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because little has been done so far to collate and compare

their findings, the notion is abroad that every African tribe

is very peculiar, if not unique. But the resemblances are

far more important than the differences.2

We shall take our lead from these statements and talk of the
African in general terms in this section. But it is necessary to
strike one note of caution. No general observations have any ultimate
scientific value unless verified directly through sociological and
anthropological study in any given tribe. It is possible to speak
of the African in the general sense only if we make the bases of
these observations clear, so that they may be compared with like
"observations mde among African people of different culture and
racial stock.

A second warn'ing should be kept in mind. While in Africa, we
were often irritated by the expression, "African mind," especially
when it was employed by Europeans or Americans. It was generally
believed that after a certain amount of contact with Africans, one
became aware of African thought patterns. This awareness could then
be applied with good advantage in one's dealings-with all African
people. However, the application was usually a mere excuse for
actual contact with the Africans, and when applied indiscriminately,
eliminated the necessity of learming to know any African individually.
We shall use the phrase in this paper only in comnection with mental
and emotional tendencies which are profoundly characteristic of the

African people.

2Geoffrey Parrinder, African Traditional Religion (London:
Hutchisons' University Library, 1954), p. 4.
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Finally, when we speak of African characteristics we do not wish

in any way to imply that these characteristics are found in all Africans.

In fact, all of them will never be found in any one individual. In my
intimate contacts with students at our Lutheran High School, I dis-
covered a wide variety of temperaments which ranged from the moody,
sensitive or introverted type to the exuberant, outspoken or extroverted
type caricatured in our American minstrel shows. The range corresp«.:cnded
generally to that of any cross-section of American young people I have
come to know in the past. It is only when the characteristics of the
group are totaled and analyzed that certain propensities and attitudes
manifest themselves in such a way that they may be distinguished from
another racial group.

We wish first to comment upon the surface manifestations of
African temperament which one will inevitably mark even after contacts
of a relatively short duration. We shall éingle out especially those
traits which have bearing upon the African religious consciousness.

The African people do a great deal of laughing. A dog will wamder

into a Church service and for some reason a woman will titter. Another
will follow suit, and before long, the bamboo rafters will be resound-
ing, much to the discomfort of the liturgist or the preacher. A

woman, walking alongside the road with a load of bananas or yams on

her head, will suddenly lose her balance and go toppling, yams and

all, into the ditch. Immediately all of her fellow travelers will

howl with laughter, and she will usually take up the refrain. Count-
less of like examples could be cited, all of which add up to a kind

of infectious good humor which seems to lie right at the surface of

_
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the African temperament. This tendency to laugh at the slightest
pretext should not be misconstrued as an indication of primitive
paradisaic bliss. The African does mnot laugh because his life is
comfortable and untroubled. His life is much the opposite. In fact,
his laughter is probably a kind of protection against all of his
troubles, an antidote for his surface ills and inconveniences. It
is also an indication that the African, historically speaking, has
worried little about the past and the future. He has written no
histories; he has planned no civilizations. He has lived in his
present and believed wholeheartedly that the evils of any given day
were sufficient unto that day. "Concentration on the present makes
possible a more wholehearted enjoyment of the day and the moment, for
the past weighs less heavily on the African, and he troubles less
about the future than Europeans ."3

However, the African people are also capable of deep and mature
experience of life, even at a very young age. A boy of seventeen
or eighteen, with some training in expression, can speak of the
characteristic human vices and virtues connected with family and
community life, sexual relatioms, exchange of property, and the like,
in a way which would be impossible for a boy in the same age group,
living a more civilized and hence more isolated existence. At the
outset then we may remark this peculiar ambivalence in the African
temperament: a lack of concern with his past or his future, and yet
a deep appreciation of the very mystery of life itself. This twofold
propens;i_ty plays a great part in the religious attitudes of the

African people.

3Diedrich Westermann, The African To-Day (London: Oxford University

Press, 1934), p. 88.
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The African tends to be highly emotional in the realm of human
relationships. He is strongly attached to his family and his clan.
He will support the members of his kinship, for instance, the children
of a deceased brother or sister, even though it means economic depriva-
tion for himself. He feels the death of both his relatives and his
friends very acutely. He is liable to outbursts of sorrowful hys-
terics of a type which I h'ave never observed in other cultures. During
my second year at the High School one of the school girls fell into
a kind of epileptic fit which produced a profound state of unconscious-
ness, When I arrived on the scene to take the girl to the hospital,
her fellow school girls were pummeling her mercilessly and howling
at the top of the:i.rk lungs. When I picked up the girl they threw
themselves on the ground and literally groveled in the dirt. Yet
the girl was nothing more to them than a school chum, On another
occasion I took a boy to visit his sister who had been reported sick
with paralysis. As we drove up to the boy's house he noticed a newly
dug grave by the side. Immediately he let out a piercing scream and
bolted out of the car. Members 4of the village came rumning fz-jom every
direction, and the family of the dead girl literally went wild with
grief. After a short time, the wailing subsided, and the boy and I
returned to school. I ftried to comfor'l:. him and he accepted my words;
but he never spoke of the incident afterwards.

.0f love or charity, as we think of these terms, beyond the
family, school, or clan, less can be said. The African has very little
sense of civic duty as we understand it here in America. There is no

stimilus proved in the mon-Christian society (and very little in the

Christian society) for the care of the poor, the widows, the diseased.
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Each man has his own life to worry about. He has neither the time nor
the money to spend on the less fortunate beyond his immediate social
circle. Mrs. Leith-Ross, who has made a rather exhaustive study of
Ibo women in Nigeria, has the following comments to make on these -
deficiencies in African ethical attitudes:

Now let us take emotion in a wider, less personal aspect:

love of one's fellow beings, pity, charity, love of beauty.

As in other tribes, the Ibo possesses family loyalty to a
marked degree and this not: only towards members of his
kindred, but towards all those whom he loosely terms "brother."
But I do not think this feeling would extend beyond his family.
If the dwellers in a town unrelated to his own, though Ibo-
speaking like himself, were starving, I do not think it would
even enter his mind that it could be his duty to help them.
Only if he were in a distant country would he become

conscious that ties of race in themselves demanded such

and such actions on his part . . . . As for pity, I suppose
that capacity for pity cammnot exist without capacity for

love. Each family is under the obligation to care for its

own sick and infirm, but this is a definite obligation laid
dovn by law and custom, and were it only founded on sentiment
it would probably not be carried out.

Of charity in the way of almsgiving, the sadaka of the
Mohammedans of the North, there appears to be no trace.
Indeed, one of my most vivid impressions was the difference
in the way an act of mine was received. There was a leper at
Ubaha, a pitiful sight, to whom I gave a blanket. It was the
rainy season, he had only a grass shelter, and had never asked
for anything. A number of villagers were present. A great
shout of laughter rose up when they saw what I had done and
men and women rocked with mirth. They were quite glad the
leper should have the blanket and did not grudge it him, but
the idea of giving away a perfectly good blanket to a leper
towards whom you were under no obligation appeared to them
supremely comic.4

Although Mrs. Leith-Ross's remarks are based upon the attitudes

of the Ibo peoples, yet they are generally applicable to all primitive

4sylvia Leith-Ross, African Women (London: Faber and Faber, Ltd.,
1939)’ ppl ]28-29-
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peoples. Charity is a mark of the higher religions. It is quite
important for our understanding of the African peoples to realize
that their moral habits are developed within the tribal society, and
function only in so far as the tribal organization functions. This
fact becomes extremely important when we come to treat of the effects

vwhich the Christianization process has upon African ethical thinking.
The Spiritual Character of the African Mind

In order to understand some of the more complex aspects of the
African temperament, it is necessary to probe a little more deeply
into the background of African thinking and emotions. Geoffrey
Parrinder writes in West African Religion:

On the whole, it may be said that the West African's
outlook is more narrowly religious, and less ethical

than that of the European. The former admires the uncanny
and unusual type of man, rather than the kindly and good
in the European semnse of well—doing

This statement has tremendous implications. If we understand it
correctly, we will understand why the African people appear defective
in certain ethical areas, not only those thus far mentioned, but in
others which will be described in this commection. Diedrich Westermann,
expanding upon this very idea, writes:

It is . . . evident that there are differences between the

mental activity of the Negro and that of the European . . . .

A significant difference is that the Negro is more dominated

by unconscious or half-conscious impulses than we are; for

him enotional thinking outweighs logical reasoning, and when

emotion is the guide, ideas a.gd actions may result which are
not in conformity with logic. 3 :

5Geoffrey Parrinder, West African Religion (London: Lutterworth
Press, 1951), p. 200. ?

6Nestermann, The African To-Day, p. 39.
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And again, Henri Philippe Junod writes in The International Review
of Missions:
Africans are extremely liable to loss of personal conscious=
ness (depersonalization). The second sight so frequent amongst
Africans, the puzzling nature of certain dreams, the realm of

the unconscious, of the deepe;—-all this has a tremendous
impact on the African's soul.

The African,®

according to Western standards, is illogical in
his thinking. By this we mean that he does not think in the systematic
thought patterns accepted unconsciously or consciously by the majority
of educated Europeans and Americans of today. The African is more
religious than ethical, states frofessor Parrinder. By this he means
that the African tends to think in supernatural, rather than natural,
categories. His relatiomships with his fellow men are subsumed
under these supernatural categories in his thoughts. His ethics t_io
not stand alone, but have meaning only within the framework of his
whole spiritual consciousness., His morality is deve'loped more on an
emotional than on a rational plane. His motivating ideas have their
source more in the well-spring of the unconscious, the deeper self,
the unusual as it manifests itself in the actions of men or other
phenomena, than in the decisions of the :intelleét or will. Hence, the
true leader of society is not typically an organizational genius or an
arbiter of much discretion, but rather one who exhibits an affinity
for the supernational, an extra measure of spiritual consciousness.

As we shall see in the next chapter, it is on the basis of this peculiar

THenri Philippe Junod, "Anthropology and Missionary Education,”
The International Review of Missions, XXXIV (April, 1935), 223.

SBy the term, "African,"” we mean the man who is still living in
more or less a traditional African environment. Naturally, a well-
educated and well-traveled African would not fit into this category.
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consciousness that African society, at least as it has been observed,
has been welded together. Denys W. Shropshire bears out this observa-
tion:
The religion of the primitive Bantu is more of an ortho-
praxy, based on religious feeling, than an orthodoxy. It

consists more of action than of thought, and more of feeling
than of action, seeking not so much truth or works but power.

This underlying spiritual consciousness has its relation to the
ethical in that the African generally conceives of sin in ritualistic
terms. His purely social misdeeds, as has already been alluded to,
are serious in proportion to their public discovery. Outside of the
clan or tribal unit, sin has almost no meaning at all. But the infrac-
tion of those laws, customs and tabus, which have their source in the
spiritual consciousness of the tribe, are deadly serious, and require
expiation, as will be described in the next chapter. We can begin to
see here already, how our concepts of truth and justice and honesty
will have only relative significance in such a pattern of thought, a
relative significance which is dependent upon the tribal bond and the
mystical affinity which the tribe shares as a whole.

This cursory description of African thought patterns has its
implication for the African's grasp of modern scientific developments
and techniques, and also for his appreciation and understanding of
Christianity. The average African student has a"lronderful memory for
facts and figures, but it is often remarked in pedagogical circles,
that he cannot think himself behind the facts. This observation, we

believe, is true. However, it is not a reflection upon the immate

®Denys W. Shropshire, The Church and Primitive Peoples (London:
Society for the Promotion of Christian Kmowledge, 1938), p. xoccidd.

| - \
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abilities of the African people. The African has been given no
training in his tribal experience to analyze scientific premises
or the deductions made from those premises. His mind has not been
forced to function in the strongly materialistic atmosphere of Western
civilization. He is too much inclined to admit the validity of the
irrational and the illogical. He relies to a great extent upon his
senses. The wonders of Western civilization make no impression upon
him in the abstract. They are merely facts which lie outside the
realm of his imaginat ion.10

This inability to discriminate logically, or to make sharp anal=-
yses, also has its effect upon the African's attitude toward religionm,
even Christianity. Mrs. Leith-Ross comments upon this phenomenon:

The Christian can attend Communion and believe in "medicine,"

keep, until he is found out, a "church" wife and several

"native marriage" wives, tie up preciously in the same corner

of a handkerchief his rosary and the shaped bit of "iron for

juju" made for him . . . plant side by side in the garden

round his new cement and pan-roofed house the hibiscus of

"civilization" and the o girisi tree of pagan family rites,11
This statement certainly does not apply to all Christian African people,
or families. We suspect that Mrs. Leith-Ross has had limited contact
with strongly Christian Ibos. Nevertheless, this religious type of
schizophrenia is extremely prevalent among the rank and file of the

Christian populace, and any missionary who has spent some time in

1°In this comnection, I would like to record a personal amecdote.
During my first month of teaching in the Lutheran High School, my English
Literature class got upon the subject of modern engineering. I told them
of feats of construction and illustrated these feats with a very impres-
sive picture of the New York skyline. I exacteéd not even a ripple of
appreciation. My class had no standard by which to measure a skyscraper,
and were not able to conjure one up in their imagination. They were
interested in the subject only in so far as it was a fact.

uLesi.th—nOSS, g- _(it-, p. 293-
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Africa will have to admit it. The important thing to remember is
that the African has not been trained in his tribal thinking to make
logical distinctions in his thought or his practice. This fact must
be kept in mind when we begin to analyze the part which the Church
plays in present African life.

Two other considerations must be mentioned before we move over
into a discussion of actual African religious beliefs. This spirit-
ual consciousness which seems to pervade African thinking and life
has a dark as well as a light side. Constructively, we will discover
that the African is naturally inclined toward religion, toward a belief
in or a sense for God, toward worship, and the like. But at the same
time, the African, by his very consciousness of spirit, is driven to
fear. He mistrusts the spiritual force which he believes to inhabit
both himself, his fellows, and the world. This leaves the door open
for witchcraft, tabus, inimical spirits, ancestor worship and other
more terrible practices which strike us being outside of the realm
of human capability.

At the same time, this consciousness of spiritual forces and
powers beyond the ken of man develops in the African the craving for
power. This craving is probably the dominating force in African reli-
gion.lz The lust for power has its source and origin, no?: in logical
reflection, but in the nwstica.l feeling of incapacity and the obsti-
nate desire to overcome it. It drives the African to a constant search

for means, both natural and supernatural, of maintaining and strengthen=-

12¢f. Westermann, Africa and Christiamity, p. 84.
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ing 1life in the midst of the thousands of dangers, physical and
spiritual, which threaten life. This drive will manifest itself
again and again in our discussion of African religion.

In closing this chapter, it is necessary again to remind our-
selves that the subject of our discussion demands a great breadth of
sympathy and understanding. We are delving into areas of human con-
sciousness and practice which have no parallel in the lives of most
civilized Americans or Europeans. Hence, we must be cautious, not
only in our observations and analyses, but especially in our judg=
ments. Denys W. Shropshire strikes this note of warning:

Though from our point of view his Cthe African' s] thinking

is defective, he is not so much illogical as dominantly

mystical, having a certain consciousness of mysterious

forces. He seeks for reasons as we do but not in the same

direction, for he generally ignores secondary causes and

looks for his reason in the direction of supermatural and

occult powers. His "mind" is not congenitally different

from ours for, if we could for a moment discard our own

view of the world and take his, we should often fall in

with his verdict. The difference is very largely due to

his lack of psychological balance, which is affected by

his fundamental beliefs of a mystical and magic-religious

nature.

His is not a mysticism of synthesis but of homogeneity and

undifferentiation, which permeates his whole method of think-

ing, feeling and acting. Here lies the secret of many of the
difficulties between black people and white people.l3
With a definite consciousness of these difficulties we move over into
the discussion of African beliefs, especially as found among the Ibo

peoples, and the relation of these beliefs to African social structure.

135hr0pshire, op. cit., p. xxxiii.




CHAPTER IV
RELIGIOUS BELIEFS AND SOCIETY
Problems in Discussing African Beliefs

In our discussion of African religion with particular emphasis
upon the religion of the Ibo tribes of southeastern Nigeria, we must
guard against certain presuppositions which by their very nature
would render mich of this study useless. First of all, we must
disassociate ourselves from any thought of doctrine or dogma as we
characteristically think of these terms in relation to Christianity
or Judaism or even Mohammedinism. The African people do not have .
religious doctrines in the formal sense of the word. We must re-
member that the mind of the African is inclined to be mystical
rather than rational. This means that it will be rather difficult
to make observations and evaluations which have absolute value among
a given people or tribe. Since religious doctrines have never been
thought out or set down in print, they depend for their existence
upon each individual's religious and intellectual potemtial. An idea
or concept might be well formed in one man's mind; in another, the
idea might be found only in its insipient stages. Mr. Basden speaks
of just this difficulty in Niger Ibos:

There is the further handicap that no two natives will ex-

press their beliefs identically, especially if they come

from different villages. They speak from their own inmer

consciousness of what, to them, are vital things, but which
have never been put into dogmatic form mor standardized.




