by a wood fire burning on top.
This ritual was markedly dissimilar to any
that I had seen or even heard of nor did my
subsequent enguiries provide any clues. The
parallels to Hindu ritual behaviour are obvi-
ous but the small Indian trading community
in the area had never carried out such a cere-
mony nor indeed would such ostentation fit in
with their low religious profile. The diviner
could not read.had not seen any pictures of
such actvity nor had he ever travelled outside
the tribal area. Indesd his appearance, living
conditions and way of life would suggest an
extreme iraditionalist,unaware of radical po-
litical, economic and social changes which
were already substantially modifying the Su-
kuma way of life.

This analysis attempis (o see this event as a
cognitive mutation and therefore inexplicable
in terms of Boyer's hypothesis of a lowest
common denominator of cognition {Boyer,
1994} which would account for the natural-
ness of religion overall,

THE SUKUMA RELIGIOUS PARADIGM

The principles within which Sukuma reli-
gious practice would seem to work are very
general and ill-defined and allow them to de-
velop a wide range of what are in effect indi-
vidual forms of religious rituals for which the
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gencrally accepted meaning of socialization
would not apply.

These principles are firstly that some as-
pects of the individual survive death in the
mediwm-term rather than soon after death,
Secondly that certain people are especially
likelv to be able to contact non-physical fore-
cs and 1o influence and manipulate them but
that this 15 mot an inherned power. Lastly that
properly performed rituals can bring aboul
physical changes,

These preconditions for what is known as
Sukuma religion would appear to be almost
human universals, Each part of Sukuma soci-
ety provides a sel of constraints that make it
more or less likely that certain ideas will or
will not survive, and for their development in
a particular form. We do not know enough
aboul Sukuma society to be able 1o postulate
the relative probability of certain ritual traiis
developing or for how long existing ritwal pr-
actices have existed if they have not just been
individual forms,

THE VARIABILITY OF NOMN-
LITERATE RELIGIONS

In the Sukwema social and ecological envi-
ronmen! the shere utility of unspecific reli-
gious ideas has led to their development on
lines largely free of institutional influences.
This would appear 1o be an example of Sper-
ber's law of the epidemiology of representa-
tiens (Sperber, 1985) by which certain magi-
co-religious ideas, on being pul inlo practice,
catch the attention of small groups under lo-
cally dominant individuals within which
group these representations flourish or fade.

The above ceremony seems to be an exam-
ple of this and obvious]y required a great deal
of preparation but had not attracted more than
a dozen spectators apart from the partici-
pants, This type of ceremony was never re-
peated and ten years later this man had aban-
doned his diviner-physician career and was
attempting to become a local political repre-
sentative in the Tanganyika African Mational
Union,the only political party in the country.
Thus striking as the ceremony may have been
te an owiside observer, it failed to catch on

perhaps because il required a lot of scarce
wood fuel and more likely because of & com-
hination of what his neighbours considered 10
be an aggressive personality and the high cost
unsuccessiul ceremonies.

Sukuma religious ceremomics have a built-
in instability not just because of the effects of
external forces, There is no tribal religious
schomate 1o which practitioners and petition-
ers can defer. Thus there is no such thing as a
tribal religion with recognizable characteris-
tics which would have produced something ap-
proaching a tribally recognized order of ser-
vice,

Researchers into the religions of non-liter-
ate peoples are hypothesizing about the reli-
gious practices of large numbers of people on
the basis of a very few ceremonies which they
have been able 1o witness, in view of the short
periods spent in leldwork at a sufficiently in-
tegrawed level to be involved in such public
and private ceremonies. If the great anthropol-
ogists had seen more than a very fow ceremao-
nies then therr books would have included
more photographs if only becawse it would
have given their studies a wider market
(Evans-Pritchard, [937, 1956).

In the total of four years walking about
Usukuma I attended about ten ceremonies
which 1 photographed and walked w if not in-
terviewed hundreds of which some were re-
corded on tape from which | wrotc about a
Sukuma religious system. Missionaries also
tended 1o see the Sukuma reditional religion
as o syslem whereas perhaps the local clergy
saw il as a more dispersed background of
ideas and practices of Sukuma,

I came from employment in an organization
which was clearly a system, the colonial gov-
eronment and [ had been educated in several
parts of an education system. In addition |
banked in a system, was a member of the Bo-
man Catholic Church apart from systematically
collected the medicinal plants in Usukuma to a
wotal of some 2000 specimens lodged in the
Mational Herbarium at Kew, London. The
books 1 read about Africa had titles like The
Religion of the Nuer which detailed a system
for a society which was far more elemenial
than the Sukuma. T was emersed in systems and
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s0 were the missionaries with whom I dis-
cussed the religion of the Sukuma on numer-
0ls occasions so it was scarcely unsurprising
that I found the Sukuma to have a religious sys-
tem. In the sense implied,it did not exisi,

SOME PAST CONCLUSIONS FROM
THE PRACTICE OF RELIGION

While it is epsy enough to postulate evolu-
tionary consirainis and enabling situations for
religious practices,the time span is much too
short for them o be considered as evidence for
religious practices being sufficiently systemat-
ic for aiding or penalizing survival. The cases
cited refer in the main to small and what might
b called exotic populatons. The Amish mar-
ry their first cousins by preference and that
community has half of the known cases of Car-
tilage-hair hypoplasia (McKusick et al_, 1965,
but this is a very small sized group.

There can be little doubt that treating reli-
gious practices in terms of epidemiology would
show that certain religions practices if they
comtinued 1o be practized systematically and
continuously would inhibit the survival of the
sociely practising them. The sacrificing of the
first-born in Carthage (Weyl, 1968), the ex-
treme celibacy of the Shakers (Andrews, 1963)
or the castration of the Russian Skopsy (Kush-
ner, 1967) are cases in point. Such cases are
obvious but with more common praclices, the
“shall not™ aspects of most of the great religions,
such an approach is more debatable,

We do not know in most cases the correla-
tion between the injunction and the practice;
theft and adultery are cases in point; thefi dis-
tributes property between unrelated people and
adultery distributes genes, The charity shown
by Christians to those to whom they were not
related in the Alexandrian plague of 334 AD.
(Euschius, 1890) may have enabled some more
to survive, while it probably caused the killing
off just as many of those who were practising
the tenets of ther faith.

The fixed inheritance system of Moslems
which encouraged them in a high proportion
of cases 1o marry double first cousins (Tan-
ner, 1964}, must have had disadvantageous
genetic consequences but at the same time re-
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straining population growth for which agri-
cultural land and pasturage was not enough.

A religion has to be considered overall
rather than in a narrow range of circomstanc-
es. Even taking Hinduism with a possible co-
herant form going back three thousand years,
this is no time atall in genetic terms and Islam
at 600 years even less so,

The assumption that there are cognitive re-
straints on human perceptions which account
for the universal presence of religious ideas
musl be a plausible long-shot. The data in
support of this is very recent, selective and
experimental. Whether the same conclusions
could have been drawn from similar data a
hundred years ago must be speculation as in-
deed must be its universalist assumptions,;
there is very little cross-cultural data.

What is certain is that the overwhelming
patiern of religious behaviour once it be-
comes institutionalized with the aid of litera-
¢y is repetitive and that it requires very little
psycho-biological capacity to carry out these
performances satisfactorilly. Those who have
Down's Syadrom can carry out the Moslem
statutory prayers quite adequately and the
same would apply to Christian services in
which the passive presence of the brain dam-
aged child is equally acceprable,

An obvious example of this would be the
daily evening Mass at Lourdes in which many
of those present are not conscious at all of
what is going on. Many participanis describe
this event as possibly the most impressive
spiritual event of their lives,

Butitis certain that the human mind can only
retain a certain amount of material, reli gious or
otherwise and that much of what is retained
about the structure and aims of their religion
musl be comsidered very trivial indeed. Conver-
sion tolslam becauss a tourist received the hos-
pitality of & peasant family in Turkey, a partic-
ular religious tune, candlelight at a ceremony
and 5o on. There are possibly no themes that
could possibly be discerned here except perhaps
triviality introducing prolonged repetitiveness.

Certain traits must have been present in the
human species which have enabled certain de-
velopments o occur. The ability to recognize
laces would seem to encourage small group-
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ings for which religions would give support,
The ability o read as the outcome of previous
cognitive abilities which is considered to be
extremely important by all the great religions
could be seen as a positive disadvantage by
encouraging biologically disadvantageous re-
lationships to occur. Historically Jewish par-
ents have preferred scholars as husbands for
their davghters regardless of their physical fit-
ness: this is quite contrary to any Darwinian
principle of the survival of the fittest,

Indeed the practitioners of religion have in
general avoided much of this capacity to read;
it is not a general religious practice in terms of
frequency and the proportionate Lime used.
Does the Roman Catholic priest read or say
Mass; certainly he reads the service once but
after thousands of performances, he only reads
the small changing parts. The readers of the
lessons are a minute proportion of the Christian
worshipping community. The pastor who reads
his sermon is criticized.

Much of this cannot apply o non-literate
religious behaviour because it has not been sys-
tematized. The participanis at every Sukuma
religious ceremony do not have a code of reli-
gious behaviour, much less a repetitive one, In
the modern idiom everyone appears to be doing
their own thing and there is no one suggesting
that this is the start and pay attention everyone.
It does not matter much if you cannot see or
hear but there is some vague dispersed benefit
from being there if the ceremony does not re-
late o your particular difficulties,

A dong list of propitiation ceremonies which
had specific names which had been collected
by informants had very little in common ex-
cepl that they were considered to be ceremo-
nies and had vernacular ttles. Indeed I made
them into part of a system by calling them pro-
pitiation ceremonies and giving them a marked
off section in my notes, T might just as well
have had a pack of cards of varying sizes with
various marks on them,

THE INADEQUACY OF OYVERALL
SOCIALIZATION THEORY

The idea of "exhaustive culiural transmis-
sion” (Boyer, 1994: 265) must be a problem in

the context of Sukuma culture. Without cen-
tralized and centralizing institutions, an un-
wrilten language and an environmentally dis-
persed pattern of living, it is difficult to suggesi
that their culture could have been transmatted
vertically over generations or horizontally be-
tween communities, Here we have a tribe in
which their individual horizons are likely to
have been the edge of their community (gungu-
11}, the watershed of his land and in more recent
years the local shops.

Each dimension of the Sukuma social envi-
ronment will have been subject to different
transmitted themes the Nilo-Hamitic Masai to
the east the rainfall and permanent water of
Lake Victoria to the north,vast savanna forests
to the west and the dry environment of the My-
amwexl and Gogo tribes to the south. Customs,
language and values have consequently been
very varied.

In such a cultural and environmental mish-
mash, human cognitive variahility takes on a
greater significance than perhaps it would doin
a literate socicty with well established institu-
tions restricting human ingenuity and inven-
tiveness. The peasant can perhaps be explained
in terms of socialization but the poet and
prophet cannot be accounted for so easily.

Any prolonged contact with a non-literate
people will demonsirate that there are some
who are extraordinarily perceptive and others
who are sufficiently unintelligent to make any
conversation something of a strain. Thus any
socialization pattern within a community will
be interpreted and perhaps developed by a va-
riely of intelligences of which a very few will
have flashes of cognitive behaviour which
could be called mutations.

Moreover socialization is a blanket term
which is recognizable for its simplicity. If the
Sukuma have heen socialized to do things in a
particular way, then it has been a very ineffi-
cient process. The overwhelming explanation
which they give for a very wide variety of rit-
uals, is that they have always done it this way
which is manifestly incorrect. The initiation
rites o the same coven of the Buchwezi secret
society which was observed in 1953 and 1963
bore no relation to each other except for a few
head-dresses. Unless | had known that they
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woere Lhe same coven, my notes would have
shown that they were two distinct ceremomies
which merely shared a name.

Further probing usually produced no fur-
ther explanations or idiosyncratic commenlts
lor which no supporting data was provided.
The condmions of small community life made
it unlikely that anyone would cast doubt on
such publically profered ideas. Since they (-
tedd foosely inte a vague paradigm of tradi-
tonalized ideas, they were equally unlikely
10 be eritically assessed.

The diviner and healer Kabadi of Nycgezi
liked totalk to the researcher in private guite
regularly for the reward of tea and biscuits,
evien though he had to walk some distance o my
house, Provided his ideas came within what 1
toek 1o be the reasonable dimensions of the
Sukuma paradigm. he could and did say what
he liked. Some aspects would be confirmed by
conversations with other healer-diviners and
some would be entirely original . cognitive
mutations. Since he was not a particularly suc-
cesslul practitioner withowt much personal cha-
risma, i1 would seem likely that what may have
been cognitive mutations died with him except
[or thewr prescnce inomy notes

[ a men-literate sociely il seems that there
may well be many of these cognitive muta-
tiotis which have a greater chance of catching
on for at least a shori time, than would be the
cise i nerate societies which require literate
avceplability as well as propagation through
the mass media, the educational system and
the imtellectwal hierarchy. It would seem
therelore that the patierns of cultural transmis-
sion may have been al a deep psycho-social
level than through the more obvious ransmis-
sien of specific social and material artifsets,

RELIGIOUS ARTIFACTS AND
SUKUMA SOCIALIZATION

In socictics which are literate and institu-
lionalized, religiows socialization may not pro-
vide rich opportunitics for cognitive mutations.
[n the absence of a known and accepted range
religious symbals and no institutionalized reli-
giows ritwals, the materal artifacts in the Suku-
ma religion must in the first instance be lin-
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guistic and (o a lesser exient symbolic objects.
[ may be a partial explanation for the reluc-
tance of the Sukuma 1o convert 1o Roman Ca-
tholigism that it has a material rather than a lin-
guistic symbolic system.

Historically the Sukuma were a pastoral
people and as such their religious heritage will
mol have included material artifacts which
were difficult oo move. Their traditional cere-
monies are replete with words  and
movement. The leaders may have some person-
al ritual ornaments showing their past connec-
tions with the spirits and wear a leopard skin or
the skin of an animal which may have been
dedicated o their ancestors over their normal
clothes and perhaps a skin headdress, Their rit-
uals are rather obviously without much reli-
giows impediment which may come with pro-
longed sedentary living.

Ancestral artifacts (shitongerepo) are not of
greab imporiance in these rituals and seem o
be mor more than bits and picees that have sur-
wvived from a previous generation and no further
back in time than that due to decay and ter-
mites, They do not seem o have even retained
the brass bamgles which must have been worn
well into this century, The small spirit houses
form no more than a back-pground w ritual and
[ullal their function of propitiating some spirit
by just being erected.

Language is the vehicle for ritual and with
its tonal forms and complex vocabulary and
syntax it allows for endless elaborations and
the production of new ideas. Their seeming
preference for glossolalia may be the scenario
for the production of new ideas rather than an
orchestrated background for ritual since under-
standing is not the objective of rtual,

THE SEEKING FOR 5YSTEM IN NOMN-
LITERATE RELIGIONS

It is not just a theological and scientific pa-
tern of thought which makes the anthropologist
seck for a religious system in the societies
which they study, but the overall dominance of
systems theory. Any published study has chap-
ters with subject headings and few approach
their research on the assumption and indeed the
conclusion that there is no system of beliel and
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social practice. Just the lowest social denomi-
nators tor behaviowr on which individuals and
groups are virtually culturally free to invent
and develop what practices they like. Perhaps
Colin Turnbull came near to this approach in
his study of the Tk in which he concluded tha
they had almoest no social system atall;staring
al the mountaim seemed 1o be their only ritual
activity and beyond that they could not go be-
cause of the uncertainty of their lives.

A system approach is saler and simpler and
the sense of achievernent is most gralifying as
the data fills up under the subject headings, To
a very real extent it is independent of the ade-
quacy of the feldwork and the inadeguacy of
the researcher. Some distinguished researchers
come close 1o this when they say that the eco-
nomie, social, religious and political practices
cannot he separated but they do not go farther
than this to search for the lowest common de-
ninminators through which these people func-
tion, independent of these categories.

The action theory approach is fraught with
difficulties. The relationship with more specil-
ic informants creates personal and method-
ological problems. Cultures which are not
those of the investigators are flled with every-
day behavicurs which have to be explained and
adjusted to. Variations in behaviour from per-
sonality and mtellipence differences are per-
haps too difficult 1o accomodate in cross-cul-
tural encounters of short duration,

We cxpect regularity (Bover, 1994:41) and
we therefore go 1o considerable lengths to find
it and if we do not find it, we create it. This
expectation inevitably prevents the possibility
of discovering or indeed admitting the extent of
ritual variahility in non-literate cultures and

within this variability comes individual initia- -

tives which could be cognitive mutations, The
Sukuma ceremonies witnessed in over i decade
ol enguiry were sovaried in their form that each
of which could have been described as a cog-
mitive mutation rather than as ceremonies form-
ing part of a semi-permanent religious system
recognized as such by the Sukuma themselves.
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