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Chapter eight

Burial Practices of the Tombless
Perhaps nothing illustrates the andevo position in the village better than their burial
practices, as will be discussed in the first part of this chapter. The second part consists of
an analysis of how successful the andevo are in harnessing the occult energies associated
with them.
Andevo

funerals

The andevo funeral ceremony, if it can be referred to as such, is as elusive and evasive as the
andevo themselves. Unlike the fanfare and highly ritualised ceremony which accompanies
the departure of tompon-tanj for the next world, burial of the deceased andevo is
accomplished hastily and under cover of night. As andevo Ratsimbazafy said: "It is like
burying a dog". The example is graphic and fitting, for the dog is a symbol of impurity for
many Malagasy.1
The principal reason why andevo funerals remained largely inaccessible to me was the
brevity of the ceremony itself. When an andevo died, burial followed within 24 hours. Those
who died at night were buried before the following dawn. I would often learn upon
awakening that a member of an andevo family had passed away and that die funeral was
already over. The household of the deceased had resumed its daily activities. Nothing out
of the ordinary, it would seem, had even occurred.
Over the ten-year time span that I carried on field work in Madagascar, I only witnessed
one andevo funeral, held for Soanirina who died on August 27, 1996. Soanirina's two older
sisters Raozy and Fara lived with me in 1992. Prior to my return in 1996, Raozy married
Lahy. Fara immediately came to dwell with me again
Soanirina's burial
Soanirina's parents stated that she was only ten years of age when she died, although
circumstances would indicate that she was older. Soanirina died within minutes after giving
birth to her first baby girl.
It is about eleven at night when I hear a loud knock on my door. Raozy enters the
hut and announces:
"I have come to take my sister to my parents in Fenoarivo. They need our help."
When I ask her why, she responds by asking to borrow my flashlight, stating hers has
run out of batteries. Fenoarivo is about two kilometres from Marovato and I do not
want to send the girls off by themselves. I insist on coming with them.
Just before midnight, we arrive at the house of the girls' parents, Ratsimbazafy and
Lalao.
1

Villagers often compared the impurity of an andew to that of a dog. This metaphor is common to other
Malagasy groups as, for example, the iMerina (cf. Ramamonjisoa 1984: 66) and the Sakalava (cf. Goedefroit
1998: 117). The Antemoro also refer to the Antevolo, the lowest group in their social hierarchy, in similar
terms (cf. Beaujard 1983: 160,Deschamps/Vianes 1959: 49).
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Ratsimbazafy opens the door. Although he seems surprised to see me, he motions us
to follow him inside. In the main room, Lalao is holding a new-born completely
swathed in a cloth. Five of her children, including Voahangy and an equal number of
grandchildren, are gathered around her seated on the floor. Soanirina is noticeably
absent. I presume the child is hers, as several days previous, I had met her and seen
she was obviously in the late stages of a pregnancy. Everyone in the room stares
mutely at the baby. After a long moment, Ratsimbazafy breaks the silence:
"Soanirina is dead. She is in the other room. We will bury her tonight."
Ratsimbazafy invites me to follow him. Raozy and Fara accompany us into the
second room of the house. Soanirina has been placed on a grass mat in the corner of
the room just behind the partition. Her body and head are wrapped in a cotton cloth,
her face still visible, her eyes closed. A wooden stretcher made of branches leans
against the wall. Otherwise the room is empty.
Ratsimbazafy: ' W e will bring her to the mountains now. You can come if you want."
Lalao orders Fara to stay with the baby and the children. Ratsimbazafy and Lalao
place the corpse on a p o o r quality, makeshift stretcher, presumably fabricated just
prior to our arrival. Not a word is spoken to Soanirina, contrary to the practice to
which I was accustomed during funerals of free descent villagers.
The funeral cortege consists of Soanirina's parents, Voahangy, Raozy and myself.2
We depart from the village of Fenoarivo in silence. Raozy leads the way with her
father's flashlight. Ratsimbazafy and Lalao follow, holding the stretcher with the
corpse. Ratsimbazafy carries the front of the stretcher. Despite the complete
obscurity, Ratsimbazafy and Lalao rush forward hastily. I am forced to run in order
to keep up and not lose my way. Voahangy immediately precedes me, carrying a
second flashlight. Under the dim light of a crescent moon, it is impossible to see
what is ahead.
We bypass the Marovato migrant graveyard (cf. chapter seven) without stopping and
continue climbing into the lower hills of the Ifaha mountain range. It is a very
difficult walk. Lalao and Ratsimbazafy each lose their footing from time to time,
almost causing the corpse to fall off the stretcher. After more than an hour, we reach
the peak. Ratsimbazafy continues to the other side and descends a gravelled incline
leading to the eastern slope. After another ten-minute hike, Ratsimbazafy stops:
"This is a good spot."
Nothing marks the spot but a small sapling. There are no signs of graves or other
distinguishing features of a burial ground. He calls for the spade that Voahangy has
been carrying. We stand by, and watch in silence while he digs a hole. He waves
Lalao forward to help him lower both corpse and stretcher into the grave. There are
2

I subsequently learned that nobody in the village had been informed about Soanirina's death. Even her sister
Zana and brother Francois, who live away from the family home, were unaware of what had happened. I saw
Francois in the town of Ambalavao not long after the burial of Soanirina. He had received no news of the
death of his sister. When I informed him, he reacted as follows: "She must have been buried near the
mountains, just like the other deceased of West Marovato. My sister had a miserable life. She is dead now.
Maybe it is better like this. I remember that she always cried. I sometimes wonder what happens to people
like her. I mean to people who do not have a tomb. Well, I do not mind where I will go when I die."
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no blessings, no incantations, no instructions, n o words of adieu. After they lower
Soanirina into the hole, Lalao retreats several steps, her face expressionless.
Ratsimbazafy quickly shovels dirt onto the body. Lalao pulls her lamba tighter to
protect herself against the cold night air of the mountain. Her face is barely visible.
When Ratsimbazafy has almost completed covering the corpse, Lalao, Raozy and
Voahangy turn away and gather stones. Raozy tells me to assist them. The stones that
are collected are placed over the grave.
"So the dogs won't find her," Ratsimbazafy explains.
Within half an hour of our arrival, we redepart and return to Fenoarivo in silence.
Fara is awaiting us when we enter the house. Soanirina's baby is asleep, as are the
other children who lay on grass mats which are spread around the room. Fara hands
the baby back to Lalao and informs her that she will be returning to Marovato with
me. It is early in the morning on August 28 when Fara, Voahangy, Raozy and I arrive
back in Marovato. We resume our tasks of the day. I never again heard the name
Soanirina pronounced.
Why do the andevo not perform the rituals
associated with the process of "ancestralisation"?
The andevo funeral is primarily characterised by its lack of identifiable features. The negative
attributes popularly associated with the andevo are also reflected in the funeral itself. N o
rituals. N o publicity. N o celebration. And most disturbingly, no signs of the intricate
process of "ancestralisation" which is meant to ensure the ambiroa may successfully leave
the mortal plane and join the ancestors.
Nothing in the scientific literature describes funerals of people without tombs. I could only
turn to the villagers, and particulady the andevo, for answers.
As previously stated, the free descent funeral is based on a central premise — ensuring the
safe passage of the ambiroa and the fanabj towards the ancestors. With reference to this, I
asked Sambo what an andevo could expect in the hereafter in the absence of the required
rituals.
Sambo: "People with tombs have not so much to worry about, I think, because
eventually the ambiroa will go into the tomb and travel to their ancestors. For us it is
different. We do not have tombs, so the ambiroa lias no place to go. 3 It will stay with
us in the village and will get very upset because it cannot travel to the other side.
That is when diings go wrong. It is the hasina that turns to bery ("destructive energy")
and the descendants of the dead will see the consequences of that: our lives will be
miserable, our women won't have babies and our children will fall ill."4

3

This is also the reason why andevo do not put a gravestone with a piece of white cloth on the grave, as do
free descent migrants. This practice is meant to guide the ambiroa and fanaljy back home.
4

Sambo's remarks on how an andevo deceased might cause problems are shared by other andevo. Andevo who
fell ill would sometimes state they feared causing their family problems after death. Dubois (1938: 718) also
mentions how disastrous it is not to be able to successfully enter die hereafter: "... manquer ce passage, ce
serait a la fois désastre pour Ie défunt et menace perpétuelle pour les survivants."
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Sambo speaks here only about the ambiroa and not xht fanahj, the two spirits that allegedly
depart from the bodies of free descent deceased. None of the andevo I spoke to could tell
me whether they even have a. fanahj or if so, whether it would leave the body upon death.
Free descent villagers also seemed unable to explain the mechanism of fanahj for andevo.
They stated, however, that it would not make much sense for xht fanahj to leave the body
because it has no place to go. At the same time, they generally claimed with certainty, as did
the andevo themselves, that the ambiroa is released from the body of an andevo upon death, a
rather problematic assertion as the ambiroa, like the fanahj, of an andevo has no final
destination in the hereafter.
Andevo do not appease or otherwise interact with the ambiroa. They do not speak to the
corpse, which may occasionally even be left unattended. They do not place food in the
room for the ambiroa. Andevo appear to emotionally disconnect from their deceased as soon
as they die. There is n o definable mourning period. I rarely heard an andevo specifically refer
to a deceased, even when the time of death was ven- recent.
Free descent families remain visibly nervous both during and after the funeral. Only the
aftermath will determine whether they have performed the rituals correctly and whether the
ambiroa and fanahj have successfully found their way to the ancestors. The repercussions of
the ambiroa failing to reach the hereafter are particularly feared. But this is the inescapable
fate of the andevo deceased due to the absence of tombs. 5 The andevo permanently fear the
reprisals of their deceased since the latter are frustrated that they cannot travel to the
hereafter.6
Andevo strongly believe that their deceased spread illness, misfortune and death in their
families. There is n o empirical evidence' that andevo actually have more problems with
infertility, miscarriages and infant mortality, nor that they fall ill more often than free
descent villagers, or that they die sooner. They nevertheless cling as steadfastly to this
credo as the tompon-tatij. The andevo themselves are convinced that these things are direcdy
due to the fact that they do not have tombs. People of free descent often claimed that it is
due to the andevo, or to be more precise, the hery (contained in the ambiroa) of their
deceased, that things go awry in the village. Although they stated that these deceased
generally take revenge on their own descendants, hery is also believed to be at the origin of
more general problems which have afflicted Marovato over the previous decades, such as
drought and low rice production.
Free descent people rarely lost an occasion to remind me that because andevo had no tombs,
they could not become ancestors. They referred to them as olona very, "lost people". Even
the andevo themselves remarked "I think I will die", when sensing their own imminent
demise. A free descent person would say: "I think I will join the ancestors".
5

Attdevo express mixed feelings about not having a family tomb. Although they often claim to be indifferent
about where they will be buried (cf. Francois in note two), they express concern about what will happen to
diem when they die. Thus, tombs provide people with a defined place in today's society and also represent an
entry to the hereafter. For andeiv, uncertainty about the hereafter is a psychological burden. This anxiety is
seldom voiced in explicit terms in everyday life. Nevertheless, I clearly sensed their worries, particularly
among the ailing and the elderly.
6

As Ruud (1970: 183) mentions: "... a burial without ceremonies, without food and without gifts. That is die
worst calamity that can befall a Malagasy, as it would mean a disgraceful death and a painful and resdess
existence in the beyond."

7

This kind of statistical data is virtually impossible to gadier, due to the andeiv reluctance to even be identified
as a group.
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Having no ancestors means that the andero do not benefit from ancestral basina, vital
energy, acquired in the interactive ritual exchange between the ancestors and the living or
on another level between seniors and juniors within free descent families. O n the one hand,
the downward flow of basina from the ancestors to senior family members and then junior
members, what Bloch calls basina Mark I, does not take place within andero families. Thus,
andei'0 fathers do not perform the tsodrano ritual, "blowing of the water" (cf. chapter seven),
to bless their descendants. O n the other hand, the upward flow of inferiors rendering
homage to elders and the ancestors, Bloch's basina Mark II, manifested by the giving of
gifts, respect and honour, also has no ritual relevance for the andero.6 They therefore do not
perform saotra ("blessing", "thanks") to express their gratitude towards the ancestors, a
ritual which is omnipresent in free descent ceremonies, especially during the process of
"ancestralisation".
This absence of the flow of ancestral basina was, after the negative influence of bery on their
life, the second reason that the andero attributed to their misfortune and health problems.
Andero defined themselves as human beings with very little basina that they could never
develop unless they created tombs and ancestors. The absence of ancestors and consequent
deficiency in basina, according to the andero, was the principal reason why they were so
"different". Free descent people preferred to express this in terms of inferiority.
Whether one refers to bery, or deficiency in basina, or simply being "different", the
overriding feeling of the andero is one of shame, which permeates andero existence. This
appears in their discourse about their funerals. They often told me mat they were very sad
and ashamed that they could not give their beloved a funeral like the free descent people.
As Ratsimbazafy (cf. case above) said:
cc

We are full of shame (benatra). We try to bury dead people as soon as we can. We
hope that nobody will see where we bring them. We are not allowed to bury our dead
people in the graveyard for the other migrants. They are the o/ona madio ("pure
people"). They are afraid that we will pollute the graveyard and that their ancestors
will get upset about that. So, we have to find burial spots ourselves. I do not knowwhere other people like us bury their dead. We never speak about it. That is how
ashamed we are."
During funerals of free descent migrants, great care was taken to publicly announce that
their deceased was to be buried in the migrant graveyard. This constituted an important
public confirmation of their status as "pure people". For the andero, the opposite holds
true. The prohibition against graveyard burial accentuates their status of "impure",
tombless and ancestorless people. So, until the andero have created their tombs and
ancestors, fhey will not be deemed to conform to the Jomba gasy ("Malagasy customs") of
the free descent people.

8

In free descent families, juniors generally treated seniors with great respect. This was not the case in andei'0
households. Andeiv children rarely used die prefix "Ra" as a sign of respect when referring to their parents.
They openly criticised their parents if they did not agree with them. The failure of andew fathers to find
husbands for their daughters was a common topic of discussion between me and the girls. They openly
criticised their father as being too lazy ("kamo izy"). A comment that was unthinkable for free descent
youngsters, eidier publicly or privately.
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"What would you do if you had a tomb?"
Realising that both people of free descent and andevo believe that the ambiroa of andevo
might cause harm for the whole village, one wonders why tornpon-tany continue to deprive
the andevo of tombs. 9 The tornpon-tany, without exception, refused to address this issue,
asserting vehemendy that the question indicated that "I was behaving as a foreigner". They
added that their ancestors wanted things this way and if they would not follow their
ancestors, revenge would be WTeaked upon them in a form of her/0 supposedly even
stronger and more harmful then the hery of deceased andevo.
As hypothesised earlier in this thesis, with the exception of one family (G.), the current
group of tompon-tanj is likely of slave descent. They are unable to identify their named
descent group. They are migrants themselves and their original ancestral homeland proved
to be unidentifiable. Furthermore, the earliest setders arrived in the region and built Üieir
tombs towards the beginning of the twentieth century, only a decade following the
abolition of slaver}'. The story of their origins only dates back to the building of their tomb.
Recitals of family histories start with those who are in the tomb. They pretend to ignore
information on what preceded. This is very exceptional for Betsileo, who commonly are
able to trace their genealogy back many generations (cf. Kottak 1980: 180-181).
But if the current tompon-tanj, or some of them, were actually of slave descent, how then
could they have acquired their current ritual knowledge which seems so free descent
specific? Any inquiries directed towards the tompon-tany in this regard met with a familiar
answer: "It is just fomba gasj'. O n e wonders whether andevo could hope to duplicate such a
process, and like the totnpon-tany (if in fact my hypothesis is correct) create their own portal
to the hereafter. I asked Ratsimbazafy, andevo, what he would do if one day he were able to
acquire a tomb. He responded as follows:
"I would look for an ombiasy first. He would then teach me how people become
ancestors and then how I will have to please them. There are all kinds of things you
have to do. But we do not know anything about that."
The odds of any andevo actually acquiring a tomb would appear to be slim indeed in a
society which has taken such harsh measures to exclude them from any type of meaningful
role in day-to-day Marovato society.
Graeber discusses an interesting phenomenon, although any comparison with the themes
of this thesis should be subject to the utmost caution, given the number of variables
between the two situations. Graeber conducted research in a rural community located
approximately forty kilometres to the Southeast of the capital of Antananarivo, where
former slave families (called olona mainty, "black people") had succeeded in buying land
from the impoverished nobility, despite such a practice being allegedly prohibited by the
ancestors (1996: 294). Soon after they had acquired their land, mainty families often pooled
their resources to built tombs. This occurred during the first two decades of the twentieth
century (op at.: 295). Present-day owners of these tombs take great pride in keeping the

5

Theoretical aspects and comparative analyses of the relationship between die tompon-tany and the andevo will
be discussed in chapter nine and ten.
10
Even hasina of the ancestors can transform into hery. This allegedly occurs when people of free descent
violate the fomba gasy, e.g. by disrespecting the ancestors.
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tomb beautiful and they organise ancestral ceremonies more frequently than their noble
neighbours. 11
Graeber's research demonstrates how certain slave descent families were to some extent
able to reverse their status as excluded through the acquisition of tombs. This conceivably
could be what happened to those who currently call themselves tompon-tcviy. They also are
fanatical about ceremonial protocol and in ensuring their tombs are well kept and
constantly repaired. At the same time, they have exclusivity agreements with ombiasy with
whom they weekly discuss the ways in which they can stay on good terms with their
ancestors.
However, in the current context, the prospects of an andevo reversing his/her status
through acquisition of land and creation of a family tomb are slight indeed. They are
castigated, excluded, expelled. They cannot own, or occupy the land under the new land
scheme proposed by Randriamahalasa.
The only place they have left, it would seem, is in the imagination of the totnpon-tarry
themselves. As the following sections will show, this place is far from a negligible one.
8.1

H a r n e s s i n g the forces of evil in day-to-day life:
poisoning, sorcery, witchcraft

Generally speaking, the occult exercises a strong hold on the Malagasy imagination, and
their life is permeated with examples of this. This was illustrated to me very graphically
during a visit with a Malagasy professional colleague to Mauritius. Upon entering a hotel,
my colleague noticed a small bundle of dried herbs gathered together in the corner of the
terrace.
My colleague turned to me and uttered: "Well, the Malagasy would say fanafody gasy
("Malagasy medicine")". If his explanation was somewhat elliptical, his facial expression left
n o doubt as to the fear he felt. He immediately demanded we leave the building in
question.
It should be mentioned for purposes of this anecdote, that such a bundle of herbs
(prepared by an ombiasy) is generally found in houses of sorcery victims. It allegedly releases
the negative hery energy, believed to cause misfortune, infertility, illness and in extreme
cases, even death.
The evil or hery which had clearly upset my colleague is much more than a vague,
unformulated fear of the unknown. Like other beliefs forming part of Bctsilco mythology,
it manifests itself in practical, concrete terms which the observer can witness in day-to-day
life, principally through sorcery and witchcraft.
Villagers often employ the term fanafody gasy interchangeably for either actual poisoning or
sorcery. But the precise term for actual poisoning'\sfanome%anapoisina. Sorcery, fanafody gasy,
may be defined as the harnessing and transforming of destructive occult energy {hery) into
"medicines" that are used to harm people. This may be opposed to witchcraft (mosaty)
11
As Graebcr (1996: 373) states: 'The beauty of the tombs is tnus visible evidence of incessant ritual activity,
which has transformed the hill into a shining display of the newfound power and prosperity of Betafo's
mainty. Certainly the andriana themselves have nothing like this. Besides them, even the tombs in the very
center of Betafo, the most prestigious noble tombs, looked shabby and unkempt."
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where no "medicines" are employed. In the latter case, the destructive occult energy is not
transmitted through substances but are channelled through certain individuals, called
witches {/npamosaty).n
(i)

Fanomezana

poizina (actual poisoning)

The potential threat of poisoning must be viewed in the light of the communal meal, one
of the central events of the village in the consolidation of the social ties within and between
free descent families. This is particularly evident during harvest season (cf. chapter four)
and ceremonies such as funerals (cf. chapter seven). Many studies have already pointed to
the fact that commensality, the action of eating togedier, is in fact one of the most
powerful elements of the social process (a.o. Bloch 1999, Miller, Fiske, and Rozin, 1998).
The ver}' real possibility of poisoning, however, complicates the notion of commensality in
the Malagasy context.
Who p o i s o n s and why?
People in the Marovato region see poisoning as an ongoing and pervasive threat. The joy
of being invited to a ceremony is accompanied by the fear of what might occur at such a
ceremony. These ritual gatherings bring together close kin, remote kin, acquaintances, and
complete strangers. Strangers are feared the most. Participants in these ceremonies
regularly bring protective medicines prepared by their family ombiasy. Rafidy Andriana once
offered his view on this subject:
"You always have to be careful when you eat with many people. My close family I
can trust most. Family members that live away from me already less. Strangers are
problematic. But I fear the andevo most. That is because they do not have a history
so I do not know them. And surely would never trust them."
Despite claims by people of free descent and especially the tompon-tany concerning the
andevo and their apparent readiness to poison, I did not personally hear of or witness any
actual poisonings by the andevo. This could also be attributed to die fact that the chances of
a free descent person consuming food or drink offered by an andevo is virtually nil.
Despite the widespread fear of poisoning, it is difficult to estimate with what frequency
actual poisonings occur. This is in no small part due to die difficulty in determining cause
of death. During my field work, which spanned a decade, seven deaths occurred in the
village of Marovato that were ascribed to poisoning. The circumstances of these deaths
principally appeared to originate in some kind of revenge.

12
These definitions of witchcraft and sorcery parallel definitions given for African societies. Evans-Pritchard
(1987: 226-229) distinguishes between witchcraft and sorcery, stating that witches possess an innate mystical
power which is used to harm people. This power is described as a "witchcraft substance" that witches are
supposed to have in their belly. Sorcerers, however, do not possess this substance; but use magical substances
to harm people. Sorcerers are seen as conscious agents, whereas witches might not be aware that they possess
the witchcraft substance and therefore might harm others unintentionally- Despite contextual differences
many anthropologists (e.g Middleton and Winter 1963 and Douglas 1970) have followed Evans-Pritchard
definitions. In Madagascar, the concept of "witchcraft substance" does not exist. In the Marovato region,
witchcraft was described as a form of possession.

13
Fear of poisoning is also the principal argument of the tompon-tany to justify why they hire mainly family
members as mpikarama ("labourers"). Since they initially live under the roofs of die tompon-tany there are ample
opportunities for poisoning. They would not allow strangers to live with them for this reason.
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In five of the cases, the deaths ensued shortly after ceremonies performed in neighbouring
villages. Among these alleged cases of poisoning, two involved toinpon-tany families from
Marovato and Fenoarivo. They were attributed to adultery.' 4 In both cases, the victims
came from Marovato and the accused perpetrators from Fenoarivo. In the mree remaining
cases, Marovato migrants were poisoned following alleged acts of disrespect towards
lompon-tanj families of neighbouring villages. In all situations, it concerned boys of migrant
families who had tried to initiate romantic relations with tompon-tanj gids.
The sixth case occurred in Marovato during 1992. The victim, Ngama, was the son of
totnpon-tanj Ragaby and one of my principal informants. He was eighteen years old. He still
dwelled with his father (his parents were separated) when his cousin Ramisa (39) and his
wife Moma (27) came to live with them. Ramisa is the oldest son of an older brotiher of
Ragaby. Not long after they arrived in Marovato, I heard via the gossip circuit in the village
that Ngama was having an affair with Moma. People told me that what he was doing was
very dangerous. I discovered just how dangerous several weeks later in the early morning,
when Ngama arrived at my doorstep. He had fallen ill, but could not go to his parents.
Foam was visible in his mouth as he spoke. His eyes were heavily bloodshot. He died later
that same day.
The seventh case was the only one involving an andero^ although as a victim. It was Mamy,
die stepsister of Sambo (cf. chapter six). Sambo recounted her death as follows:
"When Mamy died, there was foam (iwovorobavd) on her mouth. That is how you
know diat it is poison. 16 I immediately suspected the person who had made her
pregnant. It was his family. You see, he is not from West Marovato. And got in
trouble when his father found out. That is why she had to die."
SE: "But how could they poison her?"
Sambo: "At first I wondered about that myself. People usually get killed because of
poisoned food. With her it must have been toaka gasy}1 You see, she liked to go to
the river at night. Maybe she took something to drink from the wrong person. All I
know is that she came home in the middle of the night with a terrible stomach ache.
For hours she was in pain. I could do nothing because we do not know the ombiasy.
She died. Just before the sun rose, we buried her in the mountains. That is all I can
tell you. I do not like speaking about the dead."

14

Adulter)- is seen as a cardinal sin by the villagers in daily life. It is only tolerated in particular contexts, such
as funerals.
15

I was informed of one more case of poisoning but since the case was not corroborated, it is not listed here.
Raozy (cf. chapter six) believed that her son Sambatra had been poisoned by the family of her husband Lahy.
His father, Rafidy Andriana, was directly accused by her because he had protested vehemendy against the
relationship of Lahy and Raozy whom people view as an andevo.
16
In the six other cases, people also spoke of victims foaming at the mouth. The people who related the
stories all saw this as a sign that the person had died of poisoning.
17
Alcohol is both a super conductor of social consubstantiality (cf. Bloch op at. 143) and a handy transmitter
of poison. Tompon-tany regularly drink togedier to openly show their bonds of solidarity. If Mamy actually was
poisoned by alcohol, it is difficult to understand why she drank it. Everybody, the andevo included, are well
aware of die risks of drinking alcohol.
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Mamy apparently died in 1993. I was not in Marovato at the time. When I discussed the
event later with some villagers, their information resembled what Sambo had told me.
People said that the boy in question was from an important tompon-tany family in Marovato.
I was unable to uncover any further details with respect to the person's identity.
H o w is t h e decision taken to poison s o m e b o d y ?
Although all the above-described poisonings originated in personal conflicts, poisoning is
not viewed as an individual action. Villagers generally stated that poisoning was an issue to
be resolved between two families, or was an intra-family matter where the poisoning
occurred within the family. Based on the limited number of cases to which I was exposed,
it would appear that disrespect is a primary ground behind many if not most poisonings.
When asked about poisoning, villagers always asserted initially that it was "very bad" (ratsy
be). However, when circumstances, such as those just described, were presented to them in
detail, they just as unanimously approved the poisoning after the fact.
They justified their approval by stating that the poisoning surely had been a well-considered
decision, as it was approved by senior family members. In the cases referred to above,
people never pointed out an individual as the alleged perpetrator, but the whole family in
the village. In case six, where the poisoning took place within a tompon-tany family, people
held not only Ramisa but also his father Ravelo responsible, despite die fact that the father
lived ten kilometres away from Marovato and was not present at the moment of the alleged
poisoning. People said that Ramisa certainly had consulted his father Ravelo on the matter
and that it must have been him who had arranged for the poison.
Who administers the poison?
Villagers generally stated that the administering of the poison was a matter for the ombiasy,
exclusive specialists in preparation of poisons, protections and antidotes. They were either
unwilling or unable to tell me the ingredients used to poison. I approached a number of
ombiasy, including those of Rafidy Andriana and of Ratema, all of whom refused to discuss
their business with me. It appeared that they would only work for the families with whom
they had exclusivity agreements. In Marovato, each tompon-tany has his own ombiasy, who is
not accessible to other people in the village. Migrants of free descent commonly still rely
on the ombiasy of their region of origin. Andevo do not consult ombiasy. They say this is
because the ombiasy refuse to provide them with their services. The ombiasy were even more
emphatic, stating that they would not even consider allowing an andevo to approach.
What h a p p e n s after somebody has b e e n poisoned?
That poisoning is far from being just a personal vendetta becomes even more evident
following the event. In Marovato and neighbouring villagers, the family of the victim has
the option of bringing the matter of the alleged poisoning before the tompon-tany village
council. The to/npon-tany then deliberate and determine which family is held responsible and
even levy sanctions.
The first five cases were submitted to the Marovato tompon-tany council. Council members,
since die poisonings played on an inter-village level, discussed the matter with the tompontany of the villages concerned. I n all five matters, they joindy determined that die family of
the victim did not need to be compensated on the grounds that the victims "called it upon
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themselves" (fahadisoanïsg ireo i~ary). As Rafidy Andriana further explained: "Everybody
knows diat taking the wife of somebody else is dangerous. And the migrants also should
have known better. Tompon-tany women belong with tompon-tany men."
The sixdi case was more complicated, as poisoner and victim were members of the tompontany family of Ragaby. His son Ngama was the victim. Ragaby immediately announced,
upon being apprised of the death, that he expected his fellow tompon-tany village council
members to deal with the matter. Ragaby accused his older brother Ravclo and his cousin
Ramisa of the poisoning. Rafidy Andriana and Ratema, two of Marovato's most prominent
tompon-tany, travelled to Ravelo's village to confer with tompon-tany there on the matter. After
lengthy debate, it was decided that Ravelo should pay a fine of two zebus to his brother.
Everybody seemed satisfied with this punishment, Ragaby included.
The last case, the poisoning of Mamy, never made it before the tompon-tany village council.
Her stepbrother Sambo explained:
"They will never punish one of their own. And remember, we are just the andevo.
Nobody is going to defend us."
None of the above-mentioned cases were ever referred to the legal tribunal. Villagers claim
they resort to local elders to resolve disputes because they have more faith in this system
than in the official one. Courts of general jurisdiction are considered far too expensive and
rumoured to be rife with corruption. This despite the fact that they had no direct dealings
with the tribunal.
Poisoning, however, is not a form of dispute resolution which is random or without
consequences, as indicated by the extensive formal discussions which follow any poisoning,
and eventual collective sanctions applied after the fact. Furthermore, family seniors and the
ombiasy have to approve i t
It would appear that the social status, or the possession of basina as it were, of the persons
and families involved, plays a central role in the tompon-tany assessment of a poisoning. In
all cases I observed, tompon-tany were accused of being behind the poisoning. When these
poisonings took place between tompon-tany families they were heavily condemned by other
tompon-tany and the cases were submitted to the local tompon-tany village councils. Poisonings
within tompon-tany families (cf. case six) are seen as even more grave offences. The alleged
poisoning of this kind that took place in Marovato was the only one where a sanction
followed. Poisoning of migrants by tompon-tany were all blamed on the migrants themselves.
N o sanctions for the assumed perpetrators followed. And in the one case concerning the
andevo victim Mamy, villagers of free descent claimed that it was her own fault.
(ii)

Fanafody gasy ("Malagasy m e d i c i n e " or sorcery)

People call fanafody gasy, "poisoning at a distance". Like actual poisoning fanafody gasy is used
to punish disrespect. The choice to take revenge by poisoning or sorcery is generally taken
by senior family members in conclave with the ombiasy. If they fail to come to a decision,
the ombiasy will consult the ancestors of the concerned family on the matter. He does this
via a divination system, that is beyond the scope of this thesis to discuss, or he waits for a
message from the ancestors in a dream.
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When sorcery is the method of choice to settle a conflict, the ombiasy will prepare a small
bundle of selected herbs. Only ombiasy have the power and right to make these "Malagasy
medicines". They are believed to be infused with her/ directly transmitted from the
ancestors. People say that once fanafody gasy is placed in the house of the presumed victim,
the person will fall ill or even die.
Cases of sorcery
The extent to which people believe in the power of faiiafody gasy can best be illustrated by
the case of Lova (29).
Lova is the granddaughter of tompon-tany Mitsiky, who died in 1996 (cf. chapter seven).
\XTien I first met Lova in 1992, she was bedridden, despite her young age, a condition
which she claimed was due to sorcery. Lova explained to me that she had been married to a
man from a lompon-tany family in a neighbouring village. When he died in 1989, his older
brother Rakoto presented himself as the new partner for Lova. His father accepted his
offer and after discussions with Lova's father, the two concluded they should marry. Lova,
however, objected. She disliked Rakoto and refused to marry him. Several weeks later, as
Lova recounts the story, she discovered a small bundle of herbs under her grass mat:
"I was cleaning the house and found it laying there. The heiy in it immediately took
power over me. My head started spinning and it felt like my legs could not carry me.
I fell and could not move anymore. I have been laying like this for years now."
Soon after the event, Lova's grandfather Mitsiky engaged his family ombiasy to make a
counter amulet iody). Over a period of several years, every amulet made by the ombiasy
failed to achieve the desired result. This was blamed on the amulet not containing enough
ancestral hasina. The family suspected of planting the "Malagasy medicine" claimed noble
descent, whereas Mitsiky was of commoner's origin. According to Mitsiky, the hery present
in the fanafocly gasy which paralysed Lova was stronger than the hasina in their counter
amulet.
In July 1992, the ombiasy placed another amulet on Lova's neck. This occurred within a few
weeks after Rakoto married a girl from his own village. Lova stated that, by this time,
Rakoto had probably forgotten her completely. The combined conditions allowed the
amulet to be effective.
I personally witnessed the placing of this amulet on Lova in the presence of the family
ombiasy and her grandfather Mitsiky. A few minutes after it was put on, Lova got up and
walked little steps around the room. She was still very weak and skinny. But a few weeks
later she seemed to have completely recovered.
From 1989-1999, I recorded five other cases of alleged sorcery. Four of these cases
occurred between tompon-tany and migrants in the village. In each case, "Malagasy
medicine" was allegedly employed by tompon-tairy families because migrants had
"disrespected" them. In two instances, the migrant families had refused to pay outstanding
debts. The other two cases concerned migrants who had courted married tompon-tanj
women. The fifth case concerned andevo Soavita (cf.chapter six).
18
A typical amulet is composed of herbs, roots, grains, leaves or a combination. They are worn as a little
bundle on a sisal or plastic necklace around the neck or placed in a little cotton pouch hanging from a
necklace. Dubois (1938: 991) describes vegetable amulets of a similar nature.
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Soavita is suffering from an extremely swollen throat and claims this is due to
"Malagasy medicine" since she had found a litde bundle of herbs in her house.
Soavita suspects her father-in-law, the two children of her husband's deceased
brother and the two children from a former relationship of her husband. In 1992,
they all lived with her and her husband Masy in Marovato.
Soavita says she treated these children as her own. She thinks, however, that the
feelings were not reciprocal because she says to be andevo whereas her husband is of
commoner descent. N o w mat the four were in their twenties and still not married,
they blamed it all on her. She was supposed to bring bad luck.
The four youngsters eventually moved out to live with their grandfather in a
neighbouring village. They continued to pay the occasional visit to Soavita's husband
in Marovato. Soavita thinks that it was on one of these occasions fhat they put
"Malagasy medicine" in her house. She found it under her water bucket the day after
the four had left. She explains Üiis as follows:
"It was clear that it was meant for me. I was very much afraid that somediing would
happen to me. But I also was afraid to talk about it with my husband. I thought that
his children had planted it. I think that my father-in-law was also in it. It must be.
They can never do it on their own. My husband would always take their side. For
weeks, nothing happened. In the end I almost forgot about it. It was a long time later
that my throat started swelling. And it never stopped. It must have been Malagasy
medicine."
Soavita's symptoms would appear to be those of an illness with an entirely natural cause.
Generally, villagers accept the biological origins of illnesses, but see illness as being
triggered by a preceding cause.19 In their own words, people do not fall ill widiout good
reason. And that reason was Aery.
If Aery causes the illness, where does the Aery come from? In the case of free descent
families, diis Aery is believed to have been directly sent by the ancestors to express their
displeasure at a violation of "Malagasy customs". In me case of the andevo, illness or bad
fortune is said to be caused by the frustrated ambiroa of andevo deceased caught between the
here and the hereafter. Or, thirdly, Aery may be transmitted via "Malagasy medicine". This
explains why free descent people go to the ornbiasj when they fall ill. Only the ornbiasy has
the power and knowledge to prepare an antidote containing ancestral Aasina that will
neutralise the Aery at work in their bodies. 20
T h e role of sorcery
In all the above cases, tompon-tanj allegedly planted the "Malagasy medicine". Migrants of
free descent, in principle, are unable to use sorcery against fellow villagers, primarily
because their family ornbiasy lives far away. They also stressed that it would be particulady
ill-advised to perform sorcery against tompon-tany since the reprisal measures of the tompontanj would be far more powerful. The fear of tompon-tany sorcery is omnipresent in the
19
Cf. Robert Pool (1989) 'There must have been something..." which discusses an analogous situation in a
village in the Western Grassfields of Cameroon.
20

This presents a problem for the large number of migrants whose ornbiasy reside at great distances. They
palliate this gap by bringing protective amulets with them when they migrate.

137

villages. They believe that the to/npon-tany, with assistance of their ombiasy, are able to
manipulate ancestral energies and use them for sorcery.
Poisoning and sorcery are last resort options to setde disputes. But contrary to cases of
poisoning cases of sorcery are not referred to the tompon-tany village council. This is
considered by its members to b e an intermingling of affairs, which might cause the hery of
the "Malagasy medicine" to be misdirected towards them. Hery is to be avoided at all costs.
Although the andevo are seen as people who are unable to control hery and are named as
potential poisoners and sorcerers, I heard of no such cases in the Marovato region Even
presuming the andevo had such intentions, they are faced with the obstacles of not being
allowed to socialise with other villagers Nor d o they have access to the ombiasy who are die
principle disseminators of poison and "Malagasy medicine" used in sorcery. Andevo
themselves stress that they have no access to or knowledge of sorcery. They assert,
however, that sorcery may be used against them by people with greater hasina. Despite this
claim, I personally came across only one situation of an andevo supposedly having fallen
prey to sorcery (cf. case above).
Poisoning and sorcery therefore are mainly mechanisms that operate within and between
tompon-tany families. It is difficult to determine to what extent the threat of poisoning and
sorcery are effective tools in making villagers adhere to the social mores. There is no doubt
that at least the rhetoric of poisoning and sorcery are still actively employed as an
instrument of power or to avenge wrongs. They are sometimes "spontaneously" used as a
means of revenge and seeking "justice", particulady as an enforcement of codes of family
honour. Poisoning and sorcery are both part of the social morality and subject to
ratification by the internal justice system of the village.
It is in the area of witchcraft that the andevo have used the great fear and ambivalence
surrounding the notion of hery to their own advantage.
(iii)

Mosavy

(witchcraft) 2 1

Whereas sorcery and poisoning take place principally within and between free descent
families, witchcraft is more closely associated with the andevo.
Who are s e e n as potential witches a n d why?
In Marovato, two andevo are called witches {mpamosaiy) They are Sambo and Lalao.
In Merina and Betsileo society, non-agnates and non-kin are those principally accused of
witchcraft." Villagers in the Marovato region believe that particularly andevo are witches.

21

The act of witchcraft is called mosavy. The word mpamosaiy refers to the person, a witch.

22

Kottak (1980: 175) states that: "Within a primarily agnatic village there is a socially recognized difference
between the children of sons and those of daughters. Agnates express their hostility to nonagnates, most
commonly by leveling accusations of witchcraft against them". Bloch (1971: 67) goes even further and claims
that among die Merina most accusations of witchcraft are typically between unrelated people. In the
Marovato region also, accusations of witchcraft are principally, but not exclusively, made between unrelated
people.
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Although they admit that free descent people can in principle become witches, andevo are
seen as more natural candidates. Rafidy Andriana explained to me why this was so:
"It is die hery again. The andevo can not really help it. It is the hery in the ambiroa of
their dead people. They are upset that they cannot go to the other side because andevo
do not have tombs. They show their discontent by making their descendants ill. And
sometimes an ambiroa filled with bery from one of these dead people takes possession
of the body of an andevo. Usually of close family. The person cannot resist this
because they do not have sufficient basina. That is why to/npon-tany do not have any
witches in their families. We have enough basina in us to be protected against the hery
if our ancestors get upset with us. But mey won't get upset because we follow the
"Malagasy customs" very stricdy. We always please our ancestors. That is why we
only get hasina from them. All the andevo get from their dead people is bery."24
Rafidy Andriana seems to describe witchcraft here as a form of possession. In chapter
seven, it was mentioned that free descent people also can become possessed. People call it
tromba. It is seen as a positive phenomenon, because the person is possessed by the hasina
of the illustrious ancestor whose ambiroa lias temporarily taken over his or her bodv.
Conceptually, witchcraft might be viewed as the counterpart of tromba. In witchcraft, the
ambiroa of a deceased person also possesses somebody, but instead of being filled with
hasina it is filled with bery.
H o w witches operate: T w o case studies
Lalao and her husband Ratsimbazafy had improved their financial circumstances by the
time of my return in 1996 (cf chapter six). They had just built their own house in
Fenoarivo. Lalao and most of her daughters had replaced their front teeth with gold caps. I
had initially been informed that their improved circumstances were due to Lalao stealing
lamba from her former employer. She had worked for him in the town of Ambalavao, fort}'
kilometres to the north. This in itself was exceptional. Lalao and Sambo were the only
andevo known to regulady travel over long distances. The fact that she also worked was
unheard of. In the course of my 1996 field work, many people claimed that Lalao was a
witch.
I often met Lalao at riverside where she washed her clothes. We generally limited our
conversations to remarks o n her children or the weather. During one of these
discussions, she suddenly remarked: " D o you remember that I told you the other day
that people are jealous of me? That is because I do many things now that the olona
madio "pure people" do. I x>ok at my teeth."

23

Ramamonjisoa (1984: 51) claims that, among the Merina, die mainly (literally "black people", the term
connotes slave descent) are more closely associated with witchcraft: "Ces pratiques en fait sont communes
aux deux groupes, mais a des degrés différents: exceptionnellcs chez les hova (SE: "people of commoner
descent), elles sont plus généralisées chez les mainty."
24

Ramamonjisoa {ibid.: 51) postulates that free descent people believe the mainty Ate unable to resist die forces
of the occult: "... inférieurs sociaux que 1'on dit ne pas avoir resisté a la force des charmes qu'ils manipulcnt
et qui les domineraient." Here, it seems that the occult power that some mainly are supposed to manipulate is
derived from charms or amulets (ody). This is not the case for the andevo who have no access to these ody as is
explained in this chapter.
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She pulls her upper lip up with her right hand, proudly exhibiting the gold caps, a
sign of beaut}- and status not usually reserved for the andevo. Lalao continues: "People
are so jealous that they now accuse me of all kinds of evil things."
SE: " D o not be upset with me, but I have even heard that they call you a witch."
Lalao smiles: "Is that what they say now? Did they also tell you that I am dancing
naked on the tombs at night? And that I am dangerous?"
SE: "Well, more or less."
Lalao: "Fine. They won't bother me then. I can go wherever I want now. They will
make sure to stay far away from me. I think I will go to the market in Ankaramena
tomorrow. Maybe I will see you there."
O n many occasions, I saw Lalao freely circulating in the Ankaramena market, a place that
most other andevo generalij- avoided.
Sambo's (cf. chapter six) behaviour also had changed drastically since 1992, when he made
a point of avoiding me, remaining in Western Marovato like other andevo. During his
regular visits to the village in 1996, I could often hear him from a long distance, crossing
the village from North to South, making his presence known in a noisy and boisterous
manner.
Accusations concerning Sambo being a witch followed soon after an act of protest he
committed which was unthinkable for an andevo. Sambo, by definition, was a bit of a rebel,
having married a free descent woman. However, Sambo, being labelled andevo, was a
casualty of Randriamahalasa's plan to reorganise the village, which largely depended upon
disenfranchisement of die andevo. Sambo's marriage did nothing to protect him.
Two personal tragedies followed closely, which pushed Sambo from rebel to outlaw.
Firsdy, his stepsister was poisoned (see case of Mamy above). Then, Sambo's brother-inlaw Dezy orchestrated the physical removal of his wife Ratsara from the marital home. 35
Faced with this final humiliation, Sambo crossed his own social Rubicon. He burned down
his house and that of his mother before moving to Fenoarivo where he had bought his way
in.
It was Rafidy Andriana who warned me not to socialise with Sambo:
"Mademoa^ely, you have to be careful with him. You see, he is a mpamosaty. People
might think that you are one as well."
On the following day, I saw Sambo. I alluded to the accusation without mentioning the
accuser:
SE: "Somebody told me that it is not good that I talk to you."
Sambo smiles. His eyes twinkle. "Yes, you know that by now. I am an andevo. Or did
the person give you another reason?"
25

Dezy, a notorious drunkard, had convinced himself and others that the bery of an andevo deceased was the
cause of her illness.
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SE: "Yes, he said something about mpamosaiy."
This elicits a loud laugh from Sambo.
Sambo: "Oh, is that what he said? Yes, then I guess you have to be careful."
SE: "What is so dangerous about you then?"
Sambo: "I am not sure myself. All I know is that mpamosaiy are dangerous. They
work with hery"
SE: " H o w do they do this?"
Sambo: "They do not like people with tombs. So I guess I am one then."
He laughs again. While laughing he turns around and observes Rafidy Andnana
watching from the balcony of his house.
"Was the person you spoke with Rafidy Andriana by any chance?"
H e turns and walks away without taking his leave, still laughing to himself.
Free descent people harbour numerous myths concerning the behaviour of witches. Sambo
and Lalao were rumoured to circulate at night, naked, dancing on tombs. 26 Witches and
andevo frequently merge in the public imagination as both represent the profane and both
allegedly channel die evil of hery.21 In diis sense, they personify the contrary of the tompontany values. But, whereas the andevo seemed to adhere to the societal role that the tompon-tany
had devised for them, witches mocked the social system by desecrating tombs, the nexus of
socio-cultural life. It is not surprising that Sambo and Lalao were accused of witchcraft as
soon as they rejected dieir andevo role.
What do witches represent and why are people afraid of them?
Because villagers believe that witches are possessed by hery, they fear witches can spread
illness or death by a mere touch or look. Tompon-tany often told me that they possess
sufficient hasina to repel hery attacks, but prefer the path of prudence by keeping at safe
distances from witches. They advised that it is best to ignore them altogether. For children,
even those of tompon-tany families, witches present a bigger danger, because their hasina is
undeveloped. Most parents provide their children with amulets filled with ancestral hasina
made by the ombiasy. These amulets are the same as the ones used against sorcery. When a

26

Cf. on the Malagasy mythology of witchcraft: Bloch (1971: 65-68), Danielli (1974), Dubois (1938: 907-911),
Feeley-Harnik (1978: 410), Gardenier (1986), Grandidier (1920: 476-478), Kottak (1980: 212, 215-217).
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The witch is Tindésirable par excellence" (Dubois 1938: 908), a position similar to that of the andevo. And
just like the andevo who are married to people of free descent, witches also are not allowed to enter the free
descent family tomb (Callet 1908: 273, Dubois ibid.: 679-680).
28

The mythology on witches as described by Kottak (1980: 212) for the Betsileo in the Ambalavao region is
very similar to what I observed He states that people view witchcraft as die dark side of hasina ("beneficial
occult energy") and as such, it can be seen as the systematic inversion of ceremonial in Betsileo life:
"However, the Betsileo also must deal with the dark side of die force, die occult powers controlled by
sorcerers and witches, people who mock the social order by using its most potent symbols (e.g., food and
tomb, major symbols of kinship) in inappropriate contexts."
141

person is believed to be the victim of witchcraft, the ombiasy will also prepare an amulet
which can neutralise the heiy that affected the person concerned.
Every andet'o is viewed as a potential witch by free descent people. The andevo themselves
seem to be aware that they risk becoming witches if the Aery in the atnbiroa of one of their
deceased takes over their body. At the same time, they have very little information on how,
why or when this occurs. When I questioned them on this issue, they usually returned the
question with one of their own: " D o you know how a proper witch should behave,
Mademoa^ely}" Occasionally, when I broached the topic, I would be asked whether I
thought witches really danced o n tombs. None claimed to have actually seen witches, let
alone that they were privy to their knowledge, other than Sambo and Lalao. Even they
seemed to imply rather than expressly assert their status as witches.
Whereas I came across no tangible evidence of the existence of witchcraft in Marovato,
free descent villagers unquestionably believe in it and fear it. Parents speak to children
about witchcraft, often in a manner to transmit implied messages on ideal social behaviour.
Children are instilled with warnings of the evil of witchcraft. For example, the rumour that
witches dance on tombs may be said to implicitly reinforce the sacredness of the tomb. In a
similar manner, concepts of poisoning, sorcery and "andevoness" (cf. next chapter) are
used in day-to-day village life as a negative counterpoint to the proper observation of the
"Malagasy customs".
It is difficult to draw general conclusions with only two alleged examples of witches, being
Sambo and Lalao. However, certain conjectures can certainly be made which provide some
context. Both of them appear t o have seized upon and embraced the status of andevo and
witch. By wearing the cloak of "andevoness", indeed, by embracing the negative labels
imposed upon them by the lompon-tanj and by "becoming" witches, they have succeeded in
gaining a certain freedom within the narrow confines of their pre-defined social role as
poor, submissive and self conscious andevo.
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