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SUMMARY

There are many pilgrimages and revered forms of travel in South Africa. However, no systematic
anthropological studies have been conducted into these journeys. Filling this void, this is a multi-
site ethnographic study of pilgrimages to the sacred sites of the eastern Free State province.
Following a qualitative methodology, the purpose of this combination inductive-deductive study
was to explore the pilgrimage phenomenon, describe pilgrimages to Mantsopa, Mautse and

Motouleng, and explain the reasons pilgrims have for undertaking pilgrimages.

Situated in the Mohokare (Caledon) River Valley, the sacred sites of the eastern Free State attract
visitation from a range of site users. Predominantly Sesotho-speaking, but also coming from
across the country and neighbouring countries as well, groups of mostly Apostolic, ZCC, Roman
Catholic and more recently Protestant congregants or lone journeyers travel to the sites, mainly
over weekends. Seeking to commune with the divine, pilgrims come to report and make prayer
requests. Important motives for their pilgrimages are to search for and solidify ancestor
connections, and to secure blessings. Further incentives comprise complying with the commission
and instruction to visit the sites, and the healing implications of these pilgrimages. Some visitors
to the sites make the trip but once, whereas other site users periodically return a number of times

a year and yet others reside permanently at the sites for years.

The beautifully vibrant, colourful and complex pilgrimages to the sacred sites of the eastern Free
State call for a rethinking and broadening of the pilgrimage lens. The mainly Anglophone and
Western conception of classic pilgrimage is too narrow to accommodate the range and complexity
of motivations, traditions, people and behaviours associated with pilgrimages to the sacred sites
of the eastern Free State. This heterogeneity further leads to jostling and vying for favour,

clientele, narrative dominion and overall legitimisation among the pilgrim communities.

Being journeys and places of substance required an acknowledgement of the significant role that
the immaterial plays in all that is pilgrimage. This meant that culturalistic and hylomorphic models
proved inadequate in capturing a more complete pilgrimage story. Instead, within a relational
epistemology and ontology, the entwinement, enmeshment, entanglement and entrapment of the
material and immaterial, the animate and inanimate, the present and absent things, bring the

sacred sites, the pilgrimages and the pilgrims into existence.
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OPSOMMING

Daar is vele pelgrimstogte en eerbiedige vorme van reis in Suid-Afrika, alhoewel daar geen
stelselmatige antropologiese studie van hierdie reise is nie. Hierdie etnografiese studie van
pelgrimstogte na veelvuldige gewyde plekke in die Oos-Vrystaat vul daardie gaping. Die doel van
die gekombineerde induktiewe-deduktiewe studie was om die verskynsel van pelgrimstogte te
ondersoek, die pelgrimstogte na Mantsopa, Mautse en Motouleng te beskryf, en die redes vir die
pelgrimstogte te verduidelik deur middel van kwalitatiewe metodologie. Die gewyde plekke van
die Oos-Vrystaat, geleé in die Mohokare (Caledon) Riviervallei, lok besoek van 'n verskeidenheid
van pelgrims. Pelgrims is oorwegend Sesotho-sprekend, maar kom van dwarsoor die land en
naburige lande en sluit in groepe van grotendeels Apostoliese, ZCC en Rooms-Katolieke
affiliasie, terwyl Protestantse gemeentelede en alleenreisigers meer onlangs na die gewyde
plekke begin reis het, meestal tydens naweke. Ten einde sielsgemeenskap te hé met die
goddelike kom pelgrims om gebedsversoeke te doen. Hulle soeke na en versterking van
voorvaderlike verbintenisse en die verkryging van seéninge is belangrike motiewe. Die volvoering
van opdragte en sendings na hierdie plekke en die genesingskrag daarvan dien ook as
verreikende insentiewe. Sommige pelgrims onderneem die reis slegs een keer, ander pelgrims
pak die reis van tyd tot tyd 'n aantal keer per jaar aan, terwyl 'n kategorie van permanente pelgrims

se togte hulle etlike jare by die plekke kan hou.

Die pragtige, lewendige, kleurryke en komplekse pelgrimstogte na die gewyde plekke van die
Oos-Vrystaat vereis 'n herbesinning en verruiming van die pelgrimstoglens. Die hoofsaaklik
Engelssprekende en Westerse klassieke beskouing van pelgrimstogte is té beperk om die wye
verskeidenheid en kompleksiteite van motiverings, tradisies, mense en gedrag te akkommodeer.
Hierdie heterogeniteit lei voorts tot 'n worsteling en wedywering vir gunste, klandisie, narratiewe

heerskappy en algehele regverdiging onder die pelgrims-gemeenskappe.



Synde substantiewe reise en plekke, het vereis dat die insiggewende rol wat deur die immateriéle
in pelgrimstogte gespeel word, erkenning geniet. Dit beteken dat die kulturalistiese en
hilomorfiese modelle ontoereikend was om die meer volledige pelgrimsstorie te ondervang. Die
verweefdheid, verwikkeldheid en verstrikking van die materiéle en die immateriéle, die lewende
en die lewelose, die teenwoordige en die afwesige binne 'n verbandhoudende epistemologie en

ontologie het die gewyde plekke, pelgrimstogte en die pelgrims volwaardig in die lewe geroep.

*kkkk
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CHAPTER1
INTRODUCTION

1.1  Thelandscape of pilgrimages in Southern Africa: An overview

Africa, the ancient continent, the cradle of humankind, with peoples and ways of living as old as
the hills; this may all very well be true. However, there is a meagre and very recent record of
studies having been conducted into South African pilgrimages. In the imaginations of the general
public, South Africa has two major pilgrimages, that of the Zion Christian Church (ZCC) to Moria
and the Nazareth Baptist Church (NBC) to Mount Nhlangakazi. Perfunctory internet searches
produce photographs of hundreds of thousands of devotees making their way by bus and on foot
to the respective pilgrimage destinations. Refining the search delivers a well-rehearsed history of
the ZCC with Engenas Lekganyane and his sons Edward and Joseph as the main characters.
Isaiah Shembe, the founder of the NBC, with his gift of prophecy and white-robed members and
their characteristic sing-dance worship are the topic of blog postings and fall primarily within the

domain of religious studies.

Contrary to popular belief, the pilgrimage landscape is not that sparsely populated. This section
is dedicated to connecting some of the dots and adding colour to what was thought to be a largely
greyscale landscape. This section sets the scene of the study, deriving from a need to
contextualise pilgrimage within the South(ern) African context. This chapter is not meant to be
analytical and substantive matters arising from the cases presented will be addressed in Chapter

4 and elsewhere where discussion is warranted.

Typical and a-typical pilgrimages

Most South African scholars have focused on the subject of religious pilgrimage in such a way
that journeys are treated as part of the belief system. In this regard, missiological and religious
studies of pilgrimage dominate South(ern) Africa’s pilgrimage study landscape. Some pilgrimages

are formal, organised and attract people from far and wide, while others are informal and



domestic, with people travelling short distances. The ZCC Easter pilgrimage to Moria near
Polokwane (Muller 2011), the NBC sacred journey up the Nhlangakazi mountain in KwaZulu-
Natal (Becken 1968), and the Corinthian Church of South Africa’s (CCSA) annual gathering at
Mlazi (KwaZulu-Natal) (Wepener & Te Haar 2014) serve as examples of organised religious
pilgrimages in South Africa. Informal pilgrimages tend to be quite spontaneous and very eclectic
in form and function. The cases of domestic pilgrimages in the Makoni district (Ranger 1987) and
those to Njelele! in Zimbabwe (Nthoi 2006), the journeys to Cancele in the Eastern Cape (Becken
1983), and the journeys to the sacred sites of the eastern Free State are enlightening (Cawood
2014; Coplan 2003; Nel 2014a, 2014b).

Let me begin this part of the story with Isaiah Shembe (c 1865-1935) who established the NBC
in 1910. At Inanda Shembe purchased 38 acres of land on which Ekuphakameni (the exalted
place), the holy city, was founded (Tishken 2006:83). The church started by Shembe is a church
of many names. In isiZulu it is known as Ibandla lamaNazeretha, and in English as the Shembe
or Nazareth Baptist Church (NBC).

Hans-Jirgen Becken’s (1968) work on the NBC’s annual pilgrimage up Mount Nhlangakazi
(Image 1.1) in KwaZulu-Natal describes the 80-kilometre, five-day pilgrimage undertaken by
thousands of NBC devotees in the month of January (cf. Chidester 1992:131; Oosthuizen 1968).
The Nhlangakazi pilgrimage is the first of two journeys celebrated by the Shembe congregations.
The second is the Festival of Tabernacles which takes place in July (Davidson & Gitlitz 2002:160;
cf. Becken 1968:139). The Nhlangakazi pilgrimage is accepted as the zenith of NBC congregants’
pursuit of spiritual revitalisation (Hlatshwayo 2012). What is remarkable about this pilgrimage is
that the two feuding branches of the Shembe Church undertake the journey together (Hlatshwayo
2012, 2011).

Characteristically dressed in white cotton robes or gowns called umnazaretha (Image 1.2)
befitting of age and gender groupings as well as church rank, barefooted church leaders, followed
by the men, lead the pilgrimage procession. Married women constitute the middle platoon and
the young maidens bring up the rear. Hlatshwayo (2012) explains the pilgrimage as a “hypnotic
experience of spiritual praise through song, movement and dance”. According to him, each hymn

is individually choreographed and sets the tone and the pace for the snaking procession, with the

1 Njelele is the spelling used by Nthoi (2006). Alternative spellings include Ndzhelele.



summit of the mountain being the ultimate destination. Here the activities are centred on prayer

meetings, sermons, celebrations of song and dance, meditations and healing rituals.

A number of altars are marked with white-washed stone or bunches of imphepho.? The main altar,
a circular 70 centimetre high by 182 centimetre wide altar of packed rock forms the focal point of
the central service’s proceedings. Laid thick with imphepho flowers brought by pilgrims which are
burned on the last day (cf. Sundkler 1961:199), one cannot imagine a more beautifully prepared
and befitting table (cf. Becken 1968:141). The leader himself addresses the masses at the central
service, after which the first ascent is made in his company and that of the pastors (Becken
1968:147). Three further services are conducted here during the course of the pilgrimage period,

the last of which is an Isithebe or Isidlo esigcwele service and the other two being dance-centred.?

On the last day of the pilgrimage all participants carry a stone to the highest point of the plateau
and place it on the large cairn — a symbolic action to invoke good luck (Becken 1968:148).
Sundkler (1961:154) considers this pilgrimage a major opportunity for church leaders and

followers to forge bonds, which makes the process sound very much like Turner's communitas.

If the NBC is to be a centre of stability in our post-apartheid state, as Liz Gunner (cited in Heuser
2005:366) suggests, we cannot but anticipate that large NBC gatherings such as the Nhlangakazi
pilgrimage will begin to occupy a more prominent place in the region’s religious-cultural landscape

and in South Africa as a whole.

2 Imphepho (isiZulu and isiXhosa); mphepha in (Sesotho) is a pungent herb, Helichrysum moeserianum
used as incense to cleanse relationships with and draw on the authority of ancestors in the majority of
traditional practitioner gatherings. According to Becken (1968:141), the variety of Helichrysum is
microniaefolium and for Bernard (2001:38) it is odoratissimum — an evergreen plant burnt as offering to
the spirits with a characteristically sweet scent. Helichrysum generally have an array of medicinal
applications, among others as anti-inflammatory, anti-bacterial, for respiratory problems such as cough
and colds, as well as acting as an insect repellent. It is also idiomatically known as kooigoed, the
herbaceous plant materials used as bedding by the Khoekhoe (Helichrysum petiolare).

3 Becken (1968) called this a Holy Communion service.



Image 1.1: Shembe pilgrims gathered on Mount Nhlangakazi © 2013 (A McGibbon)
Source: www.behance.net/gallery/8977267/The-Holy-Mount-Nhlangakazi

(A McGibbon)
Source: www.behance.net/gallery/8977267/The-Holy-Mount-Nhlangakazi
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The ZCC is but one, albeit the largest, of the Zionist churches* in Southern Africa. Jean Comaroff
(1985:238) calls it an indigenous religious movement because it is panethnic and membership is
not limited by geopolitical boundaries. Moria,® the name of its holy place near Polokwane®,
Limpopo, is the biblical name for Jerusalem and according to 2 Corinthians 3:1 is the place of the
new Temple. It has become the new Jerusalem for the ZCC, and a centred theocracy (Comaroff
1985:239, 241). Comaroff claims that unlike the majority of its members, who are poor, Moria is
large and extravagant (1985:238, 240; cf. Chidester 1992). It must be borne in mind, however,
that a comment such as this would be considered irresponsible without being substantiated by

the necessary evidence.

Formally established by two Lekganyane’ brothers in 1925 the ZCC has become a “powerful
central place, which administers a fund of spiritual, material, and symbolic power” (Comaroff
1985:238). Comaroff (1985:240) contends that the Lekganyane descent group or dynasty has
acquired the “stature and an overarching authority that rivals the state’s in important respects”. In
this regard Mdller (2011:5) adds that the ZCC forms a parallel nationality to the South African
nation-state. Considering the 2001 national census data which indicates that 4.9 million people,
11.03% of the then population were ZCC members, this is not difficult to understand (Muller
2011:7).

The influence and reach of the ZCC on the African sub-continent is far-reaching. Because of the
politics of insider-outsider research, opinions differ concerning the transparency of and ease of
access to ZCC events. Miller (2011:184-186) laments the lack of scholarly work conducted in
any sphere of the ZCC. To substantiate this, two large volumes of work, namely Ogbu Kalu's
African Christianity: An African story (2005) as well as Davidson and Gitlitz's Pilgrimage from the
Ganges to Graceland (2002) both mention the NBC (Shembe, see above), but not the ZCC. He
ascribes this largely to the difficulty in gaining access and permission to conduct participatory
kinds of research, and when this is granted, the always hovering presence of a chaperone who

limits freedom of movement and probing questions. The many strictly adhered to behavioural

4 Collectively referred to as churches of spirit (dikereke tsa moya), important Zionist signs include robes of
distinct colour schemes, the drum, baptisms, inspired healing and holistic separatism (Comaroff
1985:237).

5 Morija (in Sepedi) is pronounced Moriah and spelled Moria in English. For purposes of this study | use the
latter spelling since it is also the spelling used on the star on the hill at Zion City.

6 Zion City Moria is situated some 50 kilometres east of Polokwane, on what was originally two farms that
Engenas Lekganyane bought in 1943 (Mller 2011:13).

" Lekganyane is a Pedi (North-Sotho) lineage.




restrictions during church gatherings compounds this difficulty. However, Moripe (1996), from the
University of Limpopo, did not agree. In fact, his work is published widely. This highlights the

pitfalls of making sweeping statements which cannot be generalised across the board.

Retief Mdller's African pilgrimage: Ritual travel in South Africa’s Christianity of Zion (2011)
expounds on the ZCC pilgrimages. Muller (2011:9) explains that there are at least three annual
pilgrimages to Moria and a number develop around Bishop Lekganyane’s travels to neighbouring
African countries.? In at least two of these events, i.e. the Easter event and at the ritual New Year
pilgrimage in September, as many as 1.5 million ZCC congregants make their way to the
assembly grounds of Moria’s Zion City (Saayman, Saayman & Gyekye 2014:408). In fact, the
Easter pilgrimage, one of the world's largest, sees more than two million ZCC pilgrims in
attendance (Roos 2006:35).

In preparing to embark on such pilgrimage, ZCC members are reminded to ready themselves in
the correct manner. Such preparations may include appropriate behavioural restrictions related
to food consumption and sexual relations; appropriately neat attire and ZCC identity documents;

the negation of guns, knives and muthi (traditional medicines); readying for sin confession; and

bringing financial donations (Muller 2011:57-58). In addition, the sermons and announcements
that precede the journey describe ways of imagining the cultural and religious space they are
approaching (Mller 2011:63). They familiarise journeyers with the appropriate moral code and
value system, and the central characters of their new Jerusalem. Central to their imagining is the
presence of the Bishop at Zion City — both he and the place provide the congregants with central
referential points (Miller 2011:63).

The majority of journeyers travel from their local-level congregations situated across the country
to Moria via chartered buses. Particularly for the Easter pilgrimage, this presents a veritable
headache for traffic officials as hundreds of thousands of ZCC members make their way to Moria.
The congested road between Pretoria and Polokwane which under regular circumstances cannot
cope with the volume of vehicles, is placed under severe pressure. | find that seeing photographs

of this pilgrimage helps to put this awe-inspiring trek of believers into perspective (cf. Image 1.3).

8 In Deuteronomy 16:16 the instruction is clear: “All the men of your nation are to come to worship the Lord
three times a year at the place of worship: at Passover, Harvest Festival, and the Festival of Shelters.
Each man is to bring a gift’. Jeremiah 6:16 talks about the selection of a path: “The Lord said to his
people, ‘Stand at the crossroads and look. Ask for the ancient paths and where the best road is. Walk on

it, and you will live in peace”.
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Image 1.3: ZCC pilgrims en route to Moria via chartered buses © 2014 (SABC News)
Source: www.sabc.co.za%252Fnews%252Fa%252F8560fb0043b1621fh170f3239b19c088% 252F-ZCC-
congregants-gather-for-Easter-pilgrimage-20140419%3B592%3B540

Before departure, vehicles are customarily blessed by ZCC functionaries. En route there is much
song and prayer to spiritually prepare pilgrims for their arrival at Moria and perhaps also to bide
the often slow progress towards Zion City. Only those in possession of the required
documentation are permitted entry. Very strict access control sees persons turned away at the
gates for transgressions as small as incorrectly wearing uniforms or being in possession of a
mobile phone with camera capabilities. Pregnant women, for example, are not permitted at all,
and thorough vehicle and body searches are mandatory. Vehicles are parked and may not leave
the premises without the parking ticket stub. It would seem that certain site visitors are restricted
to specific localities for the duration of the weekend. Strict policing of these access restrictions
are enforced. In Image 1.4 the small Lego-like vehicles attest to the vast number of pilgrims that
descend on Zion City over Easter.
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Image 1.4: Aerial view of Zion City over Easter © 2014 (netwerk24)
Source: www.netwerk24.com%252Fnuus%252F2014-06-21-tafelberg-se-moses%3B1024%3B681

Midiller (2011) describes the atmosphere as ordered and controlled, militaristic, stately, structured,
and showing a build-up towards a crescendo (Muller 2011:95, 107, 112, 118, 185). He further
depicts the ZCC and pilgrimages to Moria as a “dialectical interplay between free-flowing

charismatic chaos and bureaucratic orderliness ... order and charisma” (Miller 2011:103, 118).

Morning and afternoon worship services form part of the formal programme. Customarily three or
four preachers give sermons and shouts, hiccoughs and snorts indicative of being spirit-
possessed are common occurrences during these services (Miller 2011:108). The Sunday
service, with the Bishop himself delivering the final sermon, is considered the climax of any
pilgrimage. Other highlights on the agenda include the performances of the marching band — an
outstanding feature of Moria pilgrimages. With militaristic precision the band marches back and
forth, and on occasion the Bishop himself leads the band across the parade ground (Mdller

2011:116); a sight that many pilgrims experience with delight.
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Baptisms at Moria are also considered particularly meaningful, although many baptisms take
place at local church level. The idea is that being a sacred place, the potency of the waters at the
ZCC grounds is seen as superior, and so also the ritual functionary (Miller 2011:123, 127). The
river that runs through the grounds is used for this purpose. Candidates are immersed three times
in this running water believed to have considerable umoya (life, potency, power). Confessing

one’s sins precedes the baptism, as does the preacher’s prayer for the river snake’s exorcism.®

Although attending the church service on the last day of the journey is a major goal for many
pilgrims, missing it for whatever reason does not necessarily imply a failed journey. Instead, being
in attendance at the cultural-religious space of Moria as a whole is considered far more important
(Mller 2011:137). Underlying the life-altering experience of going on pilgrimage to Moria is that,
perhaps not for the majority but certainly for some, travelling outside their immediate communities
renders the journey to Zion City all the more profound (Muller 2011:124). Mller says it becomes
a “cultural, educational, and recreational opportunity” (2011:124). Business people travel to Zion
City on lesser pilgrimages. On these more minor occasions, receiving orders (taelo) from the

Bishop is deemed necessary for the success of business endeavours (Miller 2011:121).

Healing practices are foundational to ZCC activities. ZCC tea and fountain water (sediba water)
are pivotal items, as is coarse salt. Elaborate river baptisms, dietary restrictions and endogamy
are almost universally observed (cf. Comaroff 1985:242). The prophesy ministry of the ZCC,
which runs parallel to the preaching ministry, forms a major part of the church’s allure (Muller
2011:65).

Mller opines that ZCC pilgrimages, i.e. those to Moria as well as those forms of journey centred
around the Bishop as he travels within South Africa and to other Southern African countries, are
centred on the person.1® At the same time, however, the journeys themselves, are central (2011:9,
11; cf. Coleman & Elsner 1995). In fact he even refers to the ZCC as a travelling church (Mller
2011:11). ZCC pilgrimages, in Muller's view, are not attended by those people “nostalgically in

search of a lost past, but rather by those who remain hopeful in the possibility of a future,

9 The river snake is a significant symbol in the mythology of many Bantu-speaking groups of Southern Africa
(cf. Bernard 2001:33-35). It is connected with creation, fertility, a re-embodiment of ancestors, the owner
of the river, and is thought to have superperson powers. For an interesting suggestion that this exorcism
is in fact a form of connection with pre-Christian traditions, consult Mller (2011:127).

10 Strictly speaking, whether they are person-centred in the Eade and Sallnow (1991), as well as Coleman
and Elsner (1995) sense, is worthy of exploration.



preferable to the travails of the present” (Miiller 2011:11). Such a statement seems closely aligned
with Comaroff's (1985) contention of the ZCC'’s role in general — offering hope despite untenable

circumstances, “presenting a vision of wholeness” (Muller 2011:47).

Moria is considered an ideal-type sacralised home, Miiller explains (2011:117). For the majority
of pilgrims visits to Moria “serve the purpose of infusing the imagination with its spirit, so that it in
fact accompanies them in their everyday life away from the center” (Miller 2011:117). Even if the
Bishop is not personally present it is believed that he is present in spirit (Miller 2011:125). Zion
City with all its sites within the Kingdom’s centre (Miller 2011:113) certainly invokes Eliade’s
sacred centre. Muller (citing Werbner 2011:113), further views the journey towards the centre as:

“movement upwards in space, to the heights of a mountain or hill, with a corresponding

ritual ascension from the communities of every-day life to the congregation cleansed of

sin, by confession and acts of purification, and thus raised to the heights of holiness”.

By way of concluding the piece on the ZCC, | find Comaroff's remarks particularly grounding.
Despite the power, opulence and influence of the larger ZCC, it is the small face-to-face flock, the
local unit that:
“forms the regular ritual community, the cosmological centre, the pool of general
cooperative assistance, and the well of visions drawn upon by congregants in managing
their everyday experience. Thus, while the macro-structure of the ZCC provides an
extensive cognitive map and a social identity to rival the divisive categories of the
apartheid system, the micro-structure of its constituent groups tends to define the main

universe of action from a distinctively local perspective” (Comaroff 1985:240).

Cas Wepener and Gerrie te Haar’s (2014:89-104) chapter, Sacred sites and spiritual power: One
angel, two sites, many spirits, tells of the CCSA and its significant Isitshisa service held in Mlazi,
KwaZulu-Natal, at the end of October every year. Serving as an example of an organised, formal
pilgrimage, Wepener and Te Haar (2014) argue that the spiritual power acquired by participants

through attending the all-night service is transformed into spiritual capital.

Mlazi is simultaneously a fixed and fluid space (Wepener & Te Haar 2014:100). On the one hand,
itis an actual, fixed place and space where sacrifice and the altar constitute the main ritual modes.
On the other hand it is a fluid space because it is focused on a spiritually gifted person and

proximity to him via others, e.g. his son and widow’s spirits (Wepener & Te Haar 2014:100).
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Wepener and Te Haar (2014:100-101) use Paul Post’s three-pronged model to analyse their data.
They start with the two-prong ideal-typical temple and mobile model. Holiness of place is replaced
by holiness of person where an encounter with this person is central. In reality, there is continuous
movement between place-centred and person-centred sacrality. Mlazi is the place, the temple
where God manifests himself and where sacrifices are conducted. However, the Mlazi experience
is also mobile. The ash-remnants of the all-night bonfire and not soil or rock is taken to conduct
rituals elsewhere. This ash has greater potency, i.e. more power than ashes collected elsewhere.
Besides ashes, the participants’ experiences at Mlazi are taken home with them to be shared with
congregants there. According to Wepener and Te Haar (2014:101), the presence and activity of

Spirit/spirits experienced at Mlazi is what renders the “church and grounds into a sacred site”.

The third of Post’s prongs states that holiness is related to a person (persoongebonden

heiligheid). In this regard,
“a place or site becomes a place of encounter based on its connection to a specific person.
This holiness of place as related to a certain person(s) is clearly part of the make-up of
Mlazi as a sacred site. During Isitshisa the encounter is mainly between the Corinthians
and the person of the Spirit of God, but also with the person of the spirit of Johannes
Richmond, of his late son and successor. The spiritual power that is generated through
this encounter is equally taken back to the other congregations of the CCSA” (Wepener &
Te Haar 2014:101).

The headquarters of the CCSA is therefore rendered a place of spiritual power. As a place where

important rituals are performed, Mlazi is
“filled with spiritual forces generating power that can be turned into spiritual capital by
church members. Itis a place from which blessings are believed to flow ... Africa’s people’s
religious consciousness is to a large extent defined by their belief in a spirit world. Religion,
in this case, is best defined as a form of active engagement with a world of invisible powers
that are deemed to name effective powers over the material world ... Through
communication with an invisible or spirit world, people can acquire access to a form of
power that can actually transform their lives, both as individuals and as members of a
community” (Wepener & Te Haar 2014:101-102).

Rituals performed and patrticipated in at Mlazi are a form of spiritual empowerment; “a way of

empowering people through spiritual means” (Wepener & Te Haar 2014:102). Spiritual power is
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therefore an enabling power. For believers, spiritual empowerment opens up ways to achieve the
good life. The empowering rituals performed and participated in at Mlazi convey that with the help
of Spirit/spirits “one can lift oneself out of any adverse condition” (Wepener & Te Haar 2014:102).
Spiritual power can therefore be transformed into spiritual capital. Spiritual capital is “people’s
ability to access resources believed to reside in an invisible world that can be mobilised for the
common good” (Wepener & Te Haar 2014:102). CCSA members do this via religious rituals,

particularly at Mlazi, i.e. the spirit-filled place.

Although Southern Africa lacks the institutionalised Catholic past seen in Europe and Latin
America, this does not mean that Catholicism and its history of journeying has not been imprinted
on the Southern African journeying landscape. Particularly in KwaZulu-Natal one finds a number
of catholic shrines, the most important of which is Ngome Marian Shrine in the diocese of Eshowe,
which attracts visitation from a range of supplicants (www.icon.co.za/~host/shrines/index.htm).
The visions of Benedictine Sister Reinolda May (aka Sister Mashiane), of a sacred place where
seven streams converge, coincided with a place already revered by the local isiZulu-speaking
population. Although the first official pilgrims had already visited Ngome in 1966, it was only in
1992, with the blessing of the diocese, that pilgrimages were keenly endorsed and undertaken.
In the meantime the site was used for prayer and spring water was harvested for its special
properties (www.icon.co.za/~host/ngome/index.htm). Ngome is associated with the international
Movement of the Pilgrim Virgin (Roos 2006:151-152).

Between 2004 and 2010 the annual ‘Mighty Men’ gathering (of Christian men and boys) in the
KwaZulu-Natal midlands began with 240 attendees and culminated in 2010 with 300 000 men
and boys from all walks of life camping and worshiping in the outdoors. This three-day gathering
grew into a revered journey for hundreds of thousands of men under the stewardship of Angus
Buchan (cf. Buchan 2012). No longer organised by the Shalom Trust of South Africa, regional
Mighty Men Conferences (MMCs) such as those held in the Karoo, the Cape and Bosveld
conferences began in 2011 and continue to grow, even having expanded internationally. In scale
they are somewhat smaller, but for attendees the spiritual might remains uncontested (cf.

www.karoommc.co.za).

An example of a less typical sacred journey on account of its informal, domestic and spontaneous
nature, constitutes the journeys to consult with MaRadebe at Cancele. Journeys to this Eastern

Cape faith healer are the focus of Becken’s (1983:115-129) article titled “Give me water, woman
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of Samaria”. The pilgrimage of Southern African Blacks in the 1980s. Becken sums up the
Cancele pilgrimages as a model in which the Christian faith is meaningfully integrated with
traditional African worldviews (1983:126; cf. Chidester 1992:142). This is achieved in Becken’s
view by the unconventional use of symbolism and is not an example of syncretism (Becken
1983:127-128), but rather an example of hybridity (Christianity in its African shape).!*

Unlike evangelistic campaigns or revival meetings, Becken (1983:125) considers the Cancele
journeys as people’s movements, spontaneous movements, and religious movements. These
journeys are not linked to certain festival seasons such as those of African Independent Churches
(AICs), e.g. the ZCC or NBC. Instead, there is a “constant flow going and coming from the
sanctuary by day and night, a dynamic popular movement” (Becken 1983:116). In addition, people
of both sexes and all ages, speaking many languages, wearing Western or traditional attire and
hailing from all regions, as well as from a range of church affiliations and social strata comprise
the pilgrim community (Becken 1983:119, 125).

Found even further along the more a-typical side of the spectrum of pilgrimage research is the
work of Beverley Roos (2006) on inner journeys, Saayman et al.’s 2014 economic analysis of the
ZCC'’s Easter pilgrimage, and Fairer-Wessels’ 2005 exposition of visits to Robben Island as

literary pilgrimage.

Instead of considering pilgrimages based on their faith-based divisions, Beverley Roos (2006) in
The inner journey: Pilgrimage in South Africa and the modern world, drew up a typology of
pilgrimages based on their functions. Amongst others these included pilgrimages of loss,
veneration, healing, regret, barter or exchange. Considering pilgrimages in this way allowed Roos
(2006) to consider journeys not always thought of as pilgrimages, particularly because these
South African journeys fall outside the traditional pilgrimage scope, and particularly beyond the
realm of major world religions (Roos 2006:6). Included are journeys to ancient Stone- and Iron
Age sites, as well as struggle sites. The common denominator in all these pursuits is the
importance attached to them by the journeyers, the gravity with which they are undertaken, and

the expressed profundity of the inner journey.

11 In anthropology, syncretism is generally applied to refer to the blending or combination of elements from
different traditions to form a new system. During this merger, one set of beliefs, symbols or practices is
forefronted while others are relegated to a secondary position in an attempt to mask real felt resistance
to those who are forefronted. The key for me is a covert resistance and a pretence of integration. On the
other hand, in a hybrid amalgamation, greater blending of features occurs.
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Also writing about the ZCC, Saayman et al. (2014:407-414) analysed the economic value of the
ZCC Easter pilgrimage to Moria. They found that this pilgrimage boosted the regional economy
by ZAR400 million in 2011. As the single largest annual event in South Africa, both in terms of
the number of attendees and its economic value, the ZCC'’s Easter conference is big business.
What we see is that the cash injection such a pilgrimage — which falls under the banner of religious
tourism — generates, is substantial. Although this figure doesn’t come near to the USD8 billion

generated by religious travel to Mecca and Medina in Saudi Arabia, it remains substantial.

Felicite Fairer-Wessels (2005) tested the hypothesis that visitors to Robben Island do so because
of its association with the global icon Nelson Mandela and his 27-year incarceration, but
particularly because they are inspired to follow in his footsteps after having read his 1994
autobiography Long Walk to Freedom. In the latter case, these journeys are referred to as literary

pilgrimage.

Constructing, appropriating, owning and contesting the sacred

Terence Ranger presents an historical account of land and landscape appropriation as well as
the creation of sacred places and the journeys to these places in Zimbabwe. In Taking hold of the
land: Holy places and pilgrimages in twentieth-century Zimbabwe, Ranger (1987:158-194) draws
attention to what rendered places sacred in pre-colonial Zimbabwe, initial missionary contact and
mutuality in contrast with the modernising centralised church’s agenda, the rise and influence of
Apostolic churches, the Guerrilla War and its aftermath and the development of national sacred
sites. Dissimilarities in the economic and domestic use of land may have existed between pre-
colonial locals and early explorers, missionaries and colonists. However, differences attached to
land for spiritual, religious and social expression are particularly important for a study of

pilgrimages and are seldom recognised.

Although Ranger’s (1987) work is very much a historical piece considering the theme of holy
places and sacred journeys in Zimbabwe, | found it particularly insightful for its treatment of pre-
and post-colonial perceptions of land, landscape and the sacralising process. What Ranger’s
(1987) article succeeds in doing is to lay the foundation for an understanding of the inescapable

connection between land and the continued obligation of the living to maintain relationships with
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ancestors, thereby forging connection with the afterlife and securing blessings and good fortune
in the present. In this regard, we begin to understand the significance of graves and grave
visitations. What we should be cautious of, however, is to make sweeping statements along the
lines of saying, for example, that grave visitations by family groups have increased as an upshot
of land claim applications in South Africa since 1994. Although this may be the case, incisive
anthropological research is necessary before making such assertions. Many family groups do
indeed travel to the grave sites of departed loved ones to report to ancestors and/or God and
also, on a practical level, to weed and tidy the grave area. Ranger’s article also demonstrates the
continued rise and fall “between the local and central, the popular and the institutional. The holy
place and the pilgrimage” (1987:191). This points to the unfolding development of a spiritual
hybridity.

Mogomme Masoga’s (2014a:267-278) chapter Constructing “national” sacred space(s) — notes,
queries and positions: The case of the South African Freedom Park monument raises critical
issues around establishing national sacred space(s). Although it does not directly address
pilgrimage, what we learn about the construction of sacred spaces is crucial for studies of

pilgrimage particularly if they are important for national identity or even reconciliation.

Constructed opposite the Voortrekker monument (a primary symbol commemorating South
Africa’s apartheid past) in Pretoria one finds Freedom Park, a 25 000 m? garden of remembrance
and symbolic burial ground for the fallen heroes of the liberation struggle. This park comprises of
a wall of names, a lake and trees, an eternal flame, amphitheatre and exhibition space, as well
as the Pan African archives. This national heritage monument was imagined as a representation
of “all the country’s unfolding experiences and symbols” (Masoga 2014a:268). Bearing South
Africa’s highly contested past in mind, the intention with Freedom Park was to comment on and
grapple with “gaps, distortions and biases [and] to provide new perspectives on South Africa’s
heritage, challenging traditional narratives through a re-interpretation of the country’s existing
heritage sites” (Masoga 2014a:268).

Masoga opines that, given all the forethought that went into the project, it falls short of being
representative of all cadres of the South African population. He also poses a rhetorical question
concerning the monument’s mandated role in the spheres of nation building and reconciliation
(2014a:268). What the memorial site should have done, Masoga argues, is: not alienate certain

communities by excluding them from the “construction of a national historical consciousness”; not
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impose a conceptual framework for dealing with the pain and loss of loved ones; and not to make
selective use of the language structures of some communities. He feels that the memorial site
should rather explore the use of fully representative forms of communication of all communities
and shouldn’t gloss over certain socio-cultural issues in favour of a selection that fosters particular
political and ideological agendas because of a superficial understanding or a lack of information.
Furthermore, the Freedom Park narrative should not be left to happenstance, hoping that it might
miraculously appeal to the majority of South Africans at some future time, but that concerted effort
and creativity should go into developing more common ground across groups (Masoga
2014a:276). In conclusion, the Freedom Park site should “mediate the past, present and future”
(Masoga 2014a:276; cf. 268).

Philip Nel (2014a:135-146) contributes an insightful essay on the ownership and appropriation of
the sacred. Since pilgrimages and journeys of reverence are often to a special or even sacred
destination, his input on the matter cannot be ignored. In Ownership of the sacred: Complex
claims and appropriations, the author opines that to own and ownership are not limited to legally
defined parameters. Ownership may include, among others, cultural, spiritual, religious, political,
symbolic and historically inherited ownership (Nel 2014a:137, 139). Within the context of sacred
sites or spaces, ownership becomes all the more contentious. Property rights are often not figured
within the ownership discourses of and at sacred spaces. For site users, “to own is to symbolically
appropriate all immaterial associations of the site as part and parcel of one’s own socio-political
and cultural-religious landscape, as well as to possess it materially” (Nel 2014a:137). Visiting and
using the site, being present (subjective presence), and demonstrating memory or memo-history
seems enough for pilgrims to lay claim to ownership. In this regard, Nel (2014a:145) says:

“The sacred is increasingly dislodged from centralized religious and political institutions

and authorities and even from entitled proprietors ... to become “owned” by individuals

and groups sharing a common interest and memory or in search of the fulfiiment of

existential and spiritual yearnings”.

However, this does not signal the end of ownership battles. In particular, the official spatial tactics
adopted by the state (e.g. government departments) or authoritative bodies (e.g. churches) in
terms of their position of authority in implementing access control and site management in the
case of the latter, or “claiming national ownership of living heritage sites” in the case of the former
(Nel 2014a:142-145) represent ideas about ownership. Seeking to “own the sacred as part and

parcel of heritage” seems to echo Masoga’s (2014a) critique of the Freedom Park monument.
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Such spatial tactical strategies or moves frame what should be regarded as heritage and what

not, or what should be regarded as sacred and what not.

What has become viewed as a natural consequence of the polyvocality of pilgrimage arenas is
conflict and contestation. Leslie Nthoi's (2006) book Contesting sacred space: A pilgrimage study
of the Mwali Cult of Southern Africa investigates the occasional journeys undertaken to Njelele in
Zimbabwe. These are domestic pilgrimages by individuals or small groups to the Mwali cult or
High-God shrines in the Matopo Hills of southern Matabeleland. The Mwali cult is a regional cult
with a domain extending from Zimbabwe to Botswana, South Africa, Mozambique and as far as
Tanzania (Nthoi 2006:1-2, 102, 125).

The climax of pilgrimages to Njelele constitutes consulting the oracle. As Nthoi (2006:105, 115,
192) uses the phrase, it means to report to high authority. It is therefore the early morning “ritual
in which supplicants report and appeal to the High God and other divinities at Mwali cult centers”
(Nthoi 2006:106). Pilgrimages to Njelele are so much more than “simple spirit mediumship. It
involves contact with divinity and appealing to a higher moral order than is available elsewhere”
(Nthoi 2006:106). Going on pilgrimage to Njelele brings journeyers into the substantive presence
of the revered High God and is also a place where lesser divinities are particularly powerful (Nthoi
2006:128, 139).

Realising that there are other religious and spiritual beliefs that “co-exist, co-operate, complement
and even compete with the oracular cult of Mwali" is important for our overall understanding of
site use, and Southern African pilgrimages in general (Nthoi 2006:27, 126). The infusion of beliefs
and practices related to ancestors with those associated with Mwali point to a developing religious
hybridity.

The extraordinary, substantive pilgrimage sites of this regional Mwali cult, with a domain
extending beyond ethnic and political borders is delineated by its heterogeneous pilgrim clientele.
The flexibility and fluidity of its organisation, which has an adaptive advantage given our changing
world (macrocosm), may be precisely why it has taken so long for an in-depth pilgrimage study to
be conducted (Nthoi 2006:60-62).

Nthoi (2006:128-129) argues that the many and diverse motivations and personal conditions

underscoring Mwali journeys lie at the heart of these pilgrimages. Implied religious and
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cosmological beliefs do not satisfactorily explain the reasons that people journey. Hailing from
very different parts of the world and proffering motivations unfamiliar to those of Western and
Anglophone social scientists may also explain why many journeys of reverence are not
recognised as pilgrimages. In addition, because of a lack of local knowledge on the one hand,
and Turner’s distinction between tribal rites and pilgrimage proper on the other, researchers are
reluctant and/or ignorant to consider revered journeys such as rain and first-fruit festivals or grave
visitations under the banner of pilgrimages (cf. Nthoi 2006:139). While the annual harvest and
rain ceremonies at Njelele emphasise a collective dimension, the majority of pilgrims who in this
case are women, undertake individual journeys to their sacred place (Nthoi 2006:129-130, 140-
141). Nthoi's (2006:140-141) idea that pressing problems invariably motivate pilgrims to
undertake further pilgrimages, is in line with Tanner’'s (2003:127) proposal that traditional sub-

Saharan African religious activities tend to be crisis reactive.

What is important for Nthoi (2006:3, 62, 91) is the movement or traffic to and from the sacred
centre and the flows of people, goods and services between the centre and peripheral areas.
Nthoi's (2006:91) working definition of pilgrimage is therefore a “movement focused upon a sacred
central place, and undertaken by supplicants in fulfiiment of their relationship with a deity or its
manifestation. The length of the journey involved, like the catchment area of the sacred center, is
highly variable”. He believes that this is a less deterministic view of pilgrimage as it accommodates
the diversity of pilgrims, the meanings they associate with the journey and the multiplicity of

motivations for undertaking pilgrimages.

Nthoi's (2006:155) main thesis, as reflected in the book title, is that the sacred is contested.
Primarily this contestation results from the many types of pilgrims visiting Njelele, the variety of
cosmological and religious underpinnings that these pilgrims subscribe to, the complex array of
motivations cited for undertaking the pilgrimages, and the often divergent views of the shrines
held by priestly officials, local community members, local traditional authorities and government
representatives. In exploring these contestations, Nthoi (2006:155-158, 160) considers the
intricate process of constructing site imagery. In this regard the various stakeholders and interest
groups, both obvious (e.g. shrine priests) and not so obvious (e.g. uninvolved community
members from surrounding villages) in his analyses. In addition, he deliberates on the impact of
personalities, political interference, leadership disputes, the commodification of the centres, and
anti-syncretic forces (cf. Nthoi 2006:157-186).
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Having worked along the Lesotho-South African border, David Coplan’s (2003) premise is that
pilgrims journeying to the sacred sites of the Mohokare Valley do so as a political act. In Land
from the ancestors: Popular religious pilgrimage along the South African-Lesotho border, Coplan
claims that site users firstly consider this area as part of their sacred geography regardless of
formal declarations stating that the area now falls within the bounds of South Africa’s Free State
province. Secondly, Coplan claims that it is because they consider the fertile river valley and other
areas as belonging to the Kingdom of Lesotho, that the pilgrims are reclaiming this conquered

territory (in a process akin to ethnicisation).

Philip Nel (2014b:165-186) takes the contestation debate further in his chapter Economic versus
symbolic ownership of sacred sites in the eastern Free State: Contestations of the sacred.
Entering into dialogue with Coplan, Nel (2014b) refutes the claim that pilgrims from Lesotho
visiting the sites in the Free State do so in revolt, as an activistic act of defiance and disregard of

the area belonging to another sovereign state.

Telling it like it is

Working within the ambit of Oral Studies, in the chapter titled The rhetoric of ritual: Sacred sites
and the oral tradition in the Mohokare Valley Stephanie Cawood (2014:203-224) interestingly
explores narratives, the oral, from the perspective of the Anthropology of Gesture. She particularly
draws on the work of Marcel Jousse in this regard, as well as Lakoff and Johnson’s embodied
realism. She argues that within the ritual landscape of the Mohokare Valley rhetoric, the
persuasive nature of narratives and rituals (the mimodramas) are the “vehicles through which
social reality is reconstructed” (Cawood 2014:203). The central mimodrama she ruminates on is
that of pilgrimage. This is supplemented by all the other ritual actions that form the building blocks

and constitutive elements of the larger pilgrimage ritual.

Rituals, and by implication pilgrimages, are formulated, expressed and communicated in oral
narratives (Cawood 2014:203). Oral narratives not only contextualise but also legitimise rituals
and, consequently, pilgrimages since they provide the substance or foundation of the rituals. A
collection of oral narratives contributes to the emergence and development of an oral tradition.
When the fantasy themes of a group of pilgrims converge one may speak of the chaining of

fantasy themes and therefore the development of a rhetorical vision. In the Mohokare case,
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certain fantasy chains persist and traverse the oral traditions of the three sacred sites. On the
other hand, certain fantasy themes are contested, leading to varying degrees of conflict for
individual pilgrims, as well as among groups of site users (Cawood 2014:206). The point to
emphasise here is that the oral narratives, the shared fantasy themes and rhetorical vision — the
rhetoric of Mohokare pilgrimages — construct the pilgrimage experience and meaning for pilgrims.
When analysing the Mohokare pilgrimage movement, Cawood found the narratives to be
embedded, dynamic, mythical, pragmatic, influenced by the political economy, a-historical,
important forces in the formation of identity and community dynamics, conflicting, persuasive and
symbolic (2014:207-218).

1.2  Problem statement, aim and objectives

South(ern) Africa abounds with special places that draw people to visit them. These include
natural (heritage) sites such as Table Mountain (Cape Town, Western Cape), or the Vredefort
Dome (North West province). These landscapes and land forms are visited by tourists or locals
recognising them to have spiritual and/or sacred significance and symbolism. Cultural heritage
sites such as Great Zimbabwe (Masvingo, Zimbabwe), Mapungubwe (Limpopo province), or the
Cradle of Mankind, the fossil hominid sites of Sterkfontein, Swartkrans, Kromdraai and environs
(Gauteng and North West provinces), Driekopseiland (Northern Cape) and thousands of rock art
sites around the Karoo and mountainous areas are places where the San communed with their
spiritual deities. These localities attract site users who recognise their cultural and spiritual
significance and include places such as sacred caves and shelters, mega- and monolithic rocks
and rock structures, whether they are natural, constructed, shaped, engraved or painted.
Historical sites such as Robben Island, the Castle of Good Hope (Cape Town, Western Cape),
Shaka’s Kraal or Nelson Mandela’s capture site in the KwaZulu-Natal midlands are places that
attract many thousands of visitors every year. Many of the places referred to above are considered
as tourist destinations. The large and increasing body of pilgrimage literature points to the
expansion of the pilgrimage idea to include secular journeys such as these. The goals of such
forms of travel are sometimes markedly different from journeys undertaken with explicit spiritual
or religious intentions. Other times, journeys unexpectedly become pilgrimages with pronounced
transformational character. These all hold the potential for developing exciting avenues for

pilgrimage studies in South(ern) Africa.
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Since 1994 there has been renewed interest particularly in the natural and cultural heritage of
South Africa. They reflect, for example, interests surrounding the origins of man, cultural forebears
and mighty kingdoms, history and political pasts. There are many current national debates
surrounding the matter of sacred sites. Notably such debates include issues of heritage, heritage
sites and living heritage (cf. for example Moore & Whelan 2007); tourism; conservation and
management (both environmental and cultural); and land rights (landhold, property rights, rights
to land resources and access). At the same time there has been a proliferation of religious and
spiritual related activity in the country. There is a noticeable increase in the development and
attendance of neo-Charismatic (born-agains) churches and those of the AIC. By the same token,
consultations with traditional practitioners have also skyrocketed. The dramatic increase in
persons called to undergo traditional healer training, and related activities such as pilgrimaging,
begs investigation. Concerning the former, for example, Richard Werbner’'s (2011) book Holy

hustlers considers some of these more opportunistic spiritual entrepreneurs.

One of the main components of pilgrimage in its broadest sense is movement. Initially | use
‘movement’ and ‘pilgrimage’ interchangeably, for two reasons: a) because in pilgrimage theory
some scholars treat ‘movement’ more generically; and b) because the nature of South(ern)
African pilgrimages does not fall squarely within the more traditional concept of pilgrimage theory,
whether that movement involves journeys on particular calendar days to monuments such as the
‘Vrouemonument’ (Women’s monument), 16 December visits by black and white people alike to
Blood River (iMpi yaseNcome), visits to Freedom Park for national reconciliation and healing, or
whether these be visits to Shaka Zulu’s main residence, Moshoeshoe’s mountain stronghold,
Lesotho’s Thaba Bosiu?? (cults and religion may be an overarching framework in this regard), or
Robben Island.

For a moment, however, let’s consider the early history and the peopling of Southern Africa. Fossil
remains reveal that humans evolved in Southern Africa and migrated northwards. Besides
migrations of early man out of, as well as migrations into the Southern African region (c. 6000 BC
to 200 AD), nomadic hunter-gatherer communities followed age-old paths in pursuit of food. Khoe
herding groups in turn sought grazing for their flocks (Gill 1997:3). The ancient kingdoms of
Mapungubwe (the first kingdom in Southern Africa) (Saayman et al. 2014:408-409) and

12 The three-day Moshoeshoe Walk ‘pilgrimage’ to his old homestead and culminating with a climb of Thaba
Bosiu, this year celebrating its 10t anniversary, takes place during October. What is also interesting here
is the fact that many tourists join in this procession to the mountain site (Mzolo 2016).
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Zimbabwe (c. 1100, 12-15" century) were centres of commerce. Important trade routes
connected these and other buying partners further along the east coast of Africa (also known as

the Swabhili coast) and traded as far afield as China, India and Egypt.

Four further noteworthy movements of people include those related to the slave trades; the Great
Trek and Dorsland exoduses into the interior and up the west coast of South Africa, and a cohort
of Afrikaners to Argentina in the 1820s and 1830s (cf. Du Toit 1995). The third, which is presently
ongoing, involves migrant labourers from rural areas as well as neighbouring African countries
(e.g. Lesotho and Zimbabwe). The fourth has played a pivotal role in South Africa of old, and has
recently redemonstrated its might, i.e. public protests. The country withessed a marching to the
seats of power and in defiance of the state machinery in 1976, and, having started in 2015, student
protests are currently holding the state hostage. Workers’ unions and their go-slow protests in
2013 and 2014 quite literally brought the economy to its knees.

People have always moved, travelled and congregated. Ethnographic records inform us that pre-
colonial African groupings regularly travelled and then gathered again for certain reasons. Unlike
their European counterparts, African rulers were not buried in the ground with headstones to
memorialise them. Their final resting places were often the caves where they were interred. The
entire hill or mountain therefore became a place of remembrance. Annual journeys to these
ancestral burial places are on 17" century Portuguese record and these places were considered
holy. In some cases, the annual gatherings culminated in rain ceremonies. Besides rain
ceremonies held in early October, first-fruit ceremonies (a second gathering) were held in early
February (Ranger 1987:162-164). So too, Lovedu peoples converged on the Modjadji settlement
soliciting the Rain Queen to call on the ancestors to grant relief for her people in times of drought
(Krige & Krige 1947).

There is a scarcity of research and publications with pilgrimage as theoretical framework in
South(ern) Africa. The majority of work has been conducted from a religious perspective where
pilgrimage is treated as part of the belief system. In this regard | think of David Chidester's (1992)
work on South African religions, G.C. Oosthuizen’s 1980 publication on Independent Churches
and the ZCC, and Martinus (Inus) L. Daneel's work among the Shona of Zimbabwe. In this latter
body of work the reader finds an emphasis on the African sense of place, community, and
environment (Daneel 1970a; 1970b; 1971). Daneel’'s more recent work deals with African Initiated
Christianity (2007) as well as the African Earthkeeping Churches of Zimbabwe (1998; 2001). It is
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in this regard that the tree-planting gatherings and the earth-healing ceremonies of the
Association of Zimbabwean Traditionalist Ecologists (AZTREC) and the Association of African
Earthkeeping Churches (AAEC) become relevant for our discussion on important journeys.
Always enacted in nature, the green army of earthkeepers work at soul-saving in conjunction with
earth-care. Concerning the former there is a strong link to pilgrimages to sacred sites such as the
Mwari/Mwali cult (cf. Nthoi 2006).

Early research on pilgrimages (religious movements) in South(ern) Africa include work by Hans-
Jurgen Becken (1983), Claude Riviere (1986), Terence Ranger (1987) and Richard Werbner
(1989) who largely contributed descriptive accounts of cult activities and religious movements
with distinct historical and religious slants. Penny Bernard’s scholarship of sacred sites, water
spirits, dreams and healing (2013, 2010, 2008, 2007, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c) encapsulates
elements important in many South(ern) African journeys of reverence, while Isak Niehaus’
(2013a) interest in witchcratft also falls into this category. Retief Muller's (2011, 2008) theological
work about the ZCC is also revelatory. Furthermore, Post, Nel and Van Beek’s 2014 publication,
Sacred spaces and contested identities: Space and ritual dynamics in Europe and Africa, makes

valuable contributions to understanding spaces and identities in the context of pilgrimage.

The scarcity of pilgrimage studies in South(ern) Africa naturally does not imply that pilgrimages
(in the traditional sense) do not occur; they are very much alive. Their scale and formality,
however, is not on par with Indian, Islamic or European pilgrimages to the Ganges River, Mecca’s
Hajj or the Camino (cf. Coleman & Eade 2004:9; Margry 2008:13-14; Margry & Post 1998:74).
The ZCC mass trek to Moria over the Easter weekend (Mueller 2008; Miller 2011), or the 80-
kilometre Shembe Nazarite pilgrimage up the Nhlangakazi mountain in KwaZulu-Natal are cases
in point and serve as examples of organised religious pilgrimages in South Africa, but they too

are small in comparison.

Despite the fervour surrounding pilgrimage studies internationally, the ripple effects have not fully
reached the shores of the southern tip of Africa. David Coplan’s Land from the ancestors: Popular
religious pilgrimage along the South Africa-Lesotho border (2003), and Leslie Nthoi's book
Contesting sacred space: A pilgrimage study of the Mwali cult of Southern Africa (2006) represent

recent approaches and signal an awakening interest in postmodern pilgrimage.
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The purpose of this chapter is not to deal with the complexities of the pilgrimage phenomenon.
Instead, these and other theoretical issues are dealt with in Chapter 4. Serving to contextualise
pilgrimaging in South(ern) Africa | have in this chapter attempted a cursory, somewhat colourful
presentation of the pilgrimage landscape in Southern Africa. | considered the ZCC'’s Easter
conference, the Shembe pilgrimage up Mount Nhlangakazi, and the CCSA'’s Isitshisa service at
Mlazi as examples of organised religious pilgrimages in South Africa. The informal journeys in the
Makoni district and those to Njelele in Zimbabwe, the journeys to Cancele in the Eastern Cape
and the journeys to the sacred sites in the eastern Free State offer interesting insights. | have
also asked questions about the evident lacuna of pilgrimage studies in South(ern) Africa. In

answering this question, I would like to offer insights concerning the factors below.

Some religious traditions have emphasised pilgrimage to a greater extent than others. For some
it is a religious requirement to undertake pilgrimages such as the Islamic Hajj. Other traditions
such as Catholicism (in comparison with Protestantism) incorporate regular ritual journeying
(Winkelman & Dubisch 2005:xxvi). Unlike in many European and Latin American countries, sub-
Saharan Africa lacks an institutionalised Catholic past infused with a history of journeying; a
history that validates journeying activities (Tanner 2003:127). Journeying for purposes of healing

has also not received adequate treatment.*3

| propose that we take our cue from Tanner (2003) and reconsider the so-called typical pilgrimage
lens. He claims that it is “far too narrow to usefully describe the wide ranging social process in
sub-Saharan Africa pilgrimages” (2003:127). Traditional religious activity in sub-Saharan Africa,
according to Tanner (2003:127), tends to be crisis-reactive. By this he means that religious activity
is engaged in as a response to misfortune rather than as a set of devotional activities as
articulated in book-religions. Religious and spiritual activities do not require devotional exercises
or wandering mendicants where individuals searched for personal enlightenment in the Western
sense. It would seem that the same criticism that was wielded at the Turnerian model and
assumptions of pilgrimage as “constraining analysis to a predetermined analytic structure that
obscures and distorts the pilgrimage’s critical features” (Winkelman & Dubisch 2005:xiii) is equally
applicable to the Anglophone, Western European and American-driven lens of pilgrimage used

as a template, i.e. it is counterproductive.

13 Healing refers to a restoration of or a return to wholeness and not necessarily curing, in the biomedical
sense of the eradication of disease (Kleinman 1988:3-6). Compare Miiller's (2011:47) comment about
the ZCC presenting a vision of wholeness. | read this as a vision of hope, health and balance.
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1A

What is important to bear in mind is that portions of populations may be “invisible’ in the public
domain” (Margry 2008:16) when they fall outside the research gaze of a research fraternity. An
appropriate question in this regard is: whose ‘sacred’ and whose ‘secular’ are we using as the
yardstick in our analyses? Related to this is Western ignorance, and long-established stereotypes
about Africa and her people, lack of knowledge about research undertaken in South(ern) Africa,
and local religious and spiritual practices and their histories (cf. Eade & Kati¢ 2014:2). lllustrating
such ethnocentric views and serving as a case in point are sweeping and ill-informed statements
such as the following by Bhardwaj and Rinschede, the editors of Pilgrimage in world religions:
“Christian pilgrimage centers are virtually absent in Black Africa probably because the veneer of
Christianity is thin and the influence of its own nature religions still profound” (1988, cited in Muller

2011:10). Such narrow views are founded on the belief that a “Christian pilgrimage center’ in
Africa would resemble its Euro-Asian equivalents” (Miller 2011:10).

Within pilgrimages’ changing milieu “simpler pilgrimage forms” may be found to be significant
journey destinations (Tanner 2003:133) and ritually transformative. In this regard, for example,
“[a]ny place where people meet occasionally or en masse to pay their respects ... soon came to
be referred [as] a ‘place of pilgrimage™ (Margry 2008:17-18). It is within this context that grave
visitation becomes significant. The presence of memory transforms places into places of

pilgrimage (Margry 2008:18).

To address these deficits in broad terms, the general aim of this study is to explore and describe
the journeys of reverence undertaken to sacred sites in the eastern Free State. The intention is
to seek emic understandings of how the pilgrims make meaning of these journeys, and in
particular to uncover the motivations underlying pilgrimage. The intention is not to describe and
analyse these sites, the journeys to them or the site users by employing an external pilgrimage
lens. In fact, the thesis aims to ask if these eastern Free State journeys of reverence fit the current
classic pilgrimage lens since the pilgrims themselves do not refer to their journeys as pilgrimages.
In order to achieve this goal, the following objectives are set:

25



e Systematically describe the places/spaces to which pilgrims are drawn in the eastern Free
State;

¢ Typify and describe the boundless sacred site communities, e.g. the nature and character of
pilgrims to (and from) sacred places, and the relations between different
congregations/denominations;

¢ Determine the motivations for undertaking pilgrimage;

e Compare evidence from popular pilgrimage sites in other South African provinces with
empirical evidence from eastern Free State sites; and

e Theoretically situate (religious or spiritual) pilgrimages in the eastern Free State.

1.3  This study

Structure

The chapters of this study are grouped into three sections. In Part I, together with this chapter,
Chapters 2 and 3 make up the introductory section. The research goal is formulated, the research
process explained, and the research setting is introduced. In order to satisfactorily address the
aim and objectives, the research process is explained in Chapter 2. Besides my underlying
philosophy, the first part is devoted to the tools and procedures of data collection. Historical and
current literary and empirical evidence were collected by means of literature review, participant
observation, ethnographic interviewing and life story accounts from informants and key informants
and captured through note-taking, photographs and digital recordings. Research participants
were selected through purposive sampling and data collection continued until reasonable
interview saturation had been achieved. A significant part of the chapter deals with researcher
positionality. This is particularly appropriate since insiderness or outsiderness has important
implications for researcher stance as well as for methodology. Insider-outsiderness also
intrinsically affects the results and how they are interpreted and presented for wider consumption.
The final part of the chapter describes the data analysis and interpretation processes applied in

this study. Ethical considerations and procedures to ensure trustworthiness are also explained.

Chapter 3 introduces the research setting and its people. Research sites do not exist in isolation
and for that reason | first give an historical overview of the Mohokare (Caledon) River Valley’s

inhabitants. This has important implications for the memories invested in the area as well as my
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three research sites, where certain station names reflect this history. | also briefly and in very
broad strokes sketch the way of life of these early inhabitants, ever mindful that such descriptions
are not intended to convey the impression of static, a-historic or essentialist conceptions of a way
of life. Secondly, | introduce my three research sites: Mantsopa, Mautse and Motouleng. This is
a particularly descriptive section and my hope is that the reader can vividly imagine walking along
the paths as | describe the most significant stations at each of the sites. In the final instance |

briefly consider what it is about these sites that renders them important for pilgrims.

Part 1l explores the phenomenon of pilgrimage as the focus of Chapter 4. In this sense pilgrimage
is largely seen as an external lens. As conceived here, the theoretical discussions of component
parts are generated from the growing body of knowledge of pilgrimage as gleaned from the
literature, i.e. an etic understanding. Firstly, | consider the constituent elements of pilgrimages.
Secondly, | try and make sense of a magnitude of different pilgrimage types. Thirdly, the main
moments in the study of pilgrimages are presented, while the final paragraphs are devoted to

generating a working definition for purposes of this study.

Having delineated the phenomenon, Chapter 5 and 6 describe the journeyers and the journeys
to the sacred sites of the eastern Free State. The first section of Chapter 5 offers a description of
the pilgrims and pilgrimages to Mantsopa, while the second section considers the pilgrims and
pilgrimages to Mautse and Motouleng. In Chapter 6 the reasons for undertaking these journeys
of reverence are presented. Broadly the following motif categories are discussed: religion and
faith; individual and group healing; social cohesion, group and social bonding; reflection,
contemplation, finding purpose and roots; seeking help and assistance, finding ancestor linkages
and securing blessings/fortune; recreation, renewal, escape from work and city; political

reclaiming (contesting the site/space); and ancestor commission/instruction.

The feminist Donna Haraway challenges us to diffract (1997, cited in Olesen 2005:251). By this
she means that we should seek numerous novel combinations and interesting possibilities when
analysing the phenomena under investigation. For this reason Chapter 7 firstly considers
substantivist and non-substantivist approaches to, on the one hand, the study of pilgrimages, and
on the other, to the fact that eastern Free State pilgrims largely consider their journeys and the
places they journey to as experiences and places of substance, thereby justifying this
differentiation. | contend that this has important implications for theorising about pilgrimages, e.g.

the presence or absence of communitas. Secondly, | think of pilgrims, pilgrimages and sacred
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sites as meshworks of entanglement. In so doing landscapes, dreamscapes and personscapes

as entangled domains, reveal how the presencing of absences brings pilgrimages into existence.

Part lll contains only one chapter in which | hope to show the value of this study. | discuss ethical
and methodological issues arising from the study and the implications of these for further
research. By way of synthesis and conclusion, the sites, the pilgrims and pilgrimages are

considered as complex meshworks, and lastly | argue for an African perspective of pilgrimage.

In concluding Chapter 8 I'd like to share the anticipated contribution that this study could have for
the fields of African Religion, Culture Studies and Anthropology. By shifting the attention away
from broad generalisations of African religion to performative aspects, it operates somewhat
below the radar. Firstly, this study on pilgrimages to sacred sites fills a lacuna in the current South
African literature, but specifically concerning the Free State situation. In particular, it aims to make
a contribution in the qualitative research tradition; a sorely needed ethnography. Theoretically,
the gleaned information and analysis of this study is envisioned to qualify or contest both the older
and more recent models postulated for our understanding of pilgrimages to sacred places/spaces.
| anticipate that the socially generated meaning associated with the spaces/places and the
individual motivations and reasons for undergoing pilgrimage will greatly contribute to the
understanding of pilgrimages in general, but also specifically to pilgrimages undertaken to eastern
Free State sites as well as the role(s) that the sites themselves have on the believed outcome of
pilgrimages. The empirical evidence will also establish whether African eastern Free State
pilgrimages, if you will, follow the prescriptions and conceptualisations contained in classic
Western pilgrimages and scientific understanding, or whether it is a different phenomenon

entirely.

Methodologically, the proposed project will likely reinforce the postmodernist assertions that
inclusivity, polyvocality, intersubjectivity, reflexivity etc. are best dealt with by a flexible
methodology including the ethnographically rooted participant observation, and the narrative-type

accounts derived from the collection of life histories and the use of key informants.

The potential contribution of this pilgrimage study to current debate and discourse specifically
concerning matters of heritage, tourism, conservation and property rights, is far-reaching. Among
others | believe that many of the ill-informed disputes between interested parties — be they farm

owners on whose land the sites are situated and pilgrims accessing the sites, the espoused
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management of the environment and the sites and related areas, or the oftentimes financially

motivated tourism aspect etc. — might be better dealt with, if the sacred site dynamics are

understood in as far as pilgrims, pilgrimage and sacred spaces/places are concerned.

Conventions

For purposes of this study | use a number of conventions that the reader should note.

1.

| use italicised words in three contexts. Firstly, an acceptable convention is that words in
foreign languages are italicised. In this thesis, | apply this principle to all languages other than
African languages. Words in African languages (other than person and place names) are
underlined. | provide the English meaning in brackets and in selected instances use the
Sesotho word thereafter. Secondly, words are italicised for emphasis. In the final instance,
italics are used to differentiate between direct quotes from literary sources and those of
informants. The former are indicated with double quotation marks while citations from

interviews are italicised.

All photographs used in this thesis are my own, unless indicated otherwise. | have therefore

only acknowledged photographs owned by persons other than myself.

| have included large portions of citations from interviews in various chapters. All text in italics
is unedited and the verbatim words spoken by informants. To facilitate readability 1 was
necessitated to provide context, and narrate reported speech and indirect statements and

questions.
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CHAPTER 2
THE RESEARCH PROCESS

2.1 General

Research “[d]esigns can be seen as falling along a continuum ranging from rigorous design
principles on one end, to emergent, less well-structured directives on the other” (Denzin & Lincoln
2005:376). In interpretative research, qualitative researchers may design procedures beforehand,
yet these designs always have an inherent flexibility. Because of the nature of the research it
must take into account new and unexpected empirical materials and the growing sophistication
of the project. Unlike positivist, interpretive designs, do not profess to anticipate all the problems
that may arise during the course of a study. However, a roadmap for the research is provided.
For purposes of this study, | implement a set of qualitative research design procedures that are

open-ended and methodical.

Working within a qualitative paradigm? this mainly empirical research?, following an ethnographic
strategy of inquiry based on three case studies, uses primary data for the most part. The study
firstly seeks to describe the pilgrimages to and at Mantsopa, Mautse and Motouleng, the
descriptive dimension of the study. Since very few systematic accounts are available about
pilgrimages in the larger Southern African context®, in South Africa as a whole, in the Free State
province more specifically, or in the eastern Free State particularly, this study aims to gain insight
into, and an understanding of eastern Free State pilgrimages; the exploratory dimension. This is

done to tease out and explain the reasons or motivations for why site users journey to the sites;

1 Paradigm captures the interpretive framework or the “basic set of beliefs that guides action” (Guba
1990:17, cited in Denzin & Lincoln 2005:22). Said differently, it condenses the researcher’s
epistemological, ontological and methodological suppositions into an interpretive perspective. In line with
Babbie and Mouton (2003:270), | understand and use qualitative as a “broad methodological approach
to social action” that involves interpretative and naturalistic slants of the world (Denzin & Lincoln 2005:3).

2 This study, although qualitative apart from the literature study and theoretical accounts from the archival
material from secondary sources and published scholarly views, has a basically empirical design.

3 Early research on pilgrimages in South(ern) Africa includes work by Hans-Jiirgen Becken (1983), Claude
Riviere (1986), Terence Ranger (1987) and Richard Werbner (1989). Studies by David Coplan (2003),
Leslie Nthoi (2006) and Beverley Roos represent recent pilgrimage studies.
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the study’s explanatory dimension. What is important is to obtain thick data* and emic (or insider)

perspectives, which this approach and design allow.

This study focuses on two units of observation — the who and/or what of qualitative research. The
first are individual pilgrims, and the second are the social/collective/group actions of pilgrimages.
Both these units of observation consist of multiple persons and multiple processes (Denzin &
Lincoln 2005:378). Individual characteristics are extrapolated into a combined picture of site
users; the population of pilgrims. Age, sex, mother tongue, and frequency of and purpose for site
visits might prove to be key individual characteristics. Simultaneously, the social dynamics
operating within the populations of pilgrims will underscore interesting insights. Orientations such
as religious and denominational affiliations, as well as governing or directing beliefs, e.g. certain
cosmological conceptions such as vital force philosophy may be important points of focus.

Everything that contributes to the pilgrims’ framing (cf. Du Plooy 2014) is relevant in this regard.

Some characteristics of the social action of pilgrimages, e.g. where they occur, when they occur,
why they occur, or if the outcomes are favourable or beneficial for pilgrims might be worthwhile
points of discussion. Journeyers may be directly observed, as may their accounts of their site
visits. The stories and narrations of the participants themselves, the thick data, from which

analyses and interpretations will be made, will be particularly sought after.

| describe the research process in this chapter. The tools and procedures of data collection, e.g.
the modes of data collection, the types of data gathered and the techniques used to capture
empirical material in this ethnographic study receive attention. Furthermore, the data analysis and
interpretation processes are explained. A chapter dealing with the research process would be
remiss if the ethical considerations and question of trustworthiness were not addressed. These

matters conclude this chapter.

4 Clifford Geertz (1973) borrowed the term thick description from the philosopher Gilbert Ryle (cf. Spencer
2010:445). Geertz used it to refer to the rich, comprehensive data gathered during the course of
ethnographic fieldwork. Importantly, such data represents multiple perspectives and the numerous
systemic influences on such viewpoints and actions. Multiple methods of data collection as well as making
use of a variety of sources from which data is generated, is critical in this regard.
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2.2  Data collection: Tools and procedures

I made my first fieldwork visit to the research sites in early 2008. Since then | have made some
36 field trips, each time conducting interviews with occasional visitors I'd encounter along the
pilgrimage paths, as well as in-depth (ethnographic) interviews and life history narrations with
more permanent site dwellers. Although | have been involved in the project for seven years, the
approach | used was one of many returns. The fieldwork trips ranged from two to five days. Most
often, I'd spend a day at each site during such site visits. Then again, working at a site for two or
three days in succession allowed the opportunity to conclude certain interviews, explore a theme
across the spectrum of participants present, and/or participate in certain events at the site.
Intercurrent fieldwork visits had the added advantage of me being in a position to access and
observe a greater cross-section of site users seeing that many pilgrims journey to sites over
weekends. Arranging field trips to coincide with weekends thus made more sense. In addition,
because pilgrims make their pilgrimages to the sacred sites at certain times, these bursts or high-

impact visits allowed me to engage with a wider range of journeyers.

Classic methodological operating procedures of protracted stays at research sites is a mainstay
of ethnographic fieldwork. My work method, however, was unconventional. Being in fulltime
employ and having to manage these responsibilities alongside those of conducting ethnographic
fieldwork at research sites some 250 kilometres from where | live and work necessitated a
departure from more traditional fieldwork assumptions in favour of a creative redeployment of the

classical methods and techniques associated with ethnography.

On atypical field day | would arrive at the site at around 09:30. | would normally talk with, mingle,
observe, participate and interview site users until late afternoon, most often until a little before
sunset, after which | would make my way to Ficksburg, chosen for its proximity to all three
research sites. Here | would spend the night, returning to the same site the next morning or visiting
another depending on any number of circumstances or factors. Among others, these
considerations included the number of pilgrims present at the site, the anticipation that large
numbers of pilgrims would visit a site, the presence of significant research participants, gaps in

data that needed filling or clarification, or length of time since my last site visit etc.

A question worth considering is whether deep immersion is exclusively possible when living with

the group under investigation for protracted periods? This was most certainly the older conception
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(cf. Hannerz 2010:78-79) of this notion. Out of hand, | must explain my position: | contend that
deep immersion is not contingent to long stays in the field, as | explain throughout this chapter. |
concur that my method of many returns may be unorthodox for some, but the decision | took not
to overnight at the chosen sites was made for practical reasons (relating to familial obligations

and safety considerations).

Before | explain the types of data | gathered and which had been coproduced during fieldwork, it
is important to clarify my understandings of ethnography. Skeggs’ broad definition serves as a
guide (2010:426). Ethnography is “a theory of the research process — an idea about how we
should do research”.® She then continues to add the qualifiers of fieldwork in the natural setting
and for protracted lengths of time, using a variety of research techniques, and acknowledging the
importance of context. A fourth feature, a researcher who becomes immersed in the setting,
experiencing it with all her senses, is also corroborated by Hannerz (2010:73). In the fifth place,
the thesis, research report or monograph acknowledges the process of knowledge generation
and its coproduction; and finally, the macro-micro relationships of settings should enjoy some
attention. The profound difference, Skeggs (2010:428) explains, between just any form of
empirical research that calls itself ethnography and anthropological ethnography, is that the latter
requires an intensity and temporal duration for which few other approaches have the stamina.
Ethnography should very well then be considered as anthropology’s defining practice, as a
“method of cultural representation” (Lather 2010:481) and immersive fieldwork as the “ideology
of ethnographic research” (Marcus 2012:437). Hannerz (2010:74) sums up the fieldwork
experience as follows: “[flield work of the immersion type can be an intellectual, emotional, and

aesthetic pleasure — the kind of experience we feel makes both our minds and hearts grow”.®

In this section, the modes of data collection, the types of data (i.e. empirical materials; cf. Denzin
& Lincoln 2005:3) gathered/generated and the techniques used to capture data in this

ethnographic study are presented.

5 If this is the case, then major theoretical issues such as reflexivity, subjectivity, partiality etc. will and
should enjoy attention.

6 The implication is not that all ethnographic research is pleasurable; when not, rather that the researcher
is changed by the experience. Perhaps a note of interest: Hannerz (2010:77, 79) distinguishes participant
observation’s classic characteristic of anthropology of immersion with its antithesis anthropology by
appointment, for which he credits Tanya Luhrmann (1996) for the concept.

33



During the field investigation of this study, the following types of data were gathered and

generated:

e Historical and contemporary data (based on archival, literary review and empirical
research) related to the places/spaces to which pilgrims are drawn in the Free State.

e Descriptive, empirical evidence about the sacred site communities, among others: the
nature and character of pilgrims to (and from), and pilgrimages to (and from) sacred
places; the relations between different congregations/denominations; individuals’
motivations for undertaking pilgrimages, etc.

e Literary evidence about popular pilgrimage sites in other provinces of South Africa.

¢ Extensive theoretical reading to situate (religious or spiritual) Free State pilgrimages.

| employed the following modes of data collection to collect these data types. Separating the
methods and techniques applied in this study is a nonsensical exercise. | conceive of each as an
extension of the other, flowing naturally from one to the other and through it, to the next (cf. Lofland
1971, cited in Fontana & Frey 2005:705; Du Plooy 2006). A natural extension of the framework
of participant observation (cf. Crane & Angrosino 1992:64), for example, is developing
relationships with respondents. Not only is this building of trust between myself and those | am
researching a desired outcome of ethnographic research, but the establishment of rapport is a
prerequisite for gathering the depth of data characteristic of ethnographic research (in the
anthropological sense). Some relationships become more meaningful during the fieldwork
endeavour and in exploring the theme of the investigation. Identifying key informants and life
history candidates is thus an inherent part of the process. The type of information sought largely
dictated the form that the interviews took. Applying purposive and sometimes snowball sampling,
both the unstructured/unfocused depth interviews and those following a life history style were
conducted until a reasonable response saturation point had been reached (in accordance with
the original purpose of the study) (cf. Miller 2000:77, 95).

Being an ethnographic study, the qualitative research methods and techniques, namely
participant observation, ethnographic (in-depth, open-ended) interviewing with a variety of
informants and key informants, the collection of life histories and other narrative accounts are
particularly suited to the research topic and the evidence needed to satisfactorily answer the set

objectives. Among others they proved to be flexible enough to deal with an array of settings and
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a variety of informants; particularly appropriate in collecting sensitive and personal information
and accounts, since they allowed for follow-ups and extensive probing and are complementary in
that they promote triangulation.” Some may say that the kinds of ethnographic procedures are
enriched by life histories/narratives and participant observation, including narratives of the factual
experiences of the researcher herself. | am of the understanding that ethnographic research
already includes case studies and life histories (cf. Hammersley 1990, cited in Babbie & Mouton
2003:279) as does it emphasise strong reflexivity. These modes of research prevented the

ethnographic study from becoming an outsider-witness-report without emancipatory dimensions.

| planned to include as many as possible of the perspectives or voices (polyphonic
representation®) of categories of individuals associated with pilgrimages and the selected sites
(Marcus 1989:11; 1994:48-49). This plurivocality involves creating spaces for those previously
unheard. Far more important though is the opportunity for participants to self-define and self-
determine their reality and identity. This form of polyphonic representation in the final product
includes quotations and at times longer citations from interview transcriptions and informant
stories. In the main, these are ways to reduce the authoritative ethnographic representation that
authors such as Said (1978) so vehemently opposed. | want readers to encounter, as | have, my
informants, and not for a minute be unsure about where this writing has its origins — it comes from
somewhere, not from nowhere® (cf. Spencer 2010:444). This is not going to be “writing at arm’s
length” or a denial of the “particularity of ethnographic experience” (Spencer 2010:448); it is a
messy text (Marcus 1994, cited in Lather 2010:481) written in different registers. Ethnography
further “benefits from a strong sense of informants as real people with individual experiences,
dispositions, and perspectives” (Murchison 2010:201). To add to this multivoicedness, | present

a number of my personal field experiences as autoethnographic vignettes. These representations

7 Denzin (1989:236, cited in Babbie & Mouton 2003:275), explains triangulation as: “...the use of multiple
methods [and] ...is a plan of action that will raise [researchers] ...above the personal biases that stem
from single methodologies. By combining methods and investigators in the same study, observers can
partially overcome the deficiencies that flow from one investigator or method”. Some would say that
triangulation is one of the best ways to improve and ensure validity and reliability. Denzin and Lincoln
(2005:5) expand on this by saying “[t]riangulation is not a tool or strategy of validation, but an alternative
to validation. The combination of multiple methodological practices, empirical materials, perspectives and
observers in a single study is best understood, then, as a strategy that adds rigor, breadth, complexity,
richness, and depth to any inquiry.”

8 Other concepts used in the literature denoting the multiple perspectives included in a text are plurivocality
(Skeggs 2010:436) and multivoicedness (Lather 2010:483). Polyphonic interviewing arose from Marcus
and Fischer's mid-1980s concern with the impact of the researcher throughout the research process
(Fontana & Frey 2005:709).

9 This is derived from Donna Haraway who said: “the view from nowhere” becomes “the view from
somewhere” (cited in Olesen 2005:251).
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are important in showing “how a situation evolves and how a person constructs a story about the
event” (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw 2010:364). In both these instances, their inclusion is to offer
insights and greater understanding. Key aspects of information are often highlighted in these
stories. They are also useful in showing the “practical, human dimensions of ethnographic
research” and educing the reader's empathy for the informants or researcher (Murchison
2010:199). The sensory markers they provide help the reader connect with the humanness of my

ethnographic field research.

Besides these, much of this ethnography is composite description, a common ethnographic
convention (Murchison 2010:201). Compiled from general or recurring characteristics from
various parts of the empirical material, this standard or idealised version | present here does not
describe a particular pilgrimage. Instead, it signifies my best fieldwork-based understanding of

eastern Free State pilgrimages.

In accordance with cultural and research protocol, before commencing with observation and
interviewing, access to the sites is negotiated with the landowners and gatekeepers as it were.
The custodians of culture, of the sites themselves, were approached for permission to proceed
with the research as is required by good etiquette, but were also interviewed as site and practice

specialists.

| should mention that this study has formed part of a larger project by the name of Communities
in communion: Religious integration in South African sacred places in forming the new South
African identity. The project partners were colleagues from the Department of Culture Studies of
the School of Humanities at the University of Tilburg in the Netherlands, as well as colleagues
from the Centre for Africa Studies (CAS) at the University of the Free State (UFS). This project
was made possible by funding from the South Africa Netherlands Research Programme on
Alternatives in Development (SANPAD). It was together with this team that preliminary
discussions about the larger and component projects were discussed. An example of such talks
involved a 2007 workshop where stakeholders including representatives of the Department of
Arts and Culture, the South African Heritage Resources Agency (SAHRA), the Commission for
the Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Cultural, Religious and Linguistic Communities
(CRL Rights Commission), Land Affairs, Traditional Leaders etc. defined the parameters and
concepts of the project. By 2008 when my participation formally began, one of the project leaders

had already made contact with and sought formal permission from the various gatekeepers (land

36



owners, traditional leaders, traditional practitioners in general, and a number of site users). It was
through him and others familiar with the sites that the rest of the team members, and particularly
myself became naturalised to the sites, to important stations within the sites, and to general

theoretical aspects of sacred sites and pilgrimages.

My strategy, particularly during the early phase of contact and data collection, was to keep a low
profile (if this is at all possible as an outsider researcher) but to build rapport and get to know the
lay of the land. Observation was crucial during this time. As | was working with people (as opposed
to immovable objects), | could not tell with any measure of certainty what approach | would be
taking with a particular informant on any given day/encounter. The events which enfolded at the
sites during my visits and the presence (or absence) of informants largely dictated how |

proceeded.

| used tried and tested techniques to capture data. These included the staple of ethnographic
fieldwork, the taking of systematic and continuous fieldnotes (cf. Emerson et al. 2010:352-368).
The scheduled interviews were digitally recorded in audio, while I continued to build up a
substantial photographic database of the sites and their peoples. | use these as illustrative in this
thesis, but they have also proven to be invaluable during interviewing. In the main | have made
liberal use of photographs as a data capturing technique (cf. Ball & Smith 2010:302-319). | have
discovered that photographs taken over a period of time offer an opportunity to compare the
physical changes to sites and stations. Although member checks (Babbie & Mouton 2003:275-
276) were often used as a way to promote validity, | found that taking data and interpretations
back to the pilgrim communities served as a valuable way to generate, capture and validate (and

reconstruct) information/knowledge.

| accept that truth is fragmented and regardless of the level of sophistication with which | design
my project and collect data, it can only reveal partial understandings of the social processes being
investigated (Clifford 1986:1-27). | augmented this limitation by working at a number of sites. In
the mid- to late-1980s Marcus (1986:171-173, 177; 1989:18, 22, 25, 27) referred to this kind of
research as multi-locale ethnography. More recently, multisited ethnography appears more
commonplace (cf. Coleman 2006:31-46). This study is a multisited ethnography since | worked at
three larger sites in the eastern Free State (see Chapter 3). | was “there... and there...and there!”

(Hannerz 2010:68). Each of the