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Creating « a Place to Feel at Home »

Christian church life and social control in Lusaka,

Zambia (1970s)

Introduction1
Wim van Binsbergen

While Robert Buijtenhuijs is principally known for his path-breaking
work on African revolutionary movements, this inevitably brought him
repeatedly to a considération of the religieus dimension of African political
movements. This forced him to pay considérable attention to African
historical religion and Christian churches in the case of Kenyan Mau Mau,
and to Islam in the case of Chadian Frolinat. Here Buijtenhuijs' principal
inspiration derived from the work of his Ph.D. supervisor George Balandier
(1963, 1965b), as well as from Terence Ranger's séminal study on the
«Connexions between "primary résistance movements" and modern mass
nationalism» (Ranger, 1968). Repeatedly Robert Buijtenhuijs has sought
both to apply these theoretical f>erspectives in the spécifie context of his own
research (Buijtenhuijs, 1978, 1992e), and to contribute to the more genera!
theoretical reflection in this field (Buijtenhuijs, 1976, 1985e ; van
Binsbergen & Buijtenhuijs, 1976). Having myself undergone the inspiration
of Ranger's work while working in Zambia in the early 1970s, it was at the
Leiden African Studies Centre, and in collaboration with my generous
senior colleague there, Robert Buijtenhuijs, that I published some of my first
work on African religion and politics. It is therefore fitting that my
contribution to this volume honouring this impressive international scholar

1. The data on which this paper is based were collected, by the author and his
assistants Messrs. P.A. Mutesi and O.K. Shryowe, m the course of field-work in Lusaka,
Zambia, in the penod February 1972 to July 1973. The project (mitially entitled A
sociological study of religion in Lusaka) was funded by the Research and Higher Degrees
Committee of the University of Zambia, and by CROMIA (The Churches' Research on
Marriage in Africa). Further work on this material was made possible in the course of my
appointment at the African Studies Centre, which also enabled me to repeatedly revisit
Lusaka in the years 1981-1995.1 am grateful to R. Bergh, W. Heinemeyer, D. Jaeger and
L. van de Berg for helpful comments on an earlier draft.
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And in this eminently successful urban woman, the loss of her son's
loyalty in combination with her resorting to the idiom of sorcery ever so
faintly evokes one of the most powerful collective représentations of South
Central African society - an image of gréât rural-urban continuity that, in
its sinister implication of the insolubility of inter-generational conflict,
seems hardly in need of transformation : thé parent who through sorcery
sacrifices his or her child in exchange for magical success in thé
entrepreneurial, médical or political field.

Conclusion

My analysis has sought to illuminate religious aspects of the urban
situation of Zambia, suggesting that social relationships found there, and thé
social process to which they give rise over time, are shaped by thé subtle,
kaleidoscopic and créative dialectics between traditional, rural-based
continuity and modem urban-based transformation, so as to enable thé urban
Church congrégation to be truly «a place to feel at home» - an interprétative
position which has been particularly dear to Robert Buijtenhuijs and which
has proven to be fruitful in his own studies of African religion. The formai
organisations, especially thé churches, by which modem urbanités structure
their urban life assume functions and aspirations which can only be
understood against the background of pre-existing rural traditional patterns,
yet cater for needs of crisis support, social control, conflict régulation and
thé expression of group identity, leadership and an emerging class structure
as are spécifie for thé urban environment. This provides a framework
within which to identify, trace and understand urban social processes such as
they manifest themselves at thé micro level of urban social dramas, but only
on the basis of a considération of both rural continuity and urban
transformation. The pattern of relationships that thus opens up for analysis
turns out to be as unmistakably urban, modem and transformative, as it
remains faithful, at the same time, to the patterns of South Central African
rural-based cultural orientation so adequately established by thé
anthropology of earlier décades44.

44. Recently, thé discussion of thé interplay of urban and rural thèmes in Zambian
towns has been further developed by Ferguson, J., 1997 and 1999.


