African Tradional Religion 
 in Mwanza Area (Tanzania)
ATR in Africa: Lack of Structural Platform.

We make ours the comments from Paul Gifford about an attempt of formalization of ATR in Ghana through the movement called 'the Afrikania Movement' which is

`an attempt to re-establish African traditional religion as a world religion, begun in December 1982 by former Catholic priest Vincent Kwabena Damuah (...) This movement is frequently referred to, and the Ghanaian theologian Kwame Bediako even attributes great significance to the `Afrikania Challenge'. However in the 1990's its numbers are almost non- existent, and the organization is all but dead. African traditional religion persists not as a separate `religion', but as enduring perceptions and habits within Christianity and Islam. As a self​conscious alternative to Christianity and Islam, Afrikania constitutes little challenge at all.' (Gifford, 1998: 63 my emphasis)

No `Afrikania Movement' in this part of Tanzania. And indeed it is felt that the identification of what represent ATR is uneasy. Local chiefs? Perhaps, as some of them

might know the history and traditions of their specific areas quite well. They may be very reliable. However these are most of the time nominal Christians. Local healers? Perhaps,

but those are not organized in any significant way, each one working for his own, and recent events in Tanzania come to further discredit a profession which suffered greatly

under colonization and its first missionary period (see more below).

More than any other place in Africa perhaps, ATR in Mwanza area is fully

corresponding to the comment of Paul Gifford. One of the questions which occupies my mind in any research in this area is 'how African tradition may be visible through actual,

contemporary movements or events', and not, for instance, `whom to interview in order to acquire a knowledge of the local African tradition'.

ATR: A Questioned Concept

Richard Fardon, professor of Anthropology in SOAS university would discourage the very use of the terms 'African Traditional Religion (ATR)' in my dissertations. That is a common view from the staff of anthropological department, significantly departing from

the concepts and use commonly made in the neighbouring `Religious Studies' department. It is a stance aiming at showing that Christianity and Islam (among others) are nowadays no

less `traditional' or even `african' in Africa than any other religions. Christianity and Islam have over the years forged special brand of activities and it would be unfair to still consider them `foreign' (= `non-traditional' and 'non-African') even if only by contrast with other traditions. Indeed Islam and Christianity are `world religions', but the very title `world

religion' may be misleading. The way Christianity is relevant and consequently practiced in different parts of the world do greatly differ. It is differently understood and integrated in

members of the local churches.

How Christianity and Islam have developed special ways of worshiping in this part

of Tanzania? Once again, a fascinating task would be to identify how these special ways may be influenced and shaped among many other elements by `whatever was there before' (more of it below).

1

Buiora Cultural Centre and Related Activities 

Probably, the most important effort from the Catholic Church at relating with ATR in this part of Tanzania is through the Bujora Cultural Centre. Founded by a White Father, it seeks at the identification and preservation of local customs of the Sukuma ethnic group dominating in this part of the country. It comprises a museum with different huts/pavilions exhibiting different facets of Sukuma traditional daily life. Besides, special interests have developed over the years around local music (especially at the occasion of a festival called Bulabo'), and medicines (some research is being made for the identification of local plants used for healing purposes).

A shift has been noticed in recent years about the composition of the visitors to the centre. While visitors used to be almost exclusively tourists and expatriates just a few decades ago, now we notice an important influx of school pupils brought in through organized school tours. It might well be a sign that traditional Sukuma culture is no longer taken for granted and rather, is increasingly alien to the daily life of the local population.

A group of about 40 members composed of local `researchers' on Sukuma related issues meet occasionally at Bujora Cultural Centre. It is an occasion (three to four time a year) to share whatever research has been done, to keep interests alive and to renew motivations to do the research. The stated aim of the group is doublefold: to work at the preservation of Sukuma patrimony together with the deepening of issues on inculturation of the Christian message.

The Burning Issue of Albinos' Killings

This area of Tanzania is presently hardly hit with a plague unique in its kind: the cruel and savage killings of albinos. Victims are now counted by dozens. There is a case in the parish of Bukumbi (village of Nyang'holongo) which occurred on January 20 2008. A young boy of five has been slaughtered like a chicken' and consequently some of his body parts such as his feet have disappeared.

It is commonly understood that there is 'business' related to this activity. The limbs which have disappeared have supposedly been sold at a very high price one could imagine in order to fabricate special medicines which, when used in specific ways are efficient to make one rich. It is widely said that people around goldmines of neighboring areas are in demand for these 'special medicines'.

There are signs that the killing of Albinos is not specifically related to the Sukuma but is rather a national plague probably imported here in this region from some neighboring areas (belligerent Congo?). However, this phenomenon shed particular dark light on the African Traditional Culture. If for instance the Sukuma do no have any known tradition of slaughtering their albinos in such a way described nowadays, their attitudes is far from being unambiguous as they used to `simply disappear', some say buried in secret by their own relatives in their own houses in secret. African Traditional Religion is further discredited through this phenomenon for it is presumably 'local healers' and 'local witches' who spread the belief that medicines made out of albinos body parts may make one rich. It is a rule that alter an albinos killing, local doctors are placed under custody.

2
Christianity: Still Defined According  to Witch-Hunting?

It would be greatly misleading to state that Christians are in this area unaffected by traditional beliefs. Rather, Christians might be affected in different, almost contradicting ways.

Brigit Meyer states that among the Ewe of Ghana, missionaries `by conceptualizing the pre-Christian religion as diabolical, it was rendered negative, but it nevertheless became an ingredient of Ewe Christianity', and Paul Gifford to comment: `Thus, although the missionaries intended to abolish the old religion, they had made it indispensable to demonstrate the meaning of Christianity' (Gifford, 1998: 107). A phenomenon of the same nature might well happen among a core of a few committed Christian in Sukumaland. It was remarkable that just a few weeks alter the killing of albinos in Nyangh'olongo, Bukumbi parish held a pilgrimage (`hija') for its youth. For this occasion, a number of songs composed and performed by the youth were related to the rejection of traditional practices leading to this kind of unfortunate event. The killing of Albinos gave a postiori a relevance to Christianity and a special reason to be proud to be known and called a Christian.

Sukuma land has been recently marked by different waves of witch-hunting, generally leading to the killing of `red-eyed old women' (Mesaki, 1994: 56). It is not that among Christians, African traditions are directly associated with albinos killing and witch​hunting. Theology has moved (but has it moved in the mind of all?) but, the very presence of these plagues gives special relevance and strength to the Christian message as it opposes them most dearly. It might be common indeed to preach the Christian message as the force capable to counter these forces of darkness and to liberate from the fear related to them.

More Positive Contributions of ATR?

It came as a surprise to me, as I arrived in Bukumbi, to discover the presence among our Catholic parishioners of a special prayer group locally known as `wanamaombi'. This group was (and still is in many ways) in a situation of fragility in its relationship with ecclesial authority and with other local parishioners. It is indeed very similar in its form of worship with the excommunicated `wanamaombi' movement initiated by Fr Nkwera. The group has a high emphasis on healing through services based on prayer and sometimes including what look like exorcisms. It has been said that healing is a most constant pre​occupation among the Sukuma (see Cory, 1946: 160). Without developing further, do we not have here a presumably traditional concern forcing its ways through and within the frame of Christian practices?

Besides much more which could be said about this movement, another remarkable feature is that we have here a set of people committed to their own form of worship, loyal to their own group, perhaps even above loyalty to the Catholic authority and hierarchy. That is also increasingly the case of other Christian movements and associations, especially choirs, as priests in the deanery of Bukumbi recently complained about. Secrecy is an issue in some of these movements, perhaps an indication that it could be fruitful to research the functioning and contents of traditional secret societies which used to be of great influence in this area.

More classic areas whereby traditional concerns are readily identified, though modified in today's attitudes could include relationships of unquestionable loyalty to people in position of authority and also perhaps the `harambee' culture, questionably a substitute for the generosity which used to be due from the leaders.
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