Chapter Three—
The Local and the Global in Southern African Religious History 

Terence Ranger

The most recent review of interpretations of conversion in Africa bears the significant title "The Shattered Microcosm." Its author, E. Ikenga-Metuh, finds that most of the dominant analyses depend upon the idea of smallness of scale of traditional African religion and the consequent redundancy of local religion in the face of wide-ranging social change. Ikenga-Metuh himself criticizes the overgenerality of any explanation of conversion that depends merely on this notion of the shattered microcosm. Nonetheless he writes: 

No one can dispute the fact that the rapid social change that came in the wake of colonialism shattered the structures of traditional societies, which had previously sustained traditional religion. Nor can anyone contest the fact that traditional world-views needed to change considerably in order to cope with the much enlarged world to which they were now exposed. Adherents of African religions turned to Islam and Christianity as a convenient means of coping with the changed situation. (Ikenga-Metuh 1987:13) 

I propose to take this passage as a text, because I am attracted by its challenge. No one , it says, can dispute its premises of microcosmic African religion and of the relevance of Islam and Christianity to macrocosmic change. Perverse as I am, I cannot read such a challenge without immediately thinking, "Well, we'll see about that—I shall contest it." So in this chapter I want to make a (no doubt unbalanced) case for the defense and look at everything that can be argued against the identification of African religion with the microcosmic and of mission Christianity with the macrocosmic. 

I begin by stating the need to penetrate appearances, illustrating this
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banal injunction with a particularly striking example. I then go on to argue that microcosmic African religion is just such a deceptive appearance—or an invention of the colonial twentieth century. In place of this illusion I seek to establish the genuine range and dynamism of much of precolonial southern African religion. I argue, moreover, that even though administrators and chiefs and African organic intellectuals colluded to localize African religion in the twentieth century many mass movements of African religion escaped from their control and operated over ever wider areas. I then turn to the key question of literacy, arguing that there was no necessary connection between its introduction into much of southern Africa in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and conversion to Christianity, even though there was, of course, an actual connection. Beginning as the monopoly of mission Christianity, literacy became available first to movements of African independent Christianity and at last to leaders of movements of African traditional religion. What these have done and are doing with it challenge some of the old generalizations. 

Next I turn to mission Christianity itself. Here I argue that mission Christianity needed "to take hold of the land" to find local and rooted symbolic expression. Such symbolic localization often combined with missionary enthusiasm for stable peasant societies to produce remarkably microcosmic "village Christianities"—the village itself being a twentieth-century invention in many parts of southern Africa. Movements of African independent Christianity and movements of African traditional religion ranged over much wider territories. 

Having conjured up a striking contrast between the macrocosmic potentialities of much of African religion and the microcosmic realities of much mission Christianity, I then abandon the advocate's role. Merely inverting the terms of a false contrast makes little sense. It makes much more sense to realize that the tension between the local and the global has played itself out both within African religion and within mission Christianity. The topic remains central to African religious history but in restated terms. 

Penetrating the Appearances

The journal Cultures et Développement has consistently shown interest in religious change and conversion. Especially stimulating is V. Necke-brouck's "Inculturation et Identité." This takes as its problem the apparent "total" conversion of many Kikuyu in the early days of mission Christianity. Such converts appeared to turn their backs completely on the "local" and to have aspired to all the lifestyles of the colonial macrocosm—in dress, diet, housing, and conduct. A conversion such as 
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this, as Neckebrouck remarks, would be a scandal to adaptationist missionaries today. And yet, he argues, beneath the appearances lies remarkable continuity. The convert, who seemed to be abandoning everything local, was in fact acting within an intensely local idiom. 

Neckebrouck argues that in the region in which the Kikuyu lived lifestyles and religious conduct were determined by the choice of particular patterns of economic activity. Hunters were "Ndorobo"; cultivators were "Kikuyu"; pastoralists were "Maasai." Each identity, apparently ethnic and primordial, could be abandoned or assumed or reassumed. People ceased to be Kikuyu to become Maasai or vice versa. Neckebrouck remarks: "Such changes of ethnic identity involved real religious changes, since a Kikuyu who became Maasai also quite naturally adopted the religion of his new ethnicity. This change, in which one can see a type of conversion, was confirmed by a public ceremony. The term for this 'traditional conversion' was Guciaruo " (Neckebrouck 1984:257). Neckebrouck holds that Guciaruo was a ceremony of rebirth, having much in common with "the phenomenon of conversion as it was introduced by the missionaries." The new Kikuyu converts to Christianity were preeminently adopting a new economic role and embracing the lifestyle that went with it. For them baptism was the equivalent of Guciaruo : "Converts abandoned their traditional religion for Christianity on an existing traditional model. . . . All those changes today vilified by critics who espouse tradition were in fact admirably adapted to the most local and traditional models of behaviour" (Neckebrouck 1984:265). 

One cannot hope for many such spectacular reinterpretations, and the case of Guciaruo is hardly typical. But it may usefully stand as a warning that in the history of African religion things are rarely what they seem. 

Inventing Traditional Localism

At least one hundred years now separate us from the realities of precolonial religion. A century is quite long enough to have given an apparently immemorial legitimacy to a model of African religion that most of us have come to take for granted. We think of African religion as restricted to the tribe and as functioning conservatively to maintain tradition and to validate the authority of the king or the chief or the elders. We think of African rural society as intensely religious and ritualistic and of authority within it as deriving more from supernatural sanctions than from economic power or military force. Religion in this model controlled and limited the exploitation of the environment; religious sanctions (often expressed in the form of witchcraft accusations) prevented the entrepreneurial acquisition of wealth. This model will be instantly recognizable. 
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And yet its picture of intensely local, communitarian, and hierarchical religion is itself a construct.

Construction began in classification. Early missionaries had classified much of African tradition out of the religious sphere, maintaining that Africans had no religious sense. Thereafter, however, both missionary and administrative classifications served to separate and define a distinct "religious" sphere of life. This happened both negatively and positively. Negatively, colonial ordinances defined many local activities as antireligious and antisocial. These activities included many of the great movements of African religion: movements aimed at the eradication of the possibility of witchcraft; prophetic movements of regeneration, which were now seen as mere fanaticism and as subversive of chiefly authority; and movements of possession by spirits from outside the local society. It was no accident that most of these penalized antireligious activities were geographically wide-ranging. 

By contrast, colonial administrations came to favor local institutional religion, especially where it lent support to kings or chiefs or elders. Karen Fields (1985) illustrates this process in her study of Northern Rhodesian Indirect Rule and its interactions with religious history. Fields argues that in precolonial times political status was achieved rather than prescribed, gained by military or economic strength rather than by normative procedures or succession. Ideological legitimacy and normative rulers became much more significant under colonialism, when the autonomous deployment of material force by African rulers became impossible. In Bembaland, for example, the bloody rivalries of precolonial adventurers gave way in the colonial mind to the stately rhythms of tradition. The Chitimukulu paramount came to be seen as a miniature version of a British king; the Shimwalule priest was archbishop of Canterbury and anointer of kings. 

Administrative religion in effect amounted to a set of new rules and rites, designed to rule out political-economic and ideological struggles in "a world of norms, rules, and overarching values. . . . Customary order is encapsulated in ritual and supernatural belief, in traditionally legitimated norms, in flamboyant ceremonial and magic incantation." It was, says Fields, "the plan of colonial rule that reoutfitted the customary order to look this way." African rulers were transformed from authoritarian politicians to "mere repositories of custom." Fields concludes that "paradoxically, the role of the 'supernatural' increased as Africa's history joined that of secularized modern society" (Fields 1985:65–66). 

At the same time, however, certain kinds of supernatural challenges to kings and chiefs were ruled out. Movements to reconstitute society and reprove corrupt rulers—whether led by prophets or millenarian witch- 
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craft eradicators—were frowned upon and their leaders prosecuted. In this way the balance within African religion was distorted. In this way, too, African religion was miniaturized. There were further localizations not only in Northern Rhodesia but in many other parts of eastern and southern Africa. 

Thus, Indirect Rule ethnography privileged the "tribe" and "tribal religion." Tribes were ideally defined as uniting language, culture, self-identity, polity, and religion. Where religious rituals involved people from many different language and culture groups—as with the initiation rites of southern Tanzania—ethnographers strove to disentangle the "mixed elements" in such "impure" ceremonies so as notionally to reconstruct the original ethnic religion. The interaction within one cult of people of different ethnicities was thought a product of tribal breakdown and thus deplored. 

Religious movements, which spread rapidly across tribal boundaries, were suspect to colonial administrations for many reasons. They confused categories; they suggested the frightening possibility of pantribal alliances against colonialism. Such movements were closely watched, and the historian can find plenty of documentation about them in the colonial administrative archives. But one can rarely find there any sense that such movements had been and were part of the total balance and dynamic of African religion. They were seen as something new, as subversive of "traditional society" as of colonial order (Vail 1989; Ranger 1986). 

As they began to concede that Africans possessed "religion," missionaries also defined its local manifestations and functions as valuable and positive, while setting their faces against wider-ranging movements. Leading proponents of adaptation theology, such as Vincent Lucas, bishop of Masasi in southeastern Tanzania, strongly supported Indirect Rule assumptions, seeking to reconstruct or invent small-scale units of "pure" Makua culture and politics and to destroy so-called polyglot chiefdoms (Ranger 1979). Lucas sought to Christianize local initiation ceremonies and to use them to restore rural stability (Ranger 1972a). He and his clergy denounced witchcraft eradicators to the administration, excommunicating any of their flock who participated in the cleansing (Ranger 1972b). In his composite theology Lucas saw the great strength and gift of traditional religion in its capacity to sacralize local relations of hierarchy between the sexes, the generations, and the classes. Adapted Christianity had to learn from African religion how to do this, while itself contributing through its schools all that was necessary for those interactions with the outside world that could not be avoided. 

Nor was this process of defining African religion and of privileging its local manifestations a matter only for Europeans. Many recent studies 
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have emphasized the crucial role of African "organic intellectuals" in the creation of tribal identity and ideology. Using the new, written vernaculars of mission literacy, in what MacGaffey and Janzen call the "ethnographic" mode, such African Christian intellectuals produced an account of local traditional culture; they wrote the histories of "tribes"; they offered their alliance to chiefs. Since they were themselves converts, men of religion, they placed particular emphasis on the supposed organic solidarities of local traditional religion to which they themselves claimed to be heir (Janzen 1985; MacGaffey 1986b; Roberts 1989). John Iliffe has sketched this process most succinctly: 

Just as later nationalists sought to create a national culture, so those who built modern tribes emphasized tribal cultures. In each case educated men took the lead. . . . One area of rethinking was an interest among African Christians in the indigenous religions against which early converts had often reacted violently. . . . It was not until the missionaries studied African religions carefully during the 1920s that most Africans dared to reconsider their attitudes publicly. Michael Kikurwe, a Zigua teacher and cultural tribalist, envisaged a golden age of traditional African society: "In each district men and women were busy to help each other, they taught their children the same laws and traditions. Every Chief tried as much as he could to please his people and likewise his people did the same in turn, they all knew what was lawful and unlawful, and they knew that there is a powerful God in heaven, and they had many ways of worshipping him." (Iliffe 1979:334–35) 

There could hardly be a clearer expression of the assumptions and values of the cult of localist traditionalism.

So far I have been writing about Indirect Rule contexts. In a country like Southern Rhodesia anything like Indirect Rule ethnography was delayed until the late 1960s and the 1970s, when the Rhodesia Front regime sought belatedly to stem the advance of radical nationalism by fostering local culture and, in particular, local religious culture (Ranger 1983). Nevertheless, Shona organic intellectuals had long been engaged in the same invention as Kikurwe. Although privileged tribal authorities may not have emerged in Southern Rhodesia, intensely local popular Christianities certainly did, as a result of the missionary zoning policy of the Rhodesian government. African catechists, preachers, and teachers stated their claims to a legitimacy greater than that of the white missionaries in terms of the continuities between their roles and those of the famous local religious leaders of the pre-Christian past. Scattered about in the Zimbabwean Christian literature, we find a black Salvation Army officer telling an oral historian how the local spirit medium blessed a new church building by sitting cross-legged and entranced on a table at the opening ceremony and invoking the blessing of the ancestors (Ma- 
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shingaidze 1976). We find elsewhere an Anglican priest stressing the mediumship of his father as an analogy to his own priesthood (Madziyere 1975). We find black American Methodist teachers and preachers in eastern Zimbabwe—heavily involved in the creation of a regional language, chi-manyika —creating also an oral tradition of the origins of their church that differed greatly from the written chronicles of the missionaries. The missionaries saw the rise of the church as the result of the introduction of transatlantic enlightenment into societies of petty illiteracy and ignorance. The black preachers and teachers saw the descent of the Holy Spirit on a dignified local tradition of politics, war, and religion (Ranger forthcoming). 

Many modern African theologians, such as John Mbiti, whose African Religions and Philosophy has sold so widely and influenced so many blacks in Africa and America, stand in this line of localizing organic African intellectuals. In many ways, far from revealing fresh realities, Mbiti is the Indirect Rule inventor of the tribe writ large: "Traditional religions are not universal: they are tribal. . . . One traditional religion cannot be propagated in another tribal group. . . . Each people has its own distinct language, . . . its own geographical area, common culture, common history, common customs, morals, ethics, social behaviour. . . . Each people has its own religious system" (Mbiti 1969:1, 2, 5, 131, 134). The latest stage in localization is the involvement of self-proclaimed spokespersons of African religion itself. In Zimbabwe the shrewd spirit mediums who both informed and manipulated Dr. Michael Gelfand emphasized that Shona religion produced stability, order, and communalism (Gelfand 1959; Ranger 1982). In South Africa today the best-known spokesperson for "traditional" religion is Credo Vusamazula Mutwa. Mutwa's extraordinary books are sometimes taken seriously by those who should know better. For me the last word on Mutwa comes from Joseph Lelyveld, who visited his shrine in the townships and found him to be a client of the South African regime. Lelyveld offered a religious insight that defined Africans as people of the instinctive microcosm: 

I don't mean to imply that Credo Mutwa occasionally pandered to white prejudice. I mean to say that had become his essential business, so that finally the Africa he portrayed was an almost perfect reflection of the Africa the white wanted to see. . . . He teaches that blacks are universally great fatalists, that they lose their soul in cities, have no appetite for any thing mechanical, . . . that any black who speaks of democratic values, Christianity, the modern world . . . is an imitation white, a fraud, a lost soul. (Lelyveld 1985:251) 

Yet even though it is tempting to dismiss Mutwa, or the Bantustan organic intellectuals who are manipulating religious traditions to invent 
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convincing local identities, as mere puppets, the range of interests involved in creating this localized model of traditional religion and the increasing reality of that model make it impossible to regard it just as a distorting fraud. I will argue that African religion was different in its precolonial totality from this limited vision of it. But one has to accept that colonialism not only imagined localized religions and communities but also created them. As Marcia Wright has written of the region between Lake Nyasa and Lake Tanganyika, "the second half of the nineteenth century was a fluid world of economic change, social dislocation and regrouping, armed conflict and striving for security." Men and women characteristically traveled long distances and interacted with many different societies and cults. This fluidity climaxed in economic, military, ecological, and conceptual crisis, into which the colonialists entered. As Wright concludes: "The terms of reconstruction were dictated by the colonial authorities in the years after 1895, when pacification came to mean immobilization of populations, reinforcement of ethnicity, and greater rigidity of social definition" (Wright 1984:58). Ideas of "custom" derived from this newly and artificially immobilized society were wildly off the mark, but immobilization itself became a reality, especially for women. Hence, part of the religious history of twentieth-century southern Africa is made up of the functioning and development of local institutional religion in such immobilized societies. 

Precolonial Fluidity and African Religious Movements

If I am going to argue that this model of a tribally homogeneous, intrinsically stable, ritualized, traditional, local religious world has been the invention of administrators, missionaries, African organic intellectuals, and African "religious leaders" themselves, I have an obligation to present an alternative model of precolonial religion in southern Africa. In fact I have been seeking to provide such an alternative since at least the publication of The Historical Study of African Religion (Ranger and Kimambo 1972). In this section I summarize the arguments of my most recent attempts (Ranger 1986, 1987a). 

First, precolonial east and southern Africans did not live in immobilized societies. For most of them, as for Marcia Wright's peoples of the lake corridor, their world was one of "economic change, social dislocation, and regrouping." Only in a few instances was self-identity conceived in terms of ethnicity; in most cases it was politically defined, so that people were primarily members of polities, whose boundaries could and did shift. But they were not exclusively members of polities. Men interacted 
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with others outside their polity as traders, as hunters, as pilgrims. Relationships were not exclusively small-scale or face-to-face, nor even exclusively with other citizens in a single polity. Relationships had to be and were established with caravan leaders and porters and shrine priests and gun hunters, with emigrants and immigrants, with traveling craftspeople and diviners. People constantly moved out of their microcosmic homesteads or villages, and other people as constantly passed into and through them. 

All this necessarily had an impact upon religious forms. Since, among much else, African religions were symbolic of relationships, and cults were often a means of articulating such relationships, the complex patterns of society and economics were matched by equally complex religious patterns. As I have stated elsewhere (Ranger 1987a:151), one can see that African religions were multilayered and dynamic, with a history of contradiction, contestation, and innovation. From this perspective one might replace the model of the total organic collectivity with something else—a model of creative and resilient pluralism. Such a model helps to explain the remarkable adaptability of African societies and individuals during the changes of colonial capitalism. 

Of course, what I have been calling local religion was important. Religious observances, usually directed toward the ancestors, certainly did underlie and correspond to the relationships of men and women within the family and the strategies of heirship. Often, though by no means always, these ancestral observances were focused on the homestead or the village. Equally, those religious ideas and practices that sustained polities were important. But even at this level religion did not take a single, monolithic form. There were counterideologies and symbolic resources of criticism and authority. In patrilineal homesteads and villages, with wives marrying in from outside, forms of female religion existed alongside the dominant cult of the male ancestors. In chiefdoms and kingdoms there were often the barely submerged shapes of religious institutions that had preexisted the state or that overlapped with it, and there were traditions of symbolic criticism and censure that could result in movements of prophetic renewal. Moreover, even at the most local, microcosmic level people were conscious that their religious observances and ideas were linked with those of others across wide areas of eastern and southern Africa. As Igor Kopytoff and his contributors have shown, much of African history consisted in settlers moving out of "metropoles" into "frontier" zones where settlers constructed new societies by following culturally valued social models more faithfully than they could ever have been followed in the metropoles (Kopytoff 1987). 

Over and above local religion, whether of the homestead or of the
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polity, existed regional structures of relationship and interaction. One such network was made up of linked territorial cult centers. The crucial need for rain and for the fertility of land directed people's imaginations toward spirits of the land and waters, to whom offerings were made at specifically located shrines. These could be—and perhaps originally generally were—sited locally, in a grove or on a stream near the village. But in many parts of central and southern Africa centralization had long been taking place, through which particularly striking and efficacious shrines had emerged to dominate extensive cultic networks. Pilgrims came to these shrines, and local communities sent representatives to them over hundreds of miles (Hilton 1985; Schoffeleers 1978a; Werbner 1977). 

Another network consisted of hunters' cults or guilds. Once again, hunting and hunting cultic observations may well once have been localized, but by the nineteenth century, at least, organized hunting of elephant and other big game had arisen that took men over long distances and involved them with "strangers" from other societies. African hunters sought permission to hunt from territorial shrines, were initiated into hunting guilds, and competed for the most powerful hunting medicines (MacKenzie 1988). Yet another network concerned long-distance trade, as caravan or trading parties, bearing ivory, metals, slaves, and cereals, moved from the interior to the coast or to regional entrepôts. Traders needed to establish relationships with peoples all along their routes and often did so through the medium of cults of possession by spirits external to any localized society, so that both traders and hosts became initiated into cults that claimed members over hundreds or even thousands of square miles. Sometimes, in a region where trade had replaced agriculture or hunting as the major economic activity and where control of trade had slipped from the hands of chiefs or kings, such possession cults became the central and dominant religious mode (Janzen 1979, 1982). 

A hypothetical man in precolonial southern Africa could belong successively, or even simultaneously, to all these overlapping networks of religious relationship: for example, he could express his control of his household through a localized ancestral cult, carry tribute to a distant territorial shrine, belong to a gun-hunter's guild, and be an initiate of a spirit possession cult that linked him to the men and women who lived along a trading route. The various cultic layers to which my hypothetical man belonged did not fit neatly together to form a single collective religion coexistent with one polity or society. All this is quite different from the organic model of the identity of society, state, collectivity, and religion. The local community was, of course, tremendously important, but 
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it was situated in these various networks of symbolic and practical recourse.

This revised model has further implications, some of which I have discussed elsewhere (Ranger 1987a:151–53). If this is a more accurate picture of precolonial Africa, then the impact of Christianity and colonialism is different from the notion of a fatal smashing of secure corporate identity. If I am right, then African religions were already adept at reflecting and expressing multiple identities, and African "believers" were already experienced in responding to new religious ideas. People were also familiar with the balance of tensions within African religions and between those religions and the state. They were already familiar with sweeping economic, political, and religious change. Hence, they were not nearly so defenseless against the impact of capitalism and "individualistic" Christianity as we often imagine. 

Students of comparative religion may find this discussion too closely linked to society and economics, too reductionist of religious symbol and experience. But the point is that the locus of symbolic innovation and myth creation was the macrocosmic region rather than the microcosmic village or chiefdom. As Christopher Wrigley has recently remarked, "African priests and poets worked with more interesting ideas than those relating to ancestor spirits." He goes on to argue for a common pool of myth and symbol stretching from interlacustrine East Africa to the Shire Valley of southern Malawi, from the savanna of Zaire to the plateau of Zimbabwe (Wrigley 1988:380). 

Now, this idea of broad regions of societal, individual, and symbolic interaction helps us to situate my earlier emphasis in this chapter on movements of African religion. Movements, as contrasted to institutions, could and often did arise within the local polity, as prophets challenged corrupt chiefs or as witchcraft eradicators strove to reduce acute local tensions by the establishment of a golden age of harmony. But the messages proclaimed by particular prophets or the rituals instituted by particular witchcraft eradication movements could and often did spread across the boundaries of one polity. Such movements flowed readily through regions that already shared many religious interactions, symbols, and practices. When they reached a symbolic border zone, they sometimes ran out of energy and relevance, but they also sometimes paused, allowing creative ideological entrepreneurs to restate their message in terms that allowed them to spread across a new region (de Craemer, Fox, and Vansina 1976). 

As I have elsewhere observed (Ranger 1986:41–47), African traditional religion has not often been thought of in terms of movements. Rather, African religious ideas and institutions have been seen as consti- 
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tutive of an overall authoritative model of the society as a whole. In such a perspective it is not really until the colonial incursion, when new ideologies of leadership and new divisions of labor were established, that African religions can be seen to shift from the center and thus become available to inspire religious movements. Significantly, other scholars have begun to break down such a model and to stress the way in which traditional religious movements could respond to and create counter-presentations other than those of the community or the state. Movements have become more frequent and have spread over wider areas during the twentieth century. Nevertheless, they clearly have not been merely a reaction to colonialism; many of them have been concerned with internal cultural or political tensions that existed before colonialism (and exist after it). Insofar as they have been responses to colonialism or to the postcolonial state, they have been developing a symbolic language already available. 

These general propositions allow me now to relate the specific realities of precolonial southern African religion more directly to my argument about the colonial invention of localism. It will have become clear, I hope, that I do not dispute the importance of localized religion in precolonial southern Africa. Nor do I dispute that sometimes processes of religious consolidation, similar to those aimed at and often effected by colonial administrators and African organic intellectuals, took place in precolonial southern Africa. The manipulation of religion to legitimate ethnic identity or stronger central political authority did happen in precolonial times. Thus one could argue that the Zulu state in the nineteenth century used cultural and religious "markers" to evolve a sense of ethnic prestige and self-identification. It is a sign of the complexity of this whole discussion, indeed, that the process of Zulu self-consciousness can be seen as an enlargement of scale—creating a Zulu nationality out of dispersed Nguni-speaking groups—and as a reduction of scale because of the erection of boundaries in a hitherto unbounded culture zone. 

Moreover, even though Fields is certainly right to emphasize the military and economic bases of political power in precolonial southern Africa, undoubtedly in many cases chiefs and kings did capture and reconstitute cults. As Matthew Schoffeleers writes in an introduction to his collection on the territorial cults of Central Africa: 

Control of cults is one of the issues central to the historical process. Whenever new political elites arise or invasions take place, the resulting arrangements of power distribution are likely to be reflected in cult organizations. . . . The emergence of centralized states affected the autochthonous cults indirectly by the transformation of political structure, and directly by the tendency on the part of the rulers to obtain control or part 
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control of territorial religion above the local level. . . . One obvious change was the introduction of royal cults, which were concomitant with the introduction of mystical concepts about the ruler himself as being able of affecting climate and fertility. (Schoffeleers 1978a:13, 27, 30) 

Indeed, some of the most stimulating work on African religious history concerns the drama of the capture of cults by chiefs and kings, whether in Jan Vansina's account of how Kuba kings seized the Ngesh nature spirit cult by becoming Ngesh themselves (Vansina 1978), or in Schoffeleers's own reconstructions of the martyrdom of the Mbona prophet by Chief Lundu and the subsequent emergence of the Mbona cult as the ideological mainstay of the Lundu state (Schoffeleers 1972, 1978b). These too were processes of political enlargement but at the same time broke up what had been a wider network of religious interaction. 

Hence, there certainly were some precolonial examples of local patriarchal authority being sustained by ancestral cults, or of ethnic religion or of political institutional religion, or, indeed, of the use of initiation ceremonies to achieve social solidarity. The point rather is that the colonial concentration on these as alone legitimate disturbed the balance between them and quite different processes in precolonial Africa. I have implied that African religious institutions were limiting and stabilizing but African religious movements were radical and wide-ranging—hence colonialism backed the first and repressed the second. And by so acting, colonial agents, black and white, distorted the structures and dynamics of African religion. Yet this dichotomy between institutions and movements is in itself misleading. Institutions often gave rise to movements; movements often aimed to reconstitute and revalidate institutions. The dynamism of the system was not in the strength of one part or the other but in the interaction of the parts. 

Thus, Schoffeleers shows that chiefs and kings never gained control of cults so completely that they could exploit them entirely for their own hegemonic purposes. As he writes: "Territorial cults . . . constitute a different source of authority which on occasion may be identifiable with secular political institutions but which remain in principle different from them" (Schoffeleers 1978a:6). He emphasizes that "control of cults can be effected in a variety of ways"; "rituals may be controlled by an autonomous priesthood, by secular rulers or by a combination of priests and rulers." He then observes: "The main question which historians have to ask themselves in this context is which factors in the formation of state systems lead to one arrangement rather than another. The answers . . . are not nearly as easy as is sometimes thought. . . . Often it is not even clear which party in a conquest situation is religiously dominant" (Schoffeleers 1978a: 14–15). In short, political-institutional religion in 
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precolonial Africa rarely operated as it was supposed to do in Indirect Rule Northern Rhodesia.

Moreover, even where cults seem most like political institutions, as with the Lundu-dominated Mbona cult, appearances are deceptive. Schoffeleers himself has suggested a threefold model for the historical operation of the Mbona cult, in which at varying times the chiefs, the priests, or the people exercise a dominant influence. In its "normal" operation the priests run the cult under the direction of the chiefs, keeping the possessed mediums of Mbona's spirit silenced and controlled. In periods when chiefs are weak but there is little public protest, the priests build up their own influence, keep all the tribute offered to the shrines, and make claims that their office should be inherited by their sons or nephews. But the Mbona cult is based on the myth of a martyr-prophet. It can always generate resistance. When the people distrust their chiefs and fear witchcraft or epidemics, pressure springs up from below. The people demand that one or other of the Mbona mediums take on the prophetic role and head a movement of religious and political purification. 

Within the cult, then, there has been a regular oscillation from established religious institutions to protest movements, and back again as legitimacy is reestablished. Such movements arose in precolonial times when there were oppressive chiefs; they have arisen in the twentieth century against wealthy cattle owners whose beasts have invaded the fields of poorer men (Schoffeleers 1974, 1978b; Ranger 1986). If the crisis that precipitates the prophetic protest movements is regional or general, then the cult can spread to areas far outside the Lundu chiefdom. John Janzen and Wyatt MacGaffey constructed a similar model of prophetic movements of "renewal" for the Bakongo state and subsequent Kongo chiefdoms (Janzen 1977; MacGaffey 1977). Thus, if religion was one of the ways in which kings and chiefs could most effectively express their legitimacy and the identity of their subjects, it was also one of the most difficult cultural features to incorporate or to subdue fully. 

In addition to this dynamic of protest and renewal within state cults, in precolonial southern Africa territorial cult networks remained which were so widely influential that they were never contained within any single polity. The most striking example here is the High God cult of the Zimbabwean southwest, with its ramifications in what are now Botswana, the Transvaal, and southern Mozambique (Werbner 1977, 1989). The High God (Mwari) cult had to interact with a succession of powerful precolonial states, but it maintained its own regional politics of competitive shrine hierarchies, flows of tribute, expansion into new areas, and so on. This suprastate network and capacity for rapid expansion meant that 
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the High God cult could respond to ecological, epidemiological, or other emergencies over a wide area. As one powerful state fell and was succeeded by another—the Torwa, the Rozwi, the Ndebele, the whites—so the High God cult elaborated its myth of divine continuity and secular transition. This myth has provided the ideological context for cult prophecies in southwestern Zimbabwe to the present day (Ranger 1979). Another set of myths concerns the rise and fall of corrupt priestly families at the main cult shrines: within the cult itself there has been constant prophetic challenge to instituted authority. 

Having said this much about the institutions and prophets in precolonial Africa, I need in conclusion to turn to movements of other kinds. As will already have become clear, I believe that missionaries and administrators in the twentieth century were mistaken to regard witchcraft eradication movements and spirit possession cults as something new or as indications in themselves of the collapse of proper African traditional religions. Such movements were certainly important in the nineteenth century and probably far earlier. We have known since Mary Douglas's (1963) study of the Lele that certain African cosmologies exist in which the strains and costs of routine witchcraft belief and accusation demand the regular eruption of utopian movements designed to eradicate the very possibility of witchcraft. We now know that from such societies this type of movement can spread into others at times of general crisis. 

As for cults of affliction and mass spirit possession, John Janzen's remarkable study of Lemba shows that the history of such cults can be traced back to the seventeenth century (Janzen 1979, 1982). Indeed, Janzen's work is relevant to discussion of the macrocosmic potential of African traditional religion. The Lemba cult came to prominence precisely because the scale of economic relations north of the Loango River became too extensive and diffuse for the king of Loango to control them. The ancestral and earth cults that had provided legitimacy to the Loango kingdom dwindled into relative insignificance. In their place, and extending over a much wider area in which concepts of kin or territory would have been unpersuasive, arose what Janzen calls a "corporate" cult of affliction and possession. Its members were brought together by a consciousness of shared suffering—the suffering of being rich and hence of attracting the envy of the poor. They dealt with this sickness by propitiating the spirit that was held to cause it, Lemba. The Lemba cult knitted together the traders and caravan leaders and controllers of markets in a new religious expression of identity. Then, in the later nineteenth century, as trading networks came under European domination, Lemba ceased to be a corporate cult of governance and developed into something much more like the classical twentieth-century cult of affliction. Nobody 
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has made the same sort of study for the eastern African trading zone, but no doubt a similar demonstration could be made there.

African Religious Dynamism in the Twentieth Century

I have already made a number of points about changes induced in African religion by the economic, political, and ideological consequences of colonialism that I may usefully summarize here. Corporate cults of possession broke down, moving from the center to the periphery and becoming movements rather than institutions. Witchcraft eradication movements ceased to be an accepted part of the dynamics of political-religious systems; the idiom of "revival," like that of mass possession, was likewise thrust from the center to the periphery. Such peripheral movements of possession and eradication were feared by missionaries and administrators, and usually by chiefs and African Christian leaders, as a challenge to the authority structures of colonial localism. Meanwhile, as I have suggested, localized interactions of political and ritual power developed that have their own twentieth-century history. 

The temptation is once again to polarize. One could say that African religious institutions, encapsulated in the new localism, genuinely became more microcosmic in their significance and range. By contrast, one could say that African religious movements, however distrusted and repressed, were positively freed from political control and left able to respond to change over wide regions and at the macrocosmic level. There would indeed be some truth in this. The twentieth century has been the century par excellence of possession cults and witchcraft eradication movements. They have occurred more frequently and in much larger scale and scope; they have entered many societies hitherto unfamiliar with their idioms; and they have been able to respond to crises of epidemics or of economic depression. Wim van Binsbergen has persuasively argued that there has been an overall pattern of development in the modern history of such movements, with their increasing scale and their increasing abstraction of spiritual principles reflecting their engagement with the macrocosmic (Binsbergen 1976, 1981). With other scholars I have myself sought to show the trajectory and significance of twentieth-century religious movements (Cross 1972; Fields 1982; Ranger 1972b; Vansina 1971, 1973), which undoubtedly retain their relevance. Witch-craft eradication and cleansing have been important in postindependence Zimbabwe, in the Zambian rural areas of today, and in the Tanzania of the ujamaa (cooperative) village (Brain 1964; Westerlund 1980; Lan 1985; Ranger 1989b). Cults of possession flourish in the towns of 
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Zaire, East Africa, and South Africa. John Janzen argues that the very discorporate character of these cults, their open syncretism, allows them to form, even without knowing it, a vast regional network that responds to that most macrocosmic of all problems—the dislocations and traumas of modern urban society (Janzen forthcoming). 

But to place all my macrocosmic emphasis upon movements would be to understate the advocate's case. One can also show that apparent localisms retain or develop a macrocosmic pertinence, for example, even in the "immobilized" societies of northeastern Zambia. One can show that religious institutions, however manipulated by various colonial ideologues of localism, retained autonomous capacities of growth and change. 

The most dramatic example of localism reinterpreted comes from George Bond's work on the Yombe of northern Zambia. In 1978 Bond published an analysis in which he drew a sharp contrast between Yombe traditional religion, particularly the ancestor cult, and "the fundamentalist, mission Christianity of the Free Church of Scotland," which had many adherents among the Yombe. The two religions coexisted, thought Bond, because Yombe society remained poised between microcosmic and macrocosmic concerns. Bond had no doubt that the ancestral cult pertained to the microcosmic and Scottish Protestantism to the macrocosmic: 

The specific argument of this article may be stated quite simply: it is that the Yombe ancestor cult, anchored as it is in relations of status, has provided an ideological framework appropriate to a confined local community, the "microcosm," dependent upon hoe cultivation. . . . The fundamentalist mission . . . based as it is in relations of contract, has been more suited than the ancestor cult to the complex, variegated changes of urbanization and industrialization and their effects on rural communities. The ancestor cult's cluster of beliefs and practices seeks to explain and is part of social and economic processes that stem from the internal modes of production, hoe agriculture, whereas the cluster of Christian beliefs provides for relations based on a wage economy and contractual arrangements involving the individual. (Bond 1978:24) 

One could hardly imagine a text more contrary to the case I am seeking to argue, and Bond's article has indeed become a classic statement of the macrocosmic-microcosmic divide. In his mind, as expressed in 1978, conversion to Christianity has been a business of shattering the microcosm: 

I have not attempted to analyze [Yombe Christian beliefs] as a system of symbols, statements about Yombe social order, simply because I feel it is more useful to view Yombe Christian beliefs as contributing to the process of transforming subsistence cultivators into wage labourers. Thus these 

― 82 ― 

beliefs provide an explanation for those space-time events that transcend the "microcosm" and at the same time they supply an ideological framework for integrating the Yombe into an expanding urban-industrial complex. (Bond 1978:34) 

In 1987, however, Bond returned to the problem and emerged with different results. This time he emphasized that the "domestic [ancestral] cults of commoners are not restricted to locality. The Yombe believe that the ancestors deal with conduct, relationships, and misfortunes of their agnates, no matter where they live. At this level the ancestors transcend local territory." Drawing upon this new perception, Bond now asserts: 

The kin-based cults were highly suited to the types of changes brought about under colonial rule and capitalism. They had developed under a productive mode, the swidden cultivation of millet, that required movement. Since ancestors were not tied to a particular location, but were easily moved, labour migration and wage-earning were integrated into the pattern of cult beliefs. . . . A bridge had been established between the capitalist and domestic economy. The pull was not, however, unidirectional, as it is sometimes portrayed. Through money the capitalist order appropriated the labour of the Yombe migrant, and through the ancestor cult the Yombe sought to appropriate money, thus restoring a modicum of their worth and customary social persona. Labour migration did not extinguish the ancestor cult nor the dominant role of men within it. (Bond 1987:61) 

Bond goes on to show that "the Yombe constantly attempt to bring new items of technology, such as maize-grinding mills, plows, and tractors, into the cult's domain" (Bond 1987:63). If this is true, or has become true by means of innovations within the ancestor cult, what constitute the crucial differences between the cult and Scottish Protestantism? Both now seem like ways of relating to the macrocosm. 

Bond's analysis is now different: "The differential standing of women and men is a key point of difference between the two religions." The ancestral cult continues to be dominated by men. By contrast, there has been "a gradual predominance of women in the ranks of the Free Church." Hence, "women tend to be concentrated in the Free Church and men in the ancestor cult" (Bond 1987:64–65). These findings plainly vary from the polarization of ten years earlier. 

In light of that earlier article, indeed, it is astonishing to find the Free Church mainly concerned precisely with those who have the least rather than the most involvement with the macrocosmic urban and industrial economy. Bond's conclusions make an implicit critique of his earlier views: 

Many anthropologists have assumed that the parochial religions of local African communities would be rapidly displaced or thoroughly trans- 
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formed by the penetration of Christianity, the colonial state, and capitalism. And yet in Unyombe and in other local African communities, the ancestor cult persists. . . . Its religious ideology provides the context for obscuring the gradual expansion of commercial relationships based on exchange value. To advance in the domain of commercial transactions, successful entrepreneurs have employed the ideology, symbols, and practices of the ancestor cult and the customary order, thereby masking the consequences of commercial hybrid maize farming and other entrepreneurial activities, and allowing these emergent capitalist enterprises to take root and expand. (Bond 1987:70–71) 

The most dramatic examples of institutional vitality in the twentieth century come from Zimbabwe. I can deal with them briefly because the literature is recent and has caused something of a stir. I argued above that the High God cult of the Zimbabwean southwest had never been encapsulated within any precolonial state. Under colonialism it continued to overlap several colonial boundaries, continued to pursue its own political dynamic, and continued to show its ability to expand rapidly at times of crisis. In 1915, for example, it produced a classic example of how an institution could generate a movement. That year drought, famine, and disease swept across the whole region from southwestern Zimbabwe to southern Mozambique. In its Zimbabwean heartland the High God cult generated a healing and cleansing movement whereby dancing women removed "the sickness of Mwari" from their own kraal and carried it on to the next, where the process was repeated. At the same time doctored seed or tobacco from the High God shrines was distributed to guarantee a good crop. 

As the movement spread further east and south into Mozambique, its character changed, taking on the nature of a witchcraft eradication movement. The tobacco snuff brought from the shrines to the southeastern peoples was distributed to protect fields from thieves and to ensure fertility. At the same time it was believed that it would kill the evil but be harmless to the innocent. Those who practiced witchcraft after taking it would split open and die. These areas were outside the historic zone of influence of the Mwari cult and were more familiar with the idiom of witchcraft eradication than with the idea of a powerful Creator God of the Earth. Nevertheless, the so-called Murimi movement in Mozambique did introduce a momentary notion of God Himself as in charge of good and evil, drought and plenty. Murimi was a response to a crisis of subsistence that was perceived as new, because it largely had to be faced by women in areas of wide-scale labor migration. Murimi constituted a new order empowering chiefs and women; returning migrant laborers had to be purified before they were allowed to enter a Murimi village (Rennie 1973). 
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Yet more interesting, in this context, is that the Mwari cult itself, in its ongoing institutional form, also adapted to the changing realities of the colonial economy. Cult priests and messengers showed themselves hostile to African rural entrepreneurs, but they accepted the necessity under colonialism for tribal cultivators to turn themselves into small peasant producers. Cult messages coordinated small peasant responses to the vagaries of the colonial political economy. When grain prices fell or a local trader sought to establish a monopoly so that he could drive down prices, Mwari representatives organized a boycott by peasant producers. When prices rose the priests allowed renewed sales (Ranger 1985b). The cult retained its sense of a divinely ordained history in which regimes rose and fell as they served or flouted the High God. When, in the 1950s, African politicians and trade unionists consulted the shrines, the cult was able to fit the nationalist struggle into this history and to promise another transition, this time to an African state. Guerrillas had recourse to the shrine in the war of the 1970s. Since 1980 the shrines have been important in the politics of Matabeleland, as leaders of the Zimbabwe African People's Union (ZAPU) have sought to compensate for electoral defeat in the country as a whole by developing the shrines into an international pilgrimage center and by secretly using one shrine as a source of political and military advice (Ranger 1989a). 

Those other survivors of Shona institutional religion—the spirit mediums of central and eastern Zimbabwe—seem to have related even more spectacularly to revolutionary change. At any rate, in David Lan's brilliant analysis, these "makers of history" proved able during the liberation war of the 1970s to draw on the symbols of oral-historical discourse to integrate young, alien guerrillas into the supreme legitimacy of being "sons of the soil." Though they too had adapted to peasantization and to missionary education, the spirit mediums nevertheless continued to represent a claim to the lost lands in the name of the ancestors, an ideology of conservation and relationship to the earth that ran counter to government-imposed agricultural rules, and a mastery of the living and changing past that easily captured "tradition" for the guerrilla revolution rather than for the antiquarian Rhodesia Front. In Zimbabwe in the 1970s spirit mediums proved relevant to a territory-wide war (Lan 1985; Ranger 1985a). 

In short, I do not believe the argument for the inevitable redundancy and archaism of African religions in modern times. Wherever one looks, whether at movements or institutions, the reality seems different. Old dynamics remain vital; new principles of generalization have been developed or have become available. And in recent times the generalizing potentialities of literacy, so long the monopoly of Christianity or Islam, have become available to the spokespersons of African religion. 

Literacy and Religion

A crucial dimension of religious transition from the microcosmic to the macrocosmic is held to be the accompanying transition from oracy to literacy. Literacy enables the African Christian to capture tradition and also to revolutionize it. Kevin Maxwell's Bemba Myth and Ritual: The Impact of Literacy on an Oral Culture (1983) is an unusually full statement of this idea. Writing again of that Zambian northeast where we have seen the establishment of colonial immobilization, and where George Bond has changed his mind about the macrocosmic potentialities of the Yombe ancestor cult, Maxwell makes another case for the "shattered microcosm." By means of literacy, he writes: "Christianity began almost immediately to wrest control of the Bemba religious tradition from its oral authorities by writing it down and making the written version 'standard.' . . . The Christian missionaries turned over the new literate means of communication to the new breed of Bemba elite. . . . The written word, not the oral word, was true. Literacy short-circuited seniority." Literacy also changed the content of the religious experience: "For the oral religion, the encounter leads to the disjoining of the sacred symbiotic relationship of the cosmic continuum between human culture, nature, and the realm of the spirits. Writing makes the world knowable. . . . Its analytic, perspectival mode dehumanises, devocalises, and depopulates the natural cosmos. The oral synthesis of the Bemba universe is broken down" (Maxwell 1983:xvii–xviii, 33). Literacy enabled the forging of connection with Christian ideas and congregations far outside Bembaland and provided the analytical tools to operate in the new, enlarged world. 

Maxwell raises the possibility of literacy coming to Bemba religion without the mediation of mission christianity only at once to dismiss it: 

Bemba Traditional Religion remains tied to its oral origins and closed to the raised consciousness of Bemba literates. It might have developed along literate lines itself had literacy not come to the Bemba world firmly allied to the new religion. . . . Bemba oral religion can live a new kind of life in its written form [only] in alliance with the usurper. . . . The cultural advantages of writing will not be exploited for the benefit of traditional religion, not even by literate Bemba. Over 72% of the tribal population has already converted to Christianity. It is clearly too late for a literate revision of oral religion as a whole. 

It is necessary, he concludes, that "Bemba religion die itself and be buried" in Christian texts, "in order to be transformed by a later resurrected life in the Christian economy" (Maxwell 1983:162–63, 166). 

Maxwell's case seems to be a strong one, but two things are chiefly wrong with it. One is that he polarizes literal and oral communication 
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completely. For him religious literacy is all analytical and linear. There is no room for gnomic literacy, though many studies are beginning to show us how important this has been in recent African religious history. The other error is that Maxwell is wrong about the ways in which Africans in northeast Zambia have used literacy for religious purposes. The work of Clive Dillon-Malone on the Mutumwa "churches" (discussed below) reveals a different sort of process. 

John Janzen's 1985 review of the consequences of literacy in African religion shows how often literacy can solidify oracy; how dreams and visions rendered into writing were first a major genre of mission Christian conversion and then a major instrument of African prophetic expansion; how literacy can give form to such oral expressions as songs, narratives, and glossolalias. In this way "a potential religious literature is born." Janzen notes: 

Many African religious traditions—regional Islamic communities, independent Christian churches, nationalizing mission churches, and renewed historic traditions of African religion—are involved in one or another stage of this transition to literacy. The consequences of such a transition to literacy are far-reaching. Literacy, as such, permits a greater degree of uniformity in a religious order; it certainly permits the existence of such an order on a larger social scale; it permits the renewal of cultural and spiritual traditions to occur with reference to the past-in-the-present; it permits a greater participation in the central issues of religious order. (Janzen 1985:248–49) 

For my purposes the key phrase here is Janzen's inclusion of "renewed historic traditions of African religion" among those religious traditions making the transition to literacy. Much more work needs to be done on this belated, but highly significant, stage in African religious history. 

Literacy has certainly come to rituals of kingship, with the recording of what were formerly purely oral texts, not for ethnographic but for functional purposes. It has equally certainly come to territorial cults of ecology and cleansing. There has been, for instance, an attempt to bureaucratize the High God cult in both Botswana and Zimbabwe with written constitutions and manifestos. As we have seen, the High God cult has shown in its purely oral form a remarkable capacity to expand its influence over wide regions, but the use now being made of literacy by some of its adherents is clearly designed to appeal to a "national," if not an "international," constituency. As the Hosanna Religious Traditional Association of Botswana puts it, "the worship of MWALI through the traditional ceremonies . . . is an important aspect of Black Culture and is a contribution to the cultural and moral fiber of a nation" (Last and Chavunduka 1986). 
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But literacy has come to African religious movements as well as to institutions, and sometimes the use of literacy by the leaders of movements has served to institutionalize them. Witchcraft eradicators, such as Chikanga of Malawi, now keep extensive written case records. And Dillon-Malone has shown how the use of literacy in Zambia transformed witchcraft eradication movements into structured organizations of exorcism and healing. 

What Dillon-Malone calls the Mutumwa movement—a crossethnic movement for the prevention of witchcraft and for healing—originated in northeastern Zambia in the 1930s. It drew its inspiration equally from the prophetic Mchape witchcraft eradication movement and from some of the texts of Christianity. At its core was the revitalizing role of the nchimi diviner, and Mutumwa leaders were in personal contact with "the famous Malawian nchimi , Chikanga, whose influence and reputation were so widespread in the 1960s." Mutumwa leaders, however, say that Chikanga's work never "developed into the formation of churches as theirs had done" (Dillon-Malone 1983:167). Chikanga might use literacy to keep case records, but Mutumwa leaders went beyond that, using literacy bureaucratically to achieve "church" organization. The Mutumwa movement thus developed into two streams, one calling itself the Mutumwa Nchimi Church of Herbalists, the other merely the Mutumwa Church. The first sounds more "traditional," and the second more "Christian." But to divide them in this way is a sterile exercise. Both have been influenced by witchcraft eradication and by Biblical healing texts; both invoke the Holy Spirit, exorcise, and recruit by means of the affliction and sickness of their converts. The whole movement could be regarded as "syncretic" or as a Christian heresy. I argue that it can validly be regarded as an instance of what can happen when African traditional religious movements become structured by literacy. As Dillon-Malone writes: "The Mutumwa churches of Zambia . . . succeed in supplying the positive functions of traditional medico-religious specialists in a more durable, because literate, belief system (although interpreted in accordance with traditional religious beliefs)" (Dillon-Malone 1983:167). With forty-three branches on the urbanized Copperbelt, the Mutumwa churches have certainly related to macrocosmic change. 

Of course, because literacy is now available to African religious movements does not liberate them from confrontation with the prestige of the prior texts of mission Christianity, particularly the Bible. The Mutumwa leaders drew heavily on the Book of Acts to legitimate their healing. And if their reaction to biblical Christianity does not seem to have been limiting, Schoffeleers (1985) has given us an example of a much more "reactionary" development. He describes the rapidly growing influence in 
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southern Malawi in the 1970s of the Church of the Black Ancestors. This self-consciously Africanist and nationalist movement called upon Africans to return to their traditional religion. It published a brief counter-text to the Bible: The Truth about Jesus: The Saviour of the Israelites and the Whites . As Schoffeleers comments, the Bible itself provides the movement with its unifying symbol. Lapsed Christians make indispensable officers of the movement because of their familiarity with the Bible and their capacity to criticize it. 

In order to oppose to mission Christianity a "religion" equally exclusive and dogmatic, the Church of the Black Ancestors sought to possess all the traditional religious resources of southern Malawi and then to generalize them into what amounted to a party ideology. The lay bureaucracy of the church was paralleled, in theory, by a ritual hierarchy made up of all traditional chiefs, headmen, shrine priests, and territorial mediums. As it spread through southern Malawi, the Church of the Black Ancestors tried to capture the shrines of the Mbona territorial cult. Outside the Mbona zone it sought to generalize village ancestral cults. Schoffeleers shows that many shrine priests and mediums, as well as many chiefs and headmen, bitterly opposed the imposition of this new generalizing and politicizing creed. These religious leaders still stood by a layered, ambiguous, and plural system. But the leaders of the Black Ancestors succeeded in polarizing the religious field into the confrontation of the two books, the Bible and The Truth about Jesus . According to Schoffeleers (1985), by the end of the 1970s the centuries-old Mbona cult had virtually disappeared. Meanwhile, however, the name of Mbona, released from the shrines, was on the lips of the followers of the Black Ancestors, who spoke of Mbona as a Black Christ. Priests and mediums of the old cult had often also been baptized Christians as they lived out overlapping interactions. Now frenzied mobs of Black Ancestor followers disrupted the celebration of the Mass, shouting that Christ was for the whites but that Mbona was the Savior of Blacks. 

Schoffeleers obviously deplores the polarization of southern Malawi, the collapse of the Mbona cult, and the starkly drawn lines of hostility between neotradition and Christian ideologies. The Church of the Black Ancestors may not have a secure future in view of the disapproval of the Malawi government. Nevertheless, it is a fascinating example of the capacity to generalize traditional religion by means of literacy. 

Mission Christianity and the Local Church

I have been arguing for the capacity of African religion to engage with the widening scale of modern African life. Next I discuss briefly the ways in 

― 89 ― 

which mission Christianity was much less macrocosmic than the conventional model supposes. The problem is that the best-known missionaries and missions are the ones that were most committed to the transformation of small-scale Africa. Early nineteenth-century Protestant missionaries in South Africa were undoubtedly committed to the ideals of the Scottish Enlightenment and to the emergence of a liberal capitalism that would replace both Boer feudalism and African tribal society. They would bring an evangelized South Africa into conversion and communication with the enlightened world. David Livingstone's slogan "Christianity, Commerce, and Civilization" is probably the one thing a non-Africanist knows about mission history in Africa. Other nineteenth-century missionaries believed in the essential benevolence of expanding British imperialism. The devotedly modernizing Livingstonia Mission of the Free Church of Scotland sent out the African elites of Malawi and Zambia to assist in the building of the Southern African industrial system: all these missionaries were undoubtedly men of the macrocosm. (This has been the subject of the best modern missionary histories; see, e.g., Crehan [1978], Ross [1986], McCracken [1977]). 

These men remained the focus of attention when African nationalist historiography developed, partly because they provided the most convincing examples of European arrogance and partly because their African converts provided the most convincing link between the African past and the founders of the new African nations. Yet it has long been clear that there are serious difficulties in treating this little cluster of missionaries and missions as typical of the microcosm-shattering effect of Christianity. For one thing considerable tensions exist between the aims and the effects of missionaries of this sort. George Bond's Scottish missionaries in Unyombe were certainly part of the radical Protestant tradition, and yet we have already seen how paradoxical were the local consequences of their evangelism. Then there are problems of chronology. Confidence that capitalist, urban, and industrial development was a totally benevolent part of the divine plan was easier to sustain in the first half of the nineteenth century than it was at the end of it, and easier even then than it had become by the end of the First World War. Most twentieth-century missionaries were anticapitalists, hostile to urban life, anxious to rebuild rural solidarities. Finally, there are problems of denomination. The views of the radical Protestants were not shared, even in the nineteenth century, by Roman Catholic missionaries nor by High Church Anglicans. A majority of missionaries were always and everywhere concerned mainly with building local communities. 

These points have been most effectively made in the mission historiography of Malawi. Reacting against a linear nation-building history, 
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with its emphasis on the modernizing nationalist elites produced by the Scottish mission schools, Martin Chanock proposed a new problematic as long ago as 1972: 

Our understanding of recent Malawi history is out of focus. We focus on the role of the educated elite in a peasant dominated country; on the influence of urbanization in a country with no cities; on the influence of industrialization in the most rural part of Central Africa. . . . The belief that Christianity and Commerce were roads to progress still runs through the writing of the history of the colonial era. The present general scenario of Malawian history is one of innovating precolonial societies forming states, engaging in long-distance trade, set back a little by colonial conquest which, however, planted the seeds of its undoing because missionaries and migrant labour gave rise to a new forward-looking class which sired Malawi nationalism. (Chanock 1972:434) 

Chanock called instead for a historiography that would "demodernize the Christians" so that "we would then be able to regard the nationalist movement for what it was—a mass movement in a peasant country" (Chanock 1972:434). 

Chanock found that historians were still victims of the image that the missions had of themselves and accepted the missionary assumption that Christianity was a modernizing religion. He points out that for Malawi such a view requires an exclusive focus on the Scottish missions, ignoring "the Catholics and the Dutch Reformed missions which did not play this role." He also observes that, even for those Christian converts whose ambitions had been fired by the teaching of the Scots, actual experience was one of progressive promises betrayed: "A brief and intermittent acquaintance with a rural mission school and a puzzling and bruising contact with Christian hypocrisy did not produce men objectively capable of 'taking the process of betterment' into their own hands" (Chanock 1972:436-38). 

Two years later, in 1974, Ian Linden published a treatment of Malawi's missionary history that came close to realizing Chanock's program. Linden set out his revisionist intentions in his preface. In the dominant Protestant historiography of Malawi: 

The history [of the country] is the story of a generation of African leaders, fostered in the Scots missions where they received their education, who finally swept the country into an era of mass nationalism. Behind every pew there seems to lurk a protonationalist. Roman Catholic missionaries in Nyasaland did not produce leaders of modernizing movements. . . . Not surprisingly, they have been ignored. Yet there are over three-quarters of a million Catholics amongst Malawi's four million people, mainly peasant subsistence farmers. A historian studying the Catholic missions is obliged 
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to concentrate on a peasant church, whose essential conservatism calls in question, or at least balances, the elitist slant of the Protestant mission history. . . . Catholic missions did not fit tidily into the box marked Christianity and Progress. (Linden 1974:ix) 

Linden's own story was one of Catholic priests, mostly themselves from European peasant families, bringing to rural Malawians "a Christianity filtered through centuries of European peasant culture." The result was an intensely local Christianity: "The focus of this book is the micro-events around Catholic mission stations, the interactions of European Catholic and African peasant conservatism" (Linden 1974:x). 

More recently, in 1982, a history of the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) in Zambia and Malawi was published, which also focused on microevents around rural mission stations. Its author noted 

the strong tendency in DRC mission policy to preserve the traditional structures of a people. The African should have access to the Bible in his own language. But he should not be lifted out of his traditional village life, or become a semi-European by following other white ways. . . . The DRC policy was turned to the needs of village life. Its deepest aim was the raising of a "Bible-loving, industrious and prosperous peasantry." . . . This policy did not stimulate and only reluctantly allowed these peasants to participate in a wider world. (Gilhuis 1982:108) 

In such a context the African religious movements that swept through the DRC zone, along with all other mission zones in Zambia, seem to represent a macrocosmic invasion of a set of Christian microcosms! 

It may be objected that Malawi has been a special case—"the most rural part of Central Africa." Alternatively it may be objected that I have been seizing upon a minority reactionary tendency within the overall progressive and expansive European missionary movement. Yet attitudes such as I have been citing were held not only by French peasant Catholics and Afrikaner ruralists and German cultural nationalists (Wright 1971). They were also held, for example, by university-trained Anglicans. My own recent work on the eastern districts of Southern Rhodesia, where there were certainly much more industrialization and urbanization than in Chanock's Malawi, has revealed how strongly focused on the village and on a self-supporting peasant church Anglican missionaries were. Canon Edgar Lloyd, for decades the leader of Anglican popular Christianity in Makoni district, spelled it out: 

The village work is extremely important . . . because it has to be done by themselves. . . . [The village out-station] is really a Christian community centre. It is wonderful to see in heathen Africa the religious devotion of so many villagers and the real influence the Christian religion has on 
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their lives. . . . The particular work undertaken by this Mission is that of preaching Christ in the villages and in the country schools of the villages. Africa is a country of villages: of cultivated patches, often hand-tilled, of herds of small cattle, of wood-fires in huts and long nights of discussion. . . . To hold the villages for Christ is to hold Africa that now is. (Lloyd 1929). 

In a series of recent articles I have described the local, rural, popular Anglicanism that emerged in Makoni district, with its network of small-peasant Anglican villages linked together and focused on a new symbolic center. But that center is nothing more macrocosmic than the district mission church and farm at Saint Faith's, to which regular pilgrimages were made (Ranger 1987a, 1987b). 

In the preceding paragraphs I have concentrated on missionary perceptions. Such rural, microcosmic Christianities were the construct also, however, of African converts. As in the case of Yombe Protestantism, many of the converts to Makoni Anglicanism were returned migrant laborers concerned to find religious legitimacy for leadership roles in rural society. Others were the organic intellectuals who used mission literacy and the newly created written vernacular to elaborate myths of local ethnic identity. Much of the imagination that went into colonial immobilized societies came from them. But I am not, of course, saying that Catholic or Dutch Reformed Church or Anglican popular Christianity managed (or desired) to preserve small-scale rural society. They did something more and something less than that. They introduced their own changes—of ideas and practice and personnel—some of which articulated the notion of membership in a "universal" church. But they also participated crucially in that narrowing of scale that accompanied the colonial invention of "traditional" localism. 

Village Christian societies were penetrated in many ways by colonial capitalism, but they were also in many ways more microcosmic than precolonial rural societies. When disillusionment set in with mission Christianity in Makoni district during the depression years of the 1930s, it was challenged by African-led churches that were much less local, whether these were prophetic Apostolic churches, which sprang out of migrant-labor experiences and which have become international in scope (Dillon-Malone 1978), or witchcraft eradication movements, like Mchape, which reached Makoni only after it had spread through Malawi, Zambia, Tanzania, and Mozambique (Ranger 1981). 

Conclusion

My advocate's statement is, of course, partial and one-sided. Nevertheless, I hope it is enough in itself to challenge some of the established 
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propositions about the essential contrasts between Christianity and African religion. Contrasts there certainly were, but these were not so much that the former was macrocosmic in its focus and the latter microcosmic. The contrast rather lay in how each operated both microcosmically and macrocosmically. 

Jean Comaroff made a brilliant statement of this proposition in an oral presentation to the Boston conference. The volumes which she and her husband have produced on the interactions of Protestant missions with Tswana society concentrate upon unequivocally modernizing missionaries (see Comaroff and Comaroff 1991). Much of the Comaroffs' analysis shows how these men sought to introduce new concepts of time and space in order to integrate their converts into the wide world of industrial capitalism. Yet on both sides of this encounter—the Protestant and the "traditional"—the local and the global were in dialectic tension. The Tswana states had "an uneasy relationship of encompassment" with domestic and local religion; there were secessions and breakaways, as much religious as political; the states had to come to terms with incoming diviners and ritual specialists. "The whole question of politico-religious centralization was already on the Tswana agenda"; the nineteenth-century Tswana states were themselves recent constructs with as yet uncertain ideological legitimacy. For their part the Protestant missionaries were "marginal men," who came from societies in tension. Most aimed to create local-level communities of African yeomen. 

Both for Tswana and for missionaries, argued Comaroff, the global and local dimensions were inseparable. Both had ideal notions of "global communities" but also a realization that no one actually lived in them. Real, everyday life took place locally, so that the overall Christian map of Botswana, or of southern Africa, was built up linking local Christian villages and mission stations into a network—rather as a territorial cult could put together a mosaic of local congregations. 

Comaroff insisted, and rightly so, that there were real and important contrasts between the ways in which Protestantism and African religion conceived localism and globalism. "Some religions can do what others cannot." What she called "global monetarization" and "global literacy," at this period a mission monopoly, gave mission globalism a new potential. She concluded that "deconstruction can go too far." 

No doubt in this chapter deconstruction has gone too far. So I should redeem my argumentative excesses by concluding that, restated in Jean Comaroff's terms, the tension between the local, the national, and the universal remains an important topic in African religious history. Perhaps I can make the point (and show that I do not owe it entirely to Jean Comaroff's gentle critique) by quoting from my 1987 article on Zimbabwean religious history. This deals with the ways in which Canon 
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Lloyd and his African converts took symbolic hold of the land, creating their own holy places amongst the sacred hills and caves of African religious imagination and generating their own pilgrimages. In this way, I argued, they legitimated an intensely local popular Anglicanism. But I go on to show how energetic Anglican bishops disliked the Saint Faith's brand of local Christianity and sought to undercut it, among other ways by establishing national pilgrimage centers. I concluded the piece by generalizing this tension between the local and the central: "There has been a constant oscillation in the [religious] history of Zimbabwe between the local and the central, the popular and the institutional. The holy place and the pilgrimage have sometimes served to validate the one and sometimes to validate the other. At times one has seemed to triumph and the other to collapse, but both have survived in continuous and creative tension with the other." 

I go on to describe the challenge to local mission Christianity in the 1930s with the rise of African independent churches and the spread of African religious movements. It seemed then as if local Anglicanism and Catholicism had been swept away. Yet through movements of Christian Revivalism popular microcosmic Christianity was rescued and preserved. On the other hand: 

In the 1970s, when guerrilla war spread through Makoni, only local holy places and holy men seemed any longer relevant. The central, urban structures of Anglicanism and Catholicism were discredited and impotent and many commentators announced that legitimacy and authority had moved to the suffering rural and local churches. Indeed, there was an intense local interaction between the guerrillas, those men of the bush, and local holy places and their guardians. Guerrillas gained legitimate access to the caves and mountains by working with the representative figures of local religion—the spirit mediums guarding the burial hill of the Makoni chiefs, the Irish priests in charge at Triashill and St. Barbara's. . . . Yet since the end of the war in 1980 central church institutions have turned out still to have a great deal of life in them, and not only the vitality of material resources, placed at the service of the new government's educational and health policies. The symbolic resources of the ecclesiastical centre are not yet exhausted. (Ranger 1987b) 

I might also have said, though I did not, that the resources of macrocosmic African religion were also not exhausted. Witchcraft eradication and witch-cleansing movements swept through Makoni and neighboring districts in the 1980s, providing opportunities for confession and absolution after the suspicions and tensions of the war. I did end that study of Makoni district by saying, as I shall end this chapter now by saying, that much of the continuing history of religion in southern Africa, whether of 
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Christianity or of African religion, lies in the working out of "this dialectic between the local and the central."
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