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Getting a second pair of eyes: the precarious balance of
healing and killing in Cameroon

Peter Geschiere

For the Maka in the forest of Southeast Cameroun — as for many other groups in
Africa and elsewhere — acquiring a ‘second pair of eyes’ is an essential threshold for
getting access to the world of spirits and hidden powers. However, as my good friend
Mendouga warned me - in 1971, at the beginning of my research in the area - this
is a very dangerous undertaking. At the time she was the most prestigious nganga
(healer) in the area and she mocked me for asking so many questions about the world
of the witches (mindjindjamb). ‘If you want, I can give you a “second pair of eyes”.
Then you can see for yourself’, she said. However, the next day she had changed
her mind: ‘If you can see the witches, they could also see you and fall upon you’. I
never knew whether she was really worried about my well-being or whether she
was using irony, as she was a master in confusing people. But the message was clear:
a second pair of eyes might open up exciting views, but it is also very dangerous.
This ambivalence between empowerment and vulnerability is a recurrent aspect of
people’s imaginaries about occult forces and healing, all over the world.

Eric de Rosny, a French Jesuit priest who worked in Douala, Cameroun’s main
metropolis in the same forest zone and who was also initiated as a nganga in the
1960s, reports a similar experience, albeit much more intense, in his beautiful book
about his initiation (De Rosny 1981). His first sensation after his professeur (teacher)
had opened his second pair of eyes was that there was furious violence all around
him. Only his Jesuit training, he writes, helped him to cope with the terrible fear
he immediately felt. Almost at the same moment, his teacher asked for payment:
‘Donne-moi. [give to me]’. This was a second shock, as he realized at that moment
that all the rumours that healers had to pay their professeurs ‘a hairless animal’ (a
human being) were true. Only after tense negotiations was he allowed - as a white
man - to make payment in the form of a goat, which explains the title of his book The
Eyes of My Goat. My Maka friends who were not healers were even more precise:
every healer has to pay with a relative, who is delivered into the teacher’s power.
Of course, healers, like my friend Mendouga, will always deny this. They insist that
their initiator never asked such a thing and that, instead, he bound them with heavy
interdictions to use the powers to heal, not to kill. But the Maka are never sure of this.

The power the teacher gives to (or awakens in) the apprentice healer is called
‘djambe’ in Maka (‘ewusw’ in Douala). A confusing development is that Maka today
translate ‘djambe’ as ‘sorcellerie’ (witchcraft), and the Douala do the same for ‘ewusu’.
French has become current in this part of Cameroon, and this translation over time
has not only greatly affected local concepts but also given new accents to the French
notion. People describe the djambe as a small but aggressive animal (sharp teeth) that
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lives in a person’s belly. Some know how to develop it and thus acquire the ability to
transform into all sorts of animals and spirits. At night the djambe leave their body
and fly off ‘along the cobwebs of the djambe’ to secret meetings with their mates from
other villages. There the witches do horrible things. They practise what are perceived
as shocking forms of sex: men with men and ‘even’ women with women. But the
main horror is that they betray their own relatives and offer them to be ‘eaten’ by
witches from other villages. Many elements of this imaginary will be familiar to
people from elsewhere: the ability to transform oneself, the flying off in the night,
the secret meetings and also the emphasis on ‘witchcraft’ as a threat from close by.
The betrayal of intimacy (and for the Maka intimacy is mainly kinship) seems to be a
general trait in such narratives (Geschiere 2013).

The forest people of South Cameroon are particularly outspoken on the moral
ambiguity of these forces. There is no doubt that the djambe is evil: it makes the farm
become infertile, stops the fire from cooking the meal and, worst of all, it makes
people betray their sacred bond to their kin. Yet, the same force can be channelled
to bring riches and prestige. A chief needs some degree of support in the world of
the djambe, or he will be helpless against the jealousy of others. This ambiguity is
exemplified in the figure of the healer. My friends insist that a nganga like Mendouga
must have an overly developed djambe; this is why, they reason, she went to be
initiated by her teacher and why she could bear the dangers of acquiring a second
pair of eyes. But though they may be enjoined to use their powers for healing, healers

Figure 7 Ngoun le Sorcier. Chaque nuit il tue les enfants qui ont un avenir meilleur
by Art Prince, Cameroon, 1996. Paint on plywood, 40 x 69,5 cm. NMVW no. TM-
5723-11. Photo: Irene de Groot.
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are still feared: after all, a djambe is a djambe, and one never knows when its basic
instinct - to betray relatives and get them killed by witch allies — will break through.
Really powerful nganga, it follows, should live at a safe distance from their relatives.

Across the world there are great variations in the way the balance between
healing and killing is worked out. But the ambiguity seems to be widespread.
In Cameroon, for instance, the Grassland societies — just outside the forest zone —
have developed a much more fragmented imaginary of the occult. In these highly
hierarchical societies, people insist that the chief or the healer keep a safe distance
from negative uses of hidden forces. For Grassfield people, it is self-evident that their
leaders must enjoy some support from the hidden world, but they are conceptually
separated from those who seem to use these powers to kill. However, in everyday
life such distinctions are not quite so distinct. When people become dissatisfied with
their chief, they are quick to accuse him of siding with the witches. And healers are
constantly tested, as well, to verify they are not ‘charlatans’ who connive with witches
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Figure 8 Arrestation du sorcier by Bollo (Saturnin Wamba Djoumessi), 1990-1991. The
painting shows a scene where the police uses a woman as bait to capture a man
who abused his magical powers to rape and murder women in Yaoundé (Cameroon).
Paint on plywood, 97 x 112 cm. NMVW no. AM-664-1. Photo: Irene de Groot.
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Figure 9 Bilongo medicine bag of a traditional healer. Diola, Senegal. This bag -
probably an old army bag - contains mostly animal parts. It was collected by father
H. Govers, from the Congregation of the Holy Spirit (the Spiritines, founders of

the Afrika Museum in Berg en Dal) during his work in Senegal. It belonged to an
important ritual specialist, a blacksmith and lepra doctor who was baptized. After
his death in 1965 Father Govers was able to buy the bag from the family. Normally it
would have been burned or buried with the deceased, but since he was baptized, a
bag with rubbish was placed in the grave instead. NMVW no. AM-63-38 (1 t/m 29).
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instead of offering healing to their victims. Westerners should not be surprised by
this resilient ambiguity. The African adage that you can only heal if you are able
to kill resonates also in modern medicine. Remember that ‘pharmakon’ in classical
Greek meant ‘poison’ rather than ‘medicine’. This is why it was deemed necessary for
doctors to take the oath of Hippocrates, to protect their patients against abuses of this
special knowledge. And in the Western imaginary, the doctor remains both a healing
and a frightening figure - recall all the horror stories about doctors who went astray.

Inrecentyears, there are also great variations in the balancing of these contrasting
aspects. Recent changes —especially the World Health Organization’s 1978 Declaration
of Alma-Ata, on primary health care for all - brought a re-evaluation of the role that
could be played by local healers. In colonial times these healers had been deeply
mistrusted by both missionaries and the state, and were seen as propagators of
superstition and nefarious practices. But from the 1980s on, a general reorientation
has occurred. In many African countries, associations of traditional healers have
been created, and these are more or less formally supported by state authorities. A
good example is the work of the South African Ralushai Commission, established in
1966 by the new African National Congress, almost immediately after it took over
from the apartheid regime (Ralushai Commission 1996). The commission’s report
ends with an urgent plea to create a formal association of traditional healers in South
Africa, following Zimbabwe’s lead. Yet, the commission’s proposal for this illustrates
the ambiguities surrounding these healers, as it suggests rules to make a strict
separation between bona fide healers (read: those who have traditional knowledge
of healing plants) and mala fide ones (those who rather dabble in ‘witchcraft’ and
such). The problem is that in everyday practice this separation remains untenable;
this is why the commission’s effort to fix it — through ever more complicated rules
and formulas - reads like a somewhat pathetic attempt.

The more recent proliferation of Pentecostals and other evangelical movements
in the continent has brought again another shift, since these radical Christians simply
equate local healers with the Devil. Indeed, local healers are often condemned for
harassing true believers after their conversion to Christianity. Evangelical pastors
everywhere in the continent now regularly wage ‘crusades’, but, despite this dramatic
display, this new offensive has not created a definitive rupture. In his vivid studies
of religious dynamism on the continent, Gabonese sociologist Joseph Tonda depicts a
dazzling array of new healing practitioners who combine in most imaginative ways
evangelical elements with practices from local healing societies that thus become
subject of a moral re-evaluation (Tonda 2002). It is probably this ambiguity of healing
and killing, which evokes relief and danger, that is at the heart of the resilience of the
‘traditional healer’.
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