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Witcheraft and Modernity:
Perspectives from Afiica and Beyond

PETER GESCHIERE

THE END oF the last century brought for anthropology a quite abrupt
renaissance of witchcraft/ sorcery studies—in itself quite surprising at the
end of a century so strongly precccupied with things modern. Indeed, this
renaissance was deeply marked by modernity. After several decades of rel-
ative neglect, the old anthropological topic of witchcraft reemerged quite
strongly, but now in a new dress: most of the new publications linked it
more or less explicitly to modern changes.! Of course, both terms, “witch-
craft” and “modernity,” are highly problematic, although for different
reasons. “Witchcraft” (like “sorcery,” “magic,” sorcellerie, etc.) is a precari-
ous translation—especially because of the pejorative implications of this
Western notion—of African terms that often have much broader implica-
tions and might, therefore, be better translated by a more neutral term like
“occult force” or even “special kind of energy.” However, these Western
terms have been so genefa_ﬂy appropriated by the African public that is has
become impossible to ignore or even avoid them. The term “modernity” is
also of a disconcerting fluidity. In this text I use it—like other authors writ-
ing on its concatenation with “witchcraf’—in the sense of an ideal or even
a myth that is never fully realized, recurring-elements of which are the
autonomy of the individual, a scientific outlook (that supposedly makes
the world ever more transparent), the spread of new technology, and mass
' consumption of industrial products.>

Some colleagues—especially those who are critical of this new ten-
dency—discern even a new paradigm in this linking of “witchcrafe” and
“modernity.” Harri Englund and James Leach (2000), for instance, warned
that modernity is becoming a “metanarrative” that tends to “organize” the
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fieldwork ef anthropologists, and even more their ethnography; thu?, it
would risk blocking “the production of anthropological knowledge” ‘In
their view, even though the anthropological version of this metana}rrative
on modernity heavily emphasizes its multiple character anc'l thc? different
cultural ways in which it is appropriated, it is nonetheless inevitable th?t
anthropologists using this popular notion take at least some.solrt of basic
core for granted, that is common to all these different approprl'anoz%s.Thus,
all these references to modernity or to processes of c.ommodlﬁca.tlon—ff)r
example, in the study of novel transformations of witchcraft beliefs or‘m
new religious movements (like Pentecostalism)—would engend'er a pr?]u—
diced anthropology that restricts the anthropological eye and sins against
the very principles of what anthropology use.d to be.
Blair Rutherford (1999, 89) equally criticizes “an emergent e.mthropo-
logical analytic that situates African witchcraft within r‘nodermt'y, global
capitalism and state formation.” For him, hc.)wever, d.ns analytic {s”ng)t
really new: it continues “earlier anthropological funct{onal exeg?sw v
reducing witchcraft to modernity—just as anthropc')log1?t's ,Of e'flrher ger.l-
erations related it to social control. Rutherford’s main criticism is that this
allofvs the anthropologists concerned to neglect “the genealogz of current
representations of African witcheraft [ ... ] in‘ e'lnthropo.logy alid more
specifically their own engagement in “the poht‘lcs of witchcraft” (1999,
91-2). He is certainly right that more reflection is needed. on the reasons
for this sudden renewal of anthropological interest in W1t-chcraft am'i on
the wider impact of our writings—for instance, of our adoption of precisely
this notion. Throughout Africa, it is rapidly becoming a panacea concept of
considerable power, because of its kaleidoscopic character; and anth.ropo—
logical writings seem to reinforce this tendency rather than defus.e it. Yeft,
for this field of study in particular, there is a risk that anjchropologma:l s.el -
reflexivity leads to an overestimation of the anthropologist’s ro.le.. Insisting,
like Rutherford (1999, 92), that anthropologists should' ‘ieXphatIy .engage
in the politics of witchcraft” strikes me as overly ambitious.’ During my
fieldwork in Cameroon, my spokesmen consi(:lered me, at m'ost, as a VeW
clumsy player in this tricky field. Indeed, this was the preeminent doma1f1
for which they were sure of my complete ignorance, so that at least here it
was clear that they had to teach me (and not the other way round). Indeed,
I felt more or less that they drew me into this secret domain: I ?vante.zd to
study politics, but they insisted on talking zgjambefa term the}‘r invariably
translated by sorcellerie. My informants repeated time and again that they
knew that the mintang (the whites) think these things do not e?ﬂst bU:t that
this only proves how “innocent” they are. So, if I as an outsider tried to
understand how things worked in their society, I should shed at least some
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of my clumsy ignorance of this hidden side of power. With such a division
of roles, the anthropologist himself may worry, like Rutherford, about his
“engagement in witchcraft politics” but the people around him may have
other things on their minds.

Welcome as Rutherford’s plea may be that also in this treacherous field
more anthropological self-reflexivity is required, this should not imply that
the interest in the link between witchcraft and modernity is mainly the
product of the anthropological imagination and of motivations particular
to anthropology—such as the inclination to fit such representations onto
the Procrustes’ bed of Western epistemology and rationality. His article

seems to neglect somewhat that in many parts of present-day Africa, there

is a general consternation about the supposed proliferation of witcheraft,
notably in the more modern sectors of society: in the cities, in relation to
new forms of enrichment, in politics, at the university, or in the hospital.
Interest in the modernity of witchcraft is not Jjust a novel twist of the an-
thropological tradition. It imposes itself in often quite dramatic and also
unpleasant ways in the field. It is difficult to affirm that there is, indeed,
an increase of witchcraft, but it is quite clear that witchcraft is ever more
out into the open.* In the first decades after independence, it was still bad
taste to speak too openly about the witches and their dealings: this meant
primitivizing Africa and denying its rapid progress on the road to modern-
ization. But during the last two decades this occult discourse has invaded
the public domain: it now dominates not only in the rumors of radio trot-
toir but also in the official media (radio, TV, the faits divers in the newspa-
pers). The nganga (traditional healers) are no longer trying to keep a low
profile; on the contrary, they advertise their therapies and their “clinics”
with flashy notices, boasting their expertise in “modern” forms of magic
(like the Rosecrucian lore or secret knowledge from the Orient). Indeed,
witchcraft discourse seems to offer an obvious language, both for the rich
and for the poor, for trying to make sense of the modern changes—and
notably the shocking new forms of wealth and inequality. Like witchcraft,
these changes are both fascinating (since they open up new horizons) and
deplorable (since so few people acquire access to these tempting new op-
portunities). Yet, the question remains as to why this link between witch-
craft and modernity seems to be so utterly persuasive to so many people.
There is, indeed, some urgency in arriving at a closer understanding of this
strange convergence of witchcraft and the modern.
In the field of African studies, the most radical criticism—all the more
s0 since it remains implicit—of this effort to understand the proliferation
of witchcraft rumors by linking them to modernity comes from outside

anthropology—from two French political scientists, Patrick Chabal and
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Jean-Pascal Daloz, in their book Africa Works (1999). These authors refer
several times to my 1997 book on witchcraft and politics, but they do so
in a chapter entitled “The Retraditionalisation of Society” (italics mine);
there is some contradiction here since the title of my boolk is The Modernity
of Witcheraft. Their use of this quite audacious notion of retraditionaliza-

tion seems to reflect their general inclination, at least in this book, to go .

against what they see as the current tide of political correctness in African
studies and therefore not to mince their words. However, on closer inspec-
tion they seem to see this trend toward a retraditionalization of society
somewhat paradoxically as part and parcel of a form of modernity spe-
cific to Africa with its blending of traditional (or pseudotraditional?) and
modern elements. The dynamics of witchcraft representations is, to them,
a good example that it is impossible to maintain any radical dichotomy
between “traditional” and “modern.” Indeed, they consequently put these
two terms in quotation marks, which makes it all the more striking that

they do maintain it.” To Chabal and Daloz, therefore, the resilience of -

witchcraft seems to be characteristic of an African modernity. Of course,
__this last notion evokes, again, a wide array of questions: Is there then a
;ﬁspeciﬁc African modernity? Next to a Latin American, an Asian, or a Eu-
ropean one, and so on? I hope to return to these questions below. But it
will be clear that the Atlantic view of witchcraft/sorcery developed in this
collection suggests a different perspective that surpasses the view of spe-
cific continental trajectories. This might be of special interest in trying to
understand the quite enigmatic convergence of witchcraft and modernity.
The nomadic quality of ideas on the occult and the ease with which they
cross geographic boundaries—so strongly emphasized in the introduction
to this volume—reflect in unexpected ways the increasing mobility that
many see as the hallmark of modernity (Appadurai 1996).

An Example: The Emergence of o New Witcheraft of Wealth

An example may help to clarify and concretize the broader implications
of such convergences. In many regions of West Africa—especially along
the coast, but more and more in the interior as well—powerful rumors
circulate about the secret sources of novel forms of wealth that are both
tantalizing and shocking since they introduce new and glaring inequali-
ties. For Cameroon, a series of regional studies are available that can throw
some light on variable patterns in the emergence of such rumors on this
new witchcraft of wealth. Their core is everywhere more or less the same:
they refer to the emergence of a new type of witches who no longer canni-
balize their victims—as in older forms of witchcraft—but rather transform
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them into some sort of zombies who have to work for them. These people
are supposed to be so rich precisely because they exploit their zombies’
labor. However, this core idea is subject to quite different regional elabora-
tions.®

In the Cameroonian context, two places are of special importance in
these rumors. First of all Douala, the main port through which the Eu-
ropean trade has penetrated the country since the sixteenth century and
now Cameroon’s metropolis. People often say that Douala is also the place
from which this new form of witchcraft originated. And second, Mount
Kupe, sixty miles from the coast, which has a sinister magical reputation
throughout the country. It is there that the witches would put their victims
to work on their invisible plantations.

Among the Douala, this form of witchcraft is called ekong. According
to Eric de Rosny—a French Jesuit priest, who had himself initiated as a
nganga (traditional healer) and who published a series of seminal texts
on ekong—it is still highly feared in the city. The basic scenario of ekong is

vividly summarized by René Bureau, another missionary/anthropologist
who worked for a long time in this city:

A person who is interested in ekong goes to visit an ekomenr (French for
“ekong owner”—a commonly used neologism), who puts him to sleep by

" hypnosis. In his dreams, this person will see a land where money flows and
many laborers work for him. An estate owner will offer him his 'plantations
on condition that he offers the life of, for instance, his mother in return. His
first reaction will be to refuse. When he wakes up, the ekonenr will say to
him: “Now you have seen, now you know what you have to do.” His client
will ask for some time to think about it. Some day he will make up his mind.
(Bureau 1662, 142).5

De Rosny (1981, 93) gives an equally vivid picture of the other side—the
anxiety of the potential victims: “] ... ] when someone dreams he is taken
away, his hands tied, towards the river or the Ocean while he cannot see
the face of his capturers, he knows that he has to see a nganga (witch doc-
}tor) as soon as possible.” Ekoneurs are supposed to steal their victims’ bod-
ies from the grave and then sell them to one of their customers. In their

mfigical pursuits they use a huge snake, the nyungu, which is linked to the
rainbow and brings riches.

One i i L
can imagine why in these areas an expression Like “I'll sell you”

h . . .
a: Z Iiljzmcularly ominous ring. Indeed, de Rosny’s informants made a di
rect link betw. s I ) -
et etween this idea of selling someone and the old slave trade.® The
asso zed I '
c1ation can be recognized in de Rosn 'S dream picture of someo
ne
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being taken away “to the Ocean,” without recognizing his capturers. Actu-
ally, the Douala and other people in the area still tend to relate ekong to the
Europeans. This is what de Rosny found out to his distress when he visited
an old nganga (healer) and a chief in a village near Douala and offered
them both a bottle of whisky. When he wanted to leave, he found to his
surprise that the road was blocked by the village youth who abused him
and refused to let him pass. Apparently, both the chief and the nganga were
suspected to have the ekong. The rumor that a white stranger had come to
offer them presents was enough to resurrect old fears of people being sold
to the whites (de Rosny 1981, 93)."°
De Rosny’s spokesmen made a clear distinction between the ekong,
“where one kills and sells someomne,” and older forms of witchcraft (in
Douala lemba or ewusu), where the witches eat their victims. The ekong is
considered to be something new, and special to an urban setting. Nonethe-
less, the Douala must have known the ekong before the colonial conquest
(1884). In earlier days, the ekong was an association of chiefs, notables, and
traders: it represented “the well-to-do classes” (de Rosny 1981, 92). But
nowadays the ekong has been “democratized”: it is believed to be in ev-
erybody’s reach and therefore people are even more afraid of it. De Rosny
(1981, 92) connects this change with the spread of wage labor and the ex-
pansion of the money economy. The power to buy and sell is no longer
a prerogative of a few family heads and notables. However, this has not
made the economy more transparent. The dramatic fluctuations of cash-
crop prices and the uncertainties of the labor market have become crucial
to the survival of ever more people and seem to be utterly uncontrollable
and unpredictable. One of the attractions of the ckong belief is—still ac-
cording to de Rosny—that is has integrated the mysteries of the market. It
continues to be so generally accepted because it can offer an explanation

for the growing inequalities of wealth and poverty.

Although Douala is often mentioned as the place of origin of the ekong,

its center is now clearly located on Mount Kupe. This is a densely wooded
mountain in the heart of the land of the Bakossi who speak of ckom to
indicate a similar, new form of witchcraft. S. N. Ejedepang-Koge describes
this ekom as an association of witches who frequent Mount Kupe in order
to get riches. The Bakossi also believe that one can buy the ekom from
someone who possesses it already and that one has to sell a close relative
for this. Only then can one go to Mount Kupe. There, the initiated will
find “mysterious, closed bundles” that contain riches but also all sorts of
misfortune (illness or even death). In the night, the ekom people secretly go
up the mountain to steal a bundle, but they should on no account open it
until they are safely back. If one discovers misfortune in one’s bundle one
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H.luSt Immediately throw it into the river.
riches. People call this the «
and 1975).

The missionaries of Basel who, in the 18
ropeans to reach this area, noted alread
magical i
repiltadorep;tznog throughout the area. And they observed also that this

D nad quite special overtones
among the Bakossi. Initi
P t : : g akossi. Initially, the
nad ;grea troubée In reaching the mountain, since their carriers frc?r’n ch
were so afraid of it that they b
. v blandly refused t i
o : : . 0 go on. The Bakossi
mountaie;r zlde did everything to stop the Europeans from climbing the
e h.d.d pp;renﬂy, they feared that the whites would appropriate th
caes nidden there. In 1893, the missi 1 ;
; onary Fr. Authenrieth w “
the mountain appears dangerous and ruino e
a promise of good luck to the Bakoss; peopl
Tn th . ,
rod Z ;9?05, S{emnch Balz found that people in certain parts of Ba
and believed that Mount Kupe’s i —
pe’s riches were exhausted i
o and that it
Bakono' longer of any use to go there. But he found also that among other
o ssi g;oups, the belief in these riches was still very much alive, havi
ntegrat N
e ngrate Azzﬂ sorts of modern elements related to the colonial pl;ntatiof
0 a L - i )
oo rlny .alobwede d’Epié indicates that the Bakossi even integrated the
o:lonial manna of development int
o the ckom. H i
o onial s - He notes that during
, gs on Mount Kupe, “develo j
. pment projects of great signifi-
cance are believed to be high -
' ghly contested for among the difs i
tribal spirits, and the rac i s wins the peojectn
¢ or tribe whose spirits win, wi j
o : : D win, wins the project.” But
re again the segmentary logic of Bakossi society asserts itself: :

But one can be lucky and §
nd
market of sorcery” (Ejedepang-Koge 1971,200
E
90s, were among the first Fy-
y that Mount Kupe had a strong

us to the coastal tribes, so it is
e” (Balz 1984, 327-8).

f
or .example, a fight breaks out among the spirits of the tribe that won the
‘o . .
in J:;t $0 as to determine the clan in which the project would be located
other fight breaks out among the spirits of the victorious clan to deter—-

mine the village in which the project would be final

dEpié 1982, 80) ly situated. (Alobwede

Ejedepang-Koge (1971, 202) describes the ekom in more detail:

rI:hlS invisible to.vsfn on Kupe is something like a labor camp. First of all
;;;V j;l;isr;cr:ll Cs}ll)lrlts need people who should work to keep the fortunes
: a way that they can be distributed during the ekom meet-
tngs. Secondly the great men have invisible estates
people to cultivate them. The source of this la
from all the area surrounding the mountain
from Douala etc, ’

there and they need
bor supply is widespread:
from Victoria, Bakweri area,
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Ejedepang-Koge says furthermore about these ;’nvisibl,e, iavborers tha;
they are enslaved people but that they are “very conte%lted (s.zc) ; many o
them are recruited from among the victims of “ekong witches” in the south.
Apparently, the fear of being sold and pu't to work f)n Mc_;unt ?u{)e};fslxti
widespread among the coastal people, has its reverse 11.1 a kind o Wii:r
dreaming among the Bakossi, who believe the'y are entitled to profit :}I{n
the magical riches of their mountain. Heinrich Balz (1984, 331) spe ;
of a “capitalist or ruling-class dream?” Maybe one ?hould rather spea
of an absentee landlord’s dream. When the culuvatmn.of cocoa spr.ead
in this area, during the 1920s and 19308, the Bakf)ssi tried to profit in 3
particular way from the new possibilities for enrichment: many farme
out their land to “strangers,” mostly Bamileke from the presen&d.ay‘ West
Province, who descended from their highlands and who were willing to
pay a substantial rent—often one-third of the harvesjc or even mcre—tc?
the landlord. In the following decades it seemed possible for the Bakossi
to get rich without much effort, profiting from other people’s labor. Thef
Bakossi conceptions around Mount Kupe seem to reflect the memory o
those happy days, which, unfortunately, are over:11 No WOD(%EI‘ th.at to
them the ekom is certainly not unequivocally evil: if someone 1s believed
to have enriched himself through ekom, this is—accordir'ig 'to Balz (1984,
331)—“not criticized, but seen as just good luck” There is 1r.1deed a clear
contrast here with the general fear or even panic about ekong in the coastal
areas.” .

The variations become even more marked if one compares them with
developments in the Grassfields of the present-day West and Nor!:_hwest-
Provinces, respectively, among the Bamileke and the' Bamenda. This area
is of special interest since it is from here that, after independence, a Ee:v
bourgeoisie of entrepreneurs emerged who are generally Su?P?Se 0

dominate the national economy of present-day Cameroon. Similar no-
tions on the new witchcraft of wealth, here mostly referr?d to as ffzmla cl)r
kupe, spread somewhat later in this area, where .they acn.;uufed .partlc*;l;rb{
strong capitalist overtones. They are often associated W'lth 1'10U0T15 of deb
and with the rotating credit associations, the famous njangi, which in this
area gained particular momentum and are often guoted as one of the se-
crets of Bamileke and Bamenda economic dynamISI.n. .

Nowadays, people quote examples of njangi of big businessmen Wher.e
billions of Central African Francs are accumulated. S.o much money is
circulating, particularly in the Bamileke njangi, that thJ:S W?uld endanger
the cash flow through the official banks.” But these njangi are supposed
to0 have a more sinister side as well. People tell horror sto:ﬂes about h(.)w,
through them, one can be recruited into a famla coven without knowing
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it: a man goes to town and accepts a beer from some strangers; suddenly
he realizes that he is involved with a famla-njangi, but by then it is already
too late: he has contracted a debt that he can only pay off by selling a close
relative,

In the last decades of the last century, famla became a major issue of de-
bate in present-day Cameroon, precisely because of its supposed link with
the success of the Bamileke—and to a lesser degree Bamenda—business-
men, but unfortunately it has been studied very little in a more systematic
way.'* It is clear that, in these societies as well, the “witchcraft of the rich”
is considered to be a new and highly shocking phenomenon. Here also

Jamla ox kupe rumors can create true outbursts of panic. Patrick Mbunwe-
Samba (1996), for instance, cites several cases from villages in the Grass-
fields in which such rumors triggered a true avalanche of accusations. It is
striking, however, that in other contexts the fact of being associated with
Jamla does not seem to have serious consequences. Jean-Pierre Warnier
(1993) remarks that many of the big Bamileke entrepreneurs are the object
of strong famla rumors; but he adds that these rumors hardly seem to af-
fect their position. Young Bamileke often complain that the famla njangi
have become so strong that it would be futile to try and attack them.” The
only way to escape them would be to migrate. To many, famla seems to
have become a normal aspect of modern entrepreneurship.

A series of case studies from this area, presented by Mbunwe-Samba
(1996) and Cyprian Fisiy (Fisiy and Geschiere 1991), highlight a recurrent
pattern. People react sharply against famla when it is supposed to be active
in the village. Then the fon (chief) will mobilize the associations of his court
to chase suspected famla witches from the village. However, when a success-
ful entrepreneur returns to the village and dedicates his new wealth to the

Jon—by offering him an important present or buying a title at his court—he

is accepted. In several of these cases this even concerned persons who only
a few years earlier had been chased out of the village. In Fisiy’s words, the
chief still has the power to “whitewash” the suspected wealth of the new
rich and the occult powers behind it. He can still act as a crystallization
point for reintegrating his successful “sons” abroad into the structures of
the chieftaincy. The fon is still credited with the moral authority to neutral-
ize the dangerous powers of the new rich and thus ally fears about the pro-
liferation of new witchcraft threats.

The broader institutional setting in this area is very different from that
of the more segmentary societies along the coast and in the forest zone of
southern and eastern Cameroon. The Grassfields societies have a strong
hierarchical tradition: the fon was and is the center of social life in all

respects. Around his court are organized a number of more or less secret
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associations, the most important one being a kind of police society, often
called kwifoyn. These associations are based on a complex system of graded
titles controlled, again, by the foz. In his historical studies, Warnier (1985)
emphasizes the importance of long-distance trade and the accumulation of
wealth abroad for people’s status in these societies as well as in the preco-
lonial period. However, then as well, individual success in trade was only
acceptable if it was backed by the authority of the fon. Indeed, the strict
control of the fon over outside relations and wealth was the very basis of
his power. This model proved to be highly resilient in colonia! times. The
present-day role of the chiefs and their associations in containing famla
rumors and in reintegrating the new urban elites into the local structures
continues this tradition.
This central position of the chiefs goes together with another interest-
ing difference with the more segmentary societies along the coast and in
the forest: the strong tendency in the Grassfields to compartmentalize the
witchcraft discourse. Many elements in the discourse on the occult are the
same as along the coast and in the forest: witchcraft is supposed to live in
someone’s belly; those who possess it can fly away at night to meet their
fellow conspirators at some sort of witches’ Sabbath; there they will betray
their own relatives, delivering them up to their fellow witches to be de-
voured. However, in the Grassfields societies there seems to be a conscious
effort to overcome the ambiguity and the circularity of this discourse and
to try and institutionalize clear-cut distinctions—notably between accept-
able and illegitimate uses of the occult forces. As is to be expected, the fon
plays a crucial role in this. Just as in the segmentary societies to the south,
all authorities are closely associated, in one way or another, with these oc-
cult forces. However, in the Grassfields, there is a heavy emphasis on all
sorts of institutional boundaries between the chief and the evil expression
of occult power. In principle, it is the chief who decides whether these
powers are used in an acceptable or unacceptable way. If someone is sus-
pected of having access to sources of occult power without the blessing of
the fon, this is automatically seen as asocial and therefore marked as witch-
craft. And the kwifoyn, the chief’s secret police association, is supposed to
deal with this in its own, secret ways. However, the pursuit of wealth by a
subject who has the blessing of the chief can never be witcheraft. On the
contrary, this is supposed to strengthen the chief and, therefore, the com-
munity as a whole.** To putitin simpler terms, in the last instance it is the
chief who decides who is a witch and who is not. He has the moral author-
ity to reveal someone’s true identity.
Yet, as is only to be expected when witchcraft is at stake, this last conclu-
sion has to be nuanced. It s, for instance, a moot point whether the Grass-
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fields chiefs will retain enough moral authority to exercise this kind of
control in the future as well. The eagerness with which so many chiefs .
to share in the wealth of their successful subjects—by creatin, 3;11 sort: tr};
pseudotraditional titles at their courts that the nou‘vmux—ﬁcbesgcan bu Sbo‘
also by privatizing and selling their customary land rights—makes Z’o (lH
wonder whether the chief still controls the new elite orwhether the roll)es Sr:
re‘xrersed (cf. Fisiy 1992). Warnier (1993) characterizes the Bamileke chief-
taincy as a “shell” that is emptied and refilled by the new elites Gohee
(1996, 145 and 161) sketches a highly evocative im;ge expressing t};e doubtn
of the Nso people about the collaboration of their chiefs with the new eli tess
’I:he pe{?ple wonder whether these nouveaux riches with their newly bm; ht;
titles will be “the chief’s new leopards,” accompanying him at night ﬁgk
the nota}f)les of former days, when the chief, transformed as a lion rgide)s th:
country in order to protect it against evil, Or will they prove to be ‘isor
of the night” who corrupt his court from the inside.!” o

0ld and New Aspects: Surprising Convergences

In the Grassfields, as in the coastal zone, people insist on the novelty of
thes‘e }'1orrendous witchceraft threats and their differences with older foty ;
Yet it is clear that, at least in certain respects, these representations bﬁz
on old elements. It is striking, moreover, that precisely these continuities
allow for a quite surprising intertwinement with the growing impact of
the m'arket. In many respects, the traditional witcheraft discourse di)es not
constitute the opposite of capitalist logic—on the contrary, it can be grafi y
upon it in unexpected ways. ) fratted
Aclear ct?ntinuity is the enduring role of kinship as central to witchcraft
representations and practices. For instance, even in Douala among people
who have already lived for generations in the city, the ekJon ~H§p lg
forms of witchcraft—is closely linked to kinship. ;{s said Oie of ik(;ngf;r
inor? s}iockmg aspe.cts is that one can only get it by WI’lat people call
s.elhng a close relative. And the therapies of the nganga against this novel
?V}tchcraft~so movingly described by de Rosny—can only work if the fam-
ily members want to collaborate, even if they are living far away. If th
refuse to join the ritual, the 7zga7iga has to drop the case, since hz‘ will ;y
Eowerles.s. l.iven this new witchcraft of wealth is always s’upposed to comz
from within”—that is, from within the family. This continuing emphasi
on the family seems to be the opposite of the modern order, which is IT:?Lom]:
nated by the market, However, the core phrase of the ekanjg discourse, the

notion that you have to sel/ .
.. your own relative, alread .
kinship and market can blend. » already shows how easily
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This is even clearer for the notion of debt that played such a c.entral
role in the description above of a famla-njangi: the young man coming to
town, hungry and thirsty; accepting food and a beer from a 'strange-r; ?nd
realizing too late that he has been recruited for a famla credit ass'ocmtlo.n,
incurring a debt that can only be redeemed by. the sale of a r.elatnfe. In ;;—
self, this emphasis on incurring a debt is certainly not novel in w.1tchcr t
discourse—it is a familiar motif in other contexts as well. For instance,
people will often say when somebody dies that he (or she). had been a
pov&;erful witch who had refused to offer a relative for redee@mg .the debts
incurred vis-a-vis his or her accomplices; thus, the dead “Wl‘tC ” is .seen as
some sort of martyr, sacrificing himself so as not to make .hls relat1v?s the
victims of his terrible debt. But even if the notion of debt is not f(')relgn to
witchcraft discourse, it does acquire new aspects when linked with fam.la
and the new consumption goods—that is, with the new ma‘rk'et ec?nomy in
general. Clearly such elements—like, for instance, the basic 1d.ea in famla£
ekong of a hidden control over the labor force of others—fit in very we

with capitalist logic.”® ‘
Witl%lzrf generaﬂff, this applies to an aspect that notions of the new Wl.tCh—
craft of wealth share with older representations of the occult: t?elr tricky
ambiguity. Whatever term one uses—ekong, fa‘mla, or kupe—basic to rhfese
representations is the close link with the ‘mghl}f coveted c.onsumptlon
goods, newly introduced by the market and ra31dly becoming the very
symbols of what people see as “modern” life: refrigerators, TV sets, sump-
tuous villas, and most of all cars (the omnipresent Mercedes, but lately
rather the Pajero). Yet, as said, people’s perceptions of.these new goo;ls ari
highly ambivalent: their provenance makes them highly suspect, but a
the same time they are enchanting, in the full sense of the word. T.he same
moral ambiguity is central to popular conceptions of the new witchcraft
of wealth: as said, ekong in Douala is seen now as a horrendous. force, !Jut
it used to be the appanage of well-to-do groups; for the Bakossi, ekorm is a
more or less accepted way to try to get rich; and in tlrlle Grassﬁe.lds, Jamla
may be seen as highly amoral, yet it is at the same time corjc'ewed‘ of a}s
an almost normal aspect of modern forms of entrepreneurship. I't is this
basic ambiguity that facilitates, again, a convergence between witchcraft
and market talk: the latter is, of course, equally perceived as moraﬂy’am-
bivalent (and certainly not only in Africa). ‘

It is this very ambiguity that can also highlight the dangers of a notion
like retraditionalization, as quoted above from Chabal and.Daloz (see note
5). The problem is that such a notion risks denying the}t .the m'lages sketched
above express a determined effort by people to participate in the moderﬁ
changes and even to control them; or, as it is so well formulated by Bogum

Jewsiewicki,“[TThe strenuous work accomplished bymen and women [ .. .1
who are among the most excluded of our world of globalization, to re-
think the world in order to figure in it as actors and not as passive victims”
(Jewsiewicki 2001, 639).

New witchcraft imaginaries—like the one of the witchcraft of wealth-
do not just express some sort of longing for a supposedly traditional past.
On the contrary, their very ambiguity, expressing both horror and fascina-
tion with the new opportunities, highlights people’s efforts to cope with the
modern changes. With such a perception, it becomes all the more urgent to
understand why witchcraft discourse has such an elastic capacity for cap-
turing novel elements introduced from outside: why is it such an obvious
discourse for many people in order to cope with the modern changes?

The elements discussed above—the emphasis in witchcraft discourse
on debt, hidden control over the labor force, the “selling” of kin, and more
generally the elastic ambiguity of these notions—can point out certain con-
vergences with idioms of the market and capitalist relations. Elsewhere
I tried to develop a more general explanation for such convergence by
focusing on the centrality of ideas of flux and closure in both types of
discourses (Geschiere 1997; Ciekawy and Geschiere 1998). Indeed, there
are quite striking (and even worrying) parallels here. People tend to see

witchcraft as forcing a treacherous breach in the closure of the local com-
munity. The basic instinct of the witch—whether he has the ekong or an
older type of witchcraft—is to betray his own parents and deliver them to
his outside accomplices. This is why witchcraft can be characterized as the
dark side or even the reversal of kinship. Basic to the kinship order is a
tendency toward a closure of the local community. Of course, the obliga-
tion for exogamy creates openings, but people strive to control that in all
sorts of ways. Witchcraft, in contrast, opens up breaches that are much
more radical because they are secret and therefore impossible to ascertain,
let alone control. Witchcraft is, thus, supposed to drain the life forces of
the community toward a hostile outside. Yet, as is only to be expected,
there is a basic ambiguity here. Witchcraft may create a treacherous open-
ing; it is at the same time crucial as some sort of protection to anybody
trying his or her luck in the dangerous outside world. In the olden days,
young men leaving the safe environment of home in order to prove their
worth—whether it was in war or in trade (or in both)—had to be protected
by all sorts of charms and “armoring” The same still applies to anybody
who wants to venture into the world outside that is not only dangerous but
also full of opportunities and promises.

These basic notions may help to conceive why witchcraft discourse
lends itself so well to make sense of the modern changes. After all, the



world market, with its chaotic effects at the local level, has: simﬂz;“f efff‘ects.
It imposes an opening, often forcefully, that seexr%s to drax'n the z- 10;&;
from the local community—think of all the coera've .recrmtment of labo
during both colonial and postcolonial times‘fkfut it sunu'l?aneous'ly opzr;
up new horizons for self-promotion and indlv?dua.l {iIXﬂ:)ltl‘OD. in t;lts op )
endedness that is both frightening and fascinating, 1t1s s.umlartfct) die 1ma§e
of an equally unbounded witchcraft world. h}(%eed, \mtcl}lcra ) hs(:;t "
has a surprising capacity to link the loca} realities of far.m ydan home 10
the global changes that make themselves felt ever more direc .y a; . e o
level. After all, witchcraft is intrinsically relateé to th.e local kins t;p or el é
yet it can equally integrate the open-ended horlzox?s imposed bY. :VO-Z .
market. This special capacity to relate—or €V€IZ.l artlculate~v::hat in t e -Jcht‘
gon of modern social science is termed the “micro” and the “macro” mig
et of its continuing resilience. .
. ili;lsg;rg witcheraft to modernity is, therefore, not just a I;fw aia;llecxilfi
caprice. This conceptual link can help to understffmd W}'le e W; C "
discourse impregnates and conditions the ways in which peleop‘ ; ‘:;ydAe
cope with the baffling modern changes. It can ?elpi also to <.=,11ic1 i < ;e
modern dynamics of this discourse itself. To give just a quic .exti fog
until the 1990s, Mount Kupe was generally seen as the final des‘c;n;1 :e o
the ekong victims; as said, they were supposed to be put t'o w‘0r th:r -
invisible plantations. But more recently people charactef;lze dxlt ra e 8
relay station from which these zombies would be sold off to stin ::es -
throughout the world. Witchcraft is a discourse‘z of ﬂ‘uX that transbrf o
borders. This is why it articulates itself so easily with processes of glo

; tad 2L
ization, whether recent or from an earlier period.

Toweard an Epistemologiml Pluralism?

Some of the authors quoted above suggest that the new :crend ;O‘Yaﬁ rz:
lating witchcraft to modernity may tend toward an ep;sterr.lo.oglc ZW
newal.”? This might be an overly ambitious~ iattemp‘f; to shape ?t into a r;n :
paradigm. Still, understanding the dynarmcs. of witchcraft dls.c;ur‘se i
its continuous hold over people’s minds, despite all changes, mignt mply
reconsideration of current approaches in some res?ects. i b
A first problem is that the delicate issue of Wzr%chcrafts re ity e_
comes more difficult to skirt. If it is no longer poss.lble to treat it as ;1 tr‘a
ditional relict that will disappear with modernizat‘fon, th’e anth‘ro}}io oglfz
may have more difficulties in confronting .the quesuo‘ns with fZVhI.C ; I:e(())f :
will pursue him in the field: does he believe that .WltChCI‘a emsls. o
he like the other whites who categorically deny its truth? Clearly, a fla
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denial of their reality is not very helpful if one wants to understand why
these representations have such a hold over people. In his beautiful book
on Indian shamans in the Amazonian corner of Colombia, Michael Taussig
(1987) suggests that one can only understand the power of the pinfas (“im-
ages”) evoked by these healers if one is prepared to go along with them.
And how can one experience such an exuberant production of meaning if
one denies their very reality? However, this raises other problematic ques-
tions: if one accepts “going along”—and there are many recent examples
of anthropologists who have had themselves initiated into the secret world
of nganga and other “healers”—does this not also mean that monstrous
accusations against old women or horrible punishments imposed on child
witches have to be taken seriously?
Luckily reality has become an ever more elastic notion in academic
discourse. Even our colleagues from the natural sciences are no longer
so sure that there is just one Truth. The experienced anthropologist will,
therefore, know how to deal with these kinds of thorny questions: witch-
craft is a discourse, and as such it has its own reality; the question is rather
to understand how words and images acquire such power (cf. Favret-Saada
1977). However, such academic answers have their limits, notably in the
field when the anthropologist is confronted with the terrible consequences
of these representations. Insisting that, as an anthropologist, one just stud-
les “discursive practices” may become somewhat futile when the power
of these words have very violent effects (Iynching of supposed witches,
their condemnation by state courts, etc.). Rather than declaring the whole
reality question a nonissue, it might be better to admit that this is a di-
lemma difficult to solve, not only for people directly involved but also for
academics.

A related issue is the abandoning, more or less implicitly, of the search
forunequivocal definitions and strict classifications in recent anthropologi-
cal writings on witchcraft. The examples above may have already indicated
that, if one wants to understand the resilience of these representations and
the ease with which they integrate modern changes, it is vital to do full
justice to their ambivalences and fluidity—as said, it is precisely its kaleido-
scopic character that seems to be the secret of the dynamics of witchcraft
discourse. In retrospect, it is quite striking with how much self-assurance
anthropologists of earlier generations—notably those of the structural-
functionalist persuasion—imposed radical oppositions while studying the
mysteries of magic and witchcraft: black versus white magic, witchcraft

versus sorcery, and so on. Such classificatory ardor stems, of course, from
the very principles of the scientific approach. A researcher must, first of
all, put some order into his or her data—that is, classify them—all the more
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so if the field is as confusing as the domain of the occult. It is also striking
that, preoccupied as they were with issues of social control}‘ these anthro-
pologists gave their classifications a highly moral tenor. A primary co.ncern
;eemed to be to distinguish “eu-functional” aspects from “dys-functional”
ones. .
Yet, it is precisely the moral ambiguity of witchcraft di.scourse#an.d its
sliding tenor, which undermines each and every distinction or c.lass1ﬁ.¢:3-
tion—that reinforces its dynamic potential. Nearly everywhere in Africa,
the occult forces are seen as a primordial evil. But since they exist, it be-
comes indispensable to be informed about this secret world, in one way
or another. Moreover, another general principle is that these forces can be
canalized and used for constructive purposes. The nganga is the prototype
of this ambiguity. Nganga can only heal because they have developed the
witchcraft in their belly with the special help of a “professor.” They are,
therefore, highly ambivalent figures, able to heal and protect but also to at-
tack and kill. Often, the occult forces in which witches excel—as the source
of all evil-are also supposed to be indispensable for any accumulatic.)n of
power and wealth. As said, this is precisely why this discourse.lends 1t's‘e1f
so well to interpreting the modern changes and the shocking inequalities
they bring. - -
Such ambiguities and sliding qualities tend to disappear in the unequiv-
ocal classifications imposed by earlier anthropologists.” This may be or.le
of the reasons why, for some time, anthropology seemed to show a cer'tam
reluctance to confront the spectacular expansion of these representations
into the more modern sectors of postcolonial societies.? It seems, there-
fore, no accident that the revival of witchcraft studies in the 1990s Tzvas
especially carried by anthropologists affected by the. postmo'der‘n v:anant
of the discipline. In this approach, the anthropological reality is viewed
as no more than a provisional outcome of negotiations between the re-
searcher and his informants. This automatically implies that any classifica-
tion—whether by the anthropologist or by the informant—is .relativiz'ed
and subject to constant reinterpretations.” Apparently, a certain rel@ng
of the scientific principle of univocality was necessary for anthropologists
to cope with the conceptual slidings and ambivalences that are so centr.al
to the modern dynamics of witcheraft. Witchcraft as a field of study is,
indeed, a domain for which Bogumil Jewsiewicki’s evocation of the re-
searcher being in some sort of schizophrenic situation applies very well
(]ewsiewicki 2001). This author, in his exploration of what the challenges

to social sciences for the new century will be, shows himself to be espe-

cially worried about the claim to exclusivity of what he calls fe regard scho-
lastique (“the scientific view”)—all the more worrying because of its obvi-
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ous limitations.?® For him the main challenge to the social sciences is now
to work out some sort of epistemological pluralism that allows scope for
other ways of knowing. Indeed, it seems that /e regard scholastique of ear-
lier anthropologists and their preference for nonequivocal classifications
and definitions did away with the very thing that requires explanation:
the reversals and ambiguities that are precisely the strength of witcheraft
discourses. Does this mean that taking witchcraft seriously as a preemi-
nently subversive and blurring discourse obliges us to sin against the very
principles of scientific knowledge?”” Such questions are part of a broader
problématique. If the central issue is, indeed, to understand how words can
acquire so much power, in witchcraft but also in other fields, their very
ambivalence might be an important element in the reply. And how does
.this fit in with the celebration of univocality in the canons of science?
My dogged efforts to understand what was going on in Maka village “pa-
lavers” (meetings) during my fieldwork in East-Cameroon Province in the
19770s might serve as a telling example here. Among the Maka, as in other
segmentary societies, such village palavers are highly animated or even
dramatic happenings. My problem was especially to understand how the
old lessje kaande (literally, “speaker in the council”) succeeded not only in
calming the audience but also in arriving at some sort of a solution that
was generally accepted. I was especially frustrated because, most often, I
could not find a clear line in their speeches. Indeed, it seemed that people
returned with quite different interpretations of what the elders had “re-
ally” said in the council.

This was, therefore, a good example of “words acquiring power”; the
rhetorical performances of the elderly notables in the din of the palaver,
where everybody seemed to speak at once, were often quite impressive.
But how this worked out exactly—how they succeeded in bringing things
to some sort of closing—remained quite unclear, at least to me. However,
during a very complex palaver (the noise and all the confusion gave me
a severe headache), a young university student who had returned for his
holidays suddenly accused the witnesses that they were trying to confuse
the palaver and that they should rather stick to the affair at hand. This was
exactly what I wanted to say. This palaver concerned an affair that was
in itself already very difficult to follow, and the witnesses seemed to talk
about anything that came to their minds. However, the most prestigious
notable cut him short and told him that he did not understand anything of
what a palaver was about. “Didn’t he know that a palaver proceeds like the

" women when they go fishing in the pool? They stamp and trample in the

pond and make a lot of noise in order to chase the fish from their holes”
The idea was clear: a palaver should never be univocal; a certain confusion
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was necessary so that all problems would come out in the open; only then
could the notables intervene and try to reconcile the people involved.
Indeed, ambivalence and polyinterpretability seemed to be central to
the rhetorical powers of this notable and his colleagues. After my return to
the Netherlands, sitting in on long, long university meetings, I could not
help thinking that, compared with these Maka notablcis, the words of my
colleagues were conspicuously lacking in power, precisely becau.se West-
ern standards require people to stick to the topic and to be as um.vocal as
possible. Does this mean that if one wants to understand hov'v W.ltchcraft
words acquire so much power, the academic principle of .damty is ‘an o'b-
stacle rather than an asset? The limits of the regard académique that inspire
Jewsiewicki to make a plea for a more pluralist epistemology are in any
case quite manifest in the study of witcheraft. ' ' o
Similar complications emerge around the other pole in tb:ls article’s
title, the notion of modernity. Is it helpful to speak—like Pa‘fﬁck Chabal
and Jean-Pascal Daloz (1999), quoted above, do—of a.n “f%fncan moder-
nity” that would be characterized inter alia by a continuing pretﬁence‘ of
witchcraft in the more modern sectors of society? Such a notion, just

like their term retraditionalization, may encourage precisely the kind of

misunderstandings that the authors are trying to avoid. To speak of an
African modernity all too easily suggests a contrast with a W?St€r1:1 forr‘n
of modernity. But this very suggestion is quite dangerous, especially if
witcheraft is at stake. It seems quite urgent, on the contrary, to empha-
size that in this respect Africa is not so exceptional as is currently taken
for granted. Several recent anthropological studies try to show that mo-
dernity Western style is deeply marked by its own forms of encha'ntment
that, even if they are not exactly the same as witchcraft repres.entanons, do
as effectively disturb the dream of modernization as a continuous prf)g—
ress toward ever more transparency.” The broader interest of a read{ng
of modernity starting from Africa is precisely that it can help to bru.lg
out the enchanted character—in highly variable forms—of modernity
as such. Distinguishing an African variant from a Western (or even an
Asian?) one risks blocking a more profound understanding of moderm.ty’s
dream that derives its power precisely from its multiple and paradoxical

character.

The Atlantic Perspective

The issues raised by linking witchcraft to modernity surpass, therefore,
the field of African studies. This link offers, on the one hand, a strate-
gic departing point for conceiving the complexity of modernity as such:
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its enchantment under the guise of an apparent disenchantment and the
continuing role of the secret that remains essential to any form of power,
disturbing time and again the dream of an ever-increasing transparency
(see Pels 2003). On the other hand, these unexpected convergences with
modernity can help to further historicize witchcraft.” An Atlantic per-
spective is of special interest for this since—as highlighted in nearly all
preceding contributions—it highlights how directly transatlantic mobility
affected the emergence of new (modern?) perceptions of witchcraft. But
the present collection of papers also raises more specific starting points
for further research.

Earlier in our discussions, the old distinction by Evans-Pritchard be-
tween witcheraft and sorcery played a role, especially since it was recently
revived by Bruce Kapferer (2002, 13), who relates it to Mary Douglas’s
distinction between group and grid—witchcraft is associated with the
community, while the sorcerer would bring in outside techniques for
individualistic pursuits. Yet in the preceding contributions to this book,
this distinction, even in its new and more sophisticated version, remains
highly precarious. Another distinction emerges more forcefully from sev-
eral texts—especially the ones by Sansi, Souza, Palmié, and Maggie—the
one between witchcraft and religion; this might also be more relevant in
the globalizing context of the black Atlantic.®® Many Africanists will feel
some jealousy when they read how at the other side of the Atlantic—Bra-
zil, Cuba, and also Haiti—beliefs and practices that used to be qualified as
witchcraft could develop into religion and become an inherent element of
national pride.

This may be linked to another difference, the fact especially highlighted
by Maggie and Palmié that in Latin America and the Caribbean the colo-
nial or early modern state tended to pursue witches—apparently taking
their occult powers very serioﬁsly——while in Africa,colonial rulers, at least
the French, British, and Belgians,” set out to challenge the reality of such
beliefs, intervening against healers for defamation and disturbance of the
peace rather than against witches.”? A straightforward denial of the reality
of occult powers in the name of modernity is hardly conducive to their
emancipation as religion or national symbol. Of course, the contrast is not
complete. After independence (for most African countries around 1960),
there were increasing signs that the new African elites tended to take the

~ occult a lot more seriously. As the people in the village in Cameroon’s East

Province where I came to live in 1971 used to tell me, “You whites do not
believe in witchcraft. This is why your laws protect the witches. But now
we have Africans ruling us and they know witchcraft is real. Soon they will
change the law and then all witches will be in jail?
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Yet these were also the times during which modernization ideology still
had full sway—when the “young states of Africa” hoped “to do in decades
what the West did in centuries,” as the évolué of our village used to tell me.
In this view, witchcraft had to be ignored, as a relegate of the past that, sup-
posedly, would go away with electric light. However, already in the 1980s,
the state courts in the region started to convict accused witches rather than
healers. The expertise of the latter for “smelling out” witches was now fully
recognized by the judges, who accepted them as key witnesses. Clearly,
the courts now took witchcraft very seriously. But this coincided with the
rapid rise of Pentecostalism in this part of Africa. Like on the other side
of the Atlantic, Pentecostalists, despite all internal disagreement, do recog-
nize the reality of the occult powers; yet they see it as the work of the devil
and will certainly not celebrate it as part of the national heritage, let alone
as an object of national pride.

Of course, such contrasts have to be nuanced. In some regions along
the West African coast—Benin, Togo, part of Ghana—vodun was accepted
openly by at least some as a religion, despite official disapproval. An-
other and most intriguing example comes from Ghana, where the local
Afyikania Mission intends to propagate “traditional religion.” Strongly
supported since the 1980s by Jerry Rawlings during his presidency—he
hoped it would become the official religion for Ghana, balancing West-
ern influence—it ran into difficult times by the rapid Pentecostalization
of the country in the 1990s. In her challenging analysis of the struggle
between the two groups, Marleen de Witte (2008) sketches Afrikania as
beleaguered by increasingly aggressive Pentecostalist groups who do not
let pass any opportunity to denounce it in the media as inspired by the
devil and witchcraft (see also Meyer 1999). This tug-of-war between lo-
cal religion and increasingly aggressive Pentecostalists will be familiar to
many colleagues working on the other side of the Atlantic, certainly to
those in Brazil. Clearly then there are all sorts of unexpected parallels,
despite overall contrasts.

The changing balance between what is seen as witcheraft and what is
seen as religion over time and the wide array of factors that influence such
shifting contrasts on both sides of the Atlantic—differences in state forma-
tion and market, but probably also different meanings of kinship and al-
ternative forms of social bonding—might offer a promising starting point
for further comparative research. Such comparisons might, moreover, have
a direct social relevance. One of the reasons why I cannot suppress some
jealousy when reading about the gradual recognition of local imaginaries
as religion and as a crucial element of the national culture in at least some
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settings on the other side is that over the last decades witchcraft on the Af-
rican side seems to have run out of hand, as hardly ever before. Of course,
the popular complaints about a proliferation of new forms of witchcraft,
against which older sanctions would no longer be of any avail, are as old
as the written (or oral) sources that we have. Yet especially over the last
decades, popular violence against witches—sometimes supported by the
forces of order, sometimes only condoned—is taking on very stark forms: a
multiplication of so-called child witches living on the streets in many cit-
ies in Africa (see Pereira, this volume), the ever more frequent and violent
occasion of popular lynching of witches, and a frantic search for the most
far-fetched and cruel protections that seem to lead straight into witchcraft
itself.

It is, of course, dangerous to make contrasts here with what is going
on on the other side.® Yet, after working so long on witchcraft in Africa
(and still not knowing what it is), I am always struck that in Bahia—as
far as T know, reputed all over Brazil as a hotbed of occult power—people
talk so much about witchcraft, while there seems to be so little of the self-
help justice and popular violence that increasingly mark everyday life in
at least some parts of Africa. In Brazil, sectors of the political elite and the
black social movements tend to celebrate Candomblé as a religion, or even
more so as Afro-Brazilian culture, and this seems to help in hiding its more
dangerous aspects like practices associated with witchcraft. However, in
this context as well, the balance between witchcraft and religion seems
to be highly precarious and constantly shifting. In the last two decades,
in Brazil, there has been a revival of the sorcery discourse with Pentecos-
tal accusations against Candomblé temples that involve several cases of
violence as well (see Birman and Maggie, this volume). One might talk
of a complex and tense dialectic between a “top-bottom” process of val-
orization (as when Candomblé is projected as religion) and an inverse
movement “down-up” of demonization led by Pentecostalism. Still, Can-
domblé’s uneven career as “truly” a religion has highlighted strikingly dif-
ferent ways of dealing with popular fears about a supposed proliferation of
occult dangers.

The contrast with African examples is certainly not radical, yet it is suf-
ficiently striking to suggest further study. Precisely because on both sides
of the Atlantic popular ideas about witchcraft seem to feed on a template
of similar ideas, it is important to follow their different trajectories in time
and space. The shifting ways in which people oppose witchcraft and reli-

gion—by now almost universal notions—might be a good entry point for
this.
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Notes to Chapter Twelve

This text is a translation and a partial rewrite of an earlier French version entitled
“Sorcellerie et Modernité: Retour sur une étrange complicité” (Bernault and Tonda
2000). Many thanks to the editors of that issue and of the present one, and also to
Jens Anderson, Adam Ashforth, Jean-Francois Bayart, Patrick Cha%)al, Jean a.nd JO.hn
Comaroff, Jan Kees van Donge, James Ferguson, Mariane Ferme, Lisa Malkki, Achille
Mbembe, Birgit Meyer, Peter Pels, and Janet Roitman for their helpful comments on
various versions.

1. See, for instance, the collection edited by Jean and John Comaroff (1993); for an
overview of witchcraft studies in the 1990s, see Ciekawy and Geschiere (1998) and
Rutherford (1999); see also Ciekawy and Bond (2001), Moore and Sanders (2001),
and Ranger (2007). )

2. See also “Introduction” in Geschiere, Meyer, and Pels (2008).

3. Just as 1 do not consider Johannes Fabian’s central role in his own book Power
and Performance (1990)—mentioned by Rutherford as some sort o'f c?xample—as .the
strongest element of this book. However, compare for a more sophisticated reflection
on the role of an anthropologist doing research on witchcraft/sorcery West (2007).

4. The secret character of witchcraft—even if it is “a public secret”—makes any
forrii,of measurement or quantification quite precarious. Cf. the old anthropologic.al
debate on whether witchcraft had been increased or rather decreased by the colonial
“paciﬁcation” (see, for instance, Douglas 1970).

5. Precisely because terms like “traditional” and “modern”. are so central to popu-
lar explanations of the crisis in Africa—the kind of explanations Chabal e‘md Da.loz
want to take their distance from—it seems they are playing with fire by still making
such ample use of these notions in their book. Readers may ignore th? quotation,
marks and feel comforted in their familiar ways of looking at Africa and its present-
day problems. ‘

6. For a more detailed treatment of this theme, see Peter Geschiere (20013, and
also 1997, notably chapter 5). See also Edwin Ardener’s pioneering 1970 article on
similar representations among the Bakweri of southwest Cameroon. '

7. See especially his Les yeux de ma chévre, Sur les pas des maitres de ln nuit en pays
douala (1981) and LAfrique des guérisons (1993). ) . '

8. Fric de Rosny (oral communication) doubts that hypnosis plays a r(?le since this
practice is not very current among the Douala. But to him also, th'e notion t?lat one
must sell a parent to have access to the riches of the ekong is the basic pattern in these
representations. . ' .

9. The February 2006 issue of Social Anthropology (14, 1) with articles by .Argenu,
Roschenthaler, Warnier, and Palmié documents in detail the travel of local ideas on
secret societies and occult forces from the Grassfields in Cameroon, through the
coastal forest area, across the Atlantic, all the way to Cuba in the context of slave
trading—a striking example of what insights an Atlantic perspective on the occult
and its transformations can yield.

10. In these regions, the expression la sorcellerie des Blancs has therefo're a much less
positive ring than in other areas of Cameroon. For instance, the Maka, in C.la.rneroon’s
East Province (where I did my main fieldwork) rather oppose the sorcellerie des Blancs

to the sorcellerie des Noirs (the former is supposed to serve “to construct things,” the lat-
ter, “to kill*—a quite blunt, not to say racist, conceptual dichotomy). According to Pool
(1994), the Mbum at the limits of the northwestern Grassfelds (near the Nigerian bor-
der) make a similar contrast. In the regions touched by the ekong, little remains of the
positive association of whites and witchcraft. :

11 Levin {1980, 229) paints a fascinating picture of a kind of “whisky galore” among
the Bakossi during the spread of cocoa cultivation:

The period most vividly remembered is the postwar period of high cocca prices
and nothing to spend money on. People recollect buying cases of smuggled Span-
ish gin and brandy and consuming it in long drinking bouts. Shouting and singing
echoed through the cocoa farms throughout the night; pits were dug to bury the
empty bottles. No farmer had to work. For one-third of the crop, a share-cropper
would tend the farm ...

He adds that after 1960, the dream was over. New ways to invest money (especially
in schooling, since people became aware of the potential value of school certificates)
made that people wanted to keep it , rather than spending it on drink. In addition, they
began to realize that by renting their land to strangers, they risked losing their control
over it (see also Ejedepang-Koge 1971). In the postcolonial era, the Bakossi have been
involved in a rather desperate struggle to keep their lands in the face of an ever stronger
encroachment by Bamileke immigrants especially. Heinrich Balz (1984) explains the
Bakossi readiness to have strangers work on their lands by the fact that in this area
slavery had only just disappeared when the spread of cocoa began. The images around
Mount Kupe and the ekom seem, therefore, to correspond to this practice of exploiting
other people’s labor, first as slaves and later as sharecroppers.

12. Although, one must remember de Rosny’s remark (1981, 92) that, in precolonial
times, ekong among the Douala used to be associated with respected traders and no-
tables and did not yet have “the odious character it has acquired nowadays.” Apparently,
the interpretations of these images can also vary strongly over time.

13. In the 1980s, the bankruptcy and subsequent closure of several banks were gen-
erally attributed to the large-scale withdrawal of cash from the official circuits by the
njangi. See on the role of the njangs in the rise of the entrepreneurs from West and
Northwest Provinces: Warnier (1993) and Warnier and Miaffo (£993). Characteristically,
Warnier (1993, 198) remarks that, among the Bamileke, fum/a is sometimes described as
“a njangi of the rich.” See also Rowlands (1993).

14. Warnier (1993), Warnier and Miaffo (1993), and Pradelles de Latour (r991) all
mention famla but only briefly. Patrick Mbunwe-Samba, who produced the longest text
on famla, has an original explanation forwhy itis so little studied: “The word famla has
gained such a mystical force that no one will dare write or talk about it lest he/she dies”
(Mbunwe-Samba 1996, 75).

15. The famla can therefore be viewed as a hidden script in the epos of “le dyna-
misme bamileke” (cf. Dongmo 1981). It is clear that the massive migrations of Bamileke
to other parts of the country have played a crucial role in the economic ascent of
this group. But young men often tend to associate these migrations with famla and

with the new rich who rejnvest the money, accumulated in the diaspora, in the home

country; for a boy, the only solution to evade this pressure would be to migrate in
his turn.



16. See Miriam Goheen’s recent study on the Nso (the largest chiefdom of North-
west Province) for a detailed treatment of the complex relation between the for e%nd
sem (occult power—in some contexts equated with witchceraft, but never so in relatlo?x
to the fon). See especially her nuanced analysis of the role of such ideas in the precari-
ous pact of the fon with the new elites (Goheen 1996). .

17. See also an interesting text by Basile Ndjio (1995) on a rece{lt series of per-
formances of the ngru, a Bamileke purification ritual. Apparently this o.ld ritual was
suddenly revived in 1994 in several rural chieftaincies in the West Province and a.lso
in the Bamileke quarter in the city of Douala. Ndjio interprets the renewed stagl?g
of the ritual as a somewhat desperate attempt by the chiefs to restore their authority
that was severely undermined by their close collaboration with the regime. Typically,
the chiefs seemed to have organized this ritual with strong support of the “external
elites” (the nouveaux riches in the city) and the administrative authorities. Equally
typical is the role of the nganga (healers) as a kind of broker between these .groups.
A year later, Ndjio returned to these places and found that, although the .chlefs and
some notables were still satisfied with having staged the ritual, people in general
were more skeptical. Many talked about it as a swindle that served only to enrich the
chiefs and the ngangs and to strengthen their links with the external elites, See also
Ndjio (this volume).

18. Lately there has been considerable speculation in Cameroon—a'nd e'lsewhere
in Africa—about new forms of witchcraft that surpass the borders of kinship (cf: for
instance, Basile Ndjic on the “magic money” by which feymen, Camerot.)n’s notonou.s
global swindlers, succeed in capturing their victims far outside ‘c.l.le circles of ‘r}'ielr
own kinship—Ndjio 2006 and in this volume). However, even Ndjio’s more detailed
case studies suggest that also for such novel forms there is still the tenden.cy to look at
least for allies “from within” who would have betrayed a relative to outsiders.

19. See also the article by Jean and John Comaroff (1999b) on the mounting fe.ar
of “zombification” in South Africa; the Comaroffs link this fear to people’s worries
about the increasing influx of labor from other parts of Africa. ' ’

20. In francophone Africa, people often speak of blinder (my Maka mforr.nants,
for instance, always used this French term as an equivalent of the local notion of
bwima).

21. On “globalization” as a “dialectic of flow and closure,” see Meyer and Ge-
schiere (1999).

22. See, for instance, Bernault and Tonda (2000). ‘ . '

23. However, it is not only anthropologists of earlier generat%o.ns Wh‘o try to im-
pose rigid classifications. In a recent contribution, the French p(.)hncal. sc1en.tis't C(?ml
Toulabor (1999) criticizes me severely for neglecting the terminological dlSUnlelon
many African languages make between “witch” and “g;agician” (‘fhe ﬁ.rst unequivo-
cally evil, the second, in Toulabor’s characterization, capable of.usn.:tg his/her spe'aal
powers in a more positive way). In my experience, such disnncu?ns are ce.rtamly
emphasized at a normative level, but they are always highly precarious and circum-
stantial when applied in everyday practice. Does Toulabor not tel?d 'to take rl'lese
terminological distinctions too much as definitive? One can raise smnlar_ questlons
in relation to Ranger’s recent insistence on a radical separation of “reh‘glon” and
“witchcraft” (Ranger 2006, 2007; see also note 30 below). -

24. See Geschiere (1997, 215-25), notably the afterword, “The Meanderings of An-
thropological Discourse on Witchcraft.” .
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25. Cf. Jeanne Fravret-Saada (1980), who advanced such interpretations already
in the 19705 (the French original of her book is from 1977)—that is, considerably
earlier than the publications of the postmodern gurus of North American anthropol-
ogy (Tyler, Rabinow, Clifford, and others). Tt might be characteristic that Favret-Saada
arrived at such a relativization of the anthropological reality—she notably insisted on
the role of the researcher and the ways he or she is implicated by the informants in
their constructions of reality—in a study executed “at home” (in F rance).

26. Jewsiewicki’s text (2001) was originally written as a comment on the well-
known Gulbenkian report (by Wallerstein and others) on the same theme.

27. For a more detailed discussion of the dangers of such an oversystematization
in the study of witchcraft and the epistemological problems involved, see Geschiere
(2001b). Jean-Frangois Bayart shows with an avalanche of well-chosen examples
that a broader epistemological problem is at stake here; cf. his characterization of
Pimaginaire as “the very principle of ambivalence” (Bayart, 1996, 16).

28. See, for instance, Jean Comaroff’s 1997 article, comparing recent panics in the
West over child abuse and satanism—in her view integral parts of modernity in the
West—to witchcraft in Africa. Cf. also Jean and John Comaroff (1999b) and Geschiere
(2003). Cf. also the emphasis in the collection Magic and Modernity edited. by Birgit
Meyer and Peter Pels (2003) that modernity produces its own magic.

29. See Rosalind Shaw’s challenging interpretation of how witchcraft was not
Just the expression of traumas of the transatlantic slave trade in Sierra Leone but
also played a crucial role in producing its articulation with local inequalities (Shaw
2002).

30.This same distinction was central in a recent polemic among Africanists, which
in a somewhat different sense might be relevant to our discussions about an Atantic
perspective. In a seminal text, quoted above, Terence Ranger (2007) notably attacked
Steven Ellis and Gerrie Ter Haar’s earlier book ords of Power: Religious Thought and
Political Practice in Afvica (2004) for confusing the distinction between religion and
witcheraft (see also Ter Haar and Ellis 2009; Meyer 2009). Indeed, in their 2004 book
Ellis and Ter Haar proclaimed a kind of general ban on the use of the word witchcraft
since in their view the loose use of this notion by academics (notably anthropologists)
served to encourage popular fears about an unstoppable proliferation of occult ag-
gression throughout Africa. For these authors, all these phenomena could best be dis-
cussed under the heading of religion (or spiritual power). Ranger’s critique was that
people do make a clear contrast between the two, so we have to take such distinctions
seriously. Elsewhere (Geschiere in preparation) I tried to show that such distinctions
are crucial but that that they are also constantly shifting and continuously subjected
to reinterpretations. It is too easy to equate the one with evil and the other with good
(as Ranger tends to do in this short article). The constantly shifting debates in society
about whether a certain force is witcheraft or religion rather seem to reflect people’s
search for clarity in all the ambivalent manifestations of evil and good. Such a point
of view, focusing on how conceptual boundaries between witchcraft and religion
are constantly shifting, might also be useful for following different trajectories in

people’s interpretations of spiritual force on both sides of the Atlantic.

31. Portuguese colonial rule in Africa may have been some sort of an exception
in this regard.

32. Of course there were many nuances in this respect as Fields (1985) and Pels
(2003) have shown: there are examples of colonial civil servants who tried to use
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the knowledge of local healers in order to reach compromises in difficult cases.
Yet the official line of the state courts was to refuse dealing with accusations of oc-
cult aggression unless there was hard evidence of physical violence (see Geschiere

1997)-
33. Many thanks to Luis Nicolau Parés for his inspiring comments, especially on

this last section.
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