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a search for more open interps

ulture, expect us to deliver a neatly package

across a wide rang

monolithic and static version?

Anthropologists and the myth of AT
it was especially in the 19807s that the anthropologica

J)
2
=

US, but soon spread to Burope as well’
studies who during his career became ever more involved in the field of a
His target was the anthropological view of culture as 2 system, neatly bous
space: each society with its own culture and each cultare with its own esse
influential exponent of this view was Ruth Benedict, who in her classic
Culture (1953) so neatly opposed the Pueblo Indians with their “Appolt

to the Plains Indians with their “Diyonisian culture”. Benedict opened her second

o~

chapter with a tragic quote from an old chief of the “Digger” Indians
Californians call them...”): 7
“In the beginning God gave to every people a cup, 2 cup of clay, and
from this cup drank their Life.....They all dipped it in the water.... but
their cups were different. Our cup is broken now. It has passed away”
(Benedict: 19).
Such an evocative statement would do very well in one of Mineke Schipper’s rich
collections. of proverbs or oral literature fexts. Vet, in her work it would always be
related to inherent they tensions — between genders or on other contested ground —
and, thus to the dynamic aspects of a culture. This suggests also that if “oup” stands
for culture in the quotation above, it is not that easity broken. In many contexis so-
called “traditional” patterns show a surprising resilience and creativity in interaction
with modern changes.
Clifford’s critique of the classical notion of culture follows similar lines. He sees ifs

main danger as being that it encourages anthropologists to look for an authentic core

3 See, for instance, Baumann, 1996 and Van Binsbergen, 1992: see also G
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tradition. Yet, it is clear also that 1
from outside the society under study. ‘umﬂ faf into the E%G’s, imema} sscia‘z order
and social control re-affirming the status quo remained central themes

functionalist anthropology, as the dominant pearadigm in

of the reasons why anthropologists had difficulty in dist
modern traditional oppositions which still remain so powerm} in social sciences in
general, despite decades of fierce criticism of this and other sipplistic di i
that have defined the field. In principle, the evolutionist and uniline:

this binarism do not mesh well with the keen interest that many if not most

anthropologists have always maintained in cultoral vaﬂety and rela

ivism. Yet the

1 1

emphasis in functionalist anthropology on the social and cultural coherence of rural
society fit very well with the image of © ‘the” African vﬂjage s “traditional”, more or
less outside of history, and most of ali “resistant” to change, especially to © mcéem”
chz‘mge.(’

1

The success of this older, anthropological vision is "pparem fron

continues to emerge in the work of authors in very

development studies and economics. A good example in “re 1980°s and 1950°s was

the success of Goran Hyden’s vision of the resilience in Africa of the “economy of

try,
and even for the urban elite in the face of the uncertainties of the modern sector.

affection” that would still provide a basic level of social security for the pea

Hyden’s views — launched with gusto in his 1980 book — attracted a lot of attention in
the circles of development experts, including those in the Dutch Ministry of
Development Co-operation.

One of the reasons was that Hyden’s work seemed to provide an explanation for the
failure of so many development initiatives on the African continent. In his view,

African peasants are still “uncaptured” by the global market economy because in the
face of very unfavourable market conditions or strong pressurc from the state, they
still have an “exit option” into the “economy of affection” — that is, into the
subsistence economy of the village that is still supposed to provide basic social
secarity. Even urbanites set great store in maintaining their contacts with the village

because they feel that it provides, in contrast to the modern sector, at least some social
security. Of course, this bold statement raised severe criticism — the main one being
that in many parts of the continent Hyden’s vision of the continuing viability of
subsistence agricalture would be far too optimistic. However, he did realize that “the
economy of affection” was often under increasing strain. Yet, his basic idea is sound.
At the time, in many parts of Africa the rural population was stll not completely
dependent on the market; they could still reproduce at least part of their subsistence
economy with their own means; and this gave them — in contrast to populaticns in

5 See for a more detailed overview Geschiere, 1989 and 1997.
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An example: “witcheraft” and chaﬁge,s
The popular obsession, in many parts of the African continent, with a supposed
proliferation of old and new forms of occult aggression — th
srunning wild” — can offer ambiguous, but therefore all the

of the dilemma described above, which sets the adv
notions of culture against the problems that these more open notions bring with them.
“Witcheraft” is of particular interest here, since it is often viewed as one of the most
“traditional” aspects of local societies expressing a fierce resistance to change. For the
classical anthropologists it was a most eﬁecave form of social control that mainly
served to re-affirm the social order: the fear of being accused {or attacked) served 0
bring people to heel. Two brief examples may show that such a static view 1
to maintain in view of the impressive resilience and creativity of witcheraft
representations and practices, in interaction with “modern” changes.
My first example concerns the spectacular story of the banana-boom and a successiul
invention by Obasi-Njom, a particularly powerful juju among the Bakwerl in
Southwest Cameroon — so vividly retold by the British anthropologist Edwin Ardener
(1970).

“In the 1950s the introduction of Obasi Njom’s “medicine” among the

Bakweri achieved a major breakthrough: it E)rapﬂy destroyed the

witcheraft ban on individual enrichment. Until then, the Bakweri were

often depicted as possessed by a strange apathy, and even as a group

that soon might be extinct. This was all the more tragic as they live in a

very fertile area, on the slopes of a huge volcano, Mt Camercon that

rises up steeply from the coast. However, the fertility of these volcanic

soils proved to be a mixed blessing. In the 1890°s, the Germans, the first

colonizers of Cameroon, quickly expropriated these rich lands. Within a

few years, German firms created a huge plantation complex here. Most

of the Bakweri refused to work on the new plantations. They withdrew

to poorer areas, higher up on the mountain. In their place, immigrants

from other parts of the colony {(and also from neighbouring Nigeria)

profited from the new opportunities to earn money in the unfolding

colonial economy.

The Bakweri themselves invariably blamed their fack of initiative on

their fear for nyongo witchcraft. Nyonge witches were believed to

transform their victims into some sort of zombies (vekongi) who had to

work for them. Such an imaginary made anybody who came into wealth

suspect: his new — and therefore quite enigmatic — riches could only

81 realize that the use of the term “witcheraft” has unfortunate

ications: it offers a problematic transl

tocal notions that have often a much broader array of meanings. However, this Western term — like parallel
terms such as sorcery or magic — has now been appropriated on such a scale by people throughout the conti
that it is even more problematic to refuse to use them (see further Geschiere, 1997}

1
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Ardener describes the subsequent events in almost lyrical ns. Obasi Njow
i nd to hand

“flushed” out nyongo witches all over the place; be forced

in their medicine; thus their witchcraft was neutralized.

saying because of all the hammering and sawing. Wi

had broken through the fear of myongo and the distrast of ir

wealth. But it was only because of this “powerful juju” tha

profit individually from the banana-boom and access new opportunities  for
participating in the globalized dream of “development.”This state of affairs prevailed

g

ed bananas grown under near
0

until theWorld Trade Organization forced factory fa
slave conditions on the US United Fruit company’s Latin American

plantations ¢
the Buropean market, which effectively destroyed small-holder banana production for

EERN )

. The “juju” of neo-libera

fromi

the global market in Africa, the Caribbean, and the Pac
orthodoxy eventually triumphs over the juju of Obasi Njom!

Of interest in this story is the striking ambivalence of the witchoraft discourse in
interaction with modern changes: it produces, on the one hand, the new image of
nyonge that sill seems to confirm the old idea of wiichcraft as some of
“traditional” break on development and change. However, due to the mitiz 26
and fetch Obasi Njom — whose juju powers are so powerful because he can tap the

same kind of occult forces — the same discourse was quite abruptly turned arcund and
produced some sort of support to those who wanted to take advantage of the new
opportunities for eprichment. Cleasly, it is very difficult to try and cast such an
ambivalent discourse into a model of culture as a more or less closed and static
system. To understand how ideas related to witchcraft among the Bakwerl can s0
easily be harmonized with globalized economic and cultural phenomena — and the
same seems to apply in many other parts of Africa — Ciifford’s view of culture as
something “emerging” due to constant hybridization is much more promising.

It is clear that a wide variety of similar hybrid appropriations are also possible. For
instance, to me the Bakweri nyongo stories were particularly striking since a few years
earlier I had heard similar stories among the Maka, 500 miles to the East, in a very
different part of Cameroon. In 1971, when I started my field-work in the area, ny
local consuitants told me that only a few years ago in that area as well hardly anybody

2 1

dared to sleep in a “modern” house (again, “modern” means here, with a tintied roof),
because they were certain that such houses were optimal venues for attack by wiiches.
The first year I spent in a Maka village, people, indeed, often made bantering remarks

about richer villagers who had slept for years and years in a miserable kitchen, near

their wife’s fire because they were so afraid of staying in the new house they had
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authentic core; as a “cup of clay” than can be “broken” — will hardly do in such
circumstances.

The guestion remains as to how we deal then with the increasing pressure from more
policy-oriented colleagues (from development studies or even from economics) 1O
offer them reliable and applicable data on how a given “culture” might react 1o
development-oriented interventions or other forms of social engineering. QOur nuanced
and non-totalizing answer may be clear from the above discussion — even though it
may make us less popular with these colleagues. Their renewed interest in culture is,
in principle, highly laudable, and should be stimulated as much as possible. Yet it is
all the more important that they learn to see it as highly dynamic and fuil of creativity
_ that is, difficult to reduce to fixed models or static guantification.
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