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Introduction

THE Concept of 'hierarchy', which is central for the comparative study of holistic
societies in Dumont's work, can be applied to a great variety of ideological forms in addition to the Indian caste system (see the

 Indonesian and Melanesian
examples elsewhere in the present volume). It can also be applied in the study of a given society to quite different planes of analy

sis.¹
In order to clarify this concept, a comparison

 should be made of the several
analytic planes in a particular case, like that of the 

Nyamwezi of northwest
Tanzania. When studying Nyamwezi rituals, the observer is led to consider: 1) a
complex dualistic classification, often called 'symbol

ic classification'; 2) a
network of ceremonial exchanges which broadens into a complete co

smology,
hence a cosmological circulation; and 3) a global order of

 values, the core of the
ideology, consituted by a dual religious reference. T

he ancestors, who in this
society are regarded as the origin and end of everything, are divided into two
sets, the familial ancestors and the collective ancestors, the latter being
embodied in the royal dynasty.
Although briefly summarizing analysis descr

ibed elsewhere (Tcherkézoff
1981; 1983), this essay will demonstrate that dualistic o

ppositions cannot be
properly described in terms of 'contexts', but must be explained by reference to
hierarchical 'levels'. This stance must be adopted if analysis is to accommodate
'contradictions' that may occur in an ideology and avoid making assumptions in
advance where crucial divisions may be located 

in the ethnographic data.

1. I shall reserve the term 'level' for a different and more precise application.
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Nyamwezi people, the most numerous of Tanzania, were divided into more than
one hundred chiefdoms at the end of the nineteenth century, just before the
arrival of the Europeans. Blohm's ethnography (1933) shows what Nyamwezi
society was like at that time. Blohm was one of the first missionaries to stay there,
and between 1897 and 1916 he patiently collected more than three hundred
interviews with old people about their rituals, which he published in the original
language. We can therefore go beyond his German translations by turning
directly to his vernacular texts.

Blohm's publication allows us to assess later works by the missionaries Bösch
and Gass and the better known writings of the government anthropologists Cory
and Tanner, in that it provides the background necessary for separating
Nyamwezi thought from the interpretations of later authors.

In every chiefdom, the ntemi was a sacred king, much like the kings of the great
interlacustrine African kingdoms. Among the living, he embodied supernatural
forces and the collectivity of ancestors, to whom he principally directed his
attention and who were the main source of public sanctions. His duties were to

conduct the rites of the agricultural cycle, mainly the sacrifices to the spirits of his
royal predecessors when the time came for rain-making, planting and
harvesting. He also addressed his royal ancestors in case of war or epidemics and
performed special rituals in case of a breach of a royal taboo, such as the birth of
twins, murder, killing a lion, or failure to observe the very precise chronological
order of all the acts involved in agricultural work. When the king became old or
sick, he wasdeath and immediately replaced. to put

Around him at the court lived the People of the Great Village (banikuru),
among whom were hereditary dignitaries, but also other people who, having
broken a taboo, took refuge at court by a special procedure, that of breaking at
the entrance royal paraphernalia used in ceremonies related to the ancestors; or
others who were seized because they were unable to pay the royal fine incurred
by their breach of the prohibition. Relinquishing any relationship with their
own family, they lived the rest of their lives at court, where they could reach
quite high positions.

Beyond the Great Village were numerous hamlets (kaya) scattered
throughout the chiefdom, where a small group of often unrelated families lived,
having followed or subsequently joined a man who 'cleared the land'. This man
might be recognized by the king as a village headman, inasmuch as he would
report to the king cases of murder, the birth of twins, and so on, and organize the
collective work that sometimes had to be done at court. Several kaya could also
be grouped into a greater village (limbuda) under a single village headman. The
smallest unit in such hamlets was the household, or kaya, organized around a
man and his wives, each wife having her own house, or numba, with related
elders, married and unmarried children, and adopted dependents.

Non-kinship relationships within the hamlet entailed treating and speaking of
mutual assistance as 'debts' to be remembered and repaid. They were
distinguished from consanguinal relationships, or budugu, in which assistance
was obligatory and did not lead to indebtedness. Included in budugu relatives
were all cognatic kinsmen of ego, wherever they might live, so long as they had
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witches, 'thanks' them in actual words, and 'swallows' the fine they bring him,
which is much smaller than the blood-price paid by the murderer of someone
who is not a witch. In taking on himself the weight of these murders, he protects
his ability annually to 'push out' or to give birth to the rain. For this reason the
king says of the killers of witches that they have made a good sacrifice for the
country. They 'have done good to the country'; and the good always 

refers to
rain.

Attention to levels also helps us to understand the ritual for twins. The ritual is
too elaborate and lengthy to be gone into in detail here, but a few points may be
noted. The birth of twins is an accident endangering the agricultural cycle. All
work must stop in the fields, for twins bring drought. Such a birth is a white act,
as is murder; and both are included in royal taboos. The purpose of the ritual is
to 'blacken' this event. At the end of the ritual, the twins' parents are smeared
with black soot at court, where the twins are reborn and immediately become
collective ancestors for the chiefdom. At first they are kept outside the village
with rubbish, where they are metaphorically killed and buried in a way that
brings them back into the court. There is a homology 

here between the
hierarchical structure of levels, and the ritual circulation fro

m a dangerous
white event to the ending of the danger and creation of a new positive influence
through blackening that event. At the end of the ritual the twins' parents may
work on anyone's fields, where they initiate the work and promise an abundant
harvest. Twins are often invoked in prayers to the ancestors. It is as though they
had to be born dangerously in order to be propitious

.
It would appear that life and rain depend on hierarchically cyclical

transformations ofwhite twins into black ones, black witchcraft into black rain,
and white deaths (those caused by the ancestors) into sorghum which, like twins,
is thought to be born at the court as the 'child of th

e queen' and which
germinates and grows in response to black rain. The lev

els revealed by the
transformations of oppositions in the classificatory system, that is, by inversion
and totalization, constitute the conceptual framework for ceremonial
circulation and exchanges. The analysis of such a classificatory system, when
carried out without the use of a priori notions such as t

he principle of non-
contradiction, may provide a key to the particular ritual logic of a given society.
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