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ABSTRACT

Africa faces problems of ecological devastation caused by economic exploitation,
rapid population growth, and poverty. Capitalism, residual colonialism, and corruption
undermine Africa’s efforts to forge a better future. The dissertation describes how in
Africa the mounting ecological crisis has religious, political, and economic roots that
enable and promote social and environmental harm. It presents the thesis that religious
traditions, including their ethical expressions, can effectively address the crisis,
ameliorate its impacts, and advocate for social and environmental betterment, now and in
the future.

First, it examines African traditional religion and Christian teaching, which
together provide the foundation for African Christianity. Critical examination of both
religious worldviews uncovers their complementary emphases on human responsibility
toward planet Earth and future generations. Second, an analysis of the Gwembe Tonga of

Chief Simamba explores the interconnectedness of all elements of the universe in African



cosmologies. In Africa, an interdependent, participatory relationship exists between the
world of animals, the world of humans, and the Creator. In discussing the annual /wiindi
(rain calling) ceremony of Simamba, the study explores ecological overtones of African
religions. Such rituals illustrate the involvement of ancestors and high gods in
maintaining ecological integrity.

Third, the foundation of the African morality of abundant life is explored. Across
Sub-Saharan Africa, ancestors’ teachings are the foundation of morality; ancestors are
guardians of the land. A complementary teaching that Christ is the ecological ancestor of
all life can direct ethical responses to the ecological crisis. Fourth, the eco-social
implications of ubuntu (what it means to be fully human) are examined. Some aspects of
ubuntu are criticized in light of economic inequalities and corruption in Africa. However,
ubuntu can be transformed to advocate for eco-social liberation.

Fifth, the study recognizes that in some cases conflicts exist between ecological
values and religious teachings. This conflict is examined in terms of the contrast between
awareness of socioeconomic problems caused by population growth, on the one hand,
and advocacy of a traditional African morality of abundant children, on the other hand. A
change in the latter religious view is needed since overpopulation threatens sustainable
living and the future of Earth. The dissertation concludes that the identification of Jesus
with African ancestors and theological recognition of Jesus as the ecological ancestor,
woven together with ubuntu, an ethic of interconnectedness, should characterize African

consciousness and promote resolution of the socio-ecological crisis.
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CHAPTER ONE

UBUNTU, JESUS AND EARTH

Introduction to the Problem

The future of Earth will be determined, in many respects, by human attitudes
toward the natural world. The negative effects of irresponsible attitudes are reflected in
current crises of deforestation, air and water pollution, land degradation, uncontrolled
population growth, global warming, and many other ecological predicaments that are
adversely affecting our planet. Since most of these attitudes are religiously conditioned,’
African theological ethics can be instrumental in changing people’s perceptions of nature.
African theologians have observed that in the African worldview, the spiritual, the
natural, and the human worlds are interconnected. Although this worldview can inform
Christian ecological responsibility and action, very few studies are dedicated to the
investigation of the same.

The belief that the natural world exists solely for human use is foreign to
Africans. In Africa, it can be traced back to the nineteenth century mission theory of

“Civilization, Christianity and Commerce.”” Whereas missionary movements promoted

' David Korten, “The Great Turning: From Empire to Earth Community,” Yes! Magazine (Summer

2006): 12-18.

? Thomas Fowell Buxton and William Wilberforce argued that Africans would abandon slave trade
once exposed to commerce, civilization and Christianity. See Andrew Porter, “Commerce and Christianity:
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civilization as an instrument of Christianizing Africa, imperial governments promoted
commerce. To them, Africa’s value was in its natural resources (hereafter referred to as
“natural goods”),* which were awaiting human exploitation for profit. But as Sallie
McFague posits, this Western worldview (which is rooted in the Protestant Reformation,
the Enlightenment, and eighteenth-century economic theory) is putting the planet in
jeopardy.® Similarly, Leroy Vail faults this theory for undermining the balanced
relationship between humanity and the environment in Africa in the era prior to the mid-
nineteenth century.’

Sadly, while the negative effects of this theory are being felt in the West, the
greatest impact is felt by poor nations where most people depend on the land. There is a

compelling body of scholarly literature that documents the connection between

The Rise and Fall of a Nineteenth-Century Missionary Slogan,” The Historical Journal 28, no. 3 (Sep.
1985): 597-621.

? “Resources” is the most common term for Earth’s natural benefits that are available for human (and
often for nonhuman) use, and are extracted by humans as individuals and industrial corporations. However,
here and throughout this work “natural goods” will be used instead. The usage follows that of John Hart,
who in Sacramental Commons uses “Earth goods” or “natural goods” in place of “resources,” without
elaboration. John Hart, Sacramental Commons: Christian Ecological Ethics (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman
and Littlefield, 2006), 150. In his view, these terms more accurately describe abiotic aspects of nature that
humans remove and use to benefit themselves. Calling something a “resource” implies that it is provided
for, and awaiting removal by, humankind. Some of Earth’s natural benefits, however, are obviously not just
for humans: they already serve an ecosystemic, geologic, or other need in place; and, they are used not just
by humans, but by other members of the biotic community who depend on them being in place. Discussion
with this author, 14, October, 2009.

* Sallie McFague, Life Abundant: Rethinking Theology and Economy for a Planet in Peril
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 117.

> Leroy Vail, “Ecology and History: The Example of Eastern Zambia,” Journal of Southern Afiican
Studies 3, no. 2 (Apr., 1977): 129-155.



contemporary policies inspired by this nineteenth century theory and the negative
ecological effects wrought on much of the planet.® According to Kirkpatrick Sale,
dwellers in the land today destroy the environment on which they depend due to foreign
capitalistic interests.” Paul Hawken adds that although the destructive impact of
capitalism on poor nations is not visible to the West, business should be understood in a
wider context. It ecologically matters how profit is obtained; thus the fundamental
principles of commerce should be re-examined if we are to meet the ecological
challenges of our time.*

One major example of exploiting nature for human use was the damming of the
River Zambezi in Southern Africa. The effects on humans, animals and vegetation were
severe. Elizabeth Colson, Thayer Scudder, and recently Lisa Cliggett, have highlighted

the detrimental anthropological effects of the dam on the local people.’ After resisting

% Séverine Deneulin and Masooda Bano, Religion in Development: Rewriting the Secular Script
(London and New York: Zed Books, 2009); Jeffrey Haynes, Religion and Development: Conflict or
Cooperation? (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007).

7 Kirkpatrick Sale, Dwellers on the Land.: the Bioregional Vision (Athens, Georgia: University of
Georgia Press, 2000). Sale builds on the Gaia hypothesis and advocates for an economy with a bioregional
focus. He argues that human and other biotic systems should be best understood at the local, and
community levels. See also, Maano Ramitsindela, Transfrontier Conservation in Africa: At the Confluence
of Capital, Politics and Nature (Oxfordshire: Cabi, 2007).

¥ Paul Hawken, The Ecology of Commerce: A Declaration of Sustainability (New York: Harper
Business, 1993), 6-17, 32, 72.

? Elizabeth Colson, The Social Consequences of Resettlement: The Impact of the Kariba Resettlement
Upon the Gwembe Tonga (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1971); Thayer Scudder, The Ecology
of the Gwembe Tonga (Manchester: Manchester University Press 1962); The Future Of Large Dams :
Dealing With Social, Environmental, Institutional, And Political Costs (London: Earthscan, 2005); A
history of Development in the Twentieth Century: the Zambian Portion of the middle Zambezi Valley and



relocation due to their belief that the river spirit Nyami-Nyami would destroy the dam,
more than 57,000 Tonga people were forcefully resettled and the river was dammed in
1958, creating a 5,580 square km reservoir. Unfortunately, no care was taken to address
the fate of thousands of non-humans that inhabited the area, and only a fraction of
animals was rescued through “Operation Noah.” Charles Lagus, who witnessed and
documented this disaster, argued that:

The damming at Kariba is a more than usually spectacular symptom of

man’s (sic) attitude to animals in many parts of the world, but nowhere is

the prospect more alarming than in Africa. Just as Operation Noah has

undertaken an imaginative programme of rescue work at Kariba, so in the

wider context there is need for a great holding operation to bridge the fifty

years it may take for man to acknowledge his responsibility to the natural

world, and his responsibility for it to future generations of men. — Like it

or not the White Man’s disease (one might almost call it the “English

Sickness,” for it began in England), has come to Africa to stay.'’

On the other hand, Frank Clements observed that the damming of the Zambezi
illustrated the struggle between Western Civilization and African traditional religion.
While in reality Western civilization triumphed, Clements argues that it was the River

God, Nyami-Nyami, who won as evidenced by the problems that accompanied the

construction of the dam."'

the Lake Kariba Basin (New York: Clark University, 1985); Cliggett Lisa, Grains from Grass.: Aging,
Gender, and Famine in Rural Africa (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005).

' Charles Lagus, Operation Noah (London: William Kimber and Co., 1959), 37.

' Clements attributes the completion of the dam to the ritual appeasement of the spirit of Nyami-
Nyami. Frank Clements, Kariba: The Struggle with the River God (London: Methuen, 1959).



Indeed, the advent of the English preoccupation with exploiting the ecological
landscape has negatively affected the African environment. Since Christianity is one of
the fastest growing religion in Africa, African Christians have a role to play in addressing
the resulting crisis. '> Because African Christians are influenced by an African traditional
worldview and Christian doctrines, their dual heritage is vital to ecological ethics.
However, scholars such as Placide Tempels, John S. Mbiti, Ferdinand C. Ezekwonna,
Laurenti Magesa, and Bénézet Bujo,"” have also observed that African ethics is deeply
anthropocentric. Critical examination, though, of African traditional beliefs and
philosophy reveals that African ethics puts emphasis on human responsibility towards
planet Earth. This is because in African cosmology, humanity, nonhumans, the ancestors,
and other spiritual forces are interconnected; hence, the abuse of Earth threatens this
interconnectedness on which life depends.

Although Lagus raised the question of human responsibility to the natural world
and future generations in 1958, it was the publication of Lynn White’s article in 1967,
“The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis,” that attracted many theological responses.
White argued that the separation of God and humanity from nature led to the

desacralization and exploitation of the natural world. Since Western civilization is deeply

1> Lamin Sanneh, Whose Religion Is Christianity? The Gospel Beyond the West (Grand Rapids: Wm.
B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2003); Andrew F. Walls, The Cross-Cultural Process in Christian
History: Studies in the Transmission and Appropriation of Faith (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2002);
Philip Jenkins, The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2002).

"> These Scholars works will be discussed under literature review and in other chapters.



conditioned by Christianity, White faulted Christian beliefs for the current crisis. He
argued that until the Western Christian assumption that nature exists solely to serve
humanity is rejected, the ecological crisis is set to worsen. Nevertheless, he concluded
that because “the roots of our trouble are so largely religious, the remedy must also be
essentially religious, whether we call it that or not.”"*

Most theologians agree that human attitudes toward nature ought to be
ecologically sensitive, but are divided on White’s argument against Christianity.> Some
accept White’s argument and dismiss Christianity as anti-nature. This group argues that
Christianity is ecologically bankrupt and a solution to the crisis should be found
elsewhere.'® Others, while agreeing with some elements of White’s thesis, argue that he
erred elsewhere in his argument, For example, he avoided other significant causes—such
as economics—for the crisis. This group of scholars seeks to defend Christianity from

some aspects of White’s attack and argues as well that, properly understood, Christianity

demands justice and peace. According to positions developed by the World Council of

14 Lynn White Jr., “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” Science, New Series 155, no. 3767
(Mar. 10, 1967): 1207.

15 Max Oclschlaeger divides these responses into five groups; conservatives, liberals, moderates,
radicals, and alternative creation stories. Max Oelschlaeger, Caring for Creation: An Ecumenical Approach
to the Environmental Crisis (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994). Paul Santmire, however, divides
them into three major groups; constructionists, apologists, and revisionists. Nature Reborn: The Ecological
and Cosmic Promise of Christian Theology (Minneapolis: Asgusburg Press, 2000).

'® Matthew Fox, Natural Grace: Dialogues on Creation, Darkness, and the Soul in Spirituality and
Science (New York: Image Books/Doubleday, 1997); Creation Spirituality: Liberating Gifts for the
Peoples of the Earth (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1991).



Churches and Vatican documents on the environment, these themes should be extended
to the poor and to the environment.

Some theologians have sought to revise, but not entirely reject, the major
premises of Christianity through the study of classical Christian thought.!” They argue
that White and other critics have not addressed the ambiguous ecological premises
represented in Christian traditions. James Nash and Paul Santmire, for example, have
argued that a serious study of Christian thought suggests that Christianity is not
ecologically bankrupt.18 Finally, some scholars such as John Hart and Marthinus Daneel
pay more attention to the role of religion in providing a solution to the crisis. As such,
they dialogue with other religious traditions and integrate them in Christianity.

One vital question arising from this scholarly debate is whether White’s
observations can apply across the globe. Mutombo Mpanya, who argues that the
establishment of mission stations and African Christian villages led to environmental
devastation, agrees with White. To Mpanya, Christian evangelization could have affected
the place that the environment enjoyed in African cultures. “Several institutions linked to

conservation of the environment and providing an opportunity for people to relate

' Paul Santmire, The Travail of Nature: The Ambiguous Ecological Promise of Christian Theology
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985).

'® James Nash, Loving Nature: Ecological Integrity and Christian Responsibility (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1991).



intimately to nature lost their prestige.”19

In other words, Christianity discouraged nature-
related rituals and other ancestral practices and beliefs in nature spirits.”” Unfortunately,
Mpanya does not acknowledge some missionaries such as David Livingstone, Robert
Moffat, and Albert Schweitzer whose works show ecological sensitivity. In this respect,
Mpanya has oversimplified the missionary activities in Africa.*’

Nevertheless, because life is interconnected, destruction of rituals and sacred
places destabilized the African community. According to Kofi A. Opuku, in Africa
community includes nature. In fact, “humanity is part of nature and is expected to
cooperate with it; and this sense of community with nature is often expressed in terms of
identity, kinship, friendliness and respect. This reverence and respect controls the use of

5’2

nature.”** Laurenti Magesa adds that community life includes all creatures and says that

the maintenance of life is the paramount goal of African life while “the opposite

' Mutombo Mpanya, “The Environmental Impacts of a Church Project,” in Missionary Earthkeeping,
ed., Calvin DeWitt and Ghillean T. Prance, 91-109 (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1992), 104.

2 1bid., 104-106.

*! John Kaoma, “David Livingstone’s Attitude Towards Nature: A Challenge to Earthkeeping
Mission,” Newsletter, Boston Theological Institute 32, n0.20 (Feb.2003). Although part of this article was
first published in the BTI newsletter, the entire paper was presented at “The Costas Consultation in Global
Mission” held at Harvard Divinity School on February 29, 2003. In this article, I argued that modern
environmental and Earthkeeping mission in Southern Africa should be traced back to early missionaries.
Later, in his Th.D. dissertation, Richard S. Darr further developed this analysis. See Richard S. Darr,
Protestant Missions and Earthkeeping in Southern Africa, 1817-2000 (Th.D. Thesis., Boston University,
2005).

2 Kofi Asare Opuku, “African Traditional Religion,” in Religious Plurality in Afvica: Essays in Honor
of John S. Mbiti, ed., Jacob K. Olupona and Sulayman S. Nyang (New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 1993),
77.



»2 The ethical presupposition of the African

constitutes the paramount destructiveness.
worldview maintains an active interaction between God, humanity and planet Earth.
Apart from illustrating this active interaction, rituals, totems, creation myths,
taboos, and customs exemplify the ecological injunctions of African communities. For
instance, among the Bantu, ubuntu (to be ethical) implies active or vital
interconnectedness and to possess ubuntu (to be virtuous) demands living in harmony
with the rest of creation.”* This vital interconnectedness regulates human relationships
with God, ancestors and the rest of creation. In short, African religion upholds an eco-
humano-relational ethic or what John Hart calls a “creatiocentric consciousness” >
through which humanity learns to recognize the intrinsic and spiritual instrumental value
of creation. In this context, eco-humano-relational means an ethic that puts emphasis on

human relatedness to other beings.

In his investigation of Bantu philosophy, Placide Tempels asserted this

» Magesa argues that, ancestors “maintain the norms of social action and cause trouble when they are
not obeyed.” Laurenti Magesa, African Religion: The Moral Traditions of Abundant Life (New York: Orbis
Books, 1997), 48, 65-71. Also Elizabeth Colson and Thayer Scudder, For Prayer and Profit (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1988), 60-61; John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy (London:
Heinemann, 1969), 175.

** In his book, Reconciliation: The Ubuntu Theology of Desmond Tutu (Cleveland, Ohio: The Pilgrim
Press, 1997), Michael Battle argues that ubuntu aims at building an interdependent human community.
Although this understanding is partially right, it is a misrepresentation of what Africans mean by
community since ubuntu networks of interdependence include the natural world.

» Hart, Sacramental Commons, 121.
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interconnectedness of the universe through his theory of vital force.*® Tempels observed
that every creature possesses the vital force; thus, “It is because all being is force and
exists only in that it is force, that the category ‘force’ includes of necessity all ‘beings’:

27 In fact, “every

God, [humanity] living and departed, animals, plants, and minerals.
created thing is in rapport with every other creature according to a law of hierarchy. This
world is like a spider’s web of which you cannot touch one thread without disturbing the
whole.”**

Notably, Bantu philosophy does not share what Sallie McFague calls Western
historical “apartheid thinking,” the falsehood that human life is more valuable than that of

other species. 2’ Neither does it share the concept of biota egalitarianism as proposed by

%6 Placide Tempels, Bantu Philosophy, Translated from La Philosophie Bantu by A. Rubbens (Paris:
Presence Africaine, 1952), 23. Quotation marks are his. Although Tempels studied the Bantu in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Bantu refers to a language family running from Nigeria to the Cape in
South Africa. Although not all Bantu speakers might have the philosophical underpinnings described by
Tempels, his hypothesis equally applies to the Tonga, Shona and Bemba people in Southern Africa.

7 According to Tempels, muntu (person) signifies the vital force endowed with intelligence and will;
bintu are what we call “things,” forces not endowed with reason. Ibid., 36. See also Edwin W. Smith (ed.),
African Ideas of God, A Symposium (London: Morrison and Gibbs, 1950), 17-20.

* Edwin W. Smith, “La Philosophie Bantoue,” Journal of the International African Institute 16, n0.3
(July, 1946): 200-201. Magesa attributes this statement to P. Baudin, “Nothing moves in the universe of
forces without influencing other forces by its movement. The world of forces is held like a spider’s web of
which no single thread can be caused to vibrate without shaking the whole network.” Magesa, African
Religion, 46. However, Baudin’s book does not have this statement. Fetichism and Fetish Worshipers,
Missionary on the Slave Coast of Africa, Translated by M. McMahon (New York, Cincinati: Benziger
Brothers, 1885).

% Sallie McFague, Life Abundant: Rethinking Theology and Economy for a Planet in Peril
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 117. Not all ethicists accept this position. James Nash and Pope
Benedict XVI argue that humans are superior to other creatures. In his 2009 encyclical letter, Caritas In
Veritate (Charity in Truth) Pope Benedict X VI cites approvingly these words from Vatican II’s Gaudium et
Spes, “*...believers and unbelievers agree almost unanimously that all things on earth should be ordered
towards man as to their center and summit.””
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Albert Schweitzer and deep ecologists. Rather, Bantu philosophy has humanity as the
center, and yet the center is connected to a web of hierarchical interacting vital forces
with God at the top, followed by clan founders, ancestors, humanity, animate, and,
finally, inanimate forces. Thus, the annihilation of any creature depends on the Creator
because “existence that comes from God cannot be taken from a creature by any created

force.”°

Magesa confirms this observation when he argues that in African religion, every
creature has “its own force of life, its own power to sustain life. Because of the common
origin of this power, however, all creatures are connected with each other in the sense
that each one influences the other for good or for bad.”*' Therefore, since every force
(being) shares God’s vital force, nonhumans have moral claims and natural rights to
existence.’”

Placide Tempels’ work has been influential in African theology across the
continent, although African scholars have also identified the limitations of his insights.

John Mbiti argues that to call the book Bantu Philosophy is ambitious. In fact, “It is open

to a great deal of criticism, and the theory of “vital force” cannot be applied to other

http://www.vatican.va/holy father/benedict xvi/encyclicals/documents/hf benedict enc 200090629 carita
s-in-veritate_en.html. Accessed 02/08/ 2010.

% Tempels, Bantu Philosophy, 39.
* Ibid., 46.

32 This understanding resembles the ideas of Saint Maximus the Confessor (ca. 5™ century) cited by
John Hart in Sacramental Commons. A revered figure in both Eastern and Western Christianity, Maximus
argued that sparks of the divine being are present in every created being. According to Hart, “Maximus
viewed creation as the context and revelation of God, and referred to it as a cloak worn by the creating
Word....”Hart, Sacramental Commons, 9.
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African people with whose life and ideas [Mbiti is] familiar (sic).”33

Mbiti’s criticisms,
however, are unwarranted since Tempels was aware of these limitations. ** Stephen O.
Okafor argues that Tempels’ philosophy is generally right but his conclusion about the
center of Bantu cosmology is misleading. To him, African cosmology is centered on the
theory of life.”

In this regard, Paul Santmire’s suggestion that humanity ought to salute other
creatures as members of their “extended family™® fits well with Bantu philosophy.
Furthermore, according to Mbiti, in African religion God, spirits, humanity, and
nonhumans exist as a unity, and “to break up that unity is to destroy one or more of these
modes of existence, and to destroy one of them is to destroy them all.”*” Charles Nyamiti

shares this understanding when he concludes that the universe is a sort of organic whole

composed of supra-sensible or mystical correlations or participations.*® In fact, these

3 John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy (London: Heinemann, 1969), 10-11.

** Edwin W. Smith observed that Tempels presented “a hypothesis to be verified by further inquiry
over the whole Bantu field.” Smith “La Philosophie Bantoue,” 200.

%> Stephen O. Okafor argues that critical examination of African cosmologies revealed that, a) the
meaning and the meaningfulness of the universe is nothing else than the meaningfulness of life; b) the
conviction that the goodness of life is only reflected in the philosophy of commensality; c) the conviction
that every phenomenon emits an aura or essence particular to it. Stephen O. Okafor, ‘““Bantu Philosophy’:
Placide Tempels Revisited,” Journal of Religion in Africa 13 (1982): 91-92.

%% Paul H. Santmire, Nature Reborn: the Ecological and Christian Promise of Christian Theology
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 73.

37 Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, 51.

* Charles Nyamiti, The Scope of African Theology (Kampala: Gaba Publications, 1973), 21.
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mystical participations do not only affirm the intrinsic spiritual value of creation but also
explain the manifestations of ancestors and other spirits in sacred groves, mountains,
rivers, snakes, animals, and trees. It is this reality that African Earthkeepers ritually
affirm.*® For his part, Magesa avows:

The [African] world is the manifestation of God, God’s power, and

benevolence. Accordingly, a big rock where people go to sacrifice is not

just a big rock, but it incorporates, shows, and for that reason is, in fact,

some supernatural quality of the Divine. The same can be said ...of

practically anything that inspires awe: mountains, trees, snakes, certain

animals, and so on. While African Religion understands... that these

elements are by no means God but creatures...it also recognizes that they

have divinity in them because they exist by the will and through the power

of the divinity. In a sense they “represent” the Divinity and surely

demonstrate God’s will and power to humanity.*’
Therefore, since the universe is interconnected, African ecological ethics should build on

this reality in addressing the current crisis. Yet for it to become “Christian,” it must be

informed by the Christian heritage.

African Christian ecological ethics should embody the dual influence of African
traditional religion and Christian theology. That there are many reasons why this dual
influence is necessary is supported by the facts that African religion and Christian
theology both believe that creation originates from the Creator God; both heritages

suggest that the Spirit is present in creation and the abuse of nature is evil; and the

39 Marthinus Daneel, Afi-ican Earthkeepers, Wholistic Interfaith Mission (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 2001), 114.

“ Magesa, African Religion, 59.
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Christian doctrine of natural revelation, and the understanding of the manifestation of the

Spirit in nature in African religion, both affirm nature’s sacramental value.

On a social level, both religions teach that Earth is a common trust and home that
cannot be privatized or abused for individual gain. For this reason, Earth’s natural goods
should be shared equally for the benefit of all creatures. Additionally, both religions hold
Earth to be a God-provided home to all creatures. On a cultic front, the role of saints in
Christianity and ancestors in African religion can inform African ecological ethics. Since
these sacred figures (living dead) occupy important positions in both religions, their
teachings on creation are imperative to ecological ethics. Furthermore, African and

Christian ethics advocate that humanity has a duty to promote life.*!

Given that the ecological crisis threatens life, an argument can be made for the
necessity of African Christian ecological ethics. In addition to advocating the integrity
and interconnectedness of Creation, this study argues that economic development,
corruption, demographic growth, and poverty have compromised Africa’s moral
responsibility to the natural world and future generations. It finally argues that the
relationship of Jesus Christ to the natural world as both an ecological Ancestor and the
first born of all Creation should inform Christian ecological responsibility and action
locally and globally. Since this dissertation is not intended to provide an ethic of

sustainable development, however, it uses current economic theories to a limited extent

! Ferdinand C. Ezekwonna, Afi-ican Communitarian Ethic: The Basis for the Moral Conscience and
Autonomy of the Individual: Igbo Culture as a Case Study (Bern, New York: Peter Lang, 2005).
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while nonetheless paying attention to the effects of capitalism on the environment.
Finally, besides arguing that the concept of interconnectedness is inherently African, this
study will attempt to integrate Western religious resources and African traditional

resources in addressing the crisis.

Significance of the Study

Export driven economic policies and practices have put extreme pressure on
African natural goods to the detriment of the environment.** Since religion is central to
African life, religious ethics are essential for addressing the crisis. Further, although
African theologians and ethicists have identified some ecological themes within African
religion, very few have addressed integrating them into the global ecological community.

This dissertation investigates the concept of “interconnectedness” in African
ecological ethics. The multi-disciplinary application of this concept makes it useful in
addressing the ecological crisis across disciplines. Since the concept is found in other
religious traditions and in the sciences, it can serve as a point of contact between African
Christian ecological ethics and ethical theories and practices in the rest of the world. This
work is particularly indebted to the insights of John Hart and Marthinus Daneel, both of

whom have illustrated the value of appreciating local people’s heritages in promoting

2 Majid Rahnema and Victoria Bawtree, (eds), The Post-Development Reader (London: Zed Books,
1997); Rist Gilbert, The History of Development from Western Origins to Global Faith, Translated by
Patrick Camiller (London: Zed Books. 2008 edition); Wolfgang Sachs, The Development Dictionary
(London: Zed Books, 1991).
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environmental ethics. Hart uses American Christian and Native American heritages while
Daneel employs Shona heritage and Christianity. The present study will particularly
elaborate and highlight the groundbreaking work of Daneel and African Earthkeepers.*
Yet, the present study will also differ from Daneel. In particular, whereas African
Earthkeepers illustrate the interconnectedness of creation in their rituals, it is the concept
of Chimurenga (war of liberation) that especially informs their mission. By contrast, this
study employs the African concept of interconnectedness as the dominant theme in
promoting ecological ethics. Similarly, while the presents study is also reliant upon Hart,

it differs from Hart by using the African heritage.

Literature Review
St. Francis of Assisi is among many Christians who lived a life of
interconnectedness. Marion A. Habig’s Omnibus of St. Francis presents St. Francis of
Assisi’s ideas that are similar to the ways in which Africans understood life. Francis lived
an interconnected life with humanity, nonhumans, and the Divine. * His love for nature
was founded on the conviction that, all creation has its source in God. In an African

context, this conviction can complement my understanding that creation shares the same

3 The importance of the Earthkeepers concept is evidenced by the fact that the 2004 Nobel Peace Prize
Winner, Wangari Maathai, is involved in similar work.

* Marion A. Habig (ed.), St. Francis of Assisi Writings and Early Writings: English Omnibus of the
Sources for the Life of St. Francis, Translated by Raphael Brown and others (London: SPCK, 1973).
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“primary ancestor,” Jesus Christ. Today, theologians have realized that this
understanding is also present in many cultures.

Rosemary R. Ruether’s edited book, Women Healing the Earth and the edited
volume by Dieter T. Hessel and Rosemary R. Ruether, Christianity and Ecology, are
imperative to understanding the global perspectives on ecological ethics of
interconnectedness. Similarly, John Hart’s Sacramental Commons, What Are They Saying
about Environmental Theology, and The Spirit of the Earth, show that the concept of
interconnectedness exists among Native Americans. John Hart observes that Native
American and Christian heritages suggest that land is a trust given by God for our care. In
Sacramental Commons, he asserts that the belief that Earth exists solely to serve
humanity is a form of idolatry, for Earth is a sacrament and commons to all creatures.
According to Hart,

A sacramental commons is creation as a moment and locus of human

participation in interactive presence and caring compassion of the Spirit

who is immanent and participates in a complex cosmic dance of energies,

elements, entities, and events. It is a place in which people in historical

time integrate the spiritual meaning of sacramental with the social

meaning of commons, and consequently is characterized by a sacramental

community consciousness that stimulates involvement in concrete efforts

to restore and conserve ecosystems.*

To Hart, the notion of sacramental commons should inform both social and

ecological engagements. He asserts that persons who view Earth as a “sacramental

commons” possess “a sacramental consciousness” that allows them to “care about and for

45
Hart, Sacramental Commons, xviii
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creation as a whole; care about and for members of the biotic community; care about and
for members of the human community who are denied needed goods of creation.” *°
From this perspective, Hart calls for “a relational consciousness” through which
humanity appreciates all biokind as mutually connected beings in the universe. He
concludes that nonhumans have natural rights and natural value to be advocated and
protected. *’

The interconnectedness of creation is widely recognized in theological literature.
Paul Santmire’s The Travail of Nature, and Nature Reborn, argue that traditional
Christian thought possesses some positive themes which point to the interconnectedness
of creation. In Loving Nature, James A. Nash adds that creation is connected through the
web of life and that the biblical concepts of justice, covenant, and love should be
extended to every part of God’s creation. Nash contends that humanity is above other
creatures, yet this superiority makes humanity morally responsible to nature.

Likewise, Pope Benedict XVI argues that humanity is superior to creation as a
whole. Although Nash and Pope Benedict X VI reject the concept of biota-egalitarianism,
Sallie McFague argues otherwise. In The Body of God, she insists that Christians should
view Earth metaphorically as the body of God. Since every part of the body is equally
valuable, this model should inform our understanding of creation, theology, Christology,

ecology, and justice. In Creation, Hans Schwarz notes that comparative anatomy for most

* Tbid.

" 1bid., 121.



19

plant species, insects, and animals confirms the unity and involvement of all living
species. In fact, the various life forms show a fundamental and astounding unity that
suggests both a relationship of all living beings and a common evolution. Schwarz
concludes that theologically “nature is fundamentally the arena and medium of God’s
action.”*®

Eco-feminist theologians do not only recognize the interconnectedness of creation
but add that the male dominated world is behind the exploitation of women and nature.
Some feminist theologians, among them Carol P. Christ, Naomi Goldenberg, and Mary
Daly, maintain that the male God should be replaced with a female goddess Gaia, if our
crisis is to be arrested.*” But in Gaia and God, Rosemary Ruether argues that the
ecological crisis is beyond the “God” problem. She advocates for new symbols and
languages that uphold the interrelatedness of all beings. To her, anything that threatens
this interconnectedness is sinful. Thus, all symbols (theological and scientific) that

encourage domination, exploitation, and violence at all levels should be revised and

resisted.

* Hans Schwarz, Creation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmanns Publication, 2002), 108-109.

* Carol P. Christ, Laughter of Aphrodite: Reflection on a Journey to the Goddess (San Francisco:
Harper & Row, 1987); Naomi Goldenberg, Changing of Gods: Feminism and the End of the Traditional
Religions (Boston: Beacon, Press, 1979); Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father (Boston: Beacon Press,
1985); Nicola Slee, Faith and Feminism: An Introduction to Christian Feminist Theology (London: Darton,
Longmann and Todd, 2003), 25-35; Kathleen M. Sands, Escape from Paradise: Evil and Tragedy in
Feminist Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994), 115-135.
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Advocating an ethic of interdependence, Ruether argues that human ethics should
be a conscious version of natural interdependence that would mandate “humans to
imagine and feel the suffering of others™ and act so as to enhance life.”® Similarly, in
Mother/Nature, Catherine Roach rejects the Gaia hypothesis. “While the planet is
certainly life-giving, it is not a person who gave birth to us and/or reared us in a one-on-
one family relationship. While Earth may well function as a self-regulating organism — as
the Gaia hypothesis claims — it is not our personal mother.”' Although Roach disputes
the Gaia hypothesis, she argues that humanity ought to appreciate the interconnectedness
of creation.

On the African front, theology has experienced different paradigm shifts at
different times. John Baur outlines these shifts by Francophone and Anglophone African
theologians, who moved from adaptation, inculturation, contextualization, and finally to
liberation. Although these shifts had Christology as their central theme, they were
influenced by the socio-political realities of the time.> Consequently, it can be argued
that the resulting crisis demands another shift in African theology and ethics. This shift

accords with what Third World Theologians concluded in African Theology en Route

%% Rosemary Radford Ruether, Gaia and God: An Ecofeminist Theology of Earth Healing (New York:
HarperCollins, 1992), 57; Introducing Redemption in Christian Feminism (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 1998), 92.

3! Catherine M. Rouch, Mother/Nature: Popular Culture and Environmental Ethics (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 2003), 35.

52 In 1994, Baur argued that African theologians had positively re-evaluated traditional religions and
culture but paid less attention to other areas of African life. John Baur, 2000 years of Christianity in Africa:
An Afvican History, 1962-1992 (Nairobi: Pauline Publication, 1994).
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where they noted that through the mystery of incarnation, “Christ assumes the totality of
humanity and the cosmos.”

African theologians have employed a variety of resources in their developing
theology. Mercy Amba Oduyoye employs the bible, Christian history and African history
as some sources for theological reflection.”® She observes that creation narratives and
covenants show that the universe belongs to the creator God and there is an
interdependence of God’s world and God’s people. Oduyoye does not pay attention to
ecological issues in her early work. Later, however, in Beads and Strands, she observes
that the concept of “neighbor” should include “all creation, seen and unseen. Loving our
neighbor has come to mean recycling, reforestation and cleaning up the waters around
us.”> In Theology in Africa, Kwesi Dickson maintains that scripture, experience, Church
tradition, and culture are the major factors in theologizing. He asserts that human
attitudes toward Earth are essential to understanding African religions. Dickson further
argues that Africans have a fellow-feeling relationship with nature, and that creation

9556

“plays a vital role in the apprehension of reality.””” But in Toward African Theology,

33 Kofi Appiah-Kubi and Sergio Torres, (eds), Afiican Theology en Route: Papers from the Pan-
African Conference of Third World Theologians, December 17 — 23, 1977 (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis, 1979);
See John Pobee, Toward an African Theology (Nashville: Abingdon, 1979), 32.

> Mercy Amba Oduyoye, Hearing and Knowing: Theological Reflections on Christianity in Africa
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1986).

> Amba Mercy Oduyoye, Beads and Strands, Reflections of an African Woman on Christianity in
Africa (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2004), 26. This is the only page that discusses ecology in this book.

> Kwesi Dickson, Theology in Africa (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1984), 29-49,
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John Pobee asserts that Christianity should take into consideration genuine African
categories and thought forms in order to address present challenges. To him, theologians
should uphold the past, present, and future when doing theology.”’ Although he does not
extend this to ecological ethics, this study contends that African theology cannot uphold
the past, present, and future without addressing the escalating ecological crisis.

In fact, African theologians have observed that life is ontologically interconnected
and at the most, ecologically expressed. Specifically, John Mbiti’s African Religions and
Philosophy, and Concepts of God in Africa illustrate the African concept of
interconnectedness. Mbiti observes that in African cosmology, God and spirits can
manifest in any creature or animal. Yet the relationship between God and the animal
world is of a mythological nature that should not be taken beyond face value.”® To him,
while nonhumans are “deitified” and prayers are offered to them, such prayers are offered
to the deity or the spirit and not to the “object or phenomenon as such.”*’ In sum, Mbiti

undervalues these deifications, yet they are vital in our quest for ecological ethics.

" Pobee, Toward an African Theology, 18.
> Mbiti, Concepts of God in Africa (London: Praeger Publishers, 1970), 91-128.

39 Mbiti insists that although some African cultures regard trees, snakes, the sun, and other natural
phenomena as sacred, such beliefs are likely to fade with the coming of science and education. Mbiti,
Concepts of God in Africa, 233-34. This position was earlier advocated by Stephen N. Ezeaanya in Biblical
Revelation and African Beliefs, ed., Kwesi A. Dickson and Paul Ellingworth (London: Lutterworth Press,
1969), 46. However, these beliefs are still present. In 2003, the appearance of Omieri (sacred python)
among the Luo of Kenya became a center of religious, political and cultural debates. Agai Yeir, “Good
Luck Python Brings Hope and Joy to Nyanza,” The Nation, Nairobi, http://www.allafrica.com/, 3/19/2003.
On the other hand, Edwin W. Smith argues that nature spirits are the personification of the natural
phenomena. Many Africans honor “Mother Earth, a goddess who personifies, or symbolizes, the fertility of
the soil.” Edwin W. Smith, African Ideas of God, A Symposium (London: Morrison and Gibbs, 1950), 23-
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Matthew J. Schoffeleers, Scudder, and Colson agree in arguing that African
communities are essentially ecological in nature. Schoffeleers maintains that Africans
uphold the ancestors as guardians of the land. In fact, territorial and ancestor cults have
ecological dimensions since they function as insurers for the community’s well-being. In
his words, they “issue and enforce directives with regard to a community’s use of its
environment.”® Scarcities of food or water are usually blamed on human failure to live in
harmony with the environment. Social abuses, for example, lead to ecological disasters
and these in turn threaten community life.®’ Similar to the Iwiindi to be discussed in
chapter two, African cults and rituals influence the production, distribution, and
management of natural goods. Although these ecological dimensions are present in
African religion, Schoffeleers regrets that scholars have not explored them for the rich
ecological illustrations they offer.”

Further, ancestors play a crucial role in upholding ecological injunctions. African

theologians have not only interpreted Jesus as “an ancestor par excellence, a unique

26; Edwin W. Smith, and Murray Andrew Dale, The lla-Speaking Peoples of Northern Rhodesia (London:
Macmillan, 1920), 124-131. Obiakoizu A. Iloanusi, Myths of the Creation of Man and the Origin of Death
in Africa (New York: Peter Lang, 1984), 89-95.

% Matthew J. Schoffeleers (ed.), Guardians of the Land: Essays on Central African Territorial Cults
(Gweru: Mambo Press, 1978), 2.

1 Ibid,, 1-8.

%2 Ibid.
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ancestor,” but they have also developed various ancestor Christologies.®® In this regard,
Bujo argues that the concept of ancestors unifies African communities and is central to
morality. To him, Christ is “the Proto-Ancestor” while to Charles Nyamiti, Christ is “our
Brother-Ancestor.” Similarly, Francois Kabesele observes that ancestors are the
foundation of Bantu morality and worldview and the obligatory route to the Supreme
Being. Proposing the Christology of Christ as “Elder Brother-Ancestor,” he notes that,
“The figure of the tree (or the vine) used by Jesus to represent the way in which his life
passes to his disciples reminds the Bantu of the importance of the ongoing contact with
the ancestors for the maintenance of life (John 15: 5ff).”**

Post-independence realities led theologians to understand Christ as a liberator.
Apart from arguing that Christianity is a non-Western religion, Kwame Bediako analyzes
the role of ancestors in the social-political life of the continent. He observes that African
leaders are usually seen as sitting on the stool of ancestors, whereby any criticism against
their dictatorial leadership is viewed as an attack on the authority of ancestors. If

democracy is to take root in Africa, Bediako suggests, the gospel should desacralize the

sacred powers of African political leaders.> In Christ the Liberator and Africa Today,

8 See Donald J. Goergen, “The Quest for the Christ of Africa,” Afiican Christian Studies, The Journal
of the Faculty of Theology, Catholic University of Eastern Africa 17, no. 1 (March 2001): 6.

% Francois Kabesele, “Christ as Ancestor and Elder Brother,” in Faces of Jesus in Africa, ed., Robert J.
Schreiter (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Book, 1998), 116.

% Kwame Bediako, Afiican Christianity: Renewal of a Non-Western Religion (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 1995), 234-249; Jesus in African Culture (A Ghananian Perspective) (Accra: Asempa Publication,
1990).
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Laurenti Magesa argues that Christ should be understood within the socio-economic and
political situations of Africa.’® Yet just as socio-economic and political realities led to the
development of theologies of liberation, ecological concerns now demand a theological
ethics of ecological liberation. Leonardo Boff’s Ecology and Liberation, and Cry of the
Earth, Cry of the Poor, bring a similar realization to Christian ethics.

Some theologians have particularly highlighted ecological elements in African
theologies. Tumani Mutasa Nyanjeka argues that the Shona “Mutupo principle” (totem)
connects humanity to the cosmos.®” She adds that traditional African society did not
promote humans over nature because ancestors protected nature from human abuse. In
Environmental Crisis, Samson K. Gitau has attempted to develop an eco-theology based
on African cosmologies (Maasai and Kikuyu) and the biblical tradition. He contends that
environmental degradation is rooted in biblical misinterpretation. Specifically, he notes
that the biblical teaching on stewardship has much in common with African Traditional
religions that understand Earth as sacred.®® In African Earthkeepers, Marthinus L. Daneel

illustrates the interconnectedness of creation. Besides noting that Earthkeepers relate to

% Laurenti Magesa, “Christ the Liberator and Africa Today,” in Faces of Jesus in Africa, 154; Harvey
J. Sindima, Religious and Political Ethics in Africa: A moral Inquiry (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1998).

%7 Tumani Mutasa Nyanjeka, “Shona Women and the Mutupo Principle,” in Women Healing the Earth,
ed., Rosemary R. Ruether (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Book, 1996).

5 Samson K. Gitau, The Environment Crisis: a Challenge for Afiican Christianity (Nairobi: Acton
Publishers, 2000).



26

trees on family terms, he argues that Jesus is an Earthkeeper who suffers with his kin in

creation. Further, he argues that God and ancestors are directly involved in creation.

Research Methodology

This dissertation is an interdisciplinary attempt to propose an African Christian
ecological ethic. It particularly considers African and Western theologians/ethicists of the
Christian tradition. However, this study is also informed by my association with the
Gwembe Tonga of Simamba who where forcefully resettled when the Kariba Dam was
constructed, and subsequently includes a study of published works on the valley Tonga
people of Zambia and Zimbabwe. Additionally, this study draws on personal experiences

during a period of field research conducted in the Lake Kariba region of Zambia.

Culture in Context

While Colson and Scudder have studied people’s beliefs about the universe,
sacred groves and nature spirits, my personal experience among the Tonga will help
interpret and confirm these observations from an ecological perspective. Whereas
Scudder argued that after the resettlement, the rain making rituals (/wiindi) were no
longer popular among the valley Tonga, my own investigation revealed that today these

ceremonies remain common.” While traditionally Earth priests were the officials, today

% Thayer Scudder, “The Human Ecology of Big Projects: River Basin Development and
Resettlement,” Annual Review of Anthropology 2 (1973):45-55. The Lusitu relocatees of Chief Chipepo do
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chiefs a perform this ritual. " As an ecological guardian of the land among the living, the
p gical g

chief presents requests on behalf of his community to the royal ancestors (basangu).

Simamba Tonga are part of the Gwembe Tonga resettled during the construction
of the Kariba Dam and trace their origin to the Rozvi Empire in today’s Zimbabwe.
While their history is complex, Simamba Tonga’s cosmology is similar to that of the
Shona in many respects. Although they are matrilineal, they refer to their ancestors as

mizimu and prefer to call their royal ancestors as mhodolo as opposed to basangu.

Scudder and Colson argue that the Tonga were an amorphous or stateless people,
who were usually led by Earth priests. Until the coming of colonialism when the office of
the chief was instituted, Scudder and Colson maintain that Earth Priests were the leaders
of the Tonga. This study concurs with these observations but adds that the Tonga lived in
ecological rather than political states. In ecological states, Earth priests (sikatongo)
controlled the fertility of the land. As such, the sikatongo was central to the community’s

wellbeing.”' Of course, some Earth priests commanded more respect than the others due

not have the Lwiindi. Other Tongas have the Lwiindi twice a year, however. Dan O’Brien; Carolyn
O’Brien, “The Monze Rain Festival: The History of Change in Religious Cult in Zambia,” The
International Journal of African Historical Studies 29, 10.3 (1997): 519-541; Dan O’Brien, “Chiefs of
Rain, Chiefs of Ruling: A Reinterpretation of Precolonial Tonga (Zambia) Social and Political Structure,”
Africa: Journal of the International African Institute 53, no.4 (1983): 23- 43,

70 Elizabeth Colson, The Social Consequences of Resettlement (Lusaka: University of Zambia, 1971),
226.

"I Tim Mathews, “Notes on the Precolonial History of the Tonga, with Emphasis on the Upper River
Gwembe and Victoria Falls Area,” in The Tonga-Speaking Peoples of Zambia and Zimbabwe, ed., Chet
Lancaster and Kenneth P. Vickery (New York: University Press of America, 2007), 15-21; See also,
O’Brien and O’Brien, “Religious and Group Identity of the Tonga: An Examination of the Lwiindi
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to their rain calling powers. Such priests had control over larger villages and upon contact

with colonial rule, they were transformed into political chiefs.””

As chapter two will reveal, Simamba Tongas believe in an interconnected
ontological hierarchy of spiritual forces of Leza (the Supreme source of all life), the
basangu or baami bamfula (lords of the rain), and family ancestors (mizimu). These
forces are the principal guardians of the land. The community’s enjoyment of the fruits of
Earth is dependent on how they behave in time and space. During the /wiindi, the living
feed their ancestors with the produce of the land at the malende (sacred groves) before
they present their supplications for their ecological wellbeing to the basangu and
ultimately to Leza. Such supplications, however, are conditional, based on how they have
lived their lives on Earth in the past year.

Today, the ecological wellbeing of Africa and its people (the Gwembe Tonga
included) is threatened by land degradation and other environmental problems. As noted
above and further illustrated in chapter five, Africa’s population growth is a huge
challenge for the continent. So its effects on the environment can hardly be ignored. Lisa
Cliggett, another scholar on the Gwembe Tonga, argues that overpopulation and drought
have continued to have negative impacts on food security and conditions of food scarcity

in the valley. Cliggett observes that prior to the construction of Kariba Dam, the Gwembe

Festival,” in The Tonga-Speaking Peoples of Zambia and Zimbabwe, ed., Chet Lancaster and Kenneth
Vickery (New York: University Press of America, 2007), 65.
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population was about 86,000 of which 52,000 lived on the Zambian side. By 1987, “the
Zambian population of the Gwembe Valley was approximately 125,000. Although
portions of the Gwembe remain forested and uninhabited, some areas, especially the land
close to the lakeshore or tributaries, have become densely populated.””® Unfortunately,
Cliggett’s argument does not address the ecological integrity of the Gwembe. As
evidenced by Operation Noah, the valley is the habitat for millions of other biota. In fact,
what Cliggett sees as empty forested and uninhabited areas are homes to millions of

creatures. Human settlement will have adverse effects on these species.

Further, the belief that Earth is a commons was behind the power of territorial
cults in African societies. Matthew Schoffeleers, Wim van Binsbergen and Terence
Ranger all argue that cultic observances are critical to the sacralization of the land. As
manifestations of the ecological aspects of African religion, territorial cults influenced
communal modes of production and distribution of natural goods and worked against
ecological degradation.” For this reason, droughts, floods, famines, and many other
natural disasters were and are still understood ecologically. Among the Tonga people for
example, persistent droughts in the Gwembe area are attributed to the annoyance of their

God and ancestors over the forced resettlement.”” Among the Goba people of the same

7 Tbid., 61.
™ Mpanya, “The Environmental Impacts of a Church Project,” 91.

7 Elisabeth Thomson, Our Gods Never Helped Us Again --The Tonga People Describe Resettlement
and its Aftermath (Lusaka: Panos Southern Africa, 2005).
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region, such misfortunes are due to the Tonga people’s failure to respect the Goba

malende or sacred groves when they were resettled.’®

Ethical Analysis

The Christian doctrine of creation is in line with the African ontology of creation
in which God, Spirits, humanity, and the rest of creation are actively interconnected. In
this ontology, God, ancestors, and other vital forces in creation exist in constant harmony.
Ethically, this belief implies that each ontological category has intrinsic value and rights,
which are to be protected and defended; to destroy one is to break the harmony of the
entire universe. In this sense, to be ethical is to respect the harmony and interaction of
each ontological category. Any person who disturbs or destroys this ontological harmony
is considered immoral or a witch. For this reason, African morality opposes individualism
and favors cooperation and community. Since an individual exists in a web of active
relationships, African morality promotes the abundant life of Earth community.

As with these African moral concepts, African religions, customs, and rituals
serve the promotion of abundant life. In an interconnected ontology in which God and
ancestors are regarded as sources of the ethics of abundant life, social and religious
norms are one and the same. African social and religious norms have one goal: to protect

and ensure land productivity, rain, good health, many children, and other social and

76 Patrick Makukisi, interview by the author, November 2006, Lusitu, Zambia, tape recording.
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economic blessings. Although the Supreme Being is the ontological source and guardian
of morality, Africans regard “elders” as guardians of morality. Since, however, the term
“elder” can apply to both ancestors and “old people” in community, African ethics is
negotiated between the living elders and the ancestors. Ancestors as the “dead elders” are
closer to the Supreme Being and therefore ontologically superior to the living. As living-

dead elders, ancestors are the custodians of morality and a route to abundant life.

The quest for abundant life has economic, sociopolitical and ecological
implications. In 2009, Africa’s population reached 1 billion; it is expected to be 1.2
billion by the year 2050. This growth is not and will not be matched by economic growth
across the continent. Moreover, desertification, global warming, shrinking cropland area,
species extinction and deforestation will worsen across the continent.”’ Even where
economic growth will take place, it will do so in large part alongside severe
environmental degradation. As chapter five illustrates, Africa’s population growth is
compromising our responsibility to Earth and future generations of life, including human

communities. It is also encouraging extreme poverty and environmental degradation.

Ancestors sanctioned unlimited procreation, but ever increasing population
numbers in the 21% century are putting extreme pressure on Earth’s carrying capacity.

Population increase is also contributing to the loss of ancestral lands due to soil erosion

77 The State of the World 2000 acknowledges that population, global warming, shrinking cropland
area, species extinction and deforestation threaten the quality of life and life itself. The World Watch
Institute, The State of the World 2000 (New Y ork: Norton Books, 2000).
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and land degradation, as is the case among the Gwembe Tonga. Just as tribal lands are
failing to meet the needs of their communities, African governments are finding it hard to
address the social needs of the ever growing populations. Aside from widening the gap
between rich and poor across Africa, economic development promotes irresponsible

exploitation of natural goods.

One powerful example of an area in which economic development has come at
the cost of environmental degradation is Gwembe, Zambia. There, the ecological
destruction wrought by the Kariba dam project (mentioned above and further addressed
in chapter two) far out-weighs economic benefits. Projects such as the Kariba dam have,
in fact, been major reasons why Africans have heralded the advent of “sustainable
development.” They have advocated for sustainable development policies as providing
viable economic paths for ensuring the future of Africa and the world as a whole.”
Proponents of sustainable development argue that development should attempt to
improve the livelihoods of the majority of the world population while maintaining human
responsibility to future generations. The ethical value of this argument is critical in the

face of the occurring crisis. To be sensitive to the just demands of future generations and

" According to WCED, “The concept of sustainable development provides a framework for the
integration of environmental policies and development strategies - the term ‘development’ being used here
in its broadest sense. The word is often taken to refer to the processes of economic and social change in the
Third World. But the integration of environment and development is required in all countries, rich and
poor. The pursuit of sustainable development requires changes in the domestic and international policies of
every nation.” United Nations, “Our Common Future: Report of the World Commission on Environment
and Development,” http://www.un-documents.net/ocf-01.htm; Internet. Accessed 07/05/ 2008.
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the natural world, we need an economic path that would grant both economic growth and
ecological integrity.

There are, however, theological limitations to the sustainable development model.
As with other economic theories, the goal of sustainable development is “unlimited
economic growth.” Africa’s economic growth is mostly dependent on the
overexploitation of natural goods for the global North markets.” This “heavy reliance on
natural capital” (which the World Bank acknowledged as a major obstacle to sustainable
development in Sub-Saharan Africa) has led to severe environmental degradation.80 In
this case, endless economic growth is simply impossible to maintain. In addition, the
notion of sustainable development does not go very far in addressing the economy of
Earth. Like Earth in general, the continent of Africa has a limited carrying capacity. The
looming crises noted above demand that we live within the limits of Earth’s capacity.

In short, we need an ethic of “sustainable living,” whereby people across the
world learn to live by needs rather than wants. This ethic demands global responsibility
and action by all Earth dwellers. Furthermore, any discussion of sustainable development
should address the role played by international forces in Africa’s development. In this
regard, developed nations and developing nations should act responsibly towards Earth

and one another. This will particularly mean that the Global North will have to change its

" Wolfgang Sachs, The Development Dictionary (London: Zed Books, 1991).

% The World Bank, Toward Environmentally Sustainable Development in Sub-Saharan Africa: A
World Bank Agenda (Washington D.C: The World Bank, 1996), 11-13.
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consumption patterns, while making its markets fair and just. It will also mean that the
Global South will need to address massive corruption, employing measures that will
protect the poor and the entire Earth community.®'

Most African countries are parties to Western-developed environmental protocols
and program, but this is not matched by how these countries view natural goods. Almost
all African countries continue to exploit natural goods without any ethical regard for the
poor, ecosystems, and future generations of life. But as Mercy Amba Oduyoye observes,
the African identification “of the divine spirit in nature and the community spirit between
human beings, other living creatures and natural phenomena could reinforce the Christian
doctrine of Creation as well as contribute to Christian reflection on ecological
problems.”82 Although Oduyoye is right in arguing that Africans have traditional
resources for ecological reflection and action, the dilemma that Leonardo Boff points out
is pertinent here. Africans, like other “human beings, especially with the advent of the
industrial revolution, have proved that they are exterminating angels, veritable demons of
Earth. But human beings could also become guardian angels, intent upon saving Earth,

which is their fatherland and motherland.”®’

8! Robert Wuthnow, Boundless Faith: The Global Outreach of American Churches (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2009).

82 Mercy Amba Oduyoye, “African Religious Beliefs,” in African Theology En Route (1979), 110.

% Leonardo Boff, Ecology and Liberation: A New Paradigm (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1995), 19.
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It is here that the ethics of Ubuntu, which accepts the interconnectedness of life,
can inform and direct how Africans relate to Earth and one another. As chapter four
illustrates, uncontrolled exploitation of natural goods is driven by human greed and
corruption, vices that are contrary to Ubuntu. Ubuntu should challenge the corrupt
African leadership to stop abusing Earth’s goods for political gain. Ubuntu should

encourage the equitable distribution of natural goods to the Earth community.

Admittedly, the values of hospitality and sharing, which once characterized
Ubuntu, are contradicted by rampart corruption across the continent. Traditionally,
Africans understood natural goods as coming from the world of ancestors, and how they
were shared was a matter of great importance. Today, however, corruption and unequal
distribution of natural goods continue to threaten ecological integrity.

The exploitation of Earth’s goods cannot last forever. African should find ways
and means of replenishing renewable natural goods such as trees, animals, and fish stock.
This is even more pressing as populations explode and natural goods become scarce. In
short, the ethic of replenishing Earth is imperative to African Christian Ecological Ethics.
The African Earthkeepers’ ministry of tree planting is an excellent example of this ethic.
Since African ethics is open to other ethical systems, African Earthkeepers employs
diverse theological and scientific outlooks in their endeavor to heal the bleeding Earth.
Therefore, African ecological ethics of Ubuntu should provide the spiritual and ethical
basis for replanting trees and for repopulating wild-life, including fish and other species.

Such an ethic should pay attention to all religious heritages that inform Africa today.
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Allowing that African Christians are faced with many economic challenges, the ethic of
replenishing can unite Christians and people of other faiths in Earthkeeping ministries.
As Daneel has shown, capitalizing on the people’s diverse historical, religious, and

cultural heritages can enhance religious ecological responsibility and action.

Theological Analysis

The concept of interconnectedness has bearing on the ancestor cult, and this study
investigates the ecological significance of the ancestor cult in Africa. In particular, while
theologians have understood Jesus as an “ancestor,” this dissertation adds depth to these
arguments by exploring an ecological ethic identifying Christ as the Primary Ancestor or
an ecological ancestor of all life. As such, all beings including African ancestors (the
guardians of the land) find their origin in Christ.

Chapter six argues that, while traditions pertaining to ancestors vary from
community to community, ancestors are dead members of one’s family, clan, or tribe
who are concerned with the ecological wellbeing or the abundant life of their
descendants. Among the Tonga, ancestors are usually members’ of one’s family (mizimu)
or tribal line (basangu). As guardians of the land, the ancestors are responsible for
protecting Earth from all sorts of human abuse. For this reason, the African face of Jesus
as “our ancestor” begs ecological examination. In particular, the Christology of Christ as
our ancestor ought to address Christ’s role as an ecological ancestor of life and the

guardian of the land par-excellence. This is in line with the Christian biblical teaching
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that Jesus is the origin of life: “For by Him all things were created, both in the heavens
and on Earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities -
- all things have been created through Him and for Him, through whom all things were
created” (Col 1:16; cf. John 1:3). Theologically therefore, Jesus is the origin of our
ancestors and the provider of abundant life par-excellence.

The Christ who is our ancestor is also the first born of all creation and therefore
intrinsically connected to Earth community. Christ is the origin of all creation and by
default, the ancestor brother of every creature. As an ancestor-brother of all Creation,
Christ sacralizes the universe, thereby making creation a sacrament of “divine
immanence in, and divine engagement with creation.” Such an understanding is critical
in addressing the social and economic inequalities that have characterized Africa today.
The realization that Creation (Earth’s natural goods) is a sacrament means that all natural
goods are part of a sacramental commons, and belong to Earth’s community as a whole.*
As such, how they are used and distributed matters to Christians. In short, understanding
Earth’s natural goods as sacramental commons should influence African values of
solidarity and hospitality, and the ethics of Ubuntu. Sharing Earth’s goods is a moral

virtue to which humanity should aspire at all times. *°

% Ibid., 16.

% The concept of Sacramental commons originates with John Hart and it is addressed fully in his book,
Sacramental Commons, chapter four. Ibid., 61-78.

8 Katherine Marshall and Marisa Bronwyn Van Saanen, Development and Faith: Where Mind, Heart,
and Soul Work Together (Washington, DC: The World Bank. 2007).
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In African cosmology, creation belongs to the ancestors and the Supreme Being,
and humanity is never the “ruler” of creation per se. Rather, humanity is part of
interconnected forces of life. This idea is in contrast with prominent and popular
Christian notions of dominion, which argue that human beings have a God-given
mandate to exercise unlimited control over the natural world. Most African scholars have
accepted this interpretation of dominion without paying attention to the fact that
traditional philosophy understood humanity as part of Earth community. As such, African
theology has remained a theology without Earth. Subsequently, it has continued to be
human centered and by implication, if sometimes unwittingly, promoted the domination
of nature. But as John Mbiti observes,

According to African peoples, man (sic) lives in a religious universe, so

that the natural phenomena and objects are intimately associated with

God. They not only originate from him but also bear witness to him.

Man’s understanding of God is strongly colored by the universe of which

man is himself a part. Man sees in the universe not only the imprint but

also the reflection of God; and whether that image is marred or clearly

focused and defined, it is nevertheless an image of God, and the only

image known in traditional African Societies."’

The understanding of the universe as the reflection of God does not just confirm
the sacramental nature of Earth Community; it also brings to the fore the ontological

natural rights of every creature. Here, the liberation of Earth (the mediation of God in

Africa) should be the goal of liberation theology and ethics.

87 Mbiti, African Religion and Philosophy, 48.
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Historically, the motif of land as a gift to Earth Community from the ancestors
united different tribes to fight against colonial rule. Indeed, Christian education could
have provided the democratic rationale for fighting colonialism, but traditional beliefs
about land provided the organizing principle in the struggle. The liberation struggle was
simply this: reclaim ancestral lands from colonial exploitation. It was hoped that the
coming of independence would reverse the damage caused by colonialism, dictatorship,
human rights abuses, poverty, civil and ethnic wars, and landlessness characterize post-
independence Africa. It is not surprising that mos¢ theological responses have addressed
the sociopolitical and economic woes that the continent faces. As a result, the ecological

crisis caught many African scholars unaware in their self-ethicizing and self-theologizing.

Limitations

An attempt to construct African Christian ecological ethics has many limitations.
First, Christian ecological ethics in Africa is understudied, and published literature is hard
to obtain. Second, a fully comprehensive study would include participant observation of
many traditional rituals, particularly since a resurgence of traditional ceremonies in
Africa holds potential for illustrating ecological concerns. Unfortunately, due to financial
and time constraints, I limit myself to Chief Simamba’s /wiindi ceremony. Although my
personal experience will not be used to create new data, it will be used to interpret and

confirm what Schoffeleers, Scudder, Colson, and other scholars have already discovered.
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Third, the relationship between African Christianity, development, and the
environment deserves much more critical study, as do issues of religion and development
generally. Although this study is limited in its utilization of current economic theories, it
will pay attention to effects of capitalism on the environment. Fourth, while Daneel has
attempted to define the concept and role of the triune-God in the process of the African
Earthkeepers enacting an ecological theology, this study will limit itself to the ethics of
Christ as “Origin of ancestors.” Building on Daneel, the ecological significance of the

malende will be investigated.

Finally, an exhaustive study of this overall topic would also make use of classical
Christian thought. I have opted, though, to study current theologians and ethicists in order
to dialogue with them at this important moment in world history. Although St. Francis of
Assisi and other mystics provide a Christian basis for understanding the concept of
interconnectedness, this dissertation adds insight by exploring the concept of
interconnectedness from an African perspective. Within these limitations, however, my

dissertation is an attempt to develop African Christian ecological ethics.



CHAPTER TWO

AFRICAN COSMOLOGIES AND THE ENVIRONMENT

Our Ancestors/Elders Ought to Get Involved
Elizabeth Johnson’s observation about the new ecological consciousness that has
characterized the globe is true with Africa.! Today, the ecological crisis has attracted the
attention of African traditionalists, Independent Churches, theologians in mainline
churches, as well as African artists. Oliver Mutukuzi, one of the most respected Southern

African artists released the song entitled Pindirai (intervene):

Vakuruwe pindirai Our elders (ancestors) intervene
Vakuruwe pindirai Our elders intervene
Madzimambowe pindirai Kings intervene

Madzimambowe pindirai Kings intervene

Mhuri yenyu yapererwa neruzivo  Your family has run out of wisdom
Vana venyu kupererwa nenjere Your children have run out of ideas

Mutukudzi’s reason for asking the intervention of vakuru (elders) is due to the
ecological crisis that has characterized Southern Africa. Human beings have continued to
cut trees at their own peril (vanotema miti vasina ruzivo), which he compares to skinning
a skunk from the direction of the wind (vagovhiya chidembo vari kumhepo) or spitting
into the well (kusvipira mutsime).” This abuse of the Earth has threatening effects on
human livelihood.

Hatichina mumviri We no longer have shades from the trees

! Elizabeth Johnson, “Losing and Finding Creation in Christian Tradition,” in Christianity and
Ecology, ed. D.T Hessel and Rosemary R. Ruether (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000), 3.

Kusvipirira mutsime is a Shona saying which in this context means “we are poisoning
ourselves.”

41
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Hatichina mapango We no longer have poles for building
Duwinho hatichina We no longer have pools

Hove hatichina We no longer have fish

Raiva dziva rava zambuko What used to be a big dam is now a road
Aive madziva ave mazambuko What used to be pools are now roads

Mutukudzi further complains about poor waste management in urban areas.
People have turned rivers into dump sites (kutsviirira munzizi segomba ramarara), while
human habitats are now landfills (votora marara vounganidza muberere). In the end,

water and air are polluted. Finally, he bemoans that

Tatadza kuchengeta masango We have failed to care for the forests
Kutadza kuchengeta nzizi We have failed to care for the rivers
Mhepo yekufema yangova utsi The air is polluted

Kusvipira mutsime Spitting into the well

Vakuruwe pindirail > Elders intervene!

Mutukuzi’s message is clear. The ongoing environmental crisis is a result of
human arrogance towards the interconnected ecosphere. While the ecological crisis
demands community responsibility and action, Mutukudzi calls on vakuru to intervene
too. Because the Bantu uphold the hierarchical ontology of beings, seeking the
intervention of elders in times of crisis is within the framework of African traditional
religious thought.

Mutukudzi also illustrates the interconnectedness of the ongoing ecological crisis.
For instance, deforestation has overwhelming consequences on humanity, water, and the
ecosphere as a whole. In a rural context where the majority depends on the natural world

for survival, the impact is visible at many levels. Deforestation deprives humans of the

3 From the album Nhava.
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comfort of mumvuri (the shade from the trees), under which they sit during hot seasons. It
also robs the poor of mapango (poles) for building their homes.

The felling of trees has had negative impact on water supplies. Duwinho (pools),
madziva (dams), and nzizi (rivers) are now dying due to human negligence. Apart from
being sources of drinking water, these water bodies have spiritual significance among the
Bantu since they are homes to sacred spirits (njuzu). In addition, they are also sources of
fish (hove) which are important sources of protein for river communities.”

The underlying reason for this crisis is human ignorance about the
interconnectedness of the universe. We are “spitting into the well,” thereby poisoning
ourselves. Therefore the intervention of the elders (vakuru) in this crisis becomes
imperative. However, the Shona word vakuru could mean “living elders” or “ancestors,”
hence it is unclear as to whom Mutukuzi is appealing. As we shall discover, this unclear
differentiation between the authority of the “living elders” and “ancestors” has been at
the center of theological and anthropological contention in understanding the power of

ancestors in Africa.

Tonga Ancestors as Guardians of Ecological Integrity
In African cosmologies, elders/ancestors are guardians of the land and morality. It

is therefore their obligation to intervene in any crisis that threatens Earth’s integrity.

*In African traditional thought, sacred groves, mountains, rivers, animals, trees and other natural
phenomena are sometimes considered abodes of spiritual forces. See Matthew Schoffeleers,(ed), Guardians
of the Land: Essays on Central African Territorial Cults (Gweru: Mambo Press, 1978).
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Among the Tonga of chief Simamba in Zambia, the intervention of ancestors/elders is

sought through the /wiindi ceremony (rain-calling ritual).

The Tonga of Simamba

Although the Tonga people are widely studied, those of his Royal Highness
Simamba are understudied.” The Tonga of Simamba are among the valley people
resettled on the Zambian side during the construction of the Kariba dam. They are now
located about 30 kilometers from Siavonga Town. The chieftainship is made up of two
Sikatongos (traditional land guardians) or what Colson translates as Earth prophet/priest:
Nambwele (who according to Charles Halubanje, the reigning sikatongo Nambwele, is
traditionally the right person to perform the /wiindi), and Hakuyu. These two traditional
leaders were made subordinate to Chief Simamba long before the 1958 resettlement.
Simamba borders with the Tonga of Chief Chipepo resettled around Lusitu, and the Goba
(Shona) tribe of chief Sikongo, in whose land the Tonga of Chipepo and Simamba were
resettled.

Inheritance to the Simamba throne is from the matrilineal side. While the chiefs’

sons are considered princes, only the chief’s nephews from his matrilineal side are

> Scholarly studies on the Plateau Tonga abound. Thayer Scudder and Elizabeth Colson have
concentrated their studies around Chief Chipepo’s area (originally resettled at Lusitu and later resettled in
present day Chipepo) and plateau Tonga. Thayer Scudder, The Ecology Of The Gwembe Tonga
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1962), Elizabeth Colson, The Plateau Tonga of Northern
Rhodesia: Social and Religious Studies (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1962); The Social
Consequences of Resettlement (Lusaka: University of Zambia, 1971).
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legitimate heirs to the throne. As mothers of chiefs, all royal women are buried in the

malende (sacred groves). However, only deceased chiefs are buried there.

Brief History of the Gwembe Tonga

The people of Simamba are part of the Gwembe Tonga of Zambia. Since the
Iwindi is not unique to Simamba but widespread among the Tongas, a brief ethnic history
of the Gwembe and the Tonga in general is necessary. According to F.B. Macrae,
“Gwembe” was a Ndebele word for the Zambezi. Today, however, it applies to all the
cultures of the Zambezi valley.® As for the term “Tonga,” Colson argues that the meaning
of the word is unknown and probably is of foreign origin.” However, Chet S. Lancester
cites F.M. T Posselt, who in 1927 alleged that the word Tonga referred to "those who do
not recognize a paramount chief, or fault-finders or grumblers."® Macrae concluded that
the inhabitants of the Gwembe valley “appear to have come into the area about a hundred
years ago, according to their own tradition. At this time they say that the valley was
uninhabited. They also say they came from a country called Bunyai further down the
river; this name is still to be found on the maps as Banyai, a tribe who were at one time

prominent on the lower reaches of the Zambezi. The Banyai were also associated with the

®F. B. Macrae, “Some Notes on Part of the Gwembe Valley in Northern Rhodesia,” The Geographical
Journal 91, no. 5 (May, 1938): 446.

" Elizabeth Colson, Marriage and the Family Among the Plateau Tonga of Northern Rhodesia
(Manchester : Manchester University Press for the Rhodes-Livingston Institute, 1958), 1.

¥ In Chet S. Lancester, “Ethnic Identity, History, and “Tribe” in the Zambezi Valley,” American
Ethnologist 1, no. 4. (Nov 1974): 724.
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Makalanga, a number of [whom still] live with the Batonga in the Gwembe valley at the
present day.””

Although Colson did not consider the Shona word, “kutonga’ (to rule/judge), it is
probable that the word Tonga referred to groups who sought to rule (the verb kutonga)
themselves. The Shona origin of this group can be adduced from how the refer to their
ancestors. Like the Shona, Simamba Tongas call their ancestors as mizimu and their royal
ancestors as mhodolo rather than the Tonga basangu. This assertion is complemented by
Lancaster’s oral evidence that suggests that the Tonga “never had any real chiefs or
paramounts except Mambo [a Rozvi King] south of the Zambezi whom they ran from so
that they could be free people. So they were called Tongas, which means grunters,
dissatisfied people who complained and rebelled against their chief.”'” In this regard, the
word is a “descriptive term that refers to a cultural status deriving from Southern

Rhodesian history as Shona speakers see it.”"'

? Macrae, “Some Notes on Part of the Gwembe Valley in Northern Rhodesia,” 446. .

19 Lancaster, “Ethnic Identity, History, and “Tribe,” 724. Tim Matthews reaches a similar conclusion
when he argues that the name Tonga should have derived from how the Shona viewed outsiders. Tim
Matthews, “Notes on the Precolonial History of the Tonga, with Emphasis on the Upper River Gwembe
and Victoria Falls Area.” In The Tonga-Speaking Peoples of Zambia and Zimbabwe,13-33, ed. Chet
Lancaster and Kenneth P. Vickery. New York: University Press of America, 2007 Elisabeth Thomson, Our
Gods Never Help us Again: The Tonga People Describe Resettlement and its Aftermath (Lusaka: Panos
Southern Africa), 2005.

"' ancaster “Ethnic Identity, History, and “Tribe,” 724; See also Tim Matthews, “Notes on the
Precolonial History of the Tonga, with Emphasis on the Upper River Gwembe and Victoria Falls Area,” in,
The Tonga-Speaking Peoples of Zambia and Zimbabwe, ed. Chet Lancaster and Kenneth P. Vickery (New
York: University Press of America, 2007), 13-33.
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Unlike the term “Gwembe” which refers to all valley Tongas, the word “Tonga”
has been applied to different ethnic groups in Malawi, Mozambique, Zambia, and
Zimbabwe. In Zambia for example, Tonga describes both Plateau and Gwembe Tongas.
However, some of these groups are historically and linguistically unrelated.'?

The lack of common history is not limited to Plateau Tongas. For instance, while
the Gwembe Tonga of Chief Mukuni in the valley trace their origin from the Luba-Lunda
Empire on the Congo basin, those of Simamba maintain that they originated from the
Rozvi Empire in present day Zimbabwe. Despite lacking a common history, valley
Tongas have been studied by outside observers as a social and cultural unit."

Scholars have observed that Zambezi valley has always maintained a limited
population and unorganized political leadership. The mountain range between the Plateau
and the valley could have provided protection to valley Tongas from invading cultures,
but environmental factors far outweighed security benefits. First, the valley was a home
to big animals which threatened human livelihood. Second, it was also disease infected;
an aspect that made it impossible to keep larger populations. Further, the rainfall was
highly unpredictable. Valley Tongas could have enjoyed two farming seasons, but “the

Gwembe system of riverside flood farming was probably too unreliable to offset the

12 Matthews argues that the pre-colonial political disorganization of the Tonga made them easy victims
of raids from the Ndebele, the Kololo-Lozi and the Chukunda slave raiders. Matthews, “Notes on the
Precolonial History of the Tonga,” 13-33; See Lancaster, “Ethnic Identity, History, and “Tribe,””711- 713.

' Scudder, The Ecology Of The Gwembe Tonga; Colson, The Plateau Tonga of Northern Rhodesia;
Social Organization of the Gwembe Tonga,; The Social Consequences of Resettlement.
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1.”'* This situation handicapped the residents’

disadvantages of the uncertain rainfal
political organization.

Adding to the complexity of Tonga history is lack of centralized political
leadership. As we shall discover, the word mwami, though rendered as chief, was
originally applied to the royal and other sacred spirits (basangu), basangu mediums
(persons possessed with basangu spirits), and occasionally to sikatongos. Although
mwami was later adopted to refer to political chiefs in the colonial sense, Scudder,
Colson, and Lancaster among many others have maintained that organized chieftainships
were absent in Tonga life; hence they were an amorphous or stateless people.

Tim Matthews agrees with the above argument but adds that raiding cultures in
the nineteenth century forced the Tongas to organize around certain charismatic Earth
priests (sikatongos). Using the rain-calling ritual (/wiindi) as an organizing tool,
charismatic sikatongos managed to build a sizable group of followers who defended
themselves against raiding cultures and colonialism. Hence despite lacking hierarchical
or hereditary structures of political authority, “there are signs that certain Tonga groups

adapted to the exigencies of trade and defense in the nineteenth century, and in places

earlier, by strengthening and secularizing leadership positions.”"”> One example is that of

' Matthews argues that the pre-colonial political disorganization of the Tonga made them easy targets
for raiding cultures among them the Ndebele, the Kololo-Lozi, and the Chukunda slave raiders. Matthews
“Notes on the Precolonial History of the Tonga,” 15.

5 1bid., 15.
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chief Monze who used his rain-calling power to address the social and political
challenges of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. '

Matthews’ analysis is plausible, but the Tongas practiced what I term an
“ecological state” which gathered around a sikatongo (Earth priest). In other words, the
sikatongo’s leadership was ecological rather than political in the sense that we would
understand that concept today. Indeed, political leadership as practiced in the 21% century
was unknown. But the ecological leadership of ancestors and the basangu provided the
basis for the office of the political chief. This is because the ancestors and basangu are
the guardians of the land in Tonga religion.'” In times of crisis, this ecological leadership

turned political, as Matthews and the O’Briens have independently noted. '®

The Tonga Religious Worldview
Simamba Tongas believe in an interconnected ontological hierarchy of spiritual

forces. In line with Placides Tempels’ Bantu philosophy discussed in chapter one, Leza

'® Dan O'Brien and Carolyn O'Brien, “The Monze Rain Festival: The History of Change in a Religious
Cult in Zambia, The International Journal of African Historical Studies 29, no. 3 (1997): 519-528.

""Colson argues that in order to ensure fertility in the land, samples of the seeds to be planted were
placed under the bed on which the sikatongo and his mulela would be intimate. Colson, Tonga Religious
Life in the Twentieth Century, 116.

'8 Colson argues that, the ethnic identity of the Tonga as we know it today is a colonial imposition.
Elizabeth Colson, Tonga Religious Life in the Twentieth Century (Lusaka, Bookworld Publishers, 2006).
Dan O’Brien, however, argues that Tonga chiefs were more political than the sikatongo. Dan O’Brien,
“Chief of Rain — Chief of Ruling: A Reinterpretation of Pre-Colonial Tonga (Zambia) Social and Political
Structure,” Journal of the International African Institute 53, no. 4 (1983): 23-42. Matthews, “Notes on the
Precolonial History of the Tonga,”21; O’Brien and O’Brien, “Religious and Group Identity of the Tonga,”
65.
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(God) is the Supreme Vital force and the source of life who is concerned with community
welfare. The basangu or baami bamfula (chiefs of rain) are second in this hierarchy.
They include royal ancestors and other spirits associated with natural phenomena such as
trees, mountains, pools, and sacred creatures residing in the malende (sacred groves).19
The malende occupy an important place in Tonga cosmology. Colson observes
that the malende are regarded as inherently sacred because they are associated with
unseen powers associated with nature. The malende “sites may be rock faces, springs,
deep pools or large hallow trees. Here neighborhood representatives make appeals [to the

basangu] in times of stress, especially in drought years.”20

In addition, royal burial spaces
are called malende. Such malende are marked by one or several small shelters in form of
a kaanda (tiny hut) mostly too small to enter.’

Like Leza, the basangu are concerned with community issues. Basangu mediums
warn of community disasters brought upon society due to human infringement of social
and moral order. They also determine the time for holding the Iwiindi.** Because the

basangu spirits are closer to Leza, they are usually confused with the Supreme Being.

Major A. H. Gibbons, who took the expedition on the Zambezi from 1895-1900, did

The malende (sacred grove) play an important role in the selection of the next chief. According to
Emmanuel Moonga, the current Simamba, the ancestors, and the basangu residing in the malende, should
approve of the elder’s choice before one can be enthroned as chief. Interview with Chief Simamba, Lusaka;
Siavonga, November 2006. On tape.

% Colson, Tonga Religious Life in the Twentieth Century, 66- 67.
*' Ibid., 67.

22 Colson, “Rain Shrines of the Plateau Tonga of Northern Rhodesia,” 276-277.
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exactly that. He confused the malende (sacred shrine) of the Basangu spirit Nyami-
Nyami to be the headquarters of the Tonga deity. “This, the boys assured me to be the
headquarters of the great river god; and although many boats have gone down within
these sacred precincts, neither boat, nor goods nor bodies have ever been recovered. The
Portuguese — by which I presume is meant the black article — always throw in wine and
calico to propitiate the deity.”*

Frank Clements followed Gibbons in associating this river spirit with Leza. To
him, the problems that characterized the construction of the Kariba dam were due to the
struggle of this river god, which he identifies as Nyami-Nyami. Yet he contradicts himself
when he asserts, “it is not clear what status Nyami-Nyami had as an ancestral shade, but
it caused those foolish enough to shoot the Kariba Gorge to disappear from the face of
Earth, and its tail was blamed for the destruction of bridges and coffer dams.”** Although
the Gwembe Tonga interviewed attributed the destruction of the dam to Nyami —Nyami,
they nevertheless argued that Nyami-Nyami was a creature of Leza and one of the most
powerful basangu of the river Zambezi.”

In Tonga cosmology, family matters are the prerogative of family ancestors

(mizimu) who are the guardians of the family line. The mizimu demand continuity of

» Major A. S. H. Gibbons, Africa from South to North through Marotseland, vol. 1 (London: J. Lane,
1904), 45-46.

 Frank Clement, Kariba: The Struggle with the River God (London: Methuen, 1959), 12.

2 Colson, “Rain Shrines of the Plateau Tonga of Northern Rhodesia,” 276-277.
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approved behavior and customs from their descendants. Any attempt to reform such
traditions is considered insubordination by the ancestors. *® Nonetheless, ancestors are
open to change once something has been approved by the basangu, who are ontologically
superior to mizimu. Like the basangu, mizimu can possess individuals with healing-
powers.

In similar fashion to the relationship between Leza and basangu, the differences
between the basangu and mizimu are complex. During the /wiindi, for instance, the
basangu and mizimu are invoked interchangeably. Likewise, the individuals who are
possessed by either the muzimo (singular) ancestral spirit or the musangu (singular) spirit
can claim to be prophets or mediums of these spirits interchangeably. Since basangu
intermediaries are usually held in higher esteem than mizimu mediums, most prophets
associate their authority with basangu when addressing community issues. Nonetheless,
they revert to the mizimu when addressing individual matters.

One important example of the complex relationship between the basangu and
mizimu was in evidence during the construction of the Kariba dam. Despite the threats
posed by the dam, most people resisted resettlement for religious reasons. According to
the report of the Commission appointed to inquire into the violence that characterized the

building of the dam, the Tonga believed that the construction of the dam would not be

%6 Colson differentiates the Basangu from the mizimu based on their social functions. The basangu are
initiators of new form of behavior while the mizimu are protectors of traditions. Colson, Tonga Religious
Life in the Twentieth Century, 52.



53

possible, and that Europeans could not close the dam.*’ Although the report does not
provide the basis for such beliefs, many people interviewed pointed to religious
convictions. People believed that the basangu spirits (chiefly Nyami-Nyami) would
defend the land from western encroachment. Some, however, pointed out that they hoped
that their royal ancestors (basangu/mizimu) would punish the Europeans for obliterating
the malende (sacred groves). Others equally feared the wrath of their ancestors should
they abandon their graves.*®

To calm these fears, the basangu mediums played a vital role. Although they
previously warned people not to move, they later declared that the spirits had agreed to
move after the people had performed certain traditional rituals. They also encouraged
people to carry soil and branches from their sacred groves as a way of taking their
ancestors with them.*’ Such innovation convinced many Tongas to move, although others

ignored the rulings of the mediums and vowed to defend their land.*

*" Northern Rhodesia, Report of the Commission Appointed to Inquire into the Circumstances Leading
up to and Surrounding the Recent Deaths and Injuries Caused by the Use of Firearms in the Gwembe
District and Matters Relating Thereto (Lusaka: Government Printers, 1958), 9.

** Colson, The Social Consequences of Resettlement, 211.

% Mr. Patrick Kakukisi was 11 at the time of the resettlement. He claimed that his family survived the
Lusitu illnesses (usually called the Lusitu condition) that killed many relocatees in 1958 due to the help of
his ancestors. “I remember what my father did. He followed the instructions of the elders and carried the
soil with him. When we got to Lusitu, he mixed it with water and gave us to drink. That is why we
survived.” Patrick Makukisi, Interview with the author, Lusitu, Zambia, October, 2006.

% Clement, The Struggle of the River God, 1959; Northern Rhodesia. Report of the Commission, 1958.
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The Kariba case illustrates the social and religious influence of the basangu
medium/prophets not only over the /wiindi but also over socio-economic and political
changes in Tonga life. This is not the first time when such negotiations have taken place.
As we shall see, the authority of Monze and Mweemba were a result of their roles as
basangu prophets. Just as Mbuya Nehanda of Mashonaland used her prophetic powers to
resist colonial rule, Monze employed his basangu prophetic powers to organize resistance
against Lewanika and colonialism in Northern Rhodesia/Zambia. Dan O’Brien alludes to
this when he argues Monze’s political leadership was religiously sanctioned.”'

The confusion that surrounds the basangu and mizimu extends to the offices of
basangu/mizimu medium and the office of the nganga (diviner). Today, a nganga can
claim to be possessed by basangu, mizimu or both. Such individuals possess healing
powers and can occasionally call the /wiindi. Nonetheless, most of the nganga activities
are tailored to meet individual and family needs. Importantly, diviners control evil forces
such as witches (balozi), community illnesses, zelo or zilube (dangerous ghosts), and

masabe (alien spirits).”

The Lwiindi Ceremony of Simamba of the Bagande (frog) Clan
The Iwiindi (rain ritual) ceremony illustrates the ecological significance of Tonga

religion among the people of Simamba. Although their original shrines are now buried

31 O’Brien, “Chief of Rain — Chief of Ruling,” 21, 23-42.

32 Colson, Tonga Religious Life in the Twentieth Century, 41-42.



55

under the waters of the dam, the people of Simamba have reconstructed their heritage
through the /wiindi ceremony. Because valley life highly depended on balanced rainfall,
the cult of supplicating royal basangu for rain (/wiindi) was central to Tonga religion.
Generally, the Tonga people observe the /wiindi based on the ecological calendar.
Among the plateau Tonga, /wiindi Iwa kulyata mukuba is held during the clearing of the
fields prior to planting; Iwiindi Iwa mwaka is held during the planting season; /wiindi Iwa
kuyamina is held during the weeding and scaring of birds season; /wiindi Iwakuloka is
celebrated during the eating of the first fruits while /wiindi Iwakutebula takes place
during the celebration of the harvest and the calling of rains.”® In addition to all these
lwiindis, a special Iwiindi can be called during times of community crisis. While the
specific details of each /wiindi and the name of such a ritual differ from place to place,
generally the ceremony involves going to the malende, giving ritual beers to basangu in

huts (ganda), dancing, and making socio-ecological requests to the same.*

Major actors in Simamba Lwiindi
H