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Sensory Shifts and ‘Synaesthetics’ 
in Sukuma Healing

Koen Stroeken 
Visiting Scholar, University of Bergen, Norway

abstract Sensorial anthropologies come, broadly speaking, in two forms. The first, 
multi-sensory approach depicts cultures as specializing in a sensory mode such as tactil-
ity (Howes) or kinaesthesia (Geurts) and associates individual cultures with one domi-
nant mode. The second, cross-sensory approach rejects this sensorial essentialization 
(Ingold) and suggests that cultures differ in their ‘perspectives’ or, as I suggest, in sensory 
‘codes’. However, the article argues that this latter approach verges on cultural essen-
tialization as it overlooks the presence in any one culture of multiple sensory ‘codes’ and 
culturally warranted shifts between them. In this article on the Sukuma in northwestern 
Tanzania I outline an approach that takes into account both the modes and codes of 
sensory perception. I focus on the visual mode, and shifts between different codes, in 
Sukuma rituals of divination, exorcism and spirit possession.
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The Sukuma Sensorium
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The First Strand of Sensorial Anthropology: 
Anti-scopic and Multi-sensorial
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Culture and the Senses
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What Sensory Modes Don’t Say
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The Second Strand of Sensorial Anthropology: 
Cross-sensory Comparisons
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Sensory Codes in Sukuma Culture
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Ancestral Presence and Representation During Witch-Detection 
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Conclusion
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