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The extreme complexity of the whole pre-Bantu
ethnology of South Africa manifests itself especially in
rescarch into the true nature of the ancient Bushman
religion. It appears impossible to arrive at reliable con-
clusions without detailed inquiry also into the religion
of the Hottentots and the Bergdama.

Wilhelm Schmidt (1929: 301)

Before I begin my discussion of Khoisan religious ideas, a few

words about the theoretical perspective used in this pPaper may be
of interest to some readers. Broadly, it is ‘structuralist’ and based
on the idea of regional comparison as a key to the understanding
of both the region as a whole and particular cultures within it (cf.
de Heusch, 1982). The relevant structures are conceived neither as
universal (as generally in the Lévi-Straussian sense of ‘structure’)
nor as peculiar to specific societies or linguistic communities (as
often in structural linguistics), but rather, as regionally-based.
What earlicr writers have described merely as cultural differences
are seen here as part of this larger, regional structure of beliefs and
practices—a structure of structures. To some degree, indigenous
thinkers have an intuitive knowledge of this structure, but usually
only in the sense that a native-speaker has a knowledge of his or her
own language. Just as English-speakers (even small children) know
how to use nouns and verbs correctly in the English language, so
too the Bushmen, Khoekhoe and Damara know how to use
religious ideas within the ‘grammar’ of the Khoisan religious
system as a whole. This, of course, does not mean that they
explicitly define the categories or formulate the rules of such a
‘grammar’; as experts in their own cultures, they do not need to.
Explication of that ‘grammar’ is the task of the structural
anthropologist (Barnard, 1987).
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The purpose of this paper is to examine some of the prominent
features of Khoisan religion in a regional-comparative framework,
and with particular concern towards the translation of religious
ideas and the understanding of religious conversion. The emphasis
will be on belief rather than ritual, although the latter could no
doubt be analysed in a similar vein (cf. W. Schmidt, 1929;
Schapera, 1930: 395-99; S. Schmidt, 1986a).

i Khoisan religious ideas

The Khoisan peoples are a linguistically diverse cluster of southern
African groups, including both hunter-gatherers (Bushmen) and
 herders (Khoekhoe and Damara). Religious ideas, including con-
‘cepts of God, the spirits, and the dead, as well as myths and ritual
.practices, are held in common across ethnic boundaries. Yet
Khoisan religions are more than bundles of ideas. Such religions
.are characterised: (1) by structures which may be held constant,
.transformed, or inverted, through time or across ethnic bound-
aries, and (2) by a fluidity of religious belief and religious discourse
.which is sometimes difficult to define in purely structural terms.

In Khoisan society, especially in the case of the Bushmen,
assimilation of new ideas is non-problematic, and religious notions
have a fluid character which has led historically to cross-cultural
uniformity and, at the same time, to intra-cultural diversity. In the
case of the Khoekhoe and Damara, the greater rigidity of form has
given rise to a greater tendency towards structural transformation,
rather than fluidity of discourse, although both elements are pres-
jent in these relgions too. Ironically, the greater structural con-
sistency of Khoekhoe and Damara religions seems to have made
these peoples more, rather than less, receptive to Christian con-
version.

The people traditionally classified by scholars as ‘Northern
Bushmen’ (!Kung) and the various pcoples traditionally classified
as ‘Southern Bushmen’ (!x5, ||xegwi, |Xam, and others) are
extremely diverse linguistically, though all speak relatively isolating
languages which in most cases are not prone to complicated tax-
onomy or to abstract expression. The so-called ‘Central Bushman’,
on the other hand, speak Khoe languages, languages not traceably
related to ‘Northern’ or ‘Southern Bushman’ ones, but related to
Khoekhoe at a time depth of three to two thousand years (see, e.g.,
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i(;l(.)isan peo.ples are linguistically as diverse as nearly any on the
; ncal\r; continent: the ”xe'gwi language is genetically more distant
rom Nama than Yoruba is from Zulu, or English is from Hindj
(see e.g. Westphal, 1971).
Of particular interest is Potgjeter’ ibuti
. gieter’s attribution of moon-worshi
to the ||xegwi. Schape?ra (1930: 395) claimed that both Bushmel:

propitious times for dancing, even today in the Kalahari, where

dances are most often held at full md‘on; but moon-woz"shi Is

lmgely a fantasy of European ethnographers S
eter Kolb, perhaps the most iv

» P ' perceptive of early Khoisan

ethnographers, gives a slightly different version from others in his

;r(';)tlnl golll:’.: bes;t-known English text on the subject (1968 [1731]:
*111), but at least accurately reflect ’ 1
knowledge of Khoekhoe religi):)n: il el

_lt l: o:\'zious that all'Hottcntots believe in a God. They know him and confess
© him they ascribe the work of creation, and they maintain that he still

In fact, the Moon is not the Khoekhoe God himself; nor in this case

is he regard . . g
of God.gar o asa separate deity. He is the visible manifestation
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the minor deity, or deities generally, and is true of recent as well

as older works.

| Khotsan concepts of ‘God’

The Khoisan people with whom I am most familiar are the Nharo
of westcrn Botswana. The concept ‘God’ is usually expressed in

Nharo as Nladiba (which otherwise means ‘sky’). Sometimes
Nladiba is called Hiiseba, which is his unique, divine name, and
sometimes !xuba, which like its Nama cognate !khib, also means
 ‘lord’ or ‘master’ in a secular as well as a religious sense. And, as
with, for example, the well-known Nuer concept kwoth (Evans-
Pritchard, 1956), Nharo n!adi- has several related meanings and
can be taken in the masculine singular or (more rarely) in other
grammatical forms. Yet this aspect of Khoisan religion is still somc-
. what different from that of the Nuer. The Nharo language has for-
-mal number-gender suffixes, which in any given instance may or
.may not be semantically relcvant.

A Nharo medicine man once told me that there are three classes
of bcing: Nladiba or Hiiseba (God), g||aiiane (the evil spirits or
the spirits of the dead), and khuene (people). He then went on to
talk about each in turn, beginning not with just a single male God,
f but with the male God and his wife N!adisa. The word N!adisa is,
yin fact, ‘God’ in the feminine singular, a form which would be
grammatically incorrect if it were used in reference to ‘the sky’ in
a secular scnse. When the old man came to mention the fact that
God the Sky is father of the Moon and the Sun, he began to use
' the word Nladisara (feminine dual) in place of Nladisa (feminine
¢ singular). God the Sky now had two wives, and one was Mother
' of the Moon (who among all Khoisan peoples is male and good),
and the other, Mother of the Sun (who is female and bad, because
she makes the earth too hot). The Moon and Sun are husband and
wife. They mate beneath the earth, and their children are the moon
and sun the next day. The moon also begets, this time apparently
without sexual intercourse, a male child who is the moon at first
crescent. Sometimes the moon at first crescent is described as the
- old moon reborn. Snails are also said to be ‘children of the moon’,
and in Nharo the word for ‘snail’ is n||ueba (which means
‘moon’), just as in Nama the word is ||khixaes (which means,
literally, ‘moon-copulate’). The fact that these stems n||ue and
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[|kha are ctymologically unrelated, but in each language carry
both of the two meanings, testifies to the near certainty that we are
not dealing here merely with homonyms, although the possibility
of recent diffusion is not at all precluded. An association of the
Moon either with the High God (!khwa, ‘the Rain’, keeper of
menstrual tabboos) or with the Mantis (|kaggen, the trickster
figure) has long been argued for the |Xam on both etymological
and mythological grounds (see, e.g., Schapera, 1930: 172-73; 8.
Schmidt, 1973; Hewitt, 1986: 40-41, 137-38; cf. Bleek and Lloyd,
1911). The relationship expressed in the Khoe examples (Nama
and Nharo), however, is more subtle: snails, like the Moon, are
said to have perpetual life, or to have the capability of death and
rebirth.

At any rate, the point made by the Nharo medicine man is not
that heavenly bodies have many offspring, or that he does not know
how many gods there are; his point is that the cormnponents of the
universe stand in systematic, and indecd, in some metaphorical
sense, kinship relations to each other. In Nharo it is not possible to
specify grammatical gender without also specifying grammatical
number. In these examples, the fluidity of discursive meaning,
which would be apparent to any Nharo-speaker, results partly from
the linguistic necessity to employ grammatical number. Gram-
matical number, of course, also expresses meaning, and the

matical gender in Nharo and other Khoe languages. For example,
hiiba (masc. sg.) means ‘tree’, while hiisa (fem. sg.) mean ‘bush’;
tsane (common gender plural, here denoting fluidity) means
‘water’, tsasa (fem. $g-) means ‘pool’ or ‘pond’, and tsaba (masc.
$g.) means ‘borehole’ (see Barnard, 1985: 13-15, 82; Vossen, in
press).

Grammatical number and gender are utilized according to con-
scious and logical rules, which tell us perhaps the Whorfian way in
which a Nharo-speaker thinks, but not necessarily what he beliepes.
To paraphrase Leach (1968) and at the same time invert the argu-
ment of Needham’s Belief, Language and Experience (1972), belief is
an ‘inner state’, to some extent independent of language. However,
against Leach, I would argue that Nharo belief becomes at Jeast
more accessible, if not fully accessible, through recognition of the
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parameters of Khoe linguistic structure., Implied in this definition
of ‘belief* is a notion of the intrinsic untranslatability, into either
English or Nkaro, of the experience of thc Nharo universe which lies
behind the structures, whether these structures be linguistic, men-
tal, or, for that matter, metaphysical. Needham'’s (1972) pro-
vocative treatment of the polythetic nature of ‘belief’ in English
highlights the complex relation between thought and language.
Nevertheless, it lcaves aside much that is implicit in the worldview
of the Nharo medicine man, or the Nucr for whom God is not
‘believed in’ (in the modern, Western sense), because they take his
existence for granted (Evans-Pritchard, 1956: 9; cf. Needham,
1972: 22-25).

Khoe languages—and these include Nharo and other Central

| Bushman ones as well as Khoekhoe dialects—are very different

from Northern and Southern Bushman languages. So, what
regulates /Kung, or Northern Bushman, belief? The !Kung are a
people who speak a relatively isolating, only slightly inflective, non-

' agglutinative language, with word order much like English (and

very much unlike the Khoe languages). It is also a language without
the in-built morphological facility of the Khoe ones for abstract
expression. In Khoe languages one can say, for example in Nama:
khoe (person), khoekhoe (person of people, in other words
‘Nama’), khoesi (friendly or human), khoesis (humanity, kind-
ness, friendliness, or friendship), khoexa (kind), khoexasis
(kindliness [more abstract than ‘kindness’]), khoesigagus- (friend-
ship, intimacy, or marriage), khoexakhoeb di (my intimate

friend), and so on (Hahn, 1881: 17; Kroenlein, 1889: 209-10). In

!Kung, as far as I know, one cannot. Yet in !Kung, as in Nharo
or Nama, the choice of a word may mean to the outsider more than
is intended by the speaker. According to Lorna Marshall (1962:
223-25) the !'Kung great god has eight names, and seven of these,
including notably ||Gauwa, are also the names of the lesser god,
his ‘grandchild’. E. N. Wilmsen (personal communication) sug-
gests that, rather as in Islam, if one could translate these ‘names’

| they would signify attributes of God, intelligible to us partly through

scientific, linguistic analysis, and partly through folk etymology.
The former (linguistic analysis) may be of greater historical and
therefore regional-comparative interest, but the latter (folk
etymology) could be more revealing in the ways of thought of the
!Kung today.
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Gods, heroes and spirits

In general, Bushman religion cmphasiscs the relation between deity
and humanity, whereas Khoekhoe religion emphasises the relation
between deity and deity. For all Khoisan peoples, though, God has
one or more adversaries. These are almost always called by one of |
the related terms g|| a@ia- or gllama- (with appropriate grammatical §
suffixes), no matter what the language. God and spirits either act |
independently or are merged as a single being or set of beings
associated with the spirits of the dead, who in turn may be concep- |
tually distinguished from the ancestors (the spirits being evil, and 4
the ancestors good). Generally, the High God is the creator and, :
although for some peoples remote and not directly active in the !
world, has a presence in the world as well as in the sky. His §
goodness, or his moral ambiguity, varies with the degree to which :
the high-god concept assumes identity with other, more evil, ¢
clements of the spirit world. !

For the !Kung, where God merges into evil spirit, he commits |

incest and cannibalism (Marshall, 1962: 229; cf. Lee, 1984: 106- {

07). For the G|wi, where his form is quite separate from that of the ]

evil being, God is a vegetarian (Silberbauer, 1981: 52). The G|wi 3
god Nl!adima, although remote, seems particularly to be respon- ;
sible for the regulation of order in the universe, including the &

environment. N!adima and his wife N!adisa (which is the feminine §

form of his name) are by definition ‘the sky’. They live above the §

earth in a sky with much water and vegetation, and are ‘parents’ ]
of all humankind and of the animals, or at least the mammals, 3
which live under N!adima’s parental gaze on the earth (Silber- §
bauer, 1981: 51-56). In slight contrast, thc !x0 creator-god Gu|eis 2
said by some to have a wife and children, and by others, to be §
unmarried (Heinz, 1975: 22). He is complemented by a second,
‘younger brother’ force, |0a, who lives ‘somewhere beyond the sky
though lower than Gu| e’ (1975: 22). As in other Khoisan religions, ]
these x5 concepts are associated respectively with ‘good’ and ‘evil’,

though the distinction between them ‘is not always apparent or

clear’ (1975: 22).

Among the Khoekhoe, there is a more highly structured system §
of beliefs about the deities and the interrelation between them, 3
though even here the deities merge into one another and it is some- 3
times difficult to tell, historically or across dialect boundaries, §
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whether we are speaking of the same or different beings. However
among the Nama of the 19th century we can clearly identify foul’-
beings, or at least four terms for beings, which stand in a clear
structural relation to each other: Tsfli-||Goab and || Gauab anci
Haitsi-Aibib (Haiseb) and #Gama-+Gorib (Schapera i930'
376-89; Carstens, 1975; S. Schmidt, 1975-76). , .

Tsiii-||Goab is the Nama creator, good and omnipresent, but
not omnipotent. ||Gauab is his rival. The ctymology of the ’term
“Tsli- || Goab’ has been a matter of debate for over a century, and
many theories have been put forward, especially by early Khoisan
§pec1alists (see, e.g., Schapera, 1930: 376-77). One of particular
interest is the most prevalent theory at the turn of the century: that
‘Tsii- || Goab’ originally meant ‘sore knee’ (Hahn, 1881: 61-62).
.For almost every philological theory there was a Nama myth, and
in the myth to support this derivation, Tsiti-||Goab had fought
repeatedly with || Gauab and repeatedly lost, yet nevertheless grew
stronger with each bout. In the final battle, Ts6i-||Goab destroyed
|| Géuab with a blow behind the ear. Just before expiring, ||Gauab
gave Tsii-||Goab a blow to the knee. The myth is also said to
explain why Tsdi-||Goab walks with a limp.

The relation between Tsiii-||Goab and ||G4uab is commen-
surate with the relation betwecn the ancestor-hero Haitsi-Aibib
and his adversary #Gama-#Gorib. Haitsi-Aibib, like Tsii-
||Goab (and scemingly ||Gauab, who is said to be still among us),
died many times and was reborn (Hahn, 1881: 65-67; see also
Hahn, 1878). Haitsi-Aibib quickly disposed of his rival. In
mythical time, #*Gamia-# Gorib would dig a hole, then tell any
passer-by to throw a stone at his forechead. But +Gama-+Gorib
had a hard head and the stone would bounce back and kill the
stone-thrower, who would then fall into the hole. When Haitsi-
Aibib heard about the wicked *Gama- + Gorib, he went to see
him but declined the inevitable invitation to throw a stone at his
forehead. Instead, he distracted #+Gama-+Gorib and hit him
behind the ear. #Gama- +Gorib died and fell into his own hole.

Haitsi-Aibib’s death and rcbirth is explained by another story,
in which he eats poisonous berries and falls ill. He tells his son that,
when he dics, he should be buried with soft stones over his grave.
Haitsi-Aibib was duly buried, came to life again, and continued
wandering the countryside. Piles of stones througout Namibia and
South Africg are said to be his graves, and Nama and Damara
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travellers traditionally put a stone on such a grave for good luck
when they pass by. Haitsi-Aibib is also credited with the ability to
change himself into the form of many species of animal, and in
Nama and Damara mythology this character sometimes replaces
the Jackal, thc Hare, and so on, who figure prominenty ag
tricksters within [Xam, !Kung, Nharo, and other Bushman
mythology, as indeed they do in Nama mythology. Yet Haitsi-
Aibib always uses his powers to do good. Like Tsdi-||Goab and
like || Khab (the Moon), Haitsi-Aibib comes from the east, which
is the sacred direction among many Khoisan peoples. And like the
Moon, he grows big and then small again. According to some,
Haitsi-Aibib’s mother and wife is the Sun, who is also said to be
mother and wife to the Moon.

In fact, Tsii-|| Goab, Haitsi-Aibib, and perhaps the Moon too,
are pretty much interchangeable in Khoekhoe mythology, as are
/|Gduab and #*Gama- + Gorib (cf. Hahn, 1881: 130-37; S,
Schmidt, 1986b). The difference, as Peter Carstens (1975) has
argued, is that the celestial god Tsti-||Goab operates only in a col-
lective sphere of influence. The Nama would pray to him, address-
ing him as ao (father), and priests of the various Nama tribes would
sacrifice animals to him in collective worship at specific times of
year, hoping but never being sure that he would favour his people.
By contrast, the terrestrial ancestor figure Haitsi-Aibib operates in
an individual sphere. Individual Nama would pile stones on his
graves for good luck, and pray to him as their || naub (their grand-
father or mother’s brother).

So what of ||Gauab? G||ada, or with gender suffixes, ||Gauab,
G||dliaba, G ||amama, etc., is almost universally among Khoisan
peoples a term for the evil god, the evil aspect of the good god, the
evil spirits, or the spirits of the dead. Individual Nharo use the term
for all these things, while apparently recognizing complete
equivalence only between the last two: for most Nharo, evil spirits
are the spirits of the dead. Nharo, unlike, e.g., G|wi (see Silber-
bauer, 1981: 112-14), recognize no other category of evil spirit.
Some Nharo have no notion of a supreme G/||atiaba, whereas
others, like the G|wi to the east and the Nama to the west, have
a quite definite notion of him as a unique being (cf. Guenther,
1986: 215-49). Among the !Kung (who scem to recognize ||Gauwa
either as the unique Evil Spirit or as part of or equivalent to the
High God), the wind is also said to be [|gauwa, perhaps as a

SN

o

2
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metaphor for misfortune, or possibly a vehicle on which the great
Lesser Spirit travels. ||Gauab is also the Christian Nama word for
‘Satan’. As Schapera (1930: 396) remarks, ‘The beliefs regarding
[|Gaua ... arc not crystallized into clear-cut conceptions, but are
vague, inconsistent, and ambiguous’.

The Damara, however, seem to have had a different version of
the spirit world (see Vedder, 1923, 1: 97-142; 1928: 61-68). They
speak the Nama language, and before their conversion to Chris-
tianity (in the nineteenth century) absorbed elements of both
Khoekhoe and Herero religion. Yet the early 20¢th century mis-
sionary ethnographer Heinrich Vedder (1928: 61) claimed to have
discovered isolated clans in the northwest of Namibia who still
retained their early traditions. Curiously, these groups made no
distinction between the good and the evil god, having only one
term, ||Gamab or ||Gauab, the term the Nama use for their evil
god. It would be easy to say, as the Nama and the missionaries
probably did, that the Damara had a || Gauab cult or worshipped
the Devil, or that the two Nama gods are, among the Damara,
merged into one. Yet either statement, though in some sense true,
would certainly be an oversimplification. The Damara ||G&uab is
not the creator, for Vedder’s Damara had no notion of creation.
This ||Gauab, unlike the Nama gods Tsii-||Goab and || G4uab,
frequently intcrcedes in individual human affairs, usually by caus-
ing death with his invisible arrows, But like these beings, and
unlike Bushman ||gauwasi or g||3iane (the !Kung and Nharo
plural forms respectively), the Damara ||Gauab does not roam the
carth. He shoots his arrows from heaven (‘heaven’ here being Ved-
der’s translation for ||Gauab’s village in the sky). Life in
||Gauab’s heaven is much like life on earth, only the hunting is
more successful and the foraging easier. All the Damara are said to
travel there when they die, though the route is hazardous and the
dead sometimes fall over the precipice along the way and lose their
souls—not through ||Gauab’s maliciousness, but through their
own carelessness, for ||Gauab has no ‘moral personality’ (Vedder,
1928: 62). ||Gauab’s village is laid out like 2 Damara one, with a
shady tree and a holy fire in the middlc. The elders there prize
human flesh as a great delicacy; and sometimes, when || Gauab will
not help them obtain it, they send scorpions, snakes, thorns, and
knives, to attack the living. On earth, sorcerers also try to enlist
|| Gauab’s support, in this case to stop the elders of heaven from
succeeding; for their power too is a gift of || Gauab.
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The Damara conception of || Gauab, then, has elements in com-
mon with the ||xegwi god |a’an, and with the Nharo, G|wi and
1Kung ‘spirits’ (also termed g||ata-, with appropriate suffixes),
mentioned above. It also has much in common with the G |wi con-
ception of G||amama, who casts down from the sky cvil and invisi-
ble wooden arrows which lodge in women, from whom their evil
diffuses through the bands, especially at times of seasonal aggre-
gation (Silberbauer, 1981: 54). Among the Nharo, evil spirits
(g|lanane) and alleged sorcerers shoot invisible grass arrows and
perform other magic for ill or good. More obviously, the Damara
|| Gauab has parallels with the Nama deities, Tsii-||Goab and
|| GAuab, and perhaps with the mythological character, +Gama-
% Gorib. The Damara concept of || Giduab suggests inversions and
transformations of interrelated aspects of these belief systems which
no doubt could be explicable either synchronically within a struc-
turalist framework of equivalences and oppositions, or dia-
chronically within a socio-economic determinist framework like the
one Carstens (1975) has proposed specifically for the last hundred
years or so of Nama history (cf. Barnard, 1988).

Mythology, scripture and conversion

As with Khoisan belief, a characteristic feature of Khoisan
mythology is the tendency of ideas, in this case, myths or stories,
to travel across linguistic, cultural, and environmental boundaries.
One Nharo hua (a term which, as with similar terms in |Xam and
!Kung, means both ‘myth’ and ‘story’) may illustrate the point.
Very briefly, the story tells of a band of people who set out to build
a hut so tall it would reach the sky. The Sky watched with interest
as the hut grew taller and taller, but he eventually knocked it down,
saying, ‘You mustn’t build a hut so high; you can’t reach me’. 1
wrote that story down in 1974, early in my fieldwork. A year later
I recorded the same story among a different group of Nharo some
100 kilometres away. The second version came during an evening
of story-telling, about the Trickster Jackal, the Hare, the Moon,
the Mantis, and so on; but this time, the site of the great hut was
revealed as Cape Town. Only then did I recognize that the story
referred to the Tower of Babel! Upon my questioning, the story-
teller admitted that he had learned it from an itinerant white
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preacher—a fact that seemingly had been quite irrelevant in the
story-teller’s decision to include it in the evening’s performance.

Mythology undoubtedly does reveal systems of belief and ex-
planation. However, a given myth may become just as much a part
of one belief system as part of another. While I would not claim that
the intended Judeo-Christian meaning of this myth was lost on the
story-teller when he first heard it, I would nevertheless argue that
the social and mythological context in which I heard the Bushman
version was truly a Bushman one. It is characteristic of Bushman
mythology, and of Bushman culture generally, that ideas can pass
from one group to another, from one system to another, without any
indigenous acknowledgement of the potential for transformation of
such a system. Among the Bushmen, ideas (and stories) are easily
assimilated without threat to the belief system as a whole.

For similar reasons, the notion of radical conversion through
religious expcrience would seem to be largely inapplicable in
Bushman society—though not in Khoekhoe society, where religion,
like social structure, is less flexible and perhaps less adaptive, and
where the events of the last three centuries have forced on
individuals new, more rigid, forms both of social structure and of
religious doctrine. It is difficult to isolate the reasons for these, but
it seems to me that there were differences both between Bushman
and Khoekhoe social structure and, to a lesser extent, between the
style and political context of missionization among the two groups,
which account for the greater fluidity of Bushman religious ideas

' (see, e.g., Vedder, 1938 [1936]: 220-22, 467-69). Missionization

among most Bushman groups has been altogether more low-key.
Only a small fraction of Bushmen have in any sense been converted
to Christianity, and I doubt whether many of these, except perhaps

. at one or two permanent mission settlements in northeastern

Namibia, have displayed even the pretence of giving up their tradi-
tional beliefs. Bushman belief, as studies by Silberbauer (1981) and
Biesele (1978) have shown, hinges on a kind of eco-socio-theology
in which the natural, the social and the spiritual are manifest in a
single indigenously-defined ‘ecosystem’. Flexibility in group struc-
ture and social relations generally are coupled with equal flexibility
on the plane of belief and explanation.

A more extreme view of flexibility as the cornerstone of Bushman
religion comes from Mathias Guenther. In his masterly article
‘Bushman religion and the (non)sense of anthropological theory of
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least, to modern Khockhoe as descendants of the ‘lost tribes’
(Maingard, 1931);¢ and indeed the ‘Hamitic theory’ of the origin
of the Khoekhoe language was the subject of the Ph.D. thesis of the
foremost Khoisanist of the nineteenth century, W. H. I. Bleek

(1851). Others have simply drawn upon the obvious parallels :

between Old Testament and Khoisan beliefs in their interpretations
of the latter. Even New Testament parallels are not unknown. As
one missionary claimed, in a plea for converting those regarded by
many, perhaps, as the ultimate heathens: ‘John the Baptist was a
Bushman’ (Philip, 1828, I: 13). Equally, parallels between Haitsi-
Aibib and Christ do not go unnoticed by Khoekhoe Christians,
though these two persons are not, to my knowledge, regarded as
aspects of the same being (nor, apparently, is Haitsi-Aibib
explicitly equated with Tsii- || Goab in a homoousian or homoious-
ian sense, though the potential is obvious). Neither have Khoisan
rituals always been thought of as incompatible with Christianity. A
- Dutch Reformed dominee, now retired from the ministry, once told
me he was considering incorporation of the medicine dance (see
e.g., Marshall, 1969; Barnard, 1979) into the local liturgy of his
mission church. On the Khoisan side, informants have for over a
century given anthropologists myths of origin which tell not only of
red (Khoisan) and black peoples, but of whites as well, and their
place in the world of N!adiba’s or Tsii-||Goab’s creation.

Conclusion

To sum up, both structure and fluidity are discernible in given
Khoisan religions, but their greater significance emerges through
recognition of a regional system of systems in interplay with itself
and with European (and perhaps Bantu) religious ideas, as well as
with other systematic elements of Khoisan society—economics,
politics, kinship, and the like. Variation in beliefs and belief struc-
tures are prevalent (1) within the culture area as a whole, (2) within
given Khoisan societies both through time and in the present, and
(3) within the idiosyncratic belief systems of individual people.
Such variations, whether the product of structural transformation
or of moral or cognitive ambiguity, are best understood within a
regional approach which includes both structural and interpretive
methods. While vast quantities of writings exist on specific Khoisan
religions, when we put them all together anthropologists still have
a lot of explaining to do.
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1. An carlier version of this paper was presented at the Second Satterthwaite
Symposium on African Religion and Ritual (Satterthwaite, Cumbria), in April
1986. I am grateful to the participants in that conference for their helpful com-
ments. I am also especially grateful to Rosalind Shaw for her stimulating criticisms
of the original draft and for encouraging me to publish the paper in its present
form. My rescarch among Khoisan peoples has been sponsored by the Swan Fund
(Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford), the University of Edinburgh, and the U.S.
National Science Foundation. I acknowledge their support, together with that of
the Office of the President of Botswana, who granted permission for fieldwork in
the Republic of Botswana.

2. In this paper (as in Schapera, 1930), the personified or spiritually manifest
entities, Moon, Sky, etc., are written with an initial capital, while their ‘natural’
or sccular equivalents are given in lower case letters. For reasons which should
become clear, 1 believe this distinction is inherent in Khoisan thought, though
obvnogsly not represented in any indigenous writing system. Indigenous terms,
induding proper nouns, are given according to traditional or current practice in
ethnographic writing. Where appropriate, the new (post-1970) Nama orthography
is used, though traditional word divisions are retained in proper nouns (indicated
with hyphens), and exact quotations arc kept in their original form.

3. In contrast, concepts such as ‘Almighty’ (Hoa|gaixab), ‘Comforter’
(|| Khae # gao-oab), ‘Redeemer’ (Ore-aob) and ‘Holy Spirit’ (!Anu Gagab) are
all rendered today by loan-translations with fully indigenous Nama morphemes
(Nama/Damara Orthography No. 2, 1977: 95).

4. Maingard’s allusion in that particular paper is entirely metaphorical, but is
premised upon the widc acceptance of the ‘Hamitic theory’.
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THE BLACK AND THE WHITE:
THE USE OF DUALITIES IN ETULO
HISTORICAL THOUGHT"*

BY

RICHARD M. SHAIN

(Towson State University, U.S.A)

Dualities, agency and the Etulo

k, [n exploring the oral tradition of the Etulo of central Nigeria, it
poon becomes apparent that their reconstructions of the past are
rganised at least in part by dualistic principles of categorisation.
IOn the surface, this mirrors a cleavage in Etulo between two dif-

rent types of sacral authority. To simplify a multifaceted system,
Etulo government since the 18th century has mainly revolved
ound two sources of power, a sacral king known as the Otse-Etulo
ad an claborate network of title-holders, the Ato-Otse. In any oral
bendition dealing with their past, the Etulo place the Otse-Etulo
ithin a diachronic perspective, but relegate the Ato-Otse by com-
arison to a near-synchronic limbo. Most elders with an interest in
istory can name many, if not all, of the fourteen Otse-Etulo on the
bofficial’ king list, whereas only a few can go back further than three
enerations in enumerating past Ato-Otse title-holders. Not sur-
isingly, Etulo oral culture is replete with many types of evidence
pncerning the origins and growth of their sacral kingship.! How-
er, it is nearly silent on the subject of the Ato-Otse other than to
tribute an origin of most of the titles to Kwararrafa,? a famous
ntral Nigerian polity that has long existed in various forms to the
sast of Etulo in the middle Benue river valley. Today, Kwararrafa
most closely associated with the Wapan Jukun Kingdom of
ukari, 100 kilometres to the east of Etulo.
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