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INTRODUCTION

O, cock, stop this ostentation,
for we all came out of the egg-shell.
—ASANTE PROVERB, in Emmanuel Akyeampong and Pashington Obeng,
“Spirituality, Gender and Power in Asante History”

Ceremonial nakedness greatly increases
the magico-religious power of woman, and the chief
attribute of the Great Mother is her nakedness.
—MIRCEA ELIADE, “Masks: Mythical and Ritual Origins”

In the Abidji village of Sahuyé in southern Céte d’Ivoire in 2010, the carnivalesque
ambiance of the evening had given way to a deep stillness. Even the electricity was cut,
and all were thrust into the darkness of the moonless night. The hush prepared the
village for “Dipri,” the dangerous initiatory festival that was to take place the next day.
In the small hours of the morning, my young companion shook me awake. “Auntie,
Auntie, the old women, they're coming. Get up.” I sat up on the mattress we shared in
our shuttered and stifling room. In the distance a faint eerie knell, a shrill calling and
a droning chant, and then a repeating thud like a heartbeat. “If you want to see them,
Auntie, let’s go.” “No, no. That old woman made it clear I cannot join them. It is a sacred
thing, a taboo to look upon them. It would be an offense.” I knew the elderly women per-
forming the rite were naked, they were crossing the village pounding the ground with
pestles to curse the malevolent forces of witches who might threaten the initiates who
were to be consecrated at the river the next morning, and to chase away death. They
would make aspersions with water used to bathe their genitals and pour it at the village
entrance to seal it. After that no one would be allowed to exit or enter until the next
day’s ceremonies were over. This was Egbiki, the secret, nocturnal ritual of female geni-
tal power. It was an act of spiritual warfare, a critical and dangerous enterprise that the
women were undertaking on behalf of the whole village. I stood at the window with my
recorder trying to capture the strange distant keening, their soft shuffle, and the thud.
That sound was so chilling that even now, years later, I dread to listen to the recording.



Female Genital Power: A Prototypical Ritual over Great Expanse

Egbiki is not only an esoteric practice unique to this remote village or to the
Abidji people who celebrate Dipri. For at least five centuries and throughout
West Africa, women have made vivid appeal in ritual to a fundamental re-
ligious concept: that woman bears the innate spiritual power and embodies
moral authority. The locus of this power is the female genitals. In times of so-
cial calamity female elders strip naked, wielding branches or old pestles, dance
“lewdly;” slapping their genitals and their breasts to curse the forces of evil. This
constellation of paradigmatic gestures, enacted as a collective rebuke and a
curse, constitutes the appeal to “Female Genital Power” (FGp).!

This power is 7ot the reproductive capacity of women, nor does it allude
to the office of motherhood, important as that status has been to women in
African traditional societies. Rather, “the Mothers” are postimenopausal women
who, having surpassed the defining stage of sexual reproduction, are ambigu-
ously gendered. Like primordial beings, their incarnate power resides in that
gender doubleness. As the living embodiment of the ancestors, the Mothers are
guardians of the moral order and conduits of a spiritual power that is primary,
paramount, and potent. The seat of their power is not only the womb, but also
the vulva. Appealing to their sex as a living altar, the women ritually deploy
their genital power to elicit the most perilous of curses as an act of “spiritual
combat” against malevolent forces that threaten the community.

While the use of female genital power is a spiritual weapon, it is also in-
voked as a rebuke of immoral or injudicious governance and has therefore
served as an equally potent deterrent to the pernicious use of political power.
Women have regularly mobilized collectively, forming associations that some-
times even transcend ethnicity, to chastise the state and its military forces for
reprehensible misuse of power and invoke FGP in public protests to assert their
moral authority.

So critical is the conception of FGP as a guiding and sustaining force that
this paradigmatic rite has been documented in material as varied as accounts
of carly Arab chroniclers, colonial administrative records and decrees, mis-
sionary tracts, travel diaries, ethnographic studies, and newspaper reports. In
Cote d’Ivoire as early as 1894 the ethnographer Maurice Delafosse observed the
Baoulé¢ (Baule) women’s ritual Adjanou (Adjanu), demonstrating obscene ges-
tures to rebuke male transgressions of the moral order. This same ritual figured
prominently in the now celebrated nationalist uprisings of 1949, when a multi-
ethnic coalition of 2,000 Ivoirian women marched to the colonial stronghold,

Grand-Bassam, to take a stand against the French. Once gathered in front of
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the prison where nationalist leaders were being held, they deployed Adjanou.
The descriptions of those women stripping naked, making lewd gestures and
gyrations, chanting sexually explicit and aggressive lyrics, donning vines, and
brandishing sticks clearly reiterate the critical features of traditional religious
ritual, Egbiki. Transposed onto the political sphere, the secret, nocturnal spir-
itual rite becomes a shocking spectacle of protest against the contemporary
state that has wielded its force without moral compass.

Aware of the ritual potency of their nudity and the conjuration of their sex,
contemporary West African women still exploit this strong rhetorical form to
resist social injustice, to condemn violations of human rights, and to demand
accountability. During Cote d’Ivoire’s recent civil war and its violent aftermath,
Ivoirian women have repeatedly executed the rite of FGP to protest abuses on
both sides of the political divide and to recollect the moral foundations of le-
gitimate authority. But are their acts being properly recognized and their ap-
peals understood beyond the immediate sphere of the local? Does the appeal to
traditional religion and a mystical rite like Adjanou still have salience in today’s
increasingly globalized world?

The Problem with Tradition in the Modern Situation

The rapid pulse of technology, the massive migration and displacements of Af-
ricans on the continent, the increasing cultural homogenization of urban pop-
ulations gravitating toward the European metropole, and the electric spread of
geography-defying ideologies are all forces of globalization that overshadow
and obscure distinct and idiosyncratic practices associated with the local. The
study of particular indigenous traditions is being eclipsed by a shift of interest
onto a fast-changing and interconnected world. More and more the focus is on
bilocal studies, on migration and diaspora communities, on the new cosmopol-
itanism fostered by mass consumption of international commodities and rapid
social media, or on the new virulent forms of Christianity and Islam seizing the
African continent. It seems the local is no more.

One mightimagine that this trend reflects the trajectory of the traditions them-
selves and the fate predicted for them at the turn of the last century—namely,
that local practices and beliefs would be effaced by the encroachments of mo-
dernity, the advances of science, and the challenge and competing interests of
the so-called world religions. But those predictions were based on the false idea
of tradition as a set of customs and beliefs that are timeless and unchanging,
belonging to a closed society, preserved from the taint of cultural encounter and

exchange. By now it is well understood that such a conception of tradition as
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fixed, immune from history, and untouched by innovation was an invention
by scholars of the last century with a decidedly Eurocentric perspective. Their
depictions of traditional society as a fossilized version of Europe’s historical
past were based on Darwin’s evolutionist biology, mistakenly applied to the
social sciences. While they represented remote places and peoples in terms of
distance in #i7ze, as nonmodern and without history, no such isolated and pris-
tine communities ever existed. Distorting claims about traditional society
were also the basis for the construction of the demeaning notion of “the
primitive,” which portrayed Africans in particular in sharp contrast to West-
erners.” Such peoples purportedly lacked reflexivity and therefore any true
agency, since the ability to act with intention depends on self-consciousness
and the ability to distance oneself as an individual apart from the group or
tribe. This was deemed beyond the capacity of peoples whose very identity
presumably depended on the unquestioning acceptance and perpetuation of
ancient ancestral ways.* More than a mere term, then, #radition is a construct
heavily freighted by imperialism. The colonization of people in distant and ex-
otic places was justified on the basis of the claim that they were “savages,” as
distinct from modern Europeans as were the original “primitives” of the human
race (Chidester 2004, 84). Ultimately tradition came to signify all thought
and practice that stands in contrast to modernity and to the defining institu-
tions and ideals of the West, like individualism, secularism, development, and
democracy.

Actually, the etymology of the word is from the Latin #7aditio (“handing
over”), and in religious studies it simply refers to “the body of knowledge
which has been preserved and transmitted, and whose original source is no
longer accessible or verifiable [through written records or sacred texts]. It
is both a means of engaging memory and the normative expression of ide-
als and solidarities” (Valliere 2005, 9267, 9280). Such knowledge, often em-
bodied in ritual practice, can only be preserved and transmitted insofar as
it is performed or rehearsed, an undertaking that implies commitment to its
transmission, not only as a matter of historical record but especially as a vital
means of orienting social life to what is held to be most deeply significant,
and providing meaningful orientation as a result. Tradition as such endures,
but the trend away from interest in it may have less to do with any actual
obliteration of practices than with the fear of reproducing the epistemic
violence of imperialism in a subtle new form. Postmodern critiques rightly
shook the foundations of ethnography and forced a welcome shift in think-
ing “away from the traditional model of the study of ‘peoples’ and reified
treatments of traditional cultures that presented them as if they were not
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subject to the contingencies of real world events or capable of innovation
(Marcus 1998, 20).

While we may be content to do away with the study of cultures as bounded
wholes and closed systems, we can’t do away with “the cultural, as a constitutive
dimension” of meaningful life (Rabinow et al 2008, 106). How then can one
make sense of those other meaningful cultural worlds without recapitulating

the sins of the past?

The Problem with “the Local” in the Global Situation

Postcolonial theorists like Charles Piot (1999) have attempted to do so by
“unsettl(ing) the orientalizing binarism—and conceit—that associates Europe
with ‘modernity’ and Africa with ‘tradition’” (2). In Remotely Global: Village
Modernity in West Africa, Piot criticizes the use of the conventionalized catego-
ries that continue to inform scholarship about Africa but that “operate at some
distance from local conceptions” and the actual realities on the ground and “fail
to get at local understandings of social relations” (6—7, emphasis mine). Rather
than eschewing terms like z7adition or local, he makes an account of “apparently
traditional features” in African society in a way that problematizes Eurocentric
assumptions about them, disrupting facile distinctions between traditional and
modern, local and global (2).

Reference to the local does not necessarily infer remote, circumscribed
places or persons uninformed by outside contact. Nor are locals persons who
have remained immobile and wedded to a definitive way of living that pro-
tects them from influence. To ascribe those notions to the local makes the term
a counterpoint to zhe global in parallel to the way that #raditional has been
used to signify all that contrasts with modernity. That is, the local comes to
designate a social space that is fixed and unchanging, while the domain of the
global is associated with change and the dynamics of contemporary transfor-
mation: mobility and the rapid shifts in populations across the world, as well
as communication and the rapid flows of ideas and information across world-
space. Piot therefore recasts African local realities as instantiations of global
dynamics, characterized by mobility and exchange.

Such a move corrects the distortions of early scholarship that depicted Af-
rica as an isolated preserve in which circumscribed tribes are fixed in place. It
underscores that Africans have always been full partners in shaping the world
through migration and exchange of goods and ideas, a point that is especially
poignant when considering the extent to which the world was reshaped by the
forced extraction and dispersal of its population through slavery. However,
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globalization is more than migration or the impact of commodities, ideas, and
practices across borders or cultural boundaries; certainly in this simple sense,
Africa has always been involved in the globalizing project. Today reference to
the global domain refers to more than the increase in mobility and the intensi-
fied flow of material, culture, or ideology. Globalization is moreover the con-
solidation of a dominant set of practices and ideologies. Globalism now implies
the hegemony of the metropole, its culture, and its socioeconomic and political
interests and advantages.

Although Africans also live with the fluidity and uncertainty that define the
postmodern situation, that fact is not sufficient to identify even those most mo-
bile and transient of African workers who regularly travel between villages and
urban centers as cosmopolitans (Piot 1999, 132). A cosmopolitan is not only a
person who moves rapidly and easily across boundaries and borders, but is most
especially one who can enjoy the certainty that one will be at home anywhere
in the world that reproduces the familiar patterns of the dominant metropole.
Cosmopolitans move readily between metropoles that share a global frame of
reference. By contrast, translocals are peoples who move or flee their native
situation (such as migrant workers, refugees, evacuees, exiles), but who do not
necessarily adopt the new, dominant worldview when they are displaced and
dispersed (in the diaspora). Unlike the cosmopolitan who has no investment in
any particular place as home, no commitment to carry familiar practices or de-
fining values into the newly occupied spaces, and no aspiration to return to that
geographic locus of identity, the translocal remains firmly rooted in the habitus
of the culture of origin and brings a very particular epistemology and ontology
into the new spatial context (P. Werbner, 1999; R. Grillo, 2007; L. Grillo 2010).

The local is a literal domain of home, grounded in place as well as concep-
tual reality. It refers to those contexts in which particular practices arose and
were regularly practiced, giving charter to a common worldview as well as a
social space as defined by the social imaginary. I therefore use the local to refer
to those realities on the ground that are recognized by Africans themselves to
be real and to have consequence in terms of their self-definitions and the ori-
entation of their lives.

The local social imaginary is all that constitutes a sense of home. The local may
extend beyond the circumscribed parameters of small communities, however.
I intentionally use the term /ocal to denote indigenous African values and prac-
tices, those that emerged in and are associated with the African context, even when
that context is regional or continental in span. My intent is to differentiate those
values and practices from supposedly global ones—which are, in fact, the consoli-

dation of Western ideology that is circulated and adopted (or imposed) elsewhere.
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Today, “the relentless drive of homogenizing and standardizing market
forces to turn the whole world into a hi-tech consumerist landscape has irre-
versibly destabilized these familiar feelings of belonging” that constitute the
“radiating warmth of ‘home’” (Steger 2008, 196). The local phenomenon of
FGP is an act of resistance to such external pressures to conform to Western
hegemony. It recalls instead the fundaments of a uniquely African vision of the
moral order and the society that arises from it. The ubiquity of the ritual phe-
nomenon of FGP and the common moral precepts that it embodies undergird
so much of West African culture as to represent a common epistemological
grounding—a local, that is to say particularly African, way of understanding
and organizing knowledge and meaning.

Writing New Histories and the Problem of Logocentrism

I'join Piot and other postcolonial scholars who are “committed to writing his-
tories that disrupt the conventional grand narratives . . . [or that] deny agency
to subaltern groups” (Piot 1999, 6). Attempting to write a new critical history
presents another problem, however. Language is itself a hallmark of colonial
imperialism.

Most postcolonial theorists write from the privileged site of a neocolo-
nial educational system, and the very use of European languages necessar-
ily imports a Eurocentric analytical frame. From this situation, despite the
laudable intention “to give voice and agency to the subaltern” (Piot 1999, 6),
the subaltern—as Gayatri Spivak so famously argued—cannot and does not
“speak” (Spivak 1988). Always incommensurate with the experience of the
subaltern, representation of the “other” through words seems to be, at best,
mimicry. It distorts the depiction of the other even as the text itself repro-
duces the hegemonic discourse of the foreign academic world. At worst, the
attempt to have the subaltern speak through this discourse amounts to mere
“ventriloquism,” a projection of their voice through the scholar’s own (Bewes
2006). The postcolonial project may well falter under such preoccupation
with burdened terminology and the task of refiguring its own conceptual
frameworks. Combined with that is a seeming need for self-denunciation,
as if “by engaging in relentless self-examination [it] will be able to keep itself
free from the hubris of modernity” (Benavides 1998, 200). Too great a con-
cern over the avoidance of the fraught terms or antiquated constructs risks
overshadowing the subject at hand and obscuring other media of expression
in which the subaltern—one who is 70¢ identical to the colonial theorist—

may in fact be “speaking” (Grillo 2015).
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It is for this very reason that I turn my attention primarily to the ritual per-
formances of EGP as a powerful form of self-representation in the actors’ own
local terms. The embodied performances of the Mothers simultaneously com-
municate vulnerability and lament, judgment and condemnation, yet do so
without depending on language to bear their message (L. Grillo, 2013). The
rebuke is accomplished without forcing anyone to narrate her trauma, without
words that can be mistranslated or misconstrued, without negotiations that
can be compromised. Those who deploy FGP are not speaking in the idiom of
the (post)colonial world at all, but sidestep the problem of language altogether.
Moreover, their ritual protest has a unique ability to stir public consciousness
precisely because it is nondiscursive, making its case in the immediacy of the
moment. The Mothers deploy traditional custom as a timely response to the
contemporary situation and with a view to effecting change.

Genealogy and the Matri-Archive

The distinctive cultural element that extends beyond the limited scope of eth-
nicity is the still-vital construct that informs the episteme of West Africa: an
understanding of the consonance between spiritual power and political au-
thority, whose common source is woman. More precisely, it is female elders
known as “the Mothers” who embody this power and who invoke it through
the ritual appeal to FGP.

The aim of this study is not only to trace the conventional history of the in-
stitution of FGP in in West Africa but also to unearth the “genealogy” of matri-
focality—to reveal the history that has no history, that has remained invisible
because it has not been given value (Foucault 1977). The object of undertaking
such a genealogical inquiry is to identify the source of that which endures in
the local social imaginary even after the structural institutions that reflected
those values have been dismantled and/or eclipsed. In this case, it is only in the
vestiges, remnants, or refuse of history that we can locate evidence.’ These
archives of African history can be excavated in overlooked details of ethnog-
raphy, unearthed through evidence and experience in the field, and extracted
from oral histories.

Doing a genealogical history of FGP as a matri-archive posits no evolution-
ist trajectory. My premise is that Africa’s societies and civilizations did indeed
change, informed by their own intense heterogeneity, migratory dynamics,
and cultural fluidity as much as by contact with the West or the modern world
system. I certainly do not endorse the notion of a necessary and relentless pro-

gression from “the primitive” toward the development of a more sophisticated
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manifestation of a higher social order. In fact, the thrust of the argument of the
book supports the opposite view: that the erosion of women’s associations and
women’s rights has jeopardized the moral foundation of communal life.

It is certain that female genital power is grounded in religious and cultural
constructs that are constitutive of certain ethnic identities. Even so, it is not pri-
marily to this smaller notion of the local that I refer when I use this term. Rather,
I suggest that the phenomenon of FGP—the unique conception of it and the
ubiquitous appeal to it across a wide geographical expanse and for an extensive
period of time—is uniquely African. The ritual rhetoric of FGP is one of the “sa-
cred silent languages [that have operated as] the media through which the great
global communities of the past were imagined” (Anderson 1991, 14). My objec-
tive is to reveal it to be the invisible (secret and hidden, but also overlooked and
ignored) ingredient that lends to Africaa palpable yet ill-defined coherence and to
show FGP to be the essential construct informing the African social landscape, re-
sponsible for forging much of the sub-Saharan region as a great global community.

Contemporary practices of FGP demonstrate just how adaptive and stra-
tegic this tradition continues to be, serving as a vital form of resistance to the
postcolonial state and to the international pressures that increasingly inform
civil unrest. The shocking spectacle of women’s naked confrontation with poli-
ticians and armed troops is a formidable means to (re)awaken sensibility to
the local social imaginary—that is, the “implicit background that makes possi-
ble communal practices and a widely shared sense of their legitimacy” (Steger
2008, 6). Its enduring eloquence shows that social imaginary to have consider-
able inventive ability and demonstrates that indigenous traditions can and still

do have a bearing on the global situation.

An Intimate Rebuke

The repeated executions of FGP from the carliest chronicled incidents to
present-day manifestations to which I call attention here therefore present a
new kind of history, “intelligible only within a cultural tradition but, potentially,
standing some critical distance part from it, . . . a startling reinterpretation, a7
intimate rebuke” (Lonsdale 2000, 14, emphasis mine). FGP is, indeed, “inti-
mate” in its reference to the most private bodily parts. However, its intimacy
is also cultural; those who are called the Mothers stand for the most intimate
social unit, the mother-child bond, that is sacrosanct and the basis for the ethi-
cal relations on which West African society was founded. For those with deep
inside knowledge of African tradition, the curse that is implied by their exhibi-
tion is a rebuke in the strongest of terms. In recent decades, the act is poignantly
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intimate also in that it no longer points to the injustices, indignities, and viola-
tions of foreign colonials, but is aimed at the forces of African society itself and
their own postcolonial states. It especially condemns the most heinous viola-
tion of that sacred source, sexual violence.

Cote d’Ivoire is emerging from more than a decade of civil war and horrific
violence. The repeated public enactments of FGP there present a striking, visi-
ble argument about political morality and stand as a warning of the calamitous
result of ignoring religious values on which African society was founded. They
show that the women’s indigenous ritual is “far from unfathomable or irrel-
evant” (Lonsdale 2000, 15), but keenly applicable in the fractured and bloodied
struggles being played out across Africa and the economic and social ruin that
has been the result.

Emergent Constructs for an Urgent Situation:
Unhomeliness, Worldliness, Timeliness

The situation in Cote d’Ivoire is emergent, in both the sense of calling for
prompt, urgent attention and as something arising as a natural or logical conse-
quence. What has given rise to the dire and crying situation of Ivoirian women
is postcolonialism—that is to say, the aftermath of colonialism and the frac-
tious enterprise of nation building. At the same time, and not unrelatedly, is
the pressing need in the academy to find new concepts and methods that are
better suited to interpret today’s globalized world. Even the very terms refigion,
gender, and postcolonialism have been challenged as empty, invented, unstable,
and misplaced (Bhabha 1994; Dubuisson 2003; Oyewluimi 1997a; Radhakrish-
nan 1993). Postmodernism ushered in a distrust of grand theories, challenged
received ideologies, and disturbed conventional understandings of such basic
notions and made us aware of the ways in which these constructs can them-
selves foster domination, exclusion, and violence. Their application to our in-
creasingly complex world is questionable, making “examples of using the older
concepts on contemporary material . .. sound like they [are parodies]” (Rabi-
now and Marcus 2008, 43). Throughout this work I draw instead on emergent
concepts that lend themselves better to what Edward Said called the “bristling
paradox” (1989, 213) that characterizes the contemporary postcolonial situa-
tion: unhomeliness, worldliness, and timeliness. My adoption of these new con-
structs and my repeated use of them as themes offer an alternative theoretical
scaffold on which to review the facts. They allow me to interrogate and shift the
more familiar but troubling terms such as tradition or the local in light of the

practice of FGP without jettisoning them altogether.

10 ® INTRODUCTION



Nigerian scholar of African gender studies Oyérénké Oyewumi pointed out
that “African experiences rarely inform theory in any field of study; at best such
experiences are exceptionalized” (Oyewumi 1997b, 18). In drawing on African
historical and social reality to inform postcolonial thought, this study aims to
make a corrective, even asit pushes beyond its typical impasses. By sustaining the
tripartite focus on unhomeliness, worldliness, and timeliness simultancously
throughout this work, I wish to suggest that the appeal to female genital power
is its own potent and “volatile mixture” of matters of vital concern in today’s
world: religion, gender, and postcolonial politics (Joy 2006). My intention
is to usc these new constructs to turn attention away from theorists’ “obses-
sive focus” on postcolonialism as theory at the expense of postcolonialism-as-
activism (Radhakrishnan 1993, 751), and, moreover, to highlight female genital
power in West Africa as activism against postcolonialism.

UNHOMELINESS

The term unhomely speaks to the uncomfortable and uninviting reality of post-
coloniality for the colonized and the colonizing subject alike. Postcolonial theo-
rist Homi Bhabha adopts the term unhomeliness to signal “the estranging sense
of the relocation of the home and the world” that is “a paradigmatic colonial
and post-colonial condition” (Bhabha 1994, 13). To be “unhomed” implies not
only displacement of the colonial but also an intrusion of global politics into the
local, experienced as the disruptive imposition of political agenda on personal
lives. In this new world order “nobody will feel fully at home” (Bewes 2006, 47).

“The unhomely” is the situation in Céte d’Ivoire, whose very name (Ivory
Coast) suggests its legacy of colonial exploitation and commodification at its or-
igin. It also signals the invention of this nation as an artificial entity. The extremely
heterogeneous population grouped within its arbitrary borders was made more
diverse in its postindependence heyday when those borders remained open to a
swell of refugees flecing surrounding impoverished and warring African states.
It is no coincidence that a generation later the civil war was fueled by fractious
discourses about “belonging” and “Ivoirianness” (Ivoirizé). It is an unhomed
country, peopled by the displaced—immigrant laborers contesting traditional
land rights; “street urchins” born into the metropole, unmoored from any
grounding in indigenous culture; women who are losing their rightful place in
the visible structures of society and its invisible cultural underpinning that are
the moral values they traditionally embody.

In the context of civil war, it is also no surprise that a traditional construct
that speaks to the terrible destructive forces of evil prevails: witcheraft. By now

it is a cliché that the postcolonial African state, visiting its unpredictable forces
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of evil on its suffering populace, is likened to a witch. The witch represents the
opposite of “home.” Witchcraft overturns all social conventions, disrupts the
familiarity and safety of the immediate social circle, and operates by uncanny
means. But uncanny powers are equally ascribed to those who fight fire with
fire and deploy mystical resources on an invisible plane to effect good. This is
the paradoxical unhomeliness that the Mothers possess. Because FGP effects the
most potent curse, it also has an unsettling and alien nature. The rite bears the
character of the unhomely, a quality Freud (2003 [1919]) associated with the un-
canny. It is “the name for everything that ought to have remained. . . secret and
hidden but has come to light” (Bhabha 1994, 14). Accordingly, when the secret
ritual alluding to women’s intimate parts is inverted and made a public spectacle,
it is an expression of the unhomely par excellence. Introducing unhomeliness
allows for a new consideration of the enduring conception of witcheraft in con-
temporary struggles for power and moral might. Such ideas are constitutive of
local worlds. They define an “ontological-cultural epistemology that is coinci-
dental with a certain practice of the world—a world moment, a world that
understands its space as a place that is ‘not at home’ (Long 2004, 90).

Finally, the construct of unhomeliness allows for a consideration of the pro-
gressive unhoming of women from their central place in originally matrifo-
cal and matrilineal traditions that is at the heart of the unhomeliness of the
postcolonial condition today. Female genital power as activism also resists the
usurpation of women’s place and power, challenges imported gender ideology,
and provides a vehicle by which these African women reassert their own self-
defined essentialism. The appeal of the Mothers to the female genitals as the
seat and innate source of their spiritual power makes it clear that their female-
ness is a condition of their agency. It is essential—both a necessary condition
and defining attribute of the agents of FGP. But in West African cultures post-
menopausal women, belonging to a distinct subset of womanhood, comprise
a category of being that surpasses gender as it is construed in the West. The
reiteration of FGP as public rebuke can therefore also be seen as a profound
resistance to the unhomely imposition of gender and repressive gendered roles
increasingly assigned to African women as colonial institutions—like patriar-

chal forms of naming and inheritance—that have been adopted into law.

WORLDLINESS

Edward Said invoked the ambiguous concept of worldliness as a particularly
apt characterization of academic disciplines, like anthropology, that are “predi-
cated on the fact of otherness and difference” but that today no longer begin
with abstract projections about that “other”; instead the scholar is “remanded
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into the actual world,” to the sites of a cultural situation where differences are
realized (Said 1989, 212). Adopting a worldly approach means moving away
from preoccupation with religion, gender, or postcolonialism as reified constructs
from which to interpret cultural dynamics and turning instead to concrete in-
stances governing reality on the ground.

African women’s execution of EGP as political activism is itself a worldly en-
terprise. Its tactics are shrewd and strategic. It demonstrates worldliness, in the
sense of being grounded in the affairs of “the secular world, as opposed to being
‘otherworldly; and also bears ‘the quality of a practiced, slightly jaded savoir faire,
worldly wise and street smart” (Said 1989, 212-13). The repeated deployment of
FGP evinces both a sophisticated take on secular politics and a savvy use of civil
disobedience to gain leverage on that worldly stage. Yet the Mothers’ worldly
engagement does not entirely dispense with the otherworldly concerns of moral
authority and spiritual power. Women’s spectacle creates a profoundly charged
liminal situation, an “in-between” reality that challenges oppositional positions,
offering an “interstitial intimacy” between the private and public, the past and
present, the mythical and historical, the social and spiritual (Bhabha 1994, 19).
More practical than the espousal of merely religious ideas and more profound
than a merely political demonstration, FGP represents a conjuncture of both these
domains. FGP is worldly too in that it has served as the moral foundation of
social structure, the basis for social organization and alliance, and has provided

the sanction of worldly rulership and the source of its legitimate authority.

TIMELINESS

One thinks of the timely as an intervention that occurs at a propitious mo-
ment, enhancing its efficacy. Timely acts are situated in particular historic
instants, just as worldly ones are situated in particular places, and both involve
reflexivity. Certainly, the women’s ritual protests, as self-conscious acts of con-
testation, are necessarily timely, aiming to have consequences in the unfolding
history in which they play an immediate part. Women’s activism stands in con-
trast with the untimeliness of the scholarly production, which always happens
“after the fact” (Geertz 1995) and which always “preserves a certain critical dis-
tance” (Rabinow and Marcus 2008, 58).°6

The timeliness of female genital power in the context of politics can also be
contrasted with the supposed timelessness of religious tradition and the pre-
sumed ahistoricity of myth and ritual. From this vantage point, tradition is
easily dismissed, relegated to the profound time of mythic origins. Insofar as
tradition refers to a timeless past, it is at best irrelevant in the face of global-

izing forces; at worst, tradition serves as a conservative ideology that keeps the
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subaltern in a position of subservience to the interests of an elite. As Richards
eloquently asserts, “Postcolonialism . . . has little time for the remembrance of
profound time” (Richards 2007, 350, emphasis mine). I concur with Richards
and other postcolonial theorists, like Gayatri Spivak, who forcefully assert that
“nostalgia for lost origins” is an untimely preoccupation and detrimental to the
critique of imperialism that our times demand (Spivak 1988, 291). However,
I suggest that the rituals of FGP, by contrast, consciously affirm the relevance of
history, including mythic history, to real politics. They are acts of re-collection
in both senses of the word—remembrance and gathering. They engage col-
lective memory, reminding those with eyes to see what women’s presence and
power have meant to African society, serving as a bridge between the distant
past and the immediate moment. The Mothers’ recollection of the repressed
history of their status as bearers of moral authority doesn’t romanticize or fe-

tishize tradition but uses it as a point of interrogation of the present.

Organization of the Work

The book is divided into three parts, each giving prominent focus to one of
these themes. Under the banner of one of these new constructs, each section
considers the phenomenon of FGP from a new angle that aims to shed light
on a uniquely African epistemology, one that offers a very different appraisal
from that of the West about the foundation, nature, and way of transmitting
knowledge. This approach suggests that the more common understanding of
the problematic terms religion, tradition, ethnicity, gender, and postcolonial
politics may be reconsidered in this light and even recovered as viable ways of
speaking about their inextricably intertwined nature in the context of West Af-
rica. The overarching structure of the book is also designed to suggest that such
constructs, when considered as a synergistic whole in the form of FGP, offer a
reappraisal of African history and the contemporary Ivoirian crisis.

Part I, “Home and the Unhomely: The Foundational Nature of Female
Genital Power,” situates the practice in the context of religious traditions in
West Africa and shows it to function as a touchstone for the values that estab-
lish home.

Chapter 1, “Genies, Witches, and Women: Locating Female Powers,”
is based on my fieldwork investigations of Dipri and Egbiki, the local en-
actment of FGP as anti-witchcraft. The aim of this chapter is to situate the
phenomenon of FGP in the intimate context of local spiritual practices where
they are regularly rehearsed and where their acts have the deepest resonance. It

draws on fieldwork spanning three decades and engages an intimate account
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and deep hermeneutical reading of the Abidji festival, its parallel celebration
among the matrilineal Adioukrou, and women’s rite that overarches both.

Chapter 2, “Matrifocal Morality: FGP and the Foundation of ‘Home,” aims
to correct the predominant, persistent misconception about African women:
that they have everywhere and always been the victims of cultural oppression
and male dominance, subservient and in perpetual servitude, mute and with-
out agency. While some have contended that “women’s story is not the sub-
stance of great narratives” (Spivak 1988, 287), the history of Africa suggests that
it is, in fact, a remarkable one, not an imagined female golden age or invented
myth. It is the subject of griots’ oral chronicles, of voyagers’ ancient records,
and colonial narratives alike. Therefore, without resorting to panegyric on the
situation of women, this chapter establishes that the conception of FGP is a
foundational moral force and shows that the tradition of appeal to it is both
widespread and deeply rooted.

Scholars like Diop (1978) and Amadiume (1997) have argued that the origin
of West African society rests on mzatriarchy, a structural organization of society.
This chapter argues that, even along the coast of West Africa where matrilineal
societies have long been in existence and still endure, it is not matriarchy that
most profoundly marked the region’s civilization as its founding order, but a less
structural matter, a principle that I call “matrifocal morality.”” While matriar-
chy or matriliny makes the line of descent from a particular woman a primary
concern, matrifocality is not necessarily linked to the structural organization or
the hierarchical offices within a given society. It is a values system that holds the
female elders in esteem as the bearers of ultimate moral authority. On the basis
of historical evidence and applying Foucault’s genealogical method, the chapter
presents matrifocal morality as an underlying principle common to West Afri-
can society, the foundation of the unique “ontological-cultural epistemology”
that lends an inchoate cultural coherence to the region (Long 2004, 90).2

Gender criticism has exposed the enduring tendency of Western thinkers to
make universalizing assumptions and project homogeneity on all women and
perhaps especially “Third World” women who are presumed to be unable to
speak for themselves. Chapter 3, “Gender and Resistance: The ‘Strategic Essen-
tialism’ of FGP,” undertakes a historical and comparative review of various cases
of African women’s collective mobilizations and ritualized protests across West
Africa in terms of three sorts of “gender troubles”: (1) the troubles that African
women faced as gender roles shifted; (2) the trouble that African women in-
tentionally created to disrupt these “unhoming” forces with their ancient rite;
and (3) the trouble that Western interpreters have shown when attempting to
identify the phenomenon of FGP as a unique appraisal of gender and politics.”
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While some scholars of gender in Africa eschew the very construct of gen-
der as essentialist and an imposition of white Western feminist theory, I sug-
gest that the postmenopausal women who voluntarily take up the duty to carry
out the rite—whether in secreted ritual or as an act of public rebuke—self-
consciously define themselves as belonging to a special subset of women. No
longer defined by their reproductive function, they surpass the limits of spiri-
tual power ascribed to either gender alone. In performing FGP these postmeno-
pausal women become agents who engender power (pun intended) in a unique
way and assert their prerogatives as the bearers of supreme moral authority.

This chapter argues that the performances of FGP are occasions in which Af-
rican women elders assert their own self-defining essentialist identity as women
of a particular kind. At the same time, the performances are themselves strate-
gic efforts to resist the gender ideologies imported and imposed by colonialism
and the Christian missions and defend the prerogatives and interests of African
women that are being undermined. Therefore, theirs is a “strategic essentialism”
(Joy 2006). African women’s use of FGP embodies a unique appraisal of gender
while engaging spiritual and moral matters under the most pressing political
exigencies.

Part IT, “Worldliness: FGP in the Making of Ethnicity, Alliance, and War
in Cote d’Ivoire;” argues that the principle that undergirds FGP is the found-
ing knowledge and binding power on which West African civilizations were
established. It shows how the matrifocal morality that the Mothers embody
operated as the basis for the consolidation of ethnic groups and for alliances
among them. The overarching argument here is that FGP, as a founding moral
principle, helped establish alliances, allowing diverse peoples to meet in what
was once the forest frontier to assimilate and form new identities and solidari-
ties. However, I underscore that the principle of matrifocal morality and the
practice of the appeal to FGP also ultimately supersede any particular ethnicity.

The ritual embodiment of moral authority stands as the ultimate sanction,
both authorizing rulership and worldly powers and chastising their abuse. This
worldly function of FGP has salience under the pressure of globalization and
the recent civil war. Although the war is largely interpreted as an ethnic con-
flict, the women’s collective manifestations reflect a solidarity that supersedes
cthnic divisions. Moreover, their ritual condemnation of the violence repre-
sents a timely critique of the politics of the postcolonial state that has capital-
ized on such distinctions.

Chapter 4, “Founding Knowledge/Binding Power: The Moral Foundations
of Ethnicity and Alliance,” returns to the particular context of Céte d’Ivoire
and a puzzlement surrounding Dipri and the Abidji women’s rite called
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“Egbiki.” It investigates FGP as a common feature of social life that allowed the
Abidji and Adioukrou peoples to share Dipri as a defining cult, despite the
many structural differences between these two ethnic groups. A primary aim
is to investigate the “internal vision of power” (Memel-Foté 1980, 12) that en-
abled disparate peoples on the African forest frontier to consolidate as distinct
sociopolitical entities and to establish critical alliances among them. These
new polities do not necessarily fit the classic definition of ethnic group, in the
sense of a group classed according to common racial order or bloodline. Other
features also enable people to affiliate and consolidate as ethnicities, including
language or common culture. I am proposing that in Céte d’Ivoire, a principle
feature of such common culture was matrifocal morality.

While ethnicity has been vilified as the source of a backward-turning tribal-
ism and violence responsible for Cote d’Ivoire’s civil wars, this chapter returns
to the original dynamics of ethnic politics to show FGP as the original means of
establishing strategic peacetime alliances.

Chapter s, “Women at the Checkpoint: Challenging the Forces of Civil
War,” introduces the dynamics of Céote d’Ivoire’s decade-long strife and dem-
onstrates that, although largely overlooked by journalists and scholars alike, the
thetorical work of the female elders deploying FGP has been as critical as other
discursive tropes at play in the political arena. This chapter offers a rereading of
the history of the Ivoirian civil war, which is generally cast as a result of ethnic
infighting and divisions along religious lines. Given that the women’s collective
mobilizations appeal to overarching spiritual principles on which communal
life depends and that are fundamental to interethnic alliances, their call for moral
accountability surpasses the politics of ethnicity. Their activism therefore as-
serts a “portable identity” of a different kind (McGovern 2011). The Mothers’
sanctions against the violent usurpation of power by youth are also shown to be
surprisingly effective as a civilizing force. I argue that FGP is “part of the moral
calculus of power,” an indispensable ingredient of legitimate rulership that the
state cannot afford to overlook (Lonsdale 1986, 141).

Part III, “Timeliness: Urgent Situations and Emergent Critiques,” shifts
attention from the space on which the battle is waged—land and bodies—to
the timeliness of women’s interventions as ezzergency measures today. It under-
scores that the women’s engagement of FGP is not a nostalgic rehearsal of time-
less tradition but a timely intervention that interrogates the present situation.

In the midst of the civil war and its protracted aftermath, Ivoirian women
were often the targets of horrific sexual violence. Women’s bodies became sites
of the contest of power where society’s unhomely dislocation was forcefully

enacted. Rape and other sexual torture violently rend a woman’s body and her
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body from herself; even as they rip the seams of society in civil war. These most
intimate violations assault the very source of civilization by attacking the fe-
male foundations of social identity for matrilineal societies. Chapter 6, “Viola-
tion and Deployment: FGP in Politics in Cote d’Ivoire,” documents not only
women’s victimization but also their strategic response to the contemporary
crisis. Their collective mobilization offers a new emergent critique of the state
accountability, especially in light of efforts toward truth and reconciliation.
The Mothers have been forceful advocates for the indemnification of women
victims of war, once again agitating for action through FGP.

Chapter 7, “Memory, Memorialization, and Morality,” shows that, in contrast
with state amnesia, its tendency to forget the wrongs of war and the culture of
impunity for those in political power, the demonstrations of the Mothers ac-
tively recollect fundamental ethical mandates and stir civil society to demand
accountability. The confrontation between the Mothers and the state is there-
fore a battle to control memory as much as direct morality.

The state attempts to co-opt collective memory and control a public account
of history through the physical monuments it erects. Another way of domesticat-
ing history is by featuring certain traditions as a cultural heritage for which it
purports to serve as protective guardian. Under its auspices, tradition is manipu-
lated to serve as an emblem of the state. The Mothers’ vivid performances are not
so easily contained, controlled, or co-opted. The active engagement of FGP de-
fies inscription and resists becoming monumentalized or memorialized. Instead,
their embodied rebukes bring into focus the lost values of the fractured state.

The Conclusion, “An Intimate Rebuke: A Local Critique in the Global
Postcolony,” suggests that African women’s mobilizations and their collective
deployment of FGP in the political arena serve as a time-honored engagement of
civil society, one that still has an effective reach in the globalizing world. While it
is beyond the purview of this academic study to offer solutions to the profound
problems challenging Ivoirian society, revealing the women’s acts to be efforts
to recollect the moral state may suggest possibilities for meaningful approaches
to them. It presents the ritual of FGP as an eloquent commentary on power, of-
fering a potentially rich new source of insight into the current plight of Africa.
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Part 1. Home and the Unhomely

THE FOUNDATIONAL NATURE
OF FEMALE GENITAL POWER

°
The “unhomely” is a paradigmatic colonial

and post-colonial condition.
—HOMI K. BHABHA, The Location of Culture

Home is the most intimate of domains. It is founded on affective bonds and the
moral commitments to the immediate family that naturally arise from those
bonds. Home defines the familiar; it is the locus of safety, the domain of cus-
tom, and the ground of identity. Home is therefore more than an inhabited ter-
ritory; it is the social habitus itself. Home is the net of the social imaginary that
catches and organizes experiences and casts them as significant events. Yet at
the heart of home is the uncanny, which in West African cultures is referred to
with discreet and disquieting reference to genies, witches, and the ambiguous
powers of women. The Mothers therefore simultancously stand for the essen-
tial bonds and values of home while paradoxically wielding the most dangerous
and unhomely invisible force.

Their power is not primarily structural in nature, but effected as a fun-
damental moral value seamlessly woven into various patterns of social organ-
ization, from monarchies to secret societies. The moral mandates that Mothers
embody and aggressively sanction through FGP especially informed the most
prominent form of governance in the West African region, collective self-rule.



A consistent undercurrent in the dynamics of social organization throughout
the region, matrifocal morality can therefore be understood to be the very
foundation of home, the essential yet inchoate element that lends cultural co-
herence to the region, and the construct that best defines the local episteme.
This s not to say that FGP is a timeless tradition, rooted in a primordial past
and remaining an ever-stagnant or unchanging practice. Tradition is always in-
novative and accommodating to history; the Mothers’ vigorous interventions
in worldly affairs, from precolonial alliances to anti-colonial nationalist efforts
to current political crises, including the recent Ivoirian civil war, amply testify
to its timeliness. Those women who appeal to FGP have acted as self-conscious,
strategic players in efforts to resist the systematic unhoming of African society

from foundational values.
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I. GENIES, WITCHES, AND WOMEN

Locating Female Powers

When men are not present, women expose themselves.
—TSHI PROVERB, in J. G. Chiristaller, Twi Mnebusem Mpensa-Ahansia Mmoano

Disquieting References

It was over thirty years ago when I was living in Céte d’Ivoire, the young wife
of an Ivoirian man, that I first saw Dipri, a spectacular traditional ritual shared
by a subset of the Abidji and Adioukrou,! two neighboring ethnic groups in
the southern lagoon region. Dipri is a calendrical celebration of the new har-
vest year and for that reason is simply referred to by the Adioukrou as “The
Yam Festival.” But it is also a rite of initiation, when the youth of the village
are consecrated to the genie of the river and, as they are seized by its power,
succumb one by one to a frenzied possession-trance. Therefore, the Adioukrou
more properly call the festival Kpol, literally “possession-trance.”* Even though
the festival is over twenty-four hours long and requires spending at least one
night in the village, Dipri always draws a crowd, for it is a sensational spectacle
involving not only the chaotic display of the entranced but also their bloody
self-stabbings and the seemingly miraculous instantaneous healings of their
wounds by so-called witches.

My initial investigation of Dipri was stimulated by my need to understand
the meaning and nature of African witchcraft, about which I regularly heard
vague and disquieting references. The English term wizch has decidedly nega-
tive connotations, typically referring to persons supposedly invested with
supernatural powers and who use them to evil effect. In Africa the Western
language terms have been unreflexively adopted, although indigenous concep-
tions of witchcraft are more equivocal; the spiritual power of witchcraft is an
ambiguous force that can be channeled for evil or good. So even those who
enjoy inordinate success are said to be witches.? This very ambiguity and the

omnipresent reference to witches and witchcraft, whether in joking banter or



in whispered gossip about unsettling and uncanny matters, made it seem to be
the key to deeper cultural knowledge. At the time, my African husband self-
consciously avoided overt discussion of these matters, protecting himself from
being cast in terms of the exotic “other” under the distorted gaze of the West,
even and perhaps especially the gaze of his white Western wife. I urged him to
help me gain greater insight into what I perceived to be a fundamental cultural
paradigm, persuading him that unless I could understand the constant refrain
of witchcraft and unlock what were, for me, the closed doors of rumor, innu-
endo, and secrecy that loomed in everyday conversation, I could never feel at
home there. “Okay,” he finally conceded. “If you want to understand witch-
craft, you'll have to see Dipri.”

On the evening before Dipri, the village bustles with festive activity as guests
arrive and are received, for anyone who is not a resident and who wishes to see
the spectacle must spend the night in the home of a villager. In every courtyard
meals are prepared, and before they are served libations are poured to honor
the ancestors. At about ten oclock in the evening all lights are extinguished
and quiet is made to settle on the community in preparation for the solem-
nity of the occasion. A few voices are heard crying out “Bidyo-wo!, Bidyo-wo!”
It’s a funeral dirge for the ancestor, a reference to the mythic beginnings of
the ritual, and the signal that the ceremonies are officially begun. All are shut-
tered away, warned that none must look upon the women elders who perform
a nocturnal rite in the nude.

Early the next morning, young initiates are brought to the banks of the
nearby river and are consecrated to the “genie;” or divinity, who is said to reside
in the waters and who protects the village inhabitants. They smear their bodies
with the white river clay, kaolin, a sign of purification. As they return to the vil-
lage the initiates are surrounded by an entourage of youths from their quarter
who accompany them, clapping and singing lively songs in praise of the genie
and the genie’s power, called séké. One by one, initiates are seized by séke and
fall into the seeming chaos of possession-trance.

The trance is a fraught passage in which the initiates appear to struggle with
an invisible adversary. Their eyes roll or stare in a wide unfocused gaze; they
stumble aimlessly, pivoting and changing direction in an instant, and tear at
their clothes and hair. They stumble against one another or fall and writhe on
the ground. Some exhibit more bizarre behavior: one young man fell upon the
egg that all initiates carry and licked the yoke from the ground. Others caught
ground lizards (agama agama) with remarkable speed and bit and dangled
them from their mouths. The force of sé¢ke supposedly builds in the abdomen
and becomes “hard like an egg” until the mounting pressure irresistibly com-
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pels those seized by its power to release it with a blood-letting stab (Lafargue
1976, 234). Usually the wounds are minor, but as  witnessed, they are occasion-
ally deep enough to reveal a protrusion of intestines. My journal entry from

1980 relates the arresting scene:

Suddenly a wild-eyed initiate pushed past me, stopped, fixed his legs in
awide stance, extended his arm and in one mad gesture, rushed a dagger
into his abdomen. Crimson blood spilled from the wound, and stained
his white garments in brilliant contrast. He looked down, puzzled, and
gripped at the gut-oozing gash. Then a “witch” stepped forward and broke
an egg onto the gaping wound. He applied a thick white paste, made with
the same river clay that had been smeared on the faces of the initiates. The
cut immediately sealed into a puffy protrusion. The full force of the trance

seemed to ease as well, and the boy wandered away in a daze.

The so-called witches are not only masters of the genic’s healing gift but
also command the extraordinary inborn ability to see into the spiritual realm.
More properly called “people of sé¢ke” or séképuone by the Abidji and “people
of trance” or okpolu by the Adioukrou, they oversee the dangerous festivities
and intervene to help the struggling initiates. During the frenzied course of the
day they undertake a ludic contest among themselves. They are said to throw
up invisible traps to ensnare the entranced initiates from other village quarters
under the protection of their adversaries. They can be seen digging a small hole
in the road or setting out some other innocuous obstacle like a planted palm
branch or overturned mortar. When entranced initiates come upon the trap,
they stop, blocked by the spell and the illusion of an insurmountable gulch or
a pit of fire. When the sékepuone sprinkle urine across the road it is said to
appear as an impassable waterway. The séképo (singular) who accompanies the
initiates from his quarter must either vanquish his challenger and destroy the
trap or admit defeat and beg for the release of those who fell prey to the snare.
In this way the witches playfully vie for dominance.

While such contests are invisible to most, the afternoon is dedicated to a
public rivalry in which the sé¢képuone display macabre feats of self-mutilation
or ordeal without apparent pain or distress. In the Adioukrou village of Or-
baff in 1980, for example, one of them playfully jumped in front of my camera
and sewed his cheeks together. Another called me to join the ring of specta-
tors gathered around him; there, in the middle of the road, the elder dropped
his shorts and laid an egg. Later a local spectator pulled at my arm, saying,
“Come, madam, come this way. You don’t want to miss this. Here comes one of

the ‘strong’ ones.” A bare-chested man drew out a knife. In one quick gesture,

GENIES, WITCHES, AND WOMEN © 23



he severed the front of his tongue. He held the bit of flesh in his outstretched
hand for everyone to see. With the other hand, he held the point of his blade
to the bloody stump in his mouth. Then, in one swoop, he replaced the pink-
ish muscle, twisted the blade, and reattached the member. He stuck out his
tongue, perfect and unblemished, for the crowd to see.

Whether these uncanny acts are agile tricks or real is not the issue here. Their
spectacle is intended to make visible the claims about the invisible realm and to as-
tonish spectators with their awesome power. The shocking acts of self-wounding
are dangerous, not only because they defy nature but because the initiates and
séképuone alike are vulnerable to other witches whose intentions are not so ludic.
If allowed to have their way, those evil ones will make those wounds fatal. There-
fore, according to the Abidji, Dipri cannot proceed without Egbiki, the prelimi-
nary secret and nocturnal rite of protection performed by elderly women.

Egbiki: Female Genital Power as Dipri’s Authorizing Force

In the still hours between one and three oclock in the morning, under the
cover of darkness, women elders gather to perform the potent rite, Egbiki.®
They cry out an invitation to all mature women to join them in their work
and warn the population that their ceremony is beginning, since Egbiki is per-
formed in the nude and males are prohibited from viewing the elders’ naked-
ness. Should they look upon “the Mothers,” especially in conscious defiance of
the taboo, the result is said to be fatal: “[ They] sound a cry ‘Oooh!” to alert the
population and surprise the witches who would have already undertaken their
evil spells. Then one of them sings out: if there is a man in the road, he should
leave. Misfortune for he who remains. Then they invite other women from the
quarter: “The women who are sleeping must get up and come with us because
we ‘work’ for the village’” (Lafargue 1976, 193-94).”

The naked elders cross the village, pounding the ground with old pestles,
and chant to curse any witch who might seek to keep the initiates’ wounds
from healing. Their eerie incantations are made in Baoul¢, the language of a
neighboring ethnic group, considered to be spoken by the divinities that in-
habit the region.® In 1980, sequestered behind shuttered windows with my hus-
band, I could only imagine the secret rite as I listened to the women’s chilling
cries echo into the otherwise still, black night. Their full-throated rhythmic
incantation was punctuated with a fearsome collective thud as their pestles hit
the earth like a thunderbolt.

The chants announce that their pestles are striking the abdomens of those
who intend harm: “May the ones who by Angre (witcheraft) wish to keep the
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wounds . .. from closing. . . . May this pestle strike their belly and make it swell so
that they cannot get up from their beds” (194). Their imprecations can be more
menacing yet: “[Egbiki] must work: may whomever wishes to send evil die;
may whomever wishes to kill by Angre die” (93). The belly is thought to be the
seat of Angré hun (malevolent witcheraft). If Egbiki thus exposes malevolent
witches, they are found the next day with painfully distended bellies and will
die unless they are thrown into the river to deactivate their sorcery. This ritual
provision for attenuating witchcraft underscores the positive and purificatory
power of the female genie and her watery abode.

Most importantly, in Egbiki the women make appeal to the secret and sa-
cred site of their power by bathing their genitals with water, which they then
mix with urine and other secret ingredients to concoct a potion to magi-
cally entrap witches. They sprinkle it across the road to bar the way from
these evil-doers. “They end by singing ‘Munsué na ég¢ which means ‘Evil, get
behind!” (that is to say, [go] where there are no human beings)” (193-94). At
the far end of the village, they throw their pestles into the bush beyond the
limits of the village and, with aspersions of their potent mix, seal its borders.
From this time on no one may enter or exit the village until the close of cer-
emonies. To violate the taboo would be to invite death, for death itself was
ritually expelled and would surely follow anyone who leaves.

A senior officiant of the Adioukrou ceremonies in the village of Orbaff, Ed-
ouard Djedjroh, clearly asserted the importance of Egbiki at the time of Dipri.
“The initiated cannot allow the festival to be compromised, to allow it to fail.
So they take a precautionary measure. They call the women. It’s women who
do Egbikng. All the men go back home and hide their eyes. The women do it
completely naked, so that all the evil spells retreat and they can conduct the
festival under good conditions” (Djedjroh, Interview in Orbaff, April 2009).

“Subjugated Knowledges”: Unhomely Powers
and the Defense of Home

That Dipri depends on Egbiki as a prerequisite protective technique suggests
that woman’s spiritual power supersedes even the most impressive shows of
male magical prowess and is Dipri’s authorizing force. But on what grounds do
the women claim such supremacy, and what is the nature of “genital power”?
How can their violation of daytime decorum—nakedness, secrecy, spilling
urine, and casting a deadly curse—effectively defend the values of home? Is
Egbiki’s appeal to female genital power a potent act of anti-witchcraft, or is the
same unhomely power used toward different ends?
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While a close reading of the details of the rituals is important to ground the
phenomenon in its local milieu, a hermeneutic interpretation alone is insufficient
for deciphering the strange and secret nature of female genital power.” There-
fore, I propose to draw as well on the interpretive analytic that Foucault called
“genealogy.” Genealogy is not about tracing the origins of a people or docu-
menting their overt institutional arrangements. Rather, it is the excavation
of the “historical contents that have been buried and disguised in ... formal
systemization” (Foucault and Gordon 1980, 81). This approach aims at uncov-
ering what Foucault calls “subjugated knowledges,” principles and techniques
that can be discerned in details that are usually glossed or dismissed as irrel-
evant but that play a role in configuring reality. “That which seemed the most
hidden (because of its supposed importance) becomes not what it seemed.
Its alleged hiddenness plays an essential role that is directly visible, once it is
pointed out by the genealogist” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982, 107). Applying
Foucault’s critical analytic, genealogy, I aim to show that what is submerged
beneath the visible, structural, and “surface practices” of Dipri is FGP, the most
profound spiritual power on which all society depends.

The aim of this chapter is to situate the phenomenon of FGP in the intimate
context of local religious practices and constructs, like witchcraft beliefs, where
they are regularly rehearsed and where their acts have the deepest resonance,
before entertaining instances in which the women elders perform them as
acts of political rebuke. For as we shall see, FGP is also deployed to rebuke the
evils of a country besieged by the violence of civil war and the encroaching
forces of globalization threatening the values of home. Tracing this prototypi-
cal rite from the invisible religious realm to the public arena of politics will
make clear that the women’s performance of FGP is more solemn and profound
than mere political protest. It is the activation of a curse that sanctions the vio-

lation of moral principles that have been foundational for African civilization.

The Myth of Bidyo: The Foundational Power of Female Blood

In some respects, Dipri is a public reenactment of the primordial founding
of Abidji civilization. The myth of origins tells of a primordial sacrifice that
enabled the ancestors to escape famine and establish the first yam harvest.
According to the version first related to me, the chief of the clan, Bidyo, was
confronted by a river genie (Abidji: Ekpa) named Kporu who promised to
alleviate the people’s suffering if Bidyo paid homage. Bidyo sacrificed his own
child to the genie. Kporu then instructed that the body be cut into pieces and
planted in the earth. From these burial mounds grew the first yams. In thanks-
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giving, the people prepared fufu (boiled and pounded yam mixed with palm
oil), and the village celebrated the funeral rites of the sacrificed child, called
“the one who gave us [food] to eat” (Lafargue 1976, 219).1° The genie allowed
the people to settle and served them as a protective spirit.

Through one of the first acts, Dipri recapitulates the covenant with the
genie: the new yam is sprinkled with the blood of a chicken and offered to
the genie at the river in sacrifice (100). Youth makes the rounds of the village
chanting “Bidyo, Wo,” a cry of mourning and anguish in memory of the pri-
mordial ancestor and his blood offering. Dipri is also a collective funeral that
honors all the ancestors (awenté) (117). In the days preceding the festival offer-
ings are made in private courtyards to the deceased lineage heads. However,
Dipri marks the definitive end of the period of mourning for those who have
died during that year (81), for once death is chased from the village it can no
longer be acknowledged. To celebrate the new harvest and the renewal of life
that mark the Abidji New Year, tradition maintains that all disputes are settled
so that no resentments linger in the heart. This internal purification is matched
by external acts: abstention from sexual relations and respect of dietary restric-
tions. No one may cat the new yam until it is consecrated at the end of the
festival. Dipri is inaugurated in the darkest hour of the night with all lights
extinguished, and the new day begins in peace.

Neither this version of the myth nor the associated ritual acts give much
indication of the critical facts that underlie them: that female blood and the
powerful female forces associated with the earth and earthly places, especially
rivers, are the founding powers on which society depends and that establish the
very grounds of home. Clues nevertheless exist, buried and disguised in details
that are often concealed or disregarded.

When I first returned to the Abidji village of Sahuy¢ in May 2009, Chief
Tanau Longau Julien formally received me. Wrapped in a traditional pagre cloth
slung across his left shoulder, the chief regally occupied a high-backed chair that
dominated the large open room where he conducted the business of daily adjudi-
cation. Hearing the purpose of my visit, Chief Longau immediately summoned
the s¢kepone to answer my questions. While we waited, I told him the version
I knew of the myth of the ceremony’s origin. The chief; a retired schoolteacher,
seemed as uncomfortable as my first husband had been discussing sensitive
matters in African traditions. “When we speak of cutting up yams, that is what
we mean—the child. To give others food, he cut him up. In the old days they
spoke [openly]. Those old men are no longer with us. When we tell it that way
now it sounds a bit cruel.” He asked me to await the arrival of others. Gnangra

N’Guessan Bertin, the unassuming elder in shorts and open tennis shoes who
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took a seat with a shy smile, was introduced as the “Chef de Terre” (Obu Nyane),
referred to in anglophone ethnography as “Earth Priest.”" It is he who is respon-
sible for overseeing Dipri as senior ritual officiant. One by one eight masters of
the genie’s power arrived in quick succession, making the rounds to shake hands
as molded plastic chairs were hastily arranged to accommodate the expanding
circle.> My question about the origin myth was put to them first, and the as-
sembly conferred together with much commotion and gesticulation. Gnangra fi-
nally spoke: “What you said about the sacrifice, that’s right, exactly,” he said. “But
Bidyo—his child was not a boy. Iz was a girl, a daughter. Every year at the festival,
before the arrival of whites, a girl was sacrificed. Now we use a doe.””® Kporu,
the genie of the river, he told me, is also female. Gnangra went on to relate how
the festival unfolds and, unprompted, underscored the inextricable association of
Dipri with the women’s rite. “On the day before, all quarrels in the village must be
put to an end and we go from house to house to make sure everyone is reconciled.
Then at one or two in the morning, we chase the evil spirits far off. 7he women do
it. They strip naked. They carry wooden sticks and old pestles, they walk and sing
asking that God watch over them and they curse the witches. They evoke all the
powers that they can” (Interview, Sahuyé, May 2009).

Chief Tanau explained, “Woman is much respected. She is not in the habit of
speaking out before men, but when it happens, it is an important affair. Woman
annuls all that is bad.” So while Dipri enacts the founding of the world through
a covenant made with female blood, Egbiki exercises a practical and world-
making power of its own, one that is not readily put on display but strategically
deployed in secret to meet the pressing demands of the moment: to exorcise evil.

Another version of the myth was related to me by N’Guessan Edouard, a
blind elder reputedly 103 years old and the senior member of Sahuy¢’s founding
clan who had been a rival for the office of chef de terre.'* As he recounted it he

also related it to the preliminary women’s rite:

Long ago in the time of the ancestors, there was nothing to eat and they
had to make sacrifice. There was a man who had a daughter. The girl’s
name was Bidjo. So they killed that child, cut the body up in little pieces,
and made sacrifice by throwing the small pieces everywhere. When they
went into the forest they found everything that we eat now. The anniver-
sary of the day they killed the child, Bidjo, is Dipri.”® On the day before
the festival . . . at two or three o'clock in the morning, women go to chant
and cry out. They chase away death and anything that might happen that
is not good. They chase it away and send it out of the village. That way
health is protected. Once daylight comes, they prepare food and the old
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men pour libation. Then everyone goes into the road to have fun. (Inter-

view in Sahuyé, May 2010)

“Fun,” of course, meant the frenzied events of Dipri, from the chanting and
drumming that accompanies the roving initiates throughout the course of the
long day, to the wild chaos that erupts when one is seized by the possession-
trance, to the terrible stabbings and ghastly manifestations of self-mutilation.
While the old man’s telling made it clear that Egbiki must precede the festival’s
dangerous and bloody undertaking, the myth itself remains mute on the sub-
ject of FGP.

The Myth of Kuao Dongro and the Gift of Séke

A second myth regarding the origins of Dipri is as critical as the first for under-
standing it as a recapitulation of the founding of Abidji society. This myth
relates how the mystical powers of s¢ké were first acquired. However, it too
appears to privilege male aggression and bloody warfare and offers no immedi-
ate clue about a possible association with female genital power.

According to Chef de Terre Gnangra, in the old days a hunter from Sahuy¢
named Kuao Dongro crossed paths with a genie of the forest.'® The genie pre-
sented him with two leaves, each containing a magical power of a different kind.
“The genie said, ‘Here are the two leaves. You choose one [for yourself and
the people of Sahuyé] and the other is for your brother and Gomon, the vil-
lage founded by the brother. ‘If you choose this one you are courageous in war,
and no one can vanquish you. The second leaf provided miraculous healing of
blood wounds, whether caused by accident [i.e., witchcraft] or war. ‘If someone
shoots you, it cannot kill you. So, the hunter chose courage, while strength [the
power to heal] went to the brother in Gomon” (Interview, Sahuyé, May 2009).
Gnangra further explained that in the earliest days, only those from Gomon
could “take up the knife,” but through intermarriage, “the two groups mixed,
so the people from Sahuyé can stab themselves as well.”

When the blind elder N’Guessan related his version of this myth of Kuao
Dungmbrou, he underscored that the gift chosen by Sahuyé made them indom-
itable warriors: “Even when you are fighting alone, you are not alone. There can
be twenty of you—but the others don’t see that there are only twenty. They sce
many more. And you can go into another village and fight, make war, and send
[their attack] back to them. You come back [unharmed].”"” The magical force
of the genie casts an illusion on enemies in the same way that witches throw

obstacles in the path of their adversaries during Dipri.
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In the 1960s Fernand Lafargue, a French ethnographer who studied Abidji
culture in depth, recorded yet another version that reinforces this protective as-
pect of the gift: “These [leaves] are not for Sahuyé alone. One is for your brothers
from Gomon. . .. The one for Gomon allows anyone who is hurt by accident 70
make his wound heal with the aid of an egg. As for the other, it will render one
powerful and allow him to dominate any evil-doers so they can do no harm” (Laf-
argue 1976, 146—47, emphasis mine). It further specifies that Kwao Dongbro was
the first to prepare the healing balm by mixing the magic leaf with egg and kaolin
clay taken from the sacred river, the same healing elements used today to seal
the initiates’ wounds (147). This balm is explicitly associated with the river, the
source of the kaolin clay, and with the female powers that the genie of the waters
bestows, as well as the egg, a symbol of the female matrix and generative power
as well as a primordial source of nourishment. The leaves used during Dipri are
vines, and other medicinal plants gathered at the marsh are considered female.

While these details suggestively link séke’s power to female elements, this
version does not make clear how the brother from Sahuyé obtained the heal-
ing balm. Moreover, there is nothing in this myth, either, that indicates the
requirement for Egbiki.

Acquiring Female Powers

Not only does Dipri have a double mythic origin, the two myths seem very
much at odds. The myth of Bidyo appears to be a typical horticultural one
about the establishment of a habitable world sustained by the yam harvest. By
contrast, the story of the Genice’s leaf and the gift of seké has nothing to do with
the yam or peaceful reconciliation; it is @ hunter’s tale that culminates with
new possibilities for the aggressive and dangerous pursuit of war and spiritual
combat. That second myth has little to do with founding an ordered world but
rather accounts for the frenzied possession-trance and bloody manifestations
that intrude into the solemn funerary rite and that otherwise appear incongru-
ous with the pacific moment of New Year reconciliation.

One explanation for the simultaneous existence of two myths of origin is
that Dipri is not one ritual but a synthesis of two very different traditions held
on the same day. According to the renowned Ivoirian ethnographer Georges
Niangoran-Bouah (1964), the festival represents the synchronic convergence
of a calendrical rite, marking the yam harvest signaling the New Year, and an
initiatory ceremony, the consecration to the genie of the river in the morning.™®
What is not evident from his hypothesis is why possession-trance and self-
stabbing would figure in this cult to the 7iver genie. Such manifestations are the
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gift of the forest genie and seemingly unrelated to the river. Also unexplained is
how Dipri is “a New Year ceremony that chases away death” (Niangoran-Bouah
1964, 116), a feature that is associated neither with the new yam and the com-
memorative rite nor with initiation."

The different myths and their overlapping references to different aspects
of Dipri are indications of the strategic alliance forged between those Abidji
and Adioukrou subgroups that cause only a subset of these ethnicities to cel-
ebrate the festival. Moreover, the double-origin myth provides evidence of the
spiritual grounding of that interethnic alliance, a subject I will treat in Part II.
For the present, what is most significant is that at the heart of both myths is a
covenant initiated by a genie that enabled the people to lay the foundations of
home: the settlement of the land and the capacity to defend it. Both indicate
that salvific power lies in female sources. In the first instance, a female blood-
sacrifice saves the people from famine.” In the second, the forest genic’s gift
explicitly forges a strategic alliance with Gomon; as we shall learn, it is Gomon
that is most intimately connected to the female river genie, Kporu.” It is the
alliance with this female source that is celebrated at the initiatory ceremony and
her healing power that is actively manifest during the festival. However, the
fiercest defenders of the land and village borders and the unrivaled combatants
on the spiritual plane are the female elders. The ultimate prophylaxis and anti-
dote against the witchcraft that threatens the village at Dipri are the invocation
of FGP, through Egbiki, for it alone chases away death.

According to Lafargue, in the Abidji language Dipri means literally “to fall
into the river” or “to wash oneself in the river,” a reference to the initiates’ con-
secration there (Rezo-Ivoire.net 2005). Among the Adioukrou who share in
the ritual the festival is called Kpo/, which literally means “trance.” This name
underscores that séke is the principal focus of the day’s spectacle. However, Yas-
sap’s chef de terre, Meledje Djedress Philippe, informed me that for those with
deeper knowledge, the festival is known as Erung Ok. Erung means “river or
stream,” and ok means to “wash or bathe,” a direct translation of Dipri, “to wash
in the river” Both therefore refer to the secret rites that inaugurate the event,
the consecration to the female river genie.

Symbolic elements employed in those rites of consecration to Kporu sug-
gest a consonance between purification, initiation, and the natural processes of
gestation and birth. For at least twenty-four hours prior to their descent to the
river, all participants must abstain from sexual relations; at the river they are
stripped naked, symbolically likened to the undifferentiated prenatal state. Some
wear woven palm branches draped across their torso, braided into a long cord,

and evocative of the umbilical cord.??> At the riverbed initiates excavate white
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kaolin clay and anoint their faces and bodies. The smeared white substance rep-
resents the birth canal, drawing further symbolic correlation between the river
as the spiritual source of power and woman as progenitor. Kaolin is fashioned
into small mounds and brought back to the village to be used as an ingredient
in the healing balm and other protective and magical ablutions made through-
out the day.

At the water’s edge the chef de terre sacrifices to the genie an egg, a hen,
and a yam, associated with woman as matrix, protector and source of all nourish-
ment (Meledje, Interview in Yassap, June 2010). The hen, of course, is a prolific
progenitor and fierce protector of her young and so gives homage to the female
genie as maternal source. The egg is the matrixitself. It is an emblem of wholeness,
completeness, of cosmological order and self-sufficiency. The egg is an essential
ingredient of the balm used during Dipri to close the initiates’ wounds, fur-
ther suggesting that this potent binding power has a female source. Also at the
riverbank, medicinal leaves of various kinds are gathered as ingredients for
the mysterious concoctions that calm séke. The leaves are considered female.
The yam is a common metaphor for the human body itself, in part because the
huge tuber is harvested after a nine-month “gestation” and is grown in earth
mounds that are likened to the protruding belly of a pregnant woman.?

The acknowledged association of these elements—egg, hen, and yam—with
women’s generative power lends probative weight to a reading of Dipri as a ritual
of gender reversal that allows men to assume potent female power. One of the
most potent (feared and revered) of female powers is the ability to shed blood
without risking death. The immediate spectacle of Dipri appears to suppress
women’s full participation for men to usurp women’s natural power. The violent
abdominal stabs and the spectacle of male blood may be interpreted as the in-
fliction of an imitative wound, substituting for the potent menstrual flow that
does not kill but redoubles the life force that blood represents. With the overt
spectacle of male blood and the domestication of its flow, the initiates of Dipri

appropriate women’s innate generative power and remake the social world. 24

Dangers for Women, Dangers of Women

While both young men and women are consecrated to the genie of the river,
and both enter trance, only male initiates stab themselves. The reason, ostensi-
bly, is to protect the womb and preserve a woman’s fertility and reproductive
power.

This was the subject of much discussion in 2009 when I first returned to

Orbaff, one of two Adioukrou villages that celebrate the festival. Two senior
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Okpolu who met me at the chief’s house were just returning from church and
were still dressed in their Sunday best. Yedoh Edouard wore a bowler hat re-
served for those who celebrated Ebeb, the festival that promotes the age groups
that govern Adioukrou society. It indicated that he had ascended to the se-
niormost rank and was at least sixty-four years old. Djedjeroh Edouard, a man
of about fifty, bore a scar over his right eye, a mark of his notorious Dipri feat
(the removal of the eye from its socket). When I asked him why only young
men performed the stab, Djedjeroh put it this way: “Woman is the procreative
mother, and the genies know that. Women are vulnerable because when you
stab with the knife, it touches the intestine and [the womb]. The genies saw
that. So, when women try, the genies don’t allow it . .. sometimes very power-
ful women will make the stab but from then on they will not bear children*
(Interview in Orbaff, May 2009).

I told Djedjeroh that I'd seen a young woman in a deep trance writhe on
the ground and watched one of the powerful ones come and gently wipe her
forehead with kaolin to draw her out of it. “Right,” he said. “She is woman.
In ceremonial matters, she is higher than others. She had drunk in too much
of the thing [s¢ke]. Her situation is elevated, and therefore superior. In order
for the spirit to leave her, she needed to be calmed.”*® Women’s participation
must be contained because women’s power, being innately superior, cannot
be further enhanced with séke; “Those whose power must be attenuated are
not admitted to ceremonies destined for its confirmation or augmentation”
(Lafargue 1976, 164). In Yassap, the only other Adioukrou village that cele-
brates “Kpol,” Chef de Terre Meledge Djedress Phillippe, a mild-mannered and
obviously intelligent man in his forties, met with me on several occasions, cager
to share his deep knowledge so it would be “documented for posterity.” He
clarified that women’s séke often exceeds that of men, but can have dangerous
consequences: “[A woman] can be strong and not stab her belly and then have
children, but once she does stab herself, once she spills blood, she won’t have
children. That is, she’s made her sacrifice.” It is not because her womb would
be damaged, he explained, but because the genies take the life from her womb
as a compensatory sacrifice. This is not a punishment meted out to a woman for
her defiance, however, for in fact male initiates who spill their blood for the first
time during the festival must make a blood sacrifice afterward to compensate
for having been spared death. This is the purpose of the ceremony conducted
one week following the festival: the sacrifice of a dog. The dog’s slaughter sub-
stitutes for the initiate’s own life.?”

While the force of séke and the stab are deemed too dangerous for women,
women’s own innate power presents a danger to the male participants in Dipri/
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Kpol. As we shall see, the most dangerous of all are the female genitals, the
locus of great magical force. Sé¢kepuone and Okpolu are especially prohibited
from any contact with women’s genitals and blood. For weceks, if not months,
prior to Dipri, they remain celibate. Youths seeking initiation at the river must
also abstain from sex. And no one, initiate or guest, is to have intercourse in the
village once it is sealed.?® According to Gnangra, Sahuyé’s chef de terre, this is
because “if you make love, in the morning when you stab, when you touch the
wound it is as if you enter it. If you have made love, when the others go to the
river, you must not go. It is forbidden” (Interview in Sahuyé, May 2009).

Other taboos, especially those relating to dietary restrictions, make sym-
bolic association between the forbidden food and the dangerous impurity
of women’s menstrual blood. For example, red palm oil is not to be used on
the day of Dipri, for its red and viscous quality suggests menses. Honey is also
avoided, because “it is contaminated by menstrual blood upon which bees
suck” (Lafargue 1976, 138). Honey then supposedly causes blood to flow and
would be a hazard to healing.

Menstruating women are also prohibited from going to the stream or even
attending the spectacle of Dipri, for contact with them would incur dangers
for the initiates who wound themselves. In Orbaff one of the Okpolu made
explicit the symbolic association between the female sex and the open, bleed-
ing wound that does not heal?? “If one who has sexual relations comes among
the Okpolu, when they try to heal [the initiates], they have problems. That’s
why it is forbidden. And if you are a woman and you have your period, it is not
good for you to be there, otherwise to heal the wound is difficult” (Interview in
Orbaff, June 17, 2010). Meledje Djedress Philippe reiterated that preparation
for Kpol required careful avoidance of female blood: “When there are only a
few weeks left [before Kpol], you must not even approach your wife. You must
take your knife and wash it, and take your kaolin, your eggs, take all that away
if your wife is having her period. You shouldn’t see her until it’s over. You are
going to shed blood and you must not see blood until youve done your work with a
knife (Yassap, June 26, 2010).%

Contact with women’s blood is a powerful deterrent to healing, but so is the
fecund sexual female herself. While I was in Yassap in 2010 a group of youths
from the neighboring village Lopou attempted to seize control of land belong-
ing to Yassap and considered sacred. The youths attacked a respected Okpolu.
The machete wound proved fatal, despite the interventions of his fellows who
are supposedly able to draw upon séke even outside the context of Dipri. Meledje
explained: “His wife touched him right away. When you are severely wounded

in the bush, you know how women are . .. she had to touch him. She shouldn’
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have. If she hadn’t touched him, they wouldn’t even have needed medical interven-
tion. He told her, he told her. . . . Even if she wasn’t having her period she shouldn’t
have touched him. . . . She was still bearing children. That’s not good, that’s not
good. The interventions couldn’t work” (Yassap, June 26, 2010).

While women and their blood are dangerous during Dipri, their power
dominates Dipri nonetheless. Youe Yvonne, an octogenarian living in Sokokro,
an Abidji village just beyond Sahuyé, asserted, “Woman has even more séke
than man. They are stronger witches than the men. The power that women
have surpasses that of man. Therefore they don’t have to manifest it. The women
who are behind [Dipri] are strong; they are great” (Interview, May 12, 2010).
Although they appear to remain in the background, it is believed that these
strong old women operate discreetly on the invisible plane.

According to the Adioukrou chef de terre, the paramount and most dan-
gerous power that those elders control is their genital power. “Ehye! ... Those
strong women, they cough and you're dead. When you stab and the intestines
come out, the old women come and take out their thing there [genitals] and their
buttocks and wipe it and you're done for. Women are strong—oh! In this situa-
tion it is the woman who is strong” (Meledje, Interview, June 26, 2010).

If the women and their genital power represent a great threat, they also repre-
sent the strongest source of protection. Begré Kofhi, Sahuyé’s master of the great
talking drum (aztungbanyé) that opens the Dipri festivities, insisted that the
“play” is dangerous because the threat of witches is real. Therefore, no male may
participate or attempt the stab during Dipri unless he has obtained prior per-

mission from his own mother, for her blessing provides the ultimate protection.

Séke is for everyone, but in principle it is women who protect us. Women
protect men. If you want to go have fun, but your mother hasn’t liberated
you, you can’t. If your mother is angry with you, it’s very dangerous. .. .
Before the festival, the day before, you go to your mother and you say, “I
believe in you. Tell me if I did anything to hurt you.” She will say to you,
“there, you caught an animal, you didn’t give it to me;” or, “You insulted
me.” Then you ask forgiveness [for any slight or offense]. Now if she says
[that you must make a compensatory offering of ] one egg, two eggs, you
give them to her. . .. Then your mother frees you. If you don’t have your
mother behind you, you yourself are in doubt. (Begré Kofh, Interview in
Sahuyé, May 2010)

Some days later, during the Dipri festival in Sahuy¢, I witnessed the con-
sequences of the violation of this prohibition. A young man dressed only in
white shorts, like the other initiates, was reluctantly led by the arms and made
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to kneel before an older woman. He was clearly distressed and remained before
her with downcast eyes. “He must pray to his mother,” someone leaned in to
explain. “He has not asked permission, and now he must find out what he will
have to pay to be released.”

While Dipri appears to be a “gendered distribution of male authority and
order, with men at the center and women at the margins” (Apter 2007, 122),
on closer consideration, it is clear that woman’s power is the real force that
protects all enactments of the men’s power and magical prowess. It attests to
the natural preeminent power of women and, moreover, their innate genital

power. This is why Egbiki is indispensable for the success of Dipri.

Interview with a Witch: The Ambiguity of Power

Sangroh Esaie is renowned in Orbaff for his “special gift,” the ability to remove
his eyeball from its socket during the great afternoon demonstrations of Dipri.*!
At the conclusion of our initial interview, I asked if there was anything about
which Thadn’t asked that he might want to add. Sangroh said, “People have a ten-
dency to say that 4/ those who participate in the festival are witches (Adioukrou:
agnew). This is not true. Not everyone who celebrates the festival is necessarily
a witch. ... [a witch has] second-sight, and it’s a birthright. Don’t neglect this
point. It is not because one is initiated at the stream that one [has the power to]
participate at this level” (Interview in Orbaff, May 3, 2009). A long discussion en-
sued in which he distinguished between the witch, as one who permanently pos-
sesses the power of witchcraft (Agn), and séke, the power of the genie manifest
in Dipri. According to Sangroh, séke¢ and witchceraft are complementary forces,
and in some both are manifest simultancously: “Those with double power are
not only participants in the festival of yams but, by birth, they are also witches. . . .
There are those who have both powers at the same time, the power to participate
in the festival of yams, and who are also witches in the full sense of the word, but
not the kind that will harm others” (Orbaff, May 3, 2009).

Another resident of Orbaff claiming to be a witch (Adioukrou: 2gr) with
innate “double vision” reiterated the distinction. According to Djedjero Nan
Lili, the innate power of “witches” (pl.: agrmew) is stronger than the acquired
powers of séke because it is permanent. She said, “I can see witches (agnew)
just like that. ... T was born with the power of double vision; I didn’t have to
get initiated to have it. For others, séké appears during Kpol, but afterwards
it disappears. My power remains” (Interview, June 28, 2010). Those with such
enduring powers belong to a society that oversees the festival. Female elder

Low Agnime Emilienne revealed that the feats displayed at Dipri are planned
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among them: “There is a society. All those who have double vision, we gather.
Everyone says how she is going to go about it. Each one demonstrates the
power that is in her. There is a secret among us that we can’t show others. /72
bring out what we have in order to encompass the evil power, to block the others
(Interview, June 28, 2010). Here she was alluding not only to vigilant protec-
tive oversight during the initiates’ dangerous operations but also to Egbiki, the
necessary antecedent to Dipri.

In his study of religion, magic, and witchcraft among the Abidji, Fernand
Lafargue examined the respective natures of s¢k¢ and angre and attempted to
parse the complex relationship between them. Lafargue proposed that their
distinction lies in their respective aims. “Séke is not harmful, it doesn’t seck
to ‘catch’ a victim, to sicken or kill, whereas it is quite the opposite for angre”
(Lafargue 1976, 151). However, the truth is not quite so straightforward: “Not
only is Séke not evil-doing but it also can be beneficent and enable one for
example to heal wounds. ... Angre, on the contrary, is very often evil-doing.
Yet one distinguishes the Angrépuoné namu (good) [those who possess and use
Angre for the good] from Angrépuoné hun (evil) [those who use Angre for evil]
whom they combat on their own terrain and with the same magical means, situ-
ated at the same level” (151, emphasis mine). This attempt to clarify the distinc-
tion only serves to show the irreconcilable complexities of the subject, for the
power of witchcraft proper is not of two kinds but is the very same magical
means opposed only by intent.

Referring to the Alladian, a neighboring Ivoirian ethnic group with cul-
tural and linguistic affinity to the Abidji and Adioukrou, the renowned French
ethnographer Marc Augé underscored that while the nature of witchcraft was
inscrutable, the indigenous terms that supposedly distinguish among powers
were equally opaque. An example is s¢ke: “The power [of witcheraft called
awal is the very same as that of anti-witches. About the latter (séké in Alladian
and Ebrié) one identifies characteristics that are just as applicable to the power
of aggression; séké is sometimes stronger than awa, but it is of the same nature.
At this point the theory becomes ambiguous and sometimes confusing: s¢ke is
a power of legitimate defense, but it is of the same nature as awa; it can at any
time change purely and simply into awa; in the extreme the anti-witch can very
well be suspected of witchcraft” (Augé 1976, 130, emphasis mine).

The potential mutability of such spiritual forces is the reason that only those
who have purified themselves may invoke them. Their hearts must be cleansed
of any lingering resentment that might be secretly harbored against one’s inti-
mates, for power unleashed without self-conscious control and direction can

take a dangerous toll. Here is a central tenet that links the purification rites that
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herald the New Year with those at the river performed at initiation. It is also a
prerequisite for the dangerous evocation of FGP.

The elderly Kofli Akissi did not disguise the lethal threat of the Mothers’
curse. She made clear that it is a spiritual weapon that targets evil and strikes
with deadly force. After describing how they conduct the rite, she said, “After-
wards, if you try to do evil, it traps you, it reveals you [as a witch] and it kills
you. But if you don’t do evil anymore, it leaves you alone. But if you persist it
kills you. Because it is a trap, it takes you and kills you” (Interview, Sahuy¢,
June 10, 2010). Therefore, those who perform Egbiki must “purify their hearts.”

Whether there is a clear difference between the nature of séké and other in-
visible spiritual powers identified as witchcraft remains a matter of debate. One
thing that the participants of Dipri make clear is that nefarious acts of witchcraft
are an omnipresent threat not only to the success of the Dipri’s dangerous op-
erations, but also to the community. The women’s rite is a necessary protective
measure against their malevolent designs. Yet the force that Egbiki elicits appears
to be tantamount to witchcraft, for the woman’s rite is an act of spiritual combat
and can kill. Moreover, those who conduct Egbiki readily assert that they too are
“witches” How does this square with popular folklore depictions of the witch
as the epitome of evil and witcheraft as the “unhomely” art par excellence? And
how can the performance of a curse with supposedly fatal repercussions be recon-
ciled with religion? Drawing on the themes intimacy, home, and unhomeliness, 1
sketch out contentious issues surrounding witchcraft before returning to Egbiki.

Scholarship on witcheraft in Africa has a long pedigree, figuring promi-
nently in anthropology from the carliest, now classic, studies (Evans-Pritchard
1935) to contemporary landmark works (Comaroff and Comaroft 1993;
Geshiere 1997, 2013; Moore and Sanders 2004). The term witch in European
languages is an “unhomely” one in the sense that it is imported and artificially
applied to indigenous contexts, bearing with it the substantial cultural baggage
of its European history. When colonialists introduced these words into the
popular lexicon in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, almost all
foreign ideas and activities were deemed to be “rooted in ignorance and irratio-
nality” (Geschiere 2013, xv). Even to this day “the very notion of witchcraft . ..
has exoticizing implications” (xv). Until relatively recently “any religious ac-
tivity by Africans that did not have some clear equivalent in the practice of
contemporary European Christians risked being vaguely consigned to the cat-
egory of ‘witchcraft’. .. indigenous healers and specialists were described as
‘witch-doctors’ . . . without any deep consideration of the moral value attached
to such practices” (Ellis 2007, 35). I suggest that the problem is not that witch-
craft has become such an open category irrespective of moral intent. Rather,
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the problem is that the Western construct itself is so heavily weighted by the
moral judgment that witchcraft is singularly negative.

Africans who accepted the use of these European terms with reference to indig-
enous practices may not have been initially aware that they were so negatively
charged. Western language terminology entered common lexicon, although
“local communities originally had a far more subtle language to describe the
different meanings and conceptions of what today is often simply termed
‘witcheraft’” (Ter Haar 2007, 15). Yet the mere replacement of the word with
indigenous terminology in itself does little to avoid the mistaken conflation of
African practices with European conceptions of the occult as the antithesis of
religion. What is especially distorting in relation to those practices identified
with witchcraft is the assumption of an “‘unequivocal opposition between
good and evil’ where a more nuanced distinction taking into account a more
fundamental ambiguity is required” (Geschiere 1997, 12-13, cited in Csordas
2013, 531). Given that in African ontologies, power is conceived as an ambigu-
ous force, two paradoxically opposing conceptions of witchcraft are equally
prevalent in the popular social imaginary.

Some African folklore about witches does depict them to be the epitome of
evil, drawing on their supernatural powers to thwart the good. Their behavior
perverts normal ethical standards and inverts the social order. Where normal
society operates openly during the day, witches act in secret and at night. While
human society supports life, seeks healing, and celebrates fertility, witches are
considered to be the cause of misfortune, illness, and death. Witches are “soul
eaters” who attack their victims in the spiritual realm, causing them to suffer
in the actual material plane. They are said to feast on the souls of their vic-
tims as their actual bodies waste away until they die. When they do so, they
are said to turn their backs to one another; it is a vivid image of the inversion
of normal human communion and “the bonds of the shared pot.”** Like their
counterparts elsewhere in the world, African witches are believed to be able to
transform themselves into birds and animals and to belong to associations that
congregate periodically to celebrate their antisocial accomplishments. More-
over, witches violate the moral mandates of intimacy and trust, for their victims
are members of the witch’s own family, and especially the matrikin, the lineage
that defines home.

People identified as witches are often those who display antisocial senti-
ments such as anger or jealousy, or whose behavior conveys that they are too
self-sufficient: they are reclusive, arrogant, or ungenerous. From a sociopolitical
perspective, the label is used as a means of keeping people in line, operating ac-

cording to the moral mandates of society and therefore for the “good.” Belief in
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witchcraft has therefore been understood as a critical moral paradigm in a small-
scale and interdependent socicty that relies on harmonious relations. “Fear of
witchcraft projects on a mystic plane the possible consequences of disrespect or
lack of social conscience. There is a socially pragmatic basis for belief in witch-
craft” (Thompson and Wight Art Gallery 1974, 199). Belief in witchcraft also
provides an explanatory framework for misfortune. Projects that fail despite
all efforts and precautions, as well as premature deaths (even those with overt
causes) are explained as the result of supernatural intervention of these evildoers.
Accordingly, in African metaphysics, witches, and not God or any demonic
spirit, are responsible for evil. “The problem of evil” is constellated in the human
sphere because human agents, witches, act on their own independent will.

For this very reason, it is believed that protective measures can and must
be taken against witches to prevent the efficacy of their attacks. Those capable
of countering these spiritual assaults include healers, diviners, and other ritual
specialists. While academic literature on African religions tends to portray di-
viners as diagnosticians and healers who act to thwart and expose witches and
to protect and redeem their clients, such an opposition between good and evil
is simplistic and misleading. Diviners operate using the same spiritual means
and occult powers and can even use them to attack and kill.** As a result, in
common parlance the term witch is applied to any person perceived to have
uncanny abilities, whether beneficent or pernicious. Witcheraft can therefore
be understood in terms of moral choice.

Despite the essential ambiguity of the construct, most interpreters of Afri-
can witchcraft still offer little more than brief acknowledgment that witchcraft
has “a potential power for both good and evil” (Ter Haar 2007, 8). Little atten-
tion is devoted to the moral aspect of witchcraft as a practice with any socially
constructive function. Recently Thomas J. Csordas proposed that the subject
of witchcraft be taken up anew, suggesting that what is required now is “the
analysis of ‘Jocal moral worlds” (Csordas 2013, 524, emphasis mine). Rather
than universalizing “the moral,” he favors situating moral activity contextually,
within the social imaginary in which persons operate and as the actual strug-
gle with the causes and effects of suffering. This places focus on “moral experi-
ence on an intimate level” (524, emphasis mine). “Intimacy” here refers to both
the scale of the concern—the local and particular social world—and the very
personal nature of the moral grappling.

The ritual of Egbiki embodies the distinctive way that the moral imagination
is configured in local religious tradition to reassert the essential values of home.
It exemplifies that local moral world in action. The evocation of female genital

power makes a woman’s most intimate body the site of moral reckoning. It is
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an intimate rebuke of evil, carried out in light of indigenous conceptions about

how it is perpetrated and in the local idiom of collective moral sensibility.

Egbiki and the Mothers’ Sex: Uncanny Intimacy

Dipri’s manifestations publicly acknowledge that “certain disreputable
truths” (Geshiere 2013, 23), like the existence and practice of witchcraft, are an
undeniable, integral part of the fabric of that society. As we have seen, during
Dipri, “witches,” who are usually marginal persons treated with a caution, take
center stage and are shown to be foundational to social structure. Dipri is the
occasion when the unhomely—both that which is uncanny and that which is
abhorrent—is shown to exist at the core of “home.”

According to Sahuyé’s chef de terre, “Dipri” is also the name of the society
whose members are those with a higher degree of initiation into sé¢ke. Unlike
those who undergo the possession-trance and have access to séke only on the
day of Dipri, the sé¢képuone permanently retain sék&’s power. Moreover, they
are endowed with second sight and use the power of witchcraft, Angré, for
the good. Deployed for positive ends, it is called Angré namu (literally, “good
witchcraft”). Their society gathers to prepare new initiates and plan strategies
for their defense against witches of the evil kind. The Dipri society also evinces
somewhat disturbing parallels to their adversaries in that the good Angrépu-
one namu also require a sacrifice to enter into their ranks—namely, the initiate
himself for which a dog stands as a substitute. The dog sacrifice discloses the
unhomely (ghastly and pitiless) truth that the pact with the genie entailed
the participant’s very life. In exchange for having been spared, the initiate who
has spilled his blood during Dipri must sacrifice a dog in his stead. The dog’s
throat is slit, and the blood is drunk from the dying beast in the manner that,
folklore suggests, witches drink the blood of their human victims. The brutal
ceremony embodies the tension between the intimate bond forged with the
genie in the public festival and the private register of that entity’s ambiguous
nature and demands. The disreputable truth is that the genie, like the witch, is
a liminal being with equivocal powers. Perhaps the most disquieting disrepu-
table truth is that the Mothers, the most intimate source of being and the pri-
mary member of the most basic social unit, are also witches whose curse is the
only power capable of disarming evil.

Because the threat of witchcraft is especially acute within the inner circle
of the intimate social bond, African conceptions of witchcraft force one to
acknowledge the deep tensions and ambiguity embedded in intimate rela-
tions (Geschiere 2013, 23). The trusted familial domain is the most dangerous
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because witchcraft is concealed and harbored there. Witchcraft accusations
reveal the deep antisocial affect at play in the domestic sphere, which other-
wise tends to be romanticized as a “haven of reciprocity” (xvii). The practice
of witchcraft inverts the most fundamental principle of trust associated with
the intimate domain of home; similarly, the discourse abour witchcraft “brings
out into the open what should remain private—the hidden tensions within
the family or community, now exposed to the public gaze—and this is already
a step away from the vision of intimacy as a cozy protected sphere” (2.4, emphasis
mine). With this emphasis on concealment and exposure as a twinned threat,
Peter Geschiere appears much indebted to Sigmund Freud.

In his eponymous classic essay on the uncanny, Freud calls magic the “un-
homely art” and links witchcraft to the ambivalent nature of intimacy. Follow-
ing the etymology of the German word heimlich (homely), Freud reveals that
it also encompasses its opposite, unheimlich—that is to say, the “unhomely” or
uncanny (Freud 2003 [1919], 4). For Freud, the intimacy of home is forged in
candid, unrestrained behavior that is normally withheld from public view. So,
intimacy and homeliness are created by openness and revelation even while,
paradoxically, they are necessarily founded on privacy and concealment. But
concealment also suggests that which is obscure and inaccessible and therefore
dangerous. So when concealment is combined with things reminiscent of home,
it produces the eerie feeling of unease, gloom, the ghastly associated with the
uncanny. Quoting Schelling, Freud therefore defines the “‘unhomely’ [as] the
name for everything that ought to have remained . . . hidden and secret and has
become visible” (4). The ambivalent feeling produced may shed light on African
conceptions of witchcraft as an intimate art, practiced in secret and targeting the
family, characterized by bizarre inversions and bewitching strangeness.

In characteristic style, Freud ultimately ascribes the source of the uncanny
to the repression of longing for that most intimate of relationships and primal

impulses, the mother and the repressed infantile sexual desire.

It often happens that male patients declare that they feel there is something
uncanny about the female genital organs. This unheimlich place, however,
is the entrance to the former heim [home] of all human beings, to the
place where everyone dwelt once upon a time and in the beginning. . ..
and whenever a man dreams of a place or a country and says to himself,
still in the dream, “this place is unfamiliar to me, T have been there before,”
we may interpret the place as being his mother’s genitals or her body. In this
case, too, the unheimlich is what was once heimisch, homelike, familiar;
the prefix “un” is the token of repression. (15, emphasis mine)
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While too ready an imposition of Western constructs and especially Freud-
ian interpretative associations onto African realities is problematic, the insight
into the association of intimacy, home, and the uncanny does offer suggestive
avenues for understanding a possible aspect of the African conception of
the female genitals as the site of uncanny powers, both awesome and frightening.

The fact that those innately endowed with the terrible power to launch the
most forceful curse are commonly addressed by the intimate title “the Mothers”
makes the connection to Freud’s insight unmistakable. The mother is the essen-
tial insider, the creator of the child and the primary mother-child bond that is the
fundament of home—especially in the matrilineal societies that long predomi-
nated in West Africa. This intimate bond is so encompassing and so critical to
personal well-being and even one’s destiny that a curse by one’s own mother is
deemed to be instantly and irrevocably ruinous.?* The close connection between
intimacy, the unhomely, and the uncanny (witchcraft) serves to explain more
fully why it is that the Mothers are deemed to be the most dangerous of beings.

In West African traditions women are commonly considered to be inherently
endowed with an uncanny force, ambiguous in nature. Among the Yoruba of
Nigeria, for example, it is thought that “if it is according to their Secret’ that
women give birth, it is also with their ‘secret’ that they take life, by consuming
the life essence of their kinsfolk. . . . witchcraft, like fertility, is endemic to Yo-
ruba womanhood, a// women are potential witches” (Apter 2007, 94, emphasis
mine). The secret, however, is not her procreative capacity. The power innate in
woman 7zanifests in maternity, but is even greater on the invisible plane. Hers is
a moral force that only a female elder, beyond childbearing, can assume. Simply
put, “Women are thought to become even more powerful after menopause,
when menstrual blood ceases to flow” (Drewal 1992, 179). Where menses are
polluting and dangerous, female elders neutralize danger, even and especially
the dangers of witchcraft. Djedjero Nane Lili therefore emphasized that “only
old women perform Egbiki; those who are still menstruating are not involved”
(Interview in Orbaff, June 2010).

The common epithet “the Mothers” does not refer to any actual maternity,
nor is it a sentimental term of endearment relating to qualities of nurturance.
Rather it is a respectful title honoring their innate force, both revered and
feared. Among the Yoruba of Nigeria, for example, while it is understood that
the Mothers are witches, one only reservedly applies that term (je) to these el-
ders to avoid offending them. The Yoruba masking festival Gelede is the means
by which society honors and assuages them. Celebrated in playful pantomime,
they are “seduced” so that they will channel their extraordinary power (ase)
toward blessing (Drewal 1992, 179).
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Considered to possess as commanding a force as the ancestors or even the
secondary divinities, the Mothers sacrality surpasses the capacity of one sex to
contain it. After menopause the female body not only outgrows its reproductive
function, it also takes on a double-sexed aspect. At this stage, for example, women
commonly sprout chin hairs. Such a body thereby reveals its divine essence. For
this reason, Gelede represents this with the mask of the bearded woman. The
beard indicates the status, knowledge, and wisdom of an elder while referencing
the Mothers’ powerful gender-surpassing condition. In turn “a bearded woman
[is considered to] possess extraordinary spiritual power” (Drewal and Drewal
1983, 71). Such a body becomes an aperture that discloses other dimensions of
existence and possibilities for participating in the potentiality of another world.
The praise names by which the Yoruba call the Mothers indicate their powers of
transformation and the extent of their dominion: they are called “the ‘owners of
two bodies’ (abdra méji) and the ‘owners of the world’ (0727 [oni aiyé)” (11).

Women elders, freed from the social role ascribed to women in their repro-
ductive years, are elevated to a status of being capable of overseeing the com-
mon good. Like the ancestors, the Mothers “have special responsibilities for
establishing the moral order of society;” for they are “freed of the human weak-
nesses and conditions of pettiness” associated with particular personalities of
living persons and are capable of “behav|[ing] without self interest” (Olupona
2001, 57). Their capacity is even greater, however, for they are their /iving em-
bodiment of moral authority. Among the Yoruba, it is said that “the power of
the mothers is equal or superior to that of the gods . . . the mothers own and
control the gods” (Drewal and Drewal 1983, 8).

Thus the power of the Mothers resides in the capacity to surpass the biologi-
cal function and social stage of maternity and to assume an equally consequential
spiritual power, the secret and sacred locus of which is their sex. Therefore,
there is a critical difference between “woman as mother” and “the Mothers” as
women, whose genitals symbolically represent the essential values and social
mandates upon which legitimate authority rests.

It was a man, one known as a great witch, who most forcefully articulated the
status of the Mothers and the moral might of Egbiki to dispel evil; Kofli Begré
of Sahuy¢ said, “The women do a rite but it is dangerous. Woman comes out
when it is really serious because Woman holds power in her hands. ... Women
here are God. When God arrives, witches flee, because Woman represents
God. . .. So when they see the women naked and that thing [their genitalia], it is
like seeing God” (Interview in Sahuyé, May 22, 2010).

In ritual the body is the means by which complex psychological phenom-
ena are revealed symbolically and through which both conceptions about the
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world spiritual principles are conveyed. In Africa, “power associated with sexu-
ality and reproduction is especially strong, and potentially dangerous. Female
genital power is especially potent” (Stevens 2006, 593). In many African tradi-
tions “the genitals are equated not only with fertility and reproduction, but
also with insult, impotence, infertility, trickery, sorcery, and deception” (Blier
1995, 147). In the tradition of the Fon of Benin, for example, “the woman’s
genitals are ‘more powerful than a bo,” the power object used to intercede in
the invisible realm to effect change on behalf of the owner (147). Among the
Abidji the female genitals, as the locus of great power, even receive blood sac-
rifices, such as a chicken, as does the genie of the river. “This is why a woman
can use them like a magical weapon . .. casting [a spell] with the curse: ‘May
my lopo catch you!”” (Lafargue 1976, 194). It concisely explains why FGP is
the focal point of the nocturnal rite that protects the initiates of Dipri and the
whole of the village.

In Sahuy¢, Kamenan Adjoba forcefully underscored that the overriding
spiritual power of women is innate and rooted in her genitals: “7he sex of the
woman rules everything because it is woman who gives life to man. So it is that
which rules everything” (Interview, May 14, 2010). This is not only an assertion
of the primacy of maternity, although the “firstness” of the life-giving female is
one source of her claims to respect and certain prerogatives; the female geni-
tals “rule” because they bear a preeminent and primordial power in their own
right. As Djedjero Nan Lili said, “If it is woman who has the power, it is not
by accident, because God knows that it is by woman that the whole world came
into being. She bas power in her. Therefore she can push back evil” (Interview in
Orbaff, June 2010). That is to say, God conferred upon woman her natural
generative capacity and maternity as 2 consequence of the fact that she has moral
authority and not the reverse.

Another Yoruba case illustrates that the female genitalia are not only the
source of fecundity and creation but also of spiritual might. The Yoruba Fes-
tival of Edi hails the goddess More¢mi as the only power capable of expelling
evil from the community (Olupona 2011, 203). Her story is a classic tale of a
heroic sacrifice that delivers the Yoruba of Ile-Ife from repeated incursions and
enslavement by the neighboring Igbo. Moremi used her beauty and seductive
powers to wed the enemy king to discover the secret of his warriors’ might and
reveal their magic to her people. After their triumph, she fulfills a vow made to
the divinity of the river in exchange for a benediction of her exploits. Morémi
sacrifices her only child. For both her captivating sexuality and the sacrifice of
her offspring, she is hailed by her praise name (07i47) as “the courageous woman

who used her vagina to conquer the Igbd,” or she “who conquered rebellion
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and overcame intrigue with her vagina” (207-8). Morémi is also hailed as “the
Great Mother.” The title is certainly not meant to extol her as a nurturer, for
Morémi’s sacrifice of her own child is “an aberration from tradition” (209).
Rather, it refers to the potency of what the Yoruba call “bottom power” (222),
a reference to woman’s innate and overriding spiritual power instantiated in
her sexual organs and its capacity to overcome evil. In Edi, the chief priestess
who represents Moremi makes the incantation “We expel and cast out all evils,”
to which the audience responds, “Our Great Mother” (210). Significantly, in
this ceremony “prayers and curses [are] freely mixed—prayers to expunge evil
and curses to guard against agents of evil” (217), for it is with curses that the
Mothers use their genitalia as a weapon.

Nudity has profound ritual significance. “As in many African societies, na-
kedness for the Fon and their neighbors has clear cut religious associations. ..
individuals undergoing important religious ceremonies [go naked]” (Blier
1995, 169). Nudity is considered to reflect the full persona, including the in-
corporeal essence, and therefore is featured in oath taking to signify “righ-
teousness of the heart” or to signify the good faith one makes in undertaking
a solemn commitment (169). In Egbiki the curse, like an oath, requires such
righteousness. The female elders must be spiritually prepared for the dangerous
undertaking, purifying their hearts so that their performative utterances are
propetly directed and strike with their intended force.

Relating the details of the Egbiki rite in the Adioukrou village Yassap, the
chef de terre emphasized that the mothers’ capacity to dominate witches’
evil designs relies on moral righteousness, and they wear their nakedness like
armor: “We ask the women to do ‘Egbikng’ to block evil and it is simply senz
back to that sender. . .. So all of them strip naked and walk with sticks of wood
[pestles]. At the end of the village they spill urine and do what they need to do
with their ‘thing’ [gesturing to the genital area], and then they come back. One
must not try to go look at that. No. It's our mothers who are naked and so they are
trying to save things” (Interview, Meledje Djedress Philippe, May 2010).

The nudity of the female elders looms all the more powerfully in the social
imaginary for its invisibility. Among the Yoruba, “spectacle means both actual
sights and mental images of ethereal entities,” and therefore, what is intention-
ally withheld from sight in a ceremonial context is often that which has the
greatest impact on ritual participants (Drewal and Drewal 1983, 78). There-
fore, visible access to the representational depiction of the Great Mothers is
purposefully restricted. Similarly, the occult nature of Egbiki reverberating in
the dark is a kind of spectacle of power. The zaboo against the sight of the naked
Mothers and their denuded genitalia underscores the dangers of their occult
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powers instantiated in their very bodies. As one of the Okpolu of Orbaff putit,
“Before chasing evil away, the women cry out to the people, ‘Go inside, with-
draw ! No man must see those women naked. And when they do that work, if
you do sce it, ah, that’s a bad thing for you!” (Interview, July 2, 2010). When
confronted in reality with the appearance of the elderly women and moreover
with that “thing” that symbolizes the power these women wield, the full force
of their power is produced in the imagination such that, as we shall see, even

soldiers bearing arms flee.

The Performance of Paramount Power

While the Mothers’ moral power is innate, the efficacy of Egbiki nevertheless
relies on its actual performance, and its critical features are well known and
regularly cited as key. Beyond the nudity of the female elders is a constellation
of ritual components that constitute the technique of appealing to FGP: urine
or other bodily effluvia as a means of setting a spiritual trap of evil; the invoca-
tion of 2 curse and the use of a pestle (branches or stick) to enforce it as a means
of spiritual warfare.

Since the corporal language of the body is the prime idiom in ritual, natural
bodily processes become the focus of critical cultural meaning. So too bodily
effluvia are used as a primary symbolic medium. In Egbiki the women’s urine
emanating from their naked genitals is in effect an extension of this sacred locus
and equally charged and potent. According to Nane Lili Djedjero of Orbaff, to
prepare Egbiki the naked women take a recipient such as an old gourd, urinate
in it,and keep it for three days. Then “they swear on it, [saying] ‘if anyone wishes
evil, may it fall on them. They curse, curse, curse until [they reach] the other end
of the village. Then they throw away the pot. They expel evil from the village”
(Interview, June 28, 2010). The curse is thus sealed with the dispersal of urine.?>

The women’s sprinkling of urine and bathwater to entrap their antagonists
mirrors the lighthearted contest of the male “witches” who urinate to set an
invisible “trap” or obstacle to thwart their competitors. The magical creation
of both the unbreachable village boundary and the impassable waterway shows
that the flow emanating from the genitals assumes world-shaping capacity. The
Mothers’ ritual gesture is done in earnest, however, because the very success
of Dipri, including the playful contest of powerful males, depends on their
protection.

Describing her participation in Egbiki, Kamenan Adjoba detailed how the
Mothers’ genitals and the potent concoction associated with them are indis-

solubly linked with the power of the Earth through the pestle.
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To do Egbiki women use old pestles and it traps witches. In the beginning
we wash—that which you mentioned there [the genitals]—we wash in
front and we mix it with hot pepper and salt. Then we go to speak [curse]
saying, “it is woman who has the power, it is woman who gives man life
[gives birth] and woman who makes life. So if you don’t walk and if you
are not born of woman, and if you don’t cat hot pepper, and you want to
go kill your neighbor, then that which we are doing is going to kill you.”
Then we sprinkle the water everywhere. We hit the ground with the pestle.
The earth represents woman and when we use the pestle, it is a way to curse.
When we strike the ground we implore the earth. That’s why we use the
pestle. (Sahuyé, May 14, 2010)

The pestle connects the women’s bodies with the Earth, which in many Af-
rican religions is itself a divinity, and more specifically a goddess.36 The Earth
Priest usually oversees rites connected to the land, its fertility, and harvest (as
with Dipri’s celebration of the yam). In Egbiki, however, the Mothers pound
their pestles to “implore the Earth” to enforce their own sanction.

Through their imprecation, this primordial instrument of culture and so-
cial order is used in the “wrong way,” no longer as household utensil but as an
implement for “magic” and its dangerous aggressive force. When the pestle is
thrown into the bush at the outskirts of the village (the place of excrement, gar-
bage, and death), normal social order is symbolically negated, and the object
is made an implement for that other side of life, the invisible underside that
is celebrated in Dipri. From then until the close of Dipri, no woman is allowed
to use a mortar and pestle. The social world is reversed; witches take center
stage, and primordial chaos is unleashed within the confines of the sealed vil-
lage. The pestle then reappears in the hands of young male initiates who use it
to demonstrate s¢ke’s extraordinary force. I witnessed one, for example, pound-
ing “medicines” in a mortar placed on the back of an elderly s¢kepo stretched
out on the ground.”” Afterward the medicine was distributed to women who
wanted a baby. So the pestle, usually exclusively reserved for the women’s do-
main, is usurped by men in Dipri and is made an instrument of male fecundity
and power. An intriguing parallel use of the pestle as a ritual implement invok-
ing female spiritual power is found among the Luvale of Angola. There a diviner
never buys his divinatory basket, /ipele, but has a woman weave one and then
ritually “steals” it from her. She must “curse the thief; striking the ground [with
a pestle] to enforce her imprecations” (Silva 2011, 46, emphasis mine). Without
her curse, the lipele is ineffective. Because in Luvale lore a woman wielding

a wooden pestle made the first oracle, the pestle stands for woman’s spiritual
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primacy, while the ritual theft recapitulates male usurpation of female power.
In this the Luvale rite mirrors Dipri.

While Dipri makes visible the miraculous powers of s¢tké, what remains
invisible yet implicit throughout are the forces of witchcraft, the ambiguous
spiritual powers in which women are said to excel. The ability of the old women
surpasses even the spectacular male prowess of séképuone. That paramount
force is the innate genital power of the naked matriarchs.

In the days leading up to Dipri in Sahuyé, I made repeated inquiries about
Egbiki to determine when it would be performed and whether I might be al-
lowed to attend or participate. One of the first elders I approached, Tanoh
Marie-Claire, first equivocated about the rite and then refused to confirm that
it would take place at all: “There is a proverb: ‘when you go to lay a trap, you lay
a trap and you go off and the animal that comes, you trap it. Now if you wait
for the animal to come and you have laid a trap, the animal will see you and run
for its life’”” (Interview, April 4, 2010). It was a charming rebuke. My insistent
prying was giving away the chase.

Later I put the matter before Begré Koffi, a cousin of my former husband.
He was surprisingly obliging: “We consider you family. Since you are from the
family, you can do it. They will certainly accept you. Ah, certainly. Woman is
woman” (Interview, April s, 2010). He qualified this, however, in a way that
I appreciated only later: “When they arrive in a place, they stop. There they are
laying traps. The [witches] are going to struggle with the old women to take
away the traps. So you wait for them to finish that. After they've done that, you
can join them.”

When I later approached a female elder reputed to perform the rite to ask
permission to join the Egbiki performance, Kamenan Adjoba first denied
that it would take place that year; then she suggested that they had done so
already. Her equivocations signaled polite refusal. So I expressed regret that
I had missed the event, saying that I would have liked to walk in solidarity with
the other women, and joked, “Then you would have had a story to tell about
the naked old white woman who did Egbiki.” She laughed and then taking a
more solemn tone, said, “Sincerely, what you ask, even if it were to happen to-
night, we would not accept . . . when you look at that small, secret place of the
woman, it’s sacred. Really, it is and a thing of the genie. So even if we were going
to do it, even if you are a woman, we would not allow it. What we do is danger-
ous. We can’t take our gift and open it [to reveal its power] because it’s like a
chameleon. We don’t know what it will look like later” (Sahuyé, May 22, 2010).

Egbiki unleashes a dangerous power akin to witchcraft, and its evocation is

intended to turn witchcraft back on its sender. If one is not spiritually purified
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and prepared to exact the rite with moral rectitude, the curse can turn back on the
performer herself. Like a chameleon, the power can change from anti-witchcraft
to witcheraft. This was the danger to which Begré was alluding when he coun-
seled me to wait until the trap had been laid before joining the women. As
one of the elders in Orbaff had said eatlier, “There is imminent danger for the
women who do that work. They chase away evil spells and spirits and #hey will
leave with their curse” (Orbaff, July 2, 2010). The spiritual weapon is an intimate
one that cannot be divorced from the performer and will work against her if
she harbors within her any taint of the evil that is its target.

Despite the risk, the trap was laid. Cindy, my young Abidji companion with
whom I shared a mattress that night, shook me awake. “Auntie, Auntie. Wake
up. It’s Egbiki” We didnt go out to look upon the naked mothers, though.
I dared not risk their menacing reproach. Woman is zor Women; not every
woman has the moral authority to take on evil, or is adequately prepared to
walk with the Mothers.

In his 1976 treatise on the Abidji and specifically on Dipri, Fernand Lafargue
detailed the womenss rite as a singular type of conjuration of evil spells used
by the good Angrépuoné (“witches”) to keep the evil ones from realizing their
intended harm. However, he identified the Abidji name of the rite as “sokroyibé.”

It is a very secret rite to which men cannot participate under any cir-
cumstance. It is undertaken by village quarter and both quarters simul-
taneously, from top to bottom when the conjuration regards the entire
village, as for example at a time of war or on the night before Dipri. . . .
All post-pubescent women can participate in sokoribé,® but it is above all
married women and the old women who take part. The ceremony always
takes place in the middle of the night, between midnight and four in the
morning. A small group composed principally of old women, those who have
the highest authority in sokroyibé, gather, an old pestle in hand, at one end
of their quarter at the end of the village and sound a cry “Oooh!” to alert
the population and surprise the witches who would have already under-
taken their evil spells. (Lafargue 1976, 193-94, emphasis mine)

Clearly, Lafargue was describing Egbiki. One of the greatest puzzlements
and a knot in my fieldwork lay in the strange fact that no one in Sahuyé rec-
ognized the word sokroyibé. The Abidji shook their heads and said it must be
an Adioukrou term. The Adioukrou knit their brows and claimed they'd never
heard the word before. Could the French ethnographer whose exhaustive study
is so carefully documented have gotten this one detail wrong? And if not, what

might account for the disappearance of the term over the course of forty years?
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The first possible explanation was offered by Akpa Akpess Paul, a retired
schoolteacher whose life-long passion for documenting the history of the
Adioukrou people began when his grandfather would patiently recount
these details and Akpa would transcribe them in his school notebooks. With
a collection of such books on his knee, he shared his knowledge with me.
Toward the end of our almost three-hour interview, he spontancously raised
the subject of Egbiki and offered an etymology of the word: “When there is
a threatening event, one that calls for curses, the Adioukrou calls Woman. . . .
The night before Kpol [Dipri], the old women go out late at night when no
one can see it . . . and chase away all that is accursed, all that is bad, from the
village. Only the old women go out, not any who could still have sexual rela-
tions. They don’t speak of it to the young. . .. As they chase death, they cry out
‘Lou Igh. Lou means ‘death’; igh means ‘depart’” (Interview in Orbaff, July 1,
2010).

From this root the name of the ceremony eventually became known as
Igbikn, meaning the one who makes [evil] depart or “one who bars the way
to all that is accursed.” Asked about the term sokroyibé, Akpa surmised that
yibe, which ends with an aspirated sound (¢), corresponds to i¢b, and was the
original name of the rite. More likely is that sokroyibé was actually the name
of the society of women authorized to perform the rite. A clue lies in Lafargue’s
description of the event, and in particular the assertion that “a small group comz-
posed principally of old women, those who have the highest authority in sokroyibeé,
gather” (Lafargue 1976, 193—94, emphasis mine). The proposition suggests that
they held rank and therefore authority “iz sokroyibé] as opposed to possessing
the authority to perform sokroyibé.®

In actuality, the term is Baoulé. A study by French ethnopsychiatrist Fran-
cois Laplantine defines sokroyibé (with an accent aigu, marked from lower left
to upper right) as “a rite used to fight witches during which the women of the
village use their genitals which in Baoulé country are considered as a supremely
powerful fetish” (Laplantine 2007, 161). He underscores that it is taboo for
a man to view the rite (141). The Baoul¢ origin is a further indication of the
strong Akan and matrifocal influence on Abidji culture and practice, especially
relating to the spiritual and supranatural domain.

Ultimately, what Akpa thought might best account for the puzzling disap-
pearance of the term sokroyibé was the simple fact that traditions were being
lost to collective forgetting. What he lamented most was that the church de-
monizes these traditions, while relegating evil to a spiritual source beyond
human intervention. So they were being increasingly neglected and were

disappearing.
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In the past the rite that the old women performed naked was always done,
but people boycotted it because of the Church. The Church called it
Satanic. Even Kpol, they say is Satanic. “Why spill blood? The blood that
Jesus shed is enough,” [they say]. While there is good and evil, they come
from [human] actions, things that are truly praiseworthy and bad acts
that are not desirable. What they did in the old days was good. Today, the
rite that the old women performed naked, they neglect that, but these
things are real. . .. We are losing a lot of things. (Orbaff, July 1, 2010)

His lament echoed that of Kamenan Adjoba, who had strutted back and
forth in the courtyard at the end of our interview, bewailing the increasing
neglect of Egbiki: “Last year there were only four of us who did it. Most of the
others said, “We go to church and we don’t do that now.” But when the women
do it, it is to protect everyone. It is dangerous. Why should four of us suffer to
doitall? When we go to church they say we can’t do it” (Sahuyé, May 14, 2010).

The progressive erosion of women’s power such as the elimination of
women’s titles of rank and prestige by Christian missionaries and colonial ad-
ministrators is well known and beyond the purview of the present discussion,
except to acknowledge that African women did not accept this situation with-
out protest.® Many of the documented cases of FGP are occasions of strong
rebuke in the context of overt political manifestations. Ironically, in response
to their forceful protests, women’s societies and their collective mobilizations
were in some cases outlawed and eliminated by force.

Nevertheless, Egbiki remains an independent rite, and its performers are
not answerable to any higher authority or office. The Mothers mobilize them-
selves or are called upon to perform what they alone can achieve. As the elder in
Orbaff, Djedjero Nane Lili, said, she and others take the initiative to undertake
Egbiki “as soon as we see the evil. We cry out in the village and invoke the cer-
emony to push it back” (June 28, 2010). The village masters of the genie’s power
(the Okpolu) also emphasized that Egbiki is not a mere subset of Dipri but
plays a critical role beyond the context of the festival: “In Orbaft, [Egbiki] is
done, but it is different from what the Okpolu do. It has nothing to do with what
[that). It is a supplementary precaution that the women do the rite. It does not
belong to Kpol [Dipri). They can also do it on other occasions. Whenever there is
a real evil, these women come out at midnight and they are naked and they do
that work. They chase it away. Women take the decision to do it” (Interview in
Orbaff; July 2, 2010).

Although they command the kind of knowledge and power that supersedes
that of ritual specialists like the Earth Priest (chef de terre), these women oc-
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cupy no public office. Their authoritative force is derived from the common
local understandings of the world-making potential embodied in the altar of
their sex. The predominance of FGP is attested to by the independence of the
rite. The transformative capacity of FGP is deployed at the most critical mo-
ments of social crisis to meet the demands of a pressing situation and exer-
cised as the most powerful technique to uproot evil. As Chef de Terre Gnangra
N’Guessan Bertin stressed, Egbiki is an independent arm against all kinds of

threats to the community as a whole:

They can do it the night before Dipri but they can also do it at any other
time. When there is a threat [such as] an epidemic, for example smallpox,
[caused by] someone who sent a curse or used potions [cast a spell] to kill
people. Then, in the night, when everyone is sleeping, the women strip
themselves naked and they carry wooden sticks or old pestles and they
walk in the road while singing and calling down on the witch all that
they can evoke. . .. It’s not only on the day of the festival. It can happen on
any day. (Sahuyé, May 7, 2009)

To this the village chief added, “In the old days, when there was a military
draft, and the colonials would come to the village to choose young men in good
health, in the night the women would chant, do all that he said, so that the
White man wouldn’t take our children. They thought of it as slavery.” Chief
Tanau’s allusion to the political potential of the rite is confirmed in historical
record of women’s mobilizations and resistance that is the subject of parts II
and III.

As we shall see, FGP is still being evoked in the response to the catastrophe
of civil war and its aftermath in Céte d’Ivoire. The elders call upon FGP to ex-
ercise their spiritual power as moral combat. Armed only with their nudity, the
Mothers confront the military in full confidence that “the last word belongs ro
women” (Djedjroh, Orbaff, July 2, 2010).
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2. MATRIFOCAL MORALITY

FGP and the Foundation of “Home”

While men in principle hold political authority and power,
women control the ritual power that makes political rule possible.
—JACOB OBAFEMI KEHINDE OLUPONA, “Women’s Rituals,
Kingship and Power among the Ondo-Yoruba of Nigeria”

The King sucks the breast of the Queen Mother.
—ASANTE PROVERB, in Beverly J. Stoeltje, “Asante Queen Mothers”

The conception of the innate power of woman and her sex is not an artifact of
a particular culture; it is not unique to the Abidji or to the wider class of Akan
ethnicities to which the Abidji belong, nor is it limited to the traditions of
Céte d’'Ivoire. Moreover, the understanding of primacy and the potent force of
woman is not germane to the spiritual sphere of religion alone. So critical is the
construct of female genital power as an emblem of moral authority that it has
been a keystone of structural rulership and the underpinning of political and
social organization in Africa for centuries.

A persistent and preponderant misconception about women in Africa is
that everywhere they have been martyrs of traditional society. Through the
deforming prism of missionaries, ethnologists, and administrators, colonial
ideology reduced the image of women to a cliché, as “beings deprived of the
most fundamental rights, living in absolute submission, veritable beasts of bur-
den, at the limits of servitude” (Djibo 2001, 26). This bias has informed even
contemporary scholarship, including, and perhaps especially, by early feminists
who on the one hand mistakenly presupposed the homogeneity of women as a
group on the basis of their oppressed status while on the other hand portrayed
the average Third World woman as leading “an essentially truncated life” by
comparison to those in the “liberated” West (Mohanty 2003, 22). With these
underlying presuppositions comes the concomitant and equally mistaken pre-

sumption that the westernization of Africa brought with it women’s emancipa-



tion and their greater valorization. In fact, “while the asymmetry of relations
between males and females, with the dominance of the first over the second,
was not totally unknown in [traditional African] societies in former time, it
seems that they are accentuated today, tending to worsen under the effect of
the forces of modernization” (Djibo 2001, 16).

Historical records dating back centuries show that throughout West Africa,
and especially along the southern rainforest region from Senegal to Camer-
oon, where kinship systems are either matrilineal or traced through bilineal
descent, female power is understood to be primary and paramount. It is pri-
mary because woman is the progenitor, and the mother-child bond, which
constitutes the basis of the family unit, is the source of a fundamental moral-
ity on which all society depends. It is paramount because the Mothers are
understood to be the living embodiment of the ancestors and, as such, are
guardians of that moral order. This ancient ideology has not only informed
the nature of rulership of the great African empires and kingdoms, but also
prevailed as the basis for leadership among the more typical stateless societies
of Africa, communities that resisted hierarchical forms of rulership. The fun-
damental moral principles on which the whole of social order rests were most
forcefully sanctioned through the ritual appeal to female genital power.

Without resorting to panegyric on the situation of women or creating an apo-
logia for an imagined female “golden age” or even an ancient matriarchy in Africa,
this chapter aims to demonstrate that at the foundation of West African civiliza-
tion is the widespread and deeply rooted conception that Woman is the innate
bearer of spiritual power, the seat of moral authority, and the provenance of legit-
imacy for worldly rulership. On this basis I argue that the concept of matrifocal
morality is the grounding construct and orienting ideology upon which civiliza-
tion is founded and represents the values of home. It is most strongly articulated
through the fierce ritual rhetoric of the rite of female genital power (FGP).

Kings and “Women-Kings™: Spiritual Empowerment
of Worldly Authority

As was long the case in Europe, kingship in Africa was considered to derive
its power from a sacred source. From Mali to Nigeria, when a king took the
throne he had to be ritually invested with female qualities. In “Initiation, Roy-
alty and Femininity in Black Africa,” Alfred Adler (2007) underscores that
both the rituals of male initiation and the investiture of kings make strong

symbolic associations between the male subjects and Woman, inculcating and
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making them embody female traits. Transcripts from the ancient kingdom of
Ségou (present-day Mali) indicate that the griots and other notables who con-
trolled the deep knowledge behind the esoteric ritual code were clear about
the ideas and values behind such performative engendering practices. Court
documents assert that “power is female: to obtain what he wants, the king must
know how to humble himself. .. to act with femininity”; they also state that
“in the beginning, woman was born to be king. Man is only wood, without
offspring” (87). As a result, the kings were “doubled” with a parallel line of
royalty, overseeing a complementary order of existence. The first was “mascu-
line, indicated by material show of force, the other feminine, enigmatic, as ef-
ficacious as impotent, and . . . that would certainly be called ‘magical’” (Bazin
1988, 379). In the nineteenth century in the state of Ségou, the male persons
in this second category of kings were known as “women-kings.” These Traoré
king-priests were structurally identified as women and therefore considered the
source of power of the royal clan.

Among the Traoré¢ clan the women-kings did not control military arms, “a
notion that Malians of today [still identify] with the modern state and with its
administrative apparatus” (Adler 2007, 81). By contrast, they were considered
able to prevent violent conflicts or even restore peace by the force of their
word alone; they were “equally charged with performing the sacrificial rites of
fecundity” (77). The woman-king’s acquired symbolic sexual duality enabled
him to assume the moral attributes required of his office. He would wear fe-
male attire and comport himself with the humility characteristic of ideal wom-
anhood to embody plenitude and completeness. Adler suggests this practice
amounts to hermaphrodism (85).! In extreme instances of intentional gender
conflation, a future Traoré king of the Bambara would be secluded and actually
castrated. “Castrating the king is a means of ‘preparing’ his body and making
it susceptible for different appreciations: one can see in it not de-virilization,
a half-change in sex, but the means of obtaining a state of maximum purity
to increase his power” (425). This was thought to be the case of the famous
fourteenth-century king of the ancient Mali empire, Mansa Musa.” “The term
masa [or mansa], when employed absolutely, generally refers to the office of a
sovereign, whereas ma’samuso means ‘woman-kings™” (378). Thus this legend-
ary ruler was literally a “woman king.”

The premise that royal power is derived from the female and dependent on
identification with the spiritual domain in which women excel is also asserted
in myth. One account tells how the Traoré clan, associated with the Ségou
royal lineage, gained its political power through the maternal line and its fe-

male divinity.
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The Traoré had given one of their sisters to a “genie;” jize, in exchange for
which they received power. Actually, this legend is only one variation of
a great West African myth tracing the origins and the end of the Wagadu
Empire (the former Ghana). [In it] the serpent Bida, master of the sub-
terranean waters and master of the gold on which the power of the em-
pire rested, demanded the annual sacrifice of a young virgin in order to
continue to dispense its acts of generosity. The first of these victims was
a young girl of the Traoré clan, which obtained royalty in return. (Adler
2007, 85)

The parallel to the myth of the origin of Dipri is unmistakable. Even the name
Bida evokes the name of the Abidji founding ancestor, Bidyo. Certainly, the
subregion has a well-established history of migration and cultural diffusion,
accounting for similar mythic themes.? The story is evidence of the widespread
“orienting schemes, and systems of presumption” (Rabinow et al. 2008, 107)
that I suggest are still determinative in West Africa, namely that home is
founded on moral authority with a female source.

The Malian myth and ritual together demonstrate that alignment with
female power was deemed necessary for the state to gain political legitimacy
and to use its authority judiciously. The institution of the woman-king and the
small network of those holding this title eventually became subsumed by male-
dominated kingdoms. They eventually served the community in a more mod-
est capacity as judges and peacemakers, an indication that the power that they
maintained was grounded in 7074l authority.

This idea that female power is the critical underpinning of kingship endures
and continues to authorize the kingship and invest it with sacrality. Among the
Ondo-Yoruba of Nigeria, for example, the authority of the male Oba (king) is
derived from his descent from the famed first ruler, the female woman-king,
Pupupu. Pupupu is believed to have been the twin sister of Oduduwa, the leg-
endary founder of the Yoruba, alternatively represented as the daughter of one
of his twin offspring. “In the origin myth ... she was accorded the rank of a
Yoruba king” (Olupona 1991, 26). According to tradition, she ruled until great
old age, when she installed her son as her substitute, inaugurating male rule.
However, every succeeding king has derived authority from his mythic descent
from Pupupu. From this, it is evident that “Ondo society lives with the paradox
of a suppressed female ruler and political authority that has been replaced by
female ritual power” (Olupona 1997, 318).

Yet even in the absence of a female in the overt position of political author-

ity, women have safeguarded the preserve of female power through a parallel
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office, that of a ritual ruler who presided over the spiritual domain. “Since
the change in chieftancy from female to male, women nevertheless have the
right to have a woman leader, Lobun, also referred to as Oba Obinrin (woman
king)” (Olupona 1991, 47). Her status in relationship to the king is “described
as a mother-son relationship” (Lawuyi and Olupona 1987, 102). Certainly it is
more than one of maternal nurture, for the spiritual authority of the Lobun
is so great that “the office of Lobun is surrounded with mysteries and taboos”
(Olupona 1991, 47). She is considered “ritually pure, dangerous and ambigu-
ous” (Lawuyi and Olupona 1987, 102). The spiritual supremacy of the Lobun is
clear in that she is the “ritual sponsor” of the king (102). Her major duty is to
oversee the king’s installation (Olupona 1991, 47). In fact, “without the Lobun
no king can be enthroned” (37).* The political authority and power of a male
king therefore cannot be considered absolute, for it is bound to “an equally
significant ritual authority and power which women control” (Olupona 1997,
315—16). For this reason, Ondo-Yoruba “insist that the ‘source of ultimate value’
is portrayed as female” (316).

Significantly, “Yoruiba society authorizes males to take on appearances per-
ceived and valued as female”; it was incumbent on the king and male sovereigns
to “parade in procession wearing female clothing. .. [and] braid their hair in
womanly plaits” (Olupona 200s, 75). In other words, the Ondo-Yoruba king
was made to appear as a woman-king and signify that he had been invested with
the fulsome moral qualities of gender-surpassing beings. Nevertheless, the king
requires legitimation from the Mothers to succeed. Olupona details a moment
during a ritual of sacred kingship that clearly shows their power is supreme and
must therefore be assuaged: “Yoruba women of age and experience are endowed
with innate’power, and they in turn [offer reassurance] . . . knowing that the king
needs their assurance of acceptance. The king needs their consent and goodwill even
before he enters his father’s own house. . .. Yoruba women are ‘openly loved,
secretly feared”” (Olupona 2011, 136, emphasis mine). The Yoruba associate such
esoteric and ambiguous spiritual knowledge, especially in the hands of women,
with ajé. “This power, which Western cultures often describe as ‘witcheraft; in
Yoruba cosmology refers more specifically to the power of our mothers. The
Yorubd understand that women possess innate spiritual power 2o control males,
and indeed the universe, used to their own advantage against the assumed su-
premacy of patriarchy. . . . [the Mothers draw on] a means of activism to counter
male oppression” (Olupona 2005, 80, emphasis mine). While he does not name
this form of activism, it suggests the ritual prescription that is FGP.

In the Oyo Yoruba tradition, in precolonial times, “the alddfin (ruler) of
Oy traditionally had to kneel down for only one person— . . . the dydmode”
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a high official of the female sex. Her office was “to worship the spirits of
the departed kings, calling out their égringiins [ancestors]. . .. The king looks
upon her as his father” (Oyewumi 200sb, 105, emphasis mine). With this
detail Oyerdnké Oyewumi underscores that in ritual context a person with
female anatomy can be given the designation and office of a male, demon-
strating gender fluidity in Yoruba society. She goes on to discuss the pos-
ture of propitiation in this and other ritual contexts, offering another detail
worth scrutiny. “The propitiations and thank-offerings to the lineage ances-
tors during the first two days of the Egingtin (annual festival of ancestor
veneration) are named #k#nlé. . . . [This posture] was the preferred position
of giving birth in traditional society and is central to the construction of
motherhood. This position, tks#nlé abiyanmo (the kneeling of a mother in
labor), is elaborated as the ultimate moment of human submission to the
will of the divine” (105). It is also the very posture that Yoruba women of
Ekiti assumed during a public protest in 2009, when the Mothers deployed
FGP to rebuke government corruption and election fraud (Jeremy 2009).
This direct and self-conscious association between the appeal to the female
sex in the traditional religious context and its deployment in politics, even
today, demonstrates just how fundamental is the principle to the whole of
social life and just how deeply embedded it is in the West African social

imaginary.

Queens and Queen Mothers: Female Moral Authority

Despite the supposed “cooling quality” of female spiritual power, detailed
accounts by early Arab voyagers chronicle the exploits of remarkable queens
and legendary female leaders from Senegal to Niger, some who ruled as
“hotly” as their male counterparts. Among them is the celebrated sixteenth-
century warrior Queen Amina of Zaria (contemporary Nigeria), whose
military conquests over thirty years expanded Hausa territory (Djibo 2001,
38).> History bears account of more contemporary but equally powerful
women rulers in West Africa, such as the heroic queen mother of the Asante
Empire Yaa Akyaa, who took up arms to lead the final military stand against
British colonial forces in Ghana in 1896 (Barnes 1997, 11). While these cases
demonstrate that African women were indeed forceful rulers, the focus on
the military strength and exploits of female political authorities betrays the
preoccupations of chroniclers for whom the great states, their dynasties, and
battles of conquest are the earmarks of history. Their accounts obscure a

subtler conception of rulership in Africa in which secular might was always
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tempered and conditioned by spiritual and moral authority, the purview of
women.

The office of queen mother, even more prevalent in West Africa, overtly
links the structural authority of rulership to the spiritual and moral power em-
bodied in women. The use of the English term gueen mother to African female
rulers scems to have been introduced by the British, but the office differs con-
siderably from that of the English Queen Victoria from whom the term was ev-
idently derived. Etymologies of titles in various indigenous languages indicate
that such an authority is the “female chief, the female head or senior woman of
a matrilineage” (Gilbert 1993, 5). In dual-sexed polities that maintain a system
of complementary rulership by a male monarch and a queen mother, the ap-
pointment of both rulers is based on female kinship.® Therefore, even the male
monarch represents the matriline (Stoeltje 1997, 53). As the head of the royal
matrilineage from which a king must be a descendant, the queen mother may
indeed emblematize “the procreative power of royal women, without whom
the kingship would cease to exist” (Olupona 1997, 323). However, the power of
the queen mother does not reside in her actual reproductive capacity, for even
a barren woman could occupy the role. “Were she to be infertile, it . .. would
not disqualify her from the position” (Gilbert 1993, 6). It may well be her duty
to sustain the lineage system and the prestige of her matrilineage in rulership,
but she does so through the selection of her coregent.

Indeed, the queen mother’s most well-defined and politically significant role
was her prerogative to nominate a candidate for this office from her matrikin.
Selection had significant ramifications for the clan as well as for national poli-
tics. Various competing clans endeavored to form alliances of marriage to cre-
ate dynastic houses of royal patrifiliation even within this system of matrilineal
succession. “Competition for the golden stool [the royal seat of power] . . . was
endemic because there were no fixed rules of succession. ... Consequently the
rotation of kingship . .. followed the vagaries of effective political power and
manipulation” (Aidoo 1977, 15). The rotation of kingship through the various
lines of descent and the vagaries in structural power reflect the abiding interests
of maintaining a balance of visible and invisible power, structural and affective
alliances, and matrilineal and patrilineal interests. The complexities involved in
determining dynastic succession demonstrate an intricate braiding of matrilin-
cality with patrifiliation, such that male and female interests are twinned and
inextricably bound in rulership.

If the queen mother is often mistaken to be the representative of maternity
itself, the office is just as frequently imagined to be an institutionalization of

the supportive nurturer. The error may derive from the fact that the queen
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mother’s male coregent is almost always her junior in age and that she serves as
principal advisor. However, “the queen mother’s position was zot merely an ele-
vated domestic role, arising out of the mother-son relationship, as has frequently
been assumed by anthropologists” (33ns, italics mine). Rather, she served by
virtue of the “moral quality of wisdom, knowledge, emotion, compassion, all
that pertains to her as a woman and is not bestowed by male officials” (Gilbert
1993, 9, emphasis mine). That innate moral superiority gave her unique preroga-
tives; she was the only one permitted to criticize him publicly in the court.
Should he fail her standards, “she had the right to initiate his deposition” (Aidoo
1977, 11). Her vigilant supervision over the king, her right to challenge his judg-
ment, and her ultimate power to impeach him, especially on moral grounds,
all demonstrate that what might appear to be a subordinate conciliating role
was in actuality a significant ofhice with real clout grounded in supreme values.

This is also demonstrated in the nature of the queen mother’s essential du-
ties. In precolonial Africa, her presence was required “whenever important
matters of state were to be decided. She also had to hear all judicial cases involv-
ing the sacred oaths of the state” (Berger and White 1999, 87, emphasis mine).
Her leadership required that she impart the knowledge and wisdom that she
embodied as “mother of the clan” (Stoeltje 1997, 58). The function and legiti-
macy of her authority derive from her moral power as head of the matrilin-
cage. Therefore, while Rattray said of the Ashante queen mother that she is
“the personification of motherhood” (123, 85), the office of motherhood and
its qualities are distinctly more than that of a protective nurturer.” The queen
mother’s overriding authority was spiritual and moral.

The queen mother was also “entitled to, and did have, her own separate
court” (Berger and White 1999, 87).% That she maintained her own military
forces indicates the independence of this regent, while her military might
clearly dissociates her role from that of a mere counselor or maternal support.
Just as a male woman-king is symbolically made to encompass both genders,
the queen mother “is symbolically in some respects not a woman, but a person
with the innate quality of a woman who moves in a man’s sphere of action”
(Gilbert 1993, 9). Her royal attire not only distinguishes her from common-
ers, but differentiates her from other women as well. She wears her ceremonial
cloth “draped in the traditional manner (much as a man) rather than a sewn
blouse worn over a cloth wrapper” (6). So the queen mother bears the insignia
of masculine power as much as she embodies her innate female power. The
gender ambiguity of rulers of both sexes is thus made to reflect the qualities
of amorphous spiritual beings and ancestors to share the fulsomeness of their

power and moral authority.
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In precolonial states of the Asante (Ashanti) Empire of present-day Ghana,
the queen mother (Oheme) ruled with her male junior (Asantehene). Together
the regents had jurisdiction over males and females respectively but “in recog-
nition of the Ohema’s significant status, her stool [the seat of power] (Okonua
panyin) was considered the senior one” (Ogbomo 200s, s1). That seniority of
office was best captured by her capacity to advise, because the wisdom achieved
by moral discernment is paramount. In contemporary Ghana, the office of the
queen mother endures. Perhaps because power is usually conceived in the nom-
inal sense, as an instrument that must be visible in strongly structural forms of
authority, some maintain that today the Akan queen mother “has little direct
state authority and her legal jurisdiction is limited and ill-defined” (Gilbert
1993, 9). However, it is apparent that her critical duty is still to assert her moral
supremacy and vigilantly maintain justice. The “new king swears his oath of
allegiance first to her,” and it is only she who can unstool an unjust king (8).
Presiding over ritual situations, she serves as spiritual protector against the
immoral use of power. She is invoked in arbitrations as the ultimate judge,
“creator and destroyer;,” making decisions on the basis of her moral authority
as representative of the “weeping” ancestors who grieve over the betrayal of
mandates (8).

Today the queen mother of the Akuepem oversees ceremonies pertaining to
women and, most tellingly, is responsible for organizing the ritual performance
called Aworabe, “aritual to keep away disease or bring rain in which nude women
pound the street with pestles at night. This rite drawing upon women’s dangerous
creative power is rarely performed today and the present Queen Mother does not
participate in it” (8; emphasis mine). The parallels to Egbiki are evident. The
consistent constellation of critical gestures, especially female nudity or genital
exposure and the pounding of pestles, constitutes the essence of the evoca-
tion of FGP. Worth noting is that the queen mother herself does not take part
in the women’s ritual of FGP. Rather, as the structural ruler presiding over
worldly matters with tangible forces, she bears the same gender ambiguity as
a woman-king. Therefore, she relies on the Mothers to deploy their female
genital power in the invisible realm on behalf of the community. The per-
formance does not displace structural rulership; its authority is of a different
order altogether.

In Nigeria, among the Igbo east of the Niger River, the dual-sex system was
originally ruled by two monarchs, a male Obi, concerned with the interests of
the male community, and female Omu, charged with oversight of female con-
cerns. However, the Omu reigned supreme as the “mother of the whole com-

munity” (Okonjo 1976, 47).” The Omu had her own council of female titled
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nobles (the 7logo) who “could challenge male authority . .. until men capitu-
lated to their demands” (48). These actions were not based on antagonism but
rather were intended to reinforce harmonious relationship and adequate repre-
sentation of the respective needs of both sexes.

In an interview in the eatly 1970s, the Omu made mention of a particular
duty of moral oversight with which she and her cabinet were charged: “If there
is drought, we curse whoever caused it. If there is sickness and people are dying,
my cabinet goes naked in the night with live brands to curse whoever brought
it. If there is sickness in the next town, I do something with my cabinet to in-
sure that sickness does not enter this town. There are medicines we make at the
entrance to the town. These are just a few of my duties. I am the mother of the
people” (s0). The reference is clearly to that commanding rite that I am calling
“female genital power.”

The preeminence of FGP as the overarching moral force is so fundamen-
tal to West African cosmology and the prominence of female genital power
is so pervasive in society that some refer to the bilateral system of rulership
sustained by the Asante and related Akan peoples to this day as a “covert gy-
nocracy” (Pritchard et al. 2010). The appeal to FGP continues still in contexts
both “religious” and “worldly.”

Stateless Societies, Dual-Sexed Systems, and Collective Self-Rule

To this point I have been highlighting ways in which women in traditional
African societies enjoyed positions of power within the structures of the state.
Western history generally privileges these hierarchical social orders and judges
the empires, kingdoms, and states, which most closely parallel the political
achievements of the West, to be more advanced and a measure of “civilization”
in Africa and elsewhere. Discussing African women’s history, Margaret Strobel
remarked, “Unless the group had a queen or queen mother or female chief,
[both oral and written accounts of African history] usually ignore women”
(Strobel 1982, s10). In the colonial period, “government documents tended to
report women only when they are problems, as carriers of venereal disease, as
prostitutes or illegal beer brewers” (510). An exclusive focus on empires, king-
doms, and other institutions of structural power would recapitulate the view
of society that precluded colonialists from acknowledging the degree to which
African women were powerful and enjoyed the status, rights, and privileges
attendant to it in precolonial society. Moreover, these biases distort the view
of African civilization in other substantial ways. Ifi Amadiume (1987) claims

that what has been especially eclipsed is the predominance and importance of
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the so-called stateless societies. Not coincidentally, it is in such societies that
women enjoyed the greatest autonomy and authority.

This nonhierarchical and power-sharing type of social organization long en-
dured as the most prevalent form of governance in Africa and still persists as
local custom today. However, classifying such societies as stateless reproduces
the kind of epistemological violence perpetrated by colonial imperialism that
rendered women, as political entities, invisible. The negative qualifier szazeless
necessarily forces one to conceive of these socicties in terms of what they lack.
Identifying them as acephalous, literally without a head or ruler, similarly casts
them in negative terms and conveys the implicit judgment that such societies
are inferior, lacking in strategy and self-conscious agency. With the formula-
tion also comes the presumption that without a ruling head these states would
necessarily have been smaller or less powerful than kingdoms. In fact, such
societies were often more powerful and of greater size than the much-vaunted
kingdoms (Amadiume 1987, 24—26). A concomitant insinuation is that such
forms of governance were preliminary, or primitive, destined to be superseded
by the more efficient style of governance embodied by the hierarchical state.
Underscoring that such societies were self-consciously devised to reject struc-
tural hierarchy in favor of a more egalitarian system of governance, Amadiume
recommends classifying such societies instead as anti-state. This classification
has the merit of emphasizing that they were intentionally devised as an alterna-
tive to hierarchical rulership. But, I suggest that it perpetuates the basic mistake
of casting this form of social organization in terms of a negation. Rather than
underscoring their antithetical stand, I propose a classification that underlines
the collective and cooperative nature of these systems and particularly the
way power is shared between the sexes and cycles through age sets that govern
collectively.

One option might be to refer to such societies as systems of collective bi-
lateral self-rule, or simply as “dual-sexed collectively governed” societies. The
“dual-sex systems characteristic of most African societies” were structured as
complementary self-governing and mutually sustaining bodies, with each sex
managing its own affairs (Moran 1989, 454). In such systems, women are not
conceived to be “the complementary opposites or the appendages of men. In-
stead, women and men seem to constitute different orders of human beings”
(454). As far as the women are concerned, “given the cultural constructions of
gender ... men simply cannot represent women and their interests and vice-
versa” (455). Therefore, women’s associations tend to their own political and
economic interests and wield their greatest influence through their collective

mobilization of their networks.
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Even in dual-sexed systems that operate through parallel structures of gov-
ernance, women’s authority ultimately prevailed through the women’s asso-
ciations. In the case of the Grebo of Liberia, for example, the elected leader of
the women’s council, the Blo Nyene (literally “Earth Woman”), has the power
to veto decisions made by the men’s council (453). Her ultimate veto power
over the political decisions of men gives her the kind of superseding authority
that the queen mother enjoyed over male regents in the more hierarchically
arranged sovereign states. The title “Earth Woman” associates her with the pri-
mordial divinity and source of all sustenance, while suggestively paralleling the
office of the Earth Priest who typically oversees the religious duties that at-
tend to land and agricultural fertility. As we have seen, these, in turn, authorize
structural authority. Therefore, even in an overtly patriarchal and patrilineal
society, it is female power that serves as the foundational underpinning,.

A similar phenomenon was documented among the Igbo in precolonial Ni-
geria by Ifi Amadiume in her groundbreaking work Male Daughters, Female
Husbands (1987). The state of Nri was organized around divine kingship. How-
ever, the town of Nnobi was maintained as an independent religious center
that paid homage to the river goddess Idemili, whose cult was “superior to the
cult of ancestors” (19). Its central shrine was occupied by a titled woman called
“The Great Woman,” the Agba Ekwe, who symbolized concepts of womanhood
derived from the goddess (54). Although the Nnobi were a clan organized as a
dual-sexed system, with men dealing with male affairs and women with female
affairs, the women’s council, Izyom Nrobi, ruled supreme, standing “above the
descent-based organization” (57). This is because it too was headed by the Agba
Ekwe. She was also known as Eze Nwanyi (female king) (174). As in the case of
the leader of the Grebo women’s society, she held the most forceful instrument
of political authority—the right of veto. Unlike titled men, whose positions
of power could be challenged, “the position of the Agha Ekwe ... was never
disputed” (s5). The overriding arbitrating power granted to the senior titled
woman would have been granted on the basis of this elder’s moral authority.
This is made clear through ritual gesture: in matters of deadlocked quarrels, it
was the Agbe Ekwe who “had the last word when she stuck her long pointed
staff in the ground” (67).

At the clan level Nnobi society was organized according to patrilineal descent,
yet the female line held a place of privilege. Children of daughters occupied a
special category within the patrilineages. Identified by the title nwadiana, these
offspring of women enjoyed special “honor, respect and indulgence” (63). At
the same time, there existed a privileged matricentric bond among siblings who

were “children of one womb.” The “spirit of common motherhood” instilled an
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especially strong code of conduct, one based on truth, mutual respect, and jus-
tice (58). This intimate bond was enforced by “supernatural sanction,” Ibenne, a
deity without shrine, believed to punish immorality or betrayal of the members
with an unforgiving fatal blow (62, emphasis mine). While Amadiume suggests
that such traditions point to a prior and latent matriarchy, I suggest that they
demonstrate an active and enduring matrifocal morality, identifying which
bonds are most profound and what values are to be most revered. These values

are fiercely enforced with the merciless sanction of FGP.

Women's Associations, Secret Societies, and Social Sanctions

What African women may have lacked in terms of structural authority, they
made up for through the command of their innate spiritual force. This is “man-
ifested in the general belief that, even though women did not have the real
symbol of authority in the form of an ofo [an object held by titled people],
their mere gesture of protest, either by knocking the pestle used for pounding
food, or their hands, on the ground, could be very effective in causing sickness
in the village” (182). Here again we sce the pounding of the pestle or striking
the earth as an invocation to the primary goddess herself for succor and the
implementation of a curse that, launched as a moral rebuke, is without mercy
or compromise.

Like others writing on the Igbo, Amadiume cites the notorious unwilling-
ness of elderly women to convert to Christianity and their active resistance
to the missions that attacked indigenous religious cults, mentioning in par-
ticular the “dancing women’s movement of 1925” (120). Almost twenty years
later, when a zealous Christian defiantly killed a python in violation of taboo,
it provoked a manifestation of “indigenous female militancy” vividly re-
called today. The women “marched half naked to the provincial headquarters,
Onitsha, to besiege the resident’s office. [Receiving an inadequate reaction]
they returned to Nnobi, went straight to the man’s house and razed it to the
ground. . .. Two weeks after the incident, the man is said to have died” (122).
Elsewhere Amadiume recounts the incident and specified that the women “put
a curse on him and the following morning, he was dead” (130). While there
is no mention here of genital exposure by the outraged elders, the defense of
sacred values by “half-naked” women evoking a curse suggests that they were
drawing on this same moral power.

Because theirs was a magico-spiritual power to expel evil as well as a juridi-
cal prerogative, women elders were often called upon to intervene in other

situations of social crisis, such as epidemics, deemed the result of witchcraft:
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“Among the Isoko at Iyede (Niger-delta) whenever an epidemic or frequent
deaths . . . occurred, the male elders called upon the women’s organisation [sic]
to perform rituals. Stripping naked at night the women toured the village cursing
evil doers” (Ogbomo 2005, 68, emphasis mine). As in the case of Egbiki, men
were expected to hide and refrain from secing this, and violators were pun-
ished. When the most general interests of society are in the greatest jeopardy,
the rite of FGP is called for, commanding a power greater than the governing
wisdom or even the physical might of armies could offer.

The combination of innate spiritual power, moral supremacy, and worldly
savvy is one not casily countered. The force is best illustrated by an incident
in Nigeria in 1977. When the Women’s Council of Nnobi agitated to protest
the increasing infringement of women’s rights and duties, police arrested their
leaders. In response, women were called to “war” and “the pagans were allowed
to come fortified with all their sorcery” (153). Recognizing that the women’s
“Institution was too powerful . .. like a state within a state] the police released
the leaders to avert violence (153, emphasis mine). The association of collective
action and militancy with ritual and “mystical” aspects of “pagan” tradition,
such as aggressive medicines, constitutes the full measure of female genital
power.

More overtly “religious” in nature than the women’s councils are the so-
called secret societies and other “power associations” (McGovern 2011, 74) that
cut across the vertical axis of social organization. Elders who control esoteric
forms of knowledge traditionally dominate these associations, the member-
ship of which is restricted to one sex. Alliances of this kind in traditional West
African civilizations include masking societies, which bear the responsibility
for transmitting the deepest values of society through ritual and its associated
plastic arts as a visual canon. Other such “power associations” include the secret
societies of blacksmiths, hunters, and midwives (57). Throughout West Africa
the concept of secrecy is less a matter of withholding information or knowledge
than it is an issue of its proper management in the hands of agents authorized
to handle its power. Knowledge must be shared only at the appropriate time, to
those prepared to receive it in the spirit that ensures that it will be put to use in
the intended manner (cf. Bellman 1984). The secret constitutes the manner in
which knowledge is communicated and the authorization to transmit it appro-
priately. The duty of societies that control such esoteric knowledge and sacred
power is a religious as much as a social obligation, underscored by the secrecy
that surrounds initiation to manage the exercise of its practices.

All-female secret societies long served as a wellspring of collective women’s

power. Their secret was that they embodied foundational moral authority as a
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mighty spiritual arm. An example is the secret society of the Ibibio women of
Nigeria, Ebere, literally “women of the land.” It functioned to “safeguard Ibibio
women against the tyranny of their menfolk” and protect “‘the spirit of wom-
anhood, while the complementary male secret society was to defend the terri-
tory of the Ibibio people as warriors” (Ifeka-Moller 1975, 139). Here again we
see an analogy actively drawn between warriors and women’s spiritual warfare.

Another purpose of the secret society is to cultivate a new generation of
youth and indoctrinate them as capable adult members of society. Initiation
into the society transmits knowledge and inculcates values through a long
period of segregated instruction and ritual. One of the best-known societies
of this kind is the ancient, widespread, and enduring male society, Poro, and
its female counterpart, Sande.” These socicties, introduced to the region by
the Mende people as early as the eleventh century, are vast networks extend-
ing across a geographic expanse that outstripped any of the ancient empires or
states. The case of the Mende chief Madame Yoko illustrates the point. Taking
command after the death of her husband, she ruled in Sierra Leone from 188s
to 1905. While “Mende women had a long history of political activity, which
included becoming chiefs of towns,” Madame Yoko’s rise to power and control
of significant territories was attributed to Sande (Berger and White 1999, 89).
Even today the Poro and Sande socicties transcend ethnicity and nationality as
well, extending from Sierra Leone to Liberia, Guinea, and Cote d'Ivoire. Their
deep cultural roots and widespread political influence are so great that such as-
sociations might be classified among the stateless societies.

Some scholars have maintained that women’s societies were limited to
relatively few instances and provided only nominal structural power while
reinforcing the kind of hierarchy that favored male domination in society at
large. Ifeka-Moller, for example, argued that women’s societies “adopted the
dominant ranking system of men when creating their own hierarchies of ofh-
cials” and in so doing recapitulated the “pervasive power of men” (Ifeka-Moller
1975, 134). However, a parallel structure of governance does not indicate sub-
servience. While both the male and female associations of this kind controlled
“the secrets of political power and reproductive health” (Chauveau and Rich-
ards 2008, 519), the female counterpart is generally acknowledged to have been
stronger (Bledsoe 1980; MacCormack 1979). It is a well-known ethnographic
fact that in Africa the eldest and most senior among women are often initiated
into exclusively male societies and may even ascend to their highest rank. For
example, the all-male masking society of the Dogon of Mali (Awe) is headed by
a matron who bears the title Yasigin. She is also referred to by the name of the
primordial ancestress and mythic founder of the mask, Sazimbé. Significantly,
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the power of these masks does not reside in the sculpted wood face covering or
headdress, but rather in the raflia fibers of the costume dyed red to represent
the female blood (cf. Griaule and Dieterlen 1965; Pernet 1992). Just as the age
set relies on the women elders for empowerment during wartime, the secret
societies, in inducting a matron as their titular head, reveal their dependence
on the knowledge and power that the women command to the greatest degree.
The phenomenon suggests that women elders represent the essential values and
mandates that sustained the whole of society."

The superiority of Sande over Poro is also evident in this way. Like Poro,
Sande is a masking society. It presents a rare instance in which women make
and don the masks that represent them and the cultural ideals they embody.
Through its iconography, the principal mask, Sowei, communicates ideals of
womanhood and female power. Its helmet style, completely encompassing the
head, and the smooth distended forehead of the face are reminiscent of the
swollen belly of a pregnant woman. The elaborately plaited coiffure is intended
to reinforce the identification of woman with Great Mother Earth and her
abundant flora, and detailed plaiting renders homage to the river goddess. The
archetypal carvings at the crest, comprised of three or five segmented petals,
spread like an exotic flower. Protruding unabashedly like the spread labia, the
female sex is glorified as that most secret and sacred locus of female power
(Boone 1986; Grillo 1999, 11).1> The head of the Sande society is also called
“Sowei,” and this matron is not only a member of Poro, but holds the highest
rank among all its members.

Above all is the secret of the women elders, an embodied knowledge that ex-
ceeds all other means to confront evil and restore society to wholeness. When
the postmenopausal matrons perform their nocturnal dance, their manifestation
overrides the vertical structures of rulership, including gerontocracy.”® Their
imprecations are stronger than all mere secular rulings and even surpass the
authority of other spiritual powers. They represent the predominant force that
cuts across all planes of existence and embody morality as the source of power

on the African frontier.

Age Sets and the Associated Authority of FGP

The most widespread form of stateless governance in West Africa is the age
set (or “age-class”) system. Youth are organized into age-based peer groups
that take no account of clan or lineage. While the age set system comprises
both men and women, only males are initiated collectively. The rite of pas-

sage is designed to undercut any social rank or distinctions among its members
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to inculcate solidarity and cooperation, since throughout the course of their
lives they will carry out their mutual duties as a group. As the eight age sets are
promoted in rank (for example, every eight years through a sixty-four-year life
cycle, or “generation,” as in the Adioukrou case) they take on a different charge,
beginning as warriors and ending as arbiters in juridical matters before retire-
ment. Thus, the senior class of elders assumes responsibility as the principal
governing body, serving in the capacity of decision makers and judges during
the final years of its generation. At the conclusion of their term the successive
generation takes their place, confirmed in a ceremony of collective promotion
of all the age grades. The retired elders, if they live long enough, are reinitiated
with the incoming youth in the new junior class in the subsequent “Festival of
Generations” eight years later. Among the Abidji of Cote d’Ivoire, “Each age
class is the ‘husband’ of the younger age class and the ‘wife’ of the elder class”
(Memel-Foté 1980, 60—61).1

There are marked differences in the details of the way that the different groups
of the southern Lagoon region (lagunaires) celebrate the initiation into the new
generation. Nevertheless, all of their Festival of Generations ceremonies do share
common features, highlighting what is sacrosanct. One feature is the commemo-
ration of ancestors and the consecration of initiates during a secret visit to the
sacred springs.” The other is the pageantry of wealth during which the initiates
are publicly paraded through the central axis of the village. The young men don
expensive cloth wrappers (imported kente cloth) and tie silken scarves around
their foreheads or chests. They wear heavy necklaces and other gold jewelry laden
with traditional ancestral ornaments that have been commissioned by the family
and handed down through successive generations to indicate the collective
wealth of the matrilineage. Their skin is daubed with a yellow chalky substance
representing gold dust. These details reiterate “the attire worn by the women who
brought up the rear of the procession in Akye ceremonies, and suggests that the
men were intentionally copying female attire” (Visona 2010, 157). Visona calls
this “cross-dressing.” I suggest their dress is not about mimicry as parody but
is rather a ritual means to invest [Latin: investire, to clothe] the young male war-
riors with the powers of the matriclan that they are being called to defend.'® As
Visona rightly notes, “Specific aspects of the preparation and the final appear-
ance of the war captains, the leading warriors of each age-set, suggest that female
qualities have deeper religious significance,” and men are visually represented in
association with them during the initiatory spectacles (158). The war captains,
significantly “chosen from specific, prominent matriclans” (138), are attended
by their mothers and grasp worn pestles. Most significantly, “around the head of
every Akye war captain was the quintessential female item, a woman’s [red] loin-
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cloth, which, according to the elders, “brought strong female forces into constant
contact with the warrior’s head” (158, emphasis mine).

Among the lagunaires and peoples of the forest zone in the southeastern
Cote d'Ivoire, the terms used to designate the institution of the age set and the
showy ceremony of their initiation are very similar, indicating a deeply rooted
common source: for the Abé as well as the Akyé-lépin people in the Lagoon
region, the term used is fokwé (or fokué). The Akyé say fonkwe; Abouré use
fakwe; the Akyan, fotchwe; while the Adioukrou refer to both the age set and
initiatory ceremony as faschwe. This simple linguistic survey demonstrates that
“under this term fokwé, we are dealing with an institution that is truly regional”
(Memel-Foté and Brunet-Jailly 2007, 711). More significant is the fact that the
term fokwé is also widely used as the local name for the rite of appeal to FGp
as a form of spiritual warfare. For example, the Tchaman call their “traditional
women’s religious mystique” “Fokwe,” and the Abbey refer to it as “Fakwe”
(Bahi 2006, 99). The semantic similarities among the terms for the institution
of the age set, the ceremony of initiation into a new generation, and the ritual
of FGP reveal something fundamental about their common nature and pur-
pose: their grounding in the moral authority that belongs to the Mothers and
their commitment to serve the society founded on it.

In her observations of numerous age set initiations among Lagoon peoples
during the 1980s, Monica Blackman Visond (2010) observed a preliminary
rite performed by Akye women in the village of Memni at dawn: “The women
chanted, rang bells, and danced slowly in a circle. ... I followed a group of
about twenty of these women to the end of town, where they entered at the
graveyard . .. to pour out libations. ... Finally the women asked me to stay
behind while they walked down the road leading out of town. There they threw
away the refuse they had collected in the street” (145).

Later, her interpreter explained that “this was a ceremony called Gbona
Api (from gbon, to curse), and that it was danced by women who were
‘strong’ (who had supernatural power) to curse sorcerers” (145). Clearly this
is a version of the rite of appeal to FGP performed as a protective cleansing
and comparable to Egbiki, the women’s ritual eviction of evil through their
curse. The secret aspect of their performance, shielded from her observation,
likely involved nudity and the powerful appeal to their genitals. Visond’s fur-
ther inquiries and the elaboration of the significance of Gbona Api made
explicit the consonance with other performances of FGP: “When Gbona Api
is performed at night, the women wear only loincloths, strike the ground with
used pestles, and chant ‘Bekania.’ This links their protective ceremony with
the nocturnal dances of the Baule and other Akan peoples (Vogel 1998, 59).
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In many Akan regions, women who are faced with a major crisis such as dis-
ease or warfare will walk through the community naked or stripped to their
loincloths. Men stay inside their houses so that they will not see the women’s
procession” (145).

The Gbona Api ritual precedes and protects the initiation of the Akye age
set just as Egbiki precedes and protects the Adioukrou youth performing the
dangerous feats of Kpol. But the degree to which FGP is the underpinning of
the age set is most clearly exemplified by the close association of the women’s
rite as spiritual combat and the final ordeal required of age set initiates in pre-
colonial times: an expedition to an enemy village to bring back the bloody
heads of victims. During the men’s expedition, back in the village the women,
naked and smeared with kaolin clay, sang and danced to offer “magical” sup-
port of the warriors’ mission (Memel-Foté and Brunet-Jailly 2007, 712). Upon
their return to the village the initiates also danced in the central square. Once
they were ritually purified and shaved, the youth “inaugurated a new season
of their existence, that of full citizenship, patriot warriors, having a place of
autonomy and deliberative voice in the political assembly of the village” (713).
With their simultancous performance of mystical combat, the women elders
not only protected the new generation of warrior-citizens but initiated them as
protectors of the matrikin who surrounded them in the formal parades.

The Ivoirian ethnographer Harris Memel-Foté claimed that “of all social
structures the age classes seems the least sacred. . .. Given the fact that it has
no genie, nor place of worship, nor interdiction, nor clergy ... [and] insofar as
they integrate and transcend the clans, the age classes are the structures that cor-
respond most to the general interests of society” (Memel-Foté 1980, 135, emphasis.
mine). However, the fokwé, as an initiatory society, not only teaches tech-
niques of war but, through its close alliance with the female elders, also em-
powers youth to handle military force as a spiritual as well as a protective arm
of society. In a discussion of women’s affairs in Céote d’Ivoire with Mme Genev-
i¢ve Bro-Grébé, who was at the time a minister of the Ivoirian government and
former executive director of the Ivoirian Network of Women’s Organizations
(r10F), she volunteered that among the Akyé-lépin, and more precisely in her
natal village, Grand-Alépé, the women’s traditional rite is used more extensively
as a protective intervention made on the spiritual plane: “In my village they call
it Fokwé. ... When there is a danger, women strip naked—but that’s at two
oclock, or three o’clock in the morning that it’s done because men must not see.
Legend says that it brings misfortune to men who look upon it. So, it’s done
very late in the night to exorcise, chase away, evil” (Interview, April 2010). The

village’s website therefore asserts that “the Fokué [sic] is a practice that is simul-
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taneously a cultural, structural and sacred institution” (Village de Grand-Alépé
2012, emphasis mine). Therefore, the knowledge that the female overseers of
the initiation embody, and the spiritual power that they lend to the age set by
symbolic association, give the fokwé a religious inflection. The women elders
provide a sacramental quality to the youths’ initiatory investiture as warriors.
Together, the age set and the rite of FGP represent the twinned defense of
home—one military and the other spiritual. Given the overlapping terminology,
Memel-Foté implies that the age set system called “fokw¢” later lent its name to
the women’s rite; however, I suggest that it was the reverse. Women’s spiritual
power had primacy and remained the focal point for social order, while the age
sets, instituted to support that order, were governed by women’s moral authority.

Mmobomme: FGP as Spiritual Warfare

In addition to shaping the structures of rulership in West Africa, the idea that
women elders dominated the moral and spiritual domain positioned women to
intercede in times of social calamity or upheaval with FGP. Its magico-religious
force supersedes all worldly evils. An important case is that of Mmobomme, a
“distinctly female form of spiritual warfare” performed by the Asante and other
ethnicities categorized as Akan, a cultural group situated along the coast of the
Gulf of Guinea (Akyeampong and Obeng 2005, 30). In times of war, Asante
women would perform daily ritual chants, proceeding through the villages in
partial nudity and pounding empty mortars with pestles as a form of “spiritual
torture of Asante’s enemies” until the male soldiers returned (30). Just as Eg-
biki’s curses expel the evils of witchcraft, Mmobomme aimed to strike a mortal
blow to the enemy. Documentation by “at least twenty sources written by Euro-
pean observers between 1784 and 1903 covering the whole region between the
lower Bandama River (in what is now Céte d’Ivoire) and the Volta” indicate
that women performed mmobomme widely (Jones 1993, 548).

Most interpreters recognize the religious nature of the women’s acts, but in
so doing ascribe to them merely symbolic significance. For example, underscor-
ing that the women’s “magico-religious gestures” imitated warriors acts, Jones
deems the rite to be a mock battle, intended largely to provide spiritual support
to actual warfare: “omen carried fufu pestles to the crossroads outside the town, in
order to remove misfortune. They might also stage a mock battle: in 1784, for in-
stance, the women of Accra fought one another with wooden sabres while their
men were at war; in Akropong a century later the women, having tied cords
and other objects around their feet, fought one another with whips shaped like
guns” (552, emphasis mine).
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Yet, as we have seen in Egbiki, the act of carrying, pounding, and discard-
ing pestles is critical to women’s spiritual battle against evil, with consequences
equally dire hanging in the balance. Therefore, the pestle here appears to
be more than a symbolic element of a “mock battle,” but an actual arm used
in a real battle fought on a spiritual plane.” For this very reason, “‘in Asante,
at least, the women responsible for mmobomme were obliged to lead the same
sort of ascetic life as the men in the war camp—eating no tomatoes, for in-
stance, and bathing only in cold water’ (Ramseyer and Kuhne 1875, 292-93)”
(Jones 1993, 556). That is, the women, whose action was deemed to have actual
instrumental force, were not only engaged in support of the real war fought by
men, but in a parallel kind of warfare.

If women’s spiritual warfare is made consonant with male battles, their
spiritual power is nevertheless superior, for it not only kills the enemy, it also
purifies bloodshed. The Ndenye (an ethnic group in southern Céte d’'Ivoire
classified as Akan) perform Mmobomme when a pregnant woman dies, for “a
pregnant woman is like a warrior who fights against death” (Perrot 1987, 168).
So too, among the Bété, a patrilineal group in the south-central region of Céote
d’Ivoire, FGP functions to ward off such a menace: “The death of a woman in
childbirth is seen as a threat to the community as a whole and is therefore fol-
lowed by a ritual ceremony in which naked women drive men out of the village
and assume power for a few days, subjecting the men to hunger and isolation”
(Perrot 1982, 32n1, emphasis mine). Only the rite of FGP had the purifying and
sanctifying power to restore the grounds for wholesome society.™®

Adjanou in Cdte d’Ivoire: Warfare and Conscription

Among the Baulé (Baoul¢), one of the most populous ethnicities in Cote
d’'Ivoire, women elders call their rite of FGP Adjanon. Enacted to evict evil and
banish death, Adjanou offers protection whenever the collective is imperiled.
At the same time, it is an act of spiritual warfare comparable in form and sub-
stance to Mmobomme: “The extreme case was that of Baule women, who at
such times of crisis performed a dance (adjanu) in which their body was cov-
ered in white cloth and only the genitalia were exposed—a reversal of the normal
state of affairs, when such exposure was considered (by men) almost as dangerous
as menstruation” (Jones 1993, 557, emphasis mine).

As early as 1894 the French ethnographer Maurice Delafosse documented
Adjanou (Adjanu). On that particular occasion, women gathered to perform
it as a ritual of public excoriation of Okou, a local man who had violated the

community’s moral code. Treating him as the Asante women who performed
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Mmobomme treated war enemies, the Baulé women stripped and chanted
curses. Their song reviled Okou with overt sexual insult, accusing him of
bestiality and impotence. Even as they abased him by ridiculing his inadequacy,
they demonstrated their own potent “bottom power.” “The women concluded
the ceremony by making violent thrusts of the buttocks in the direction of the
enemy country, singing: ‘My arse (mon derri¢re) for Okou™ (s50).

The public denunciation of a single individual may seem to be a negligible
expression of power. However, such public rebuke could bring down leaders.
As Amadiume noted, “If dictators emerged in the leadership they could not
monopolize [power] . .. there were devices for removing them ... [including]
the Women’s council and women’s movement” (Amadiume 1997, 103). More-
over, the overriding moral authority of the women elders over the age set is
most forcefully demonstrated by their use of FGP to shame men in this same
way in order to press the men into military service. In precolonial Céte d'Ivoire,
through dance and ritual techniques used in the war-dances of fokwé and the
curses of Egbiki, the women would scorn and abuse able-bodied men who re-
mained in the village during wartime. “The objects of attack were not only the
enemy but also any man fit to bear arms who had remained at home. . . . During
their dancing the women would encircle such a man, shower him with ridicule
and abuse, and then perhaps beat him with sticks, stones, whisks cut from palm
fronds or whips made of cotton threads. Women in Asante sang special songs
(called kosa-ankomee, ‘coward’) which could drive war-shirkers to suicide.
Alternatively, . . . they might castrate him” (Jones 1993, 55354, emphasis mine).

The women’s collective action enlisted men to support the principles and
structure of matrifocal society, on pain of a humiliating social death. Clearly
more than mere supporters of male warriors, the Mothers’ moral chastisement

actively conscripted men for the defense of home.

Matrifocal Morality: An Alternative to the Theory of Matriarchy

In her groundbreaking work Reinventing Africa, Ii Amadiume contends that
Western interpreters of African history, even feminists, go to great lengths to
avoid reaching what for her is the obvious conclusion that abundant evidence
supports the early and persistent existence of matriarchy. She rails against Eu-
ropean feminists who make “derogatory dismissal” of maternity as essentialist
and limiting to women’s choices: “The very thought of women’s power being
based on the logic of motherhood has proved offensive to many Western
feminists. . . . In the African system of matriarchy, it was women’s means of

empowerment” (Amadiume 1997, 114). It is this attitude that keeps Western
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interpreters from recognizing the principles that she claims are foundational to
African society: “love, nurturance and protection derived from womb symbol-
ism” (82). For Amadiume, the classification is warranted on the basis that West
African societies have been founded on “a strong ideology of motherhood, and
a general moral principle of love” (101). Yet we see that it is not love, at least
not the warm sentiment of gentle care that Westerners generally associate with
maternity, that the female elders manifest in their offices or collective rituals.
Nor is their empowerment founded in actual motherhood. Rather, it is the
principles of justice and respect for the most intimate social bonds for which
the women stand and fiercely defend with ruthless righteousness. These bonds
are rooted in the primacy of the mother-child unit and matrilineal kinship. It
is the moral principle and not the social structure that is most vigorously en-
forced. The most compelling articulation of these principles and their most
potent sanction is the terrible curse imposed through FGP. Therefore, I suggest
that it is not matriarchy—the structural organization of society that privileges
female authority—but matrifocal 7orality that undergirds African society.

Under patriarchy, women are so dominated and subordinated as to be ob-
jectified and reduced to instruments of exchange, but in the African systems
that Amadiume calls “matriarchy” women never subjugated men in this way.
In those systems in which women occupied great rank, African men enjoyed
a parallel place in the structures of the social order. Even in overt matrilineal
societies, men are afforded offices of governance. To reject the term matriar-
¢chy is not to dismiss the authority and power of African women in history
but to recognize that under that authority there was greater balance between
the sexes. We must look further than overt social forms and functions to the
more subtle, “subjugated knowledges” that have informed the many complex
forms of governance throughout the region over time. I suggest that the key to
their organization lies not in structural arrangements at all, but in what Victor
Turner (1969) famously called the invisible “anti-structural” bonds that make
society cohere. More specifically, I propose that the stateless societies were
founded on an ethical principle, one that forges allegiance, establishes coopera-
tion based on justice, and fosters the means to thwart the menace of evil from
every quarter. That founding principle is matrifocal morality. It is an irrefutable
ethical demand, rooted in those most primary familial bonds, and vigilantly
maintained through the sanctions of FGP.

As early as 1978 Wendy James made a similar proposal, suggesting that the
term matrifocality best described the arrangement of a system as strongly fo-
cused on female power as that of the Asante, who are ruled by a queen mother

and are matrilineal. She employs matrifocality to signal “the moral primacy of
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biological motherhood in the definition of social relations” (James 1978, 150, em-
phasis mine). The premise that I propose instead, 7atrifocal morality, modifies
the perspective slightly, shifting from a focus on the centrality of the mother’s
position and the structure of matrilineal descent or rulership to a moral posi-
tion that informs the ethical relations in all societies, regardless of the system
of descent or the sex of the ruler. What defines that moral position is a matter
that lies beyond the personal, affective ties to the basic family unit, however.
As James herself recognized, “Even in the strongly and notoriously patrilineal
societies of Africa, we may also find clues to the presence of underlying matrifo-
cal ideas” (155—56). It is the precise nature of those ideas, extending beyond that
of women’s child-bearing capacity, that must be more fully articulated.”

A conceptual model to demonstrate the construct of matrifocal morality
might be elaborated in the figure of a DNA helix in which two lateral strands
stand for the discrete but parallel domains: the two “different orders of be-
ings” in the dual-sexed order, men and women. In this analogy, these vertical
axes are comprised of men’s and women’s councils, initiatory societies, and the
hierarchical ranks within them. In these sequences, seniority is a controlling
factor. What joins these two sides like the rungs of nucleotides in DNA are the
generations of children, male and female alike, who come together in age sets.
This secondary structure is interactive and responsible for the shape that the
society assumes. In societies governed by collective self-rule, each generation
comes of age and assumes its collective office to govern society as a whole. The
rungs show the dual-sexed system to be linked inextricably. But their operation
can only be fully explained by another, less structural, factor.

A tertiary structure (with no physical correlation in an actual DNA model)
is an additional straight vertical axis suspended like a plumb line between the
two lateral strands. This central strand represents an invisible but compelling
matrifocality and its moral demands. It serves as the ballast in the midst of
competing interests. This stabilizing force is vigilantly monitored and most vig-
orously enforced through the act of FGP. Its power is like the invisible stacking
force that is at play in DNA, attracting the bases above and below it on the same
strand and providing overall stability.

Ifi Amadiume comes close to suggesting such a schema, proposing that
beyond matrilineage or patrilineage is “a third classificatory system, the non-
gendered collective . . . based on non-discriminatory matriarchal collectivism,
as a unifying moral code and culture” (Amadiume 2002, 43). The concept of
matrifocal morality embodied in the “non-gendered,” or rather supra-gendered,
Mothers spells out precisely what this third system is and on what basis the
moral code unifies various types of societies in West Africa.
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As Amadiume made clear, the fundamental affective bond in West African so-
ciety is not the nuclear family (father-mother-child), but the more primary social
unit, that of mother and child. The tight stacking of the maternal bond and the
obligations to siblings of one womb also informs the overall shape of society. It
pulls the balanced order to one side, twisting the structure in such a way that its
interests prevail. In matrilineal societies it is especially clear how the two strands
of the dual-sexed order twist in a spiral descent as inheritance follows a transfer
of goods through a familial line according to the identity of the mother of the
inheriting male. Since inheritance is not passed directly from father to son but
moves through the maternal line, matrifocality forces the staircase to turn to ac-
commodate the diagonal direction of succession, and descent is slanted toward
the female side. As a nephew inherits through his mother’s brother and then
passes it on to his sister’s son, goods are literally rotated through the generations,
with wealth and power revolving through maternal lines that connect the men
(those who inherit or pass inheritance) and women (sisters and mothers who are
the determining figures in the line of descent). The twist of inheritance across
male and female domains more tightly coils the threads of society, drawing the
fabric of interdependence tighter. Yet even in societies more complexly organized,
the moral plumb line is represented by the senior member of the matrilineage or
women’s council who adjudicates and makes the supreme pronouncements of law.

In Reinventing Africa, Amadiume acknowledges this tendency for even
dual-sex systems to tilt toward the matrifocal side. She therefore challenges the
prevalent view of the dual-sex system as a “a ‘harmonious dualism’ between
men and women,” arguing that it “embodied two oppositional or contesting
systems, the balance tilting and changing all the time; that was the gender poli-
tics” (Amadiume 1997, 93-94). Demonstrating the existence of “a flexible gen-
der system, and a third non-gendered classificatory system,” she implies that
it mediates gender antagonism and “minimizes conflict” (129). By contrast,
I suggest that it is not the recognition of the Mothers themselves as a third
nongender that mediates conflict but the pervasive values of matrifocal moral-
ity that guide the dynamics of society.

Thus African social systems were hinged on an invisible principle, giving
to its many forms a characteristic twist that is difficult to identify structurally.
Matrifocal morality provides society with a stable system as long as the covert
line and the principles that sustain it are respected. When social stability is
threatened, the elder women, representing that central force, mobilize to re-
store order of this dynamic. With this model as a guide, the age set system
t00, so varied and complex, can be understood as the political scaffolding built

to support the fundamental and compelling moral code. It is in defense of its
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principles that the young men go to war, while the women elders incite and
support those young men with their own spiritual warfare, the rite of FGP.

Of course, the analogy is imprecise, but this DNA-like model provides a
concrete vision for the kinds of social operations whose complexity and sub-
tlety have caused them to be overlooked (by colonial administrators) or to be
deemed too unwieldy to survive development. Providing for extended kinship
ties, as required under matriliny, presumably poses a distinct disadvantage in
a competitive economy based on individual effort, and for this reason, in the
carly years of development economics in Africa after national independence, it
was suggested that increasing wealth and economic differentiation would in-
evitably lead to its demise. By comparison, patrilineal descent is so simple,
its rules so straightforward, and its sustainability through one male’s potential
to bearing heirs with many wives so much less potentially problematic than a
line dependent on one woman’s fertility, that the persistence of matriliny can-
not be readily explained without appealing to a compelling principle. As Mary
Douglas observed, “The general impression of these analyses is that among
kinship systems matriliny is a cumbersome dinosaur. Its survival seems to be a
matter for wonder” (Douglas 1969, 123).%° Despite the pressures of colonialism,
Christianization, and globalization, matriliny has endured. Yet identifying the
invisible principle responsible, and around which society pivots, is by no means
a simple matter: “Society is more than a diagram, and where the matrilineal
principle is enshrined, for whatever practical or symbolic purpose, the nodal
position by women must be more than a diagrammatic matter. There must
surely be evaluative connotations, even a theory of the central focus provided by
women . .. [and this] invites us to look further, not necessarily for female rule’
in a crude power sense, but for equally strong affirmations of the central quali-
ties, even the primacy, of women’s position” (James 1978, 149).

The theory that illuminates the central focus that the Mothers provide is
matrifocal morality. It is not an instrument of matriarchy, in diametric opposi-
tion to patriarchy “in a crude power sense,” but a central and grounding princi-
ple that renders the social dynamics synergistic rather than conflictual. It is
as much embedded in social structure as it is derived from a code of ethics. It
is the integral but invisible balancing constraint on the patriarchal structure,
“checking the development of totalitarian patriarchy and monolithism” (Ama-
diume 2005, 96). Matrifocal morality stands as the firm backbone of African
societies, their complex rules of descent, self-governing rulership, and inter-
twining dual-sex systems.

With this brief historical survey and few examples, it is clear that the con-
cept of matrifocal morality and its sanction through FGP has shaped structural
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rulership in West Africa and has served as a means by which women have both
exercised political influence and enforced critical spiritual values undergirding
society. In what follows I show how FGP was used across West Africa during
the colonial era as an arm in the struggles against foreign domination, espe-
cially in situations that threatened women’s traditional rights or infringed
upon women’s domains and prerogatives. Their appeal to FGP pushed back
against the new structural impositions that ignored women as a social force,
marginalized women as economic players, and undermined gender relations
in a way that disenfranchised African women. These mobilizations continued
even after independence as women sought to reassert the moral force of justice
and make the postcolonial state accountable to foundational local knowledge.
Drawing on documentation of those courageous interventions, I underscore
that the struggle has always been at once a worldly as well as an unworldly spiri-
tual battle, waged on the invisible plane, to rebuke the assault on the moral

fundaments of African civilization.
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3. GENDER AND RESISTANCE

The “Strategic Essentialism” of FGP

Honor to my mother
Mother whose vagina causes fear to all
Mother whose pubic hair bundles up in knots
Mother who sets a trap, set a trap.
—YORUBA INVOCATION, in Margaret Thompson Drewal,
Yoruba Ritual: Performers, Play, Agency

Perceiving Women: Gender Ideology
and the Problem of Essentialism

As a morally focused and grounding institution, FGP was a fundament of tra-
ditional social, religious, and political systems in West Africa. It established
home, the place where identity and mutual responsibility are forcefully as-
serted and defended. Into this situation came colonialism and the Christian
missions, whose gender ideologies challenged the very fundament of African
society and whose institutions made women invisible. Colonial administrative
records and historical accounts usually mention women only when they were
causing trouble, failing to conform to Christian ideals of womanhood and Vic-
torian conventions of comportment, or when African women actively resisted
newly imposed subjugation. One significant kind of trouble the colonials en-
countered was the aggressive use of FGP.

In 1913 an editorial comment on the scandalous behavior of local women
appeared in the British colonial newspaper the Gold Coast Nation offering a
glimpse into one of the many instances in which African women resisted their
displacement and domination with their naked rite: “We call the immediate
attention to the Town Council to two or three semi-nude women parading the
streets from early morn till dewy eve. It is, we presume, the duty of a Municipal
Government, if it is a Municipal Government, to care for the insane and half-
witted of both sexes. The exhibitions we complain of are disgraceful in the extreme



and speak volumes of the unsatisfactory condition of Town Councils in the
Colony” (Gold Coast Nation 1913, emphasis mine). The ritual rhetoric of FGP
was lost on colonials, who could only see their shocking spectacle as an act of
madness. The women’s public nudity inverted the conventions of female mod-
esty, but theirs was no madness; it was an exposition on the unhomeliness of
the colonial state in the form of traditional rebuke.

While colonials failed to see African women as agents, recognize their roles
of authority, or include them in avenues of power, the women increasingly
made themselves visible by marshaling a strategic response. Throughout the
colonial period African women mobilized their networks to take collective ac-
tion in public protest. The evocation of FGP as the focal point of their uprisings
brought the traditionally occult and nocturnal expulsion of evil into the public
arena, making a stunning visual argument that the source of evil and the object
of their spiritual battle was a very worldly power. It was a vivid castigation of
the imperial order and condemnation of its radical incompatibility with the
values of home.

As African women continued to resist colonial incursion and social injus-
tice, scholars—especially female scholars—took note. For over four decades,
scholars have recognized the existence of comparable cases of women’s col-
lective mobilization and protest across sub-Saharan Africa in which women
made use of ritual bearing symbolic and structural similarities (Ardener 1975;
Hunt 1989; Jones 1993; Lawrance 2003; van Allen 1972). Various instances of
traditional mechanisms for shaming and social redress in response to abuse or
sexual insult, the recourse to spiritual warfare, and incidents of rituals of female
sanction in the context of political protests have been noted and compared,
each offering a differently nuanced glimpse into the way that women embodied
rebuke and enforced traditional values. However, the analyses were not sus-
tained over a wide enough terrain, geographic or theoretical, to identify the
most essential features or to decipher the full significance of the phenomenon.
More problematic than the scope of study, however, has been the problem of
gender and, more specifically, gender essentialism.

Essentialism assumes gender differences to be fixed and innate, assuming
certain behavioral traits to be “natural” and inextricably tied to biology, espe-
cially reproduction. Claims about woman’s essential nature or femininity are
postulated on the grounds of sex, usually reducing women to the gendered roles
they appear destined to play in culture as mothers. Gender essentialist ideology
thereby reinforces a binary view of society in which women were always cast in
a subordinate, nurturing role. Early Western feminists rejected such essential-

ism as demeaning. Postcolonial thought further challenged the way Western
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thinking readily homogenized all women into a universal category, effacing
important cultural and even class differences. It maintains that any analysis
of gender difference must be situated historically to investigate how gender is
constructed in relation to power. For some, the category of gender itself is ulti-
mately suspect, making cultural behavior appear naturally linked to sex differ-
ences, and argue that gender is nothing more than a performative trope. While
gender criticism has provided openings for new readings of historical, socio-
logical, and ethnographic material, the resulting interpretation is not free of
its own distorting warrants. More recent gender criticism has exposed the en-
during tendency of Western thinkers to make universalizing assumptions and
project homogeneity on all women and especially on “the lives of women in
the third world, thereby producing/re-presenting a composite, singular ‘third
world woman’—an image which appears arbitrarily constructed, but neverthe-
less carries with it the authorizing signature of Western humanist discourse”
(Mohanty 1991, 33, cited in Joy 2001, 18). This pertains perhaps especially to
works about African women.

Ironically, although early feminist scholars noticed comparative instances
of FGP and were eager to make African women more visible, they may have
been too encumbered by their own gendered interests to illuminate the phe-
nomenon. They largely focused on the incidents as expressions of antagonism
between the sexes, as rebellion against constrained social roles, or as resistance
to women’s political oppression. In so doing, they largely reflected those schol-
ars’ primary commitments: “At its most insidious, the literature on collective
action is marked by a tendency to use African women’s political protest and
rebellion as a means of articulating western feminist strategies” (Hunt 1989, 363).
Rather than perceiving women, what these studies actually illuminated were
the motivating interests of the female scholars themselves as the “perceiving
women” (Ardener 1975). That is, the gaze was reflexively turned back onto the
observer to such an extent that the interpreter’s interests became the real object
of scrutiny.

By the 1990s, scholars were asking, “How can we write [women’s] histories
such that in making women ‘visible’ we do not blind ourselves to the historical
processes that defined, redefined and engendered the states of the visible and
the invisible?” (Biddick 1993, 390). In response, some urged reading for specific
meanings in context and in recognition of “discrepancy, even contradiction,
in the cultural norms and social roles” within any given society, “even if sexual
difference itself is a recurring theme” (Scott 1999, 206). The attempt to prob-
lematize and historicize the category “gender” is therefore not new, and has
since been ably accomplished by Western scholars and African scholars alike
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(Amadiume 1987; Butler 1999; Joy 1998; Oyewlimi 1997a; Scott 1999). The lat-
ter increased awareness about how the discursive constructs about women and
gender have been awkwardly or ill-applied to African cases and the stakes in-
volved. They were especially effective in demonstrating that in Africa “in terms
of social classification biological sex does not necessarily correspond to ideo-
logical gender” (Amadiume 1987, 112). None, however, provide a model that
illuminates what is at the core of FGP in a way that links the cases across time
and place to identify it as a single phenomenon. Even those who may see some-
thing suggestively comparable in the repeated instances of African women’s
mobilization and ritual actions may be shy of making any generalizations
about women or claims on their behalf. As one such scholar studying Nigerian
women’s movements and their resistance to colonialism wrote, “We still have
not fully understood the proverbial messages embedded in the songs, dances
and verbal rhetoric of southeastern women in 1929 ... we may be applying.. ..
‘retrospective significances’ to these events, trying to make them more relevant
to our own understandings and categories (including gender) than to those
unrecorded ones of Ohandum [woman’s association members] themselves.
At worst we may be bending the meanings and values of Ohandum” (Bastian
2002, 272).

Gender essentialism may be an elision in the minds of the interpreters of
women’s acts, but is it also the case among the ritual actors who join together in
solidarity by virtue of their sex? As Ifi Amadiume forcefully argued, “Middle-
class White feminists have dismissed essentialist feminist theory or essential-
ism as limiting and stereotyping. Unfortunately, their arguments do not fit well
with the African reality. For example, the traditional African women’s move-
ment thrived on essentialism, using women’s bodies and social roles as ideological
and political symbols” (Amadiume 1997, 179, emphasis mine). But to what does
“women” refer?

A central aim of this chapter is to employ “gender” in “a theoretically sophis-
ticated and critical mode” to argue that in making appeal to FGP, African women
draw on their own “strategic essentialism,” a self-consciously constructed gender
of a third kind (Joy 2006, 14).

Following Amadiume’s lead, this chapter takes up a close reading of various
cases to suggest that at the core of West African women’s social solidarity and
collective action is their own “essentialist” self-understanding. It is essentialist
insofar as it is defining, for both their identity and function; the special proper-
ties of the actors are the basis for their solidarity as well as the efficacy of their
action. These female elders are able to perform FGP by virtue of qualities that
are innate in cultivated persons of their age and sex (though not all make use

84 ® CHAPTER 3



of it).! Their self-definition and agency is based on a distinctive “local” under-
standing of gender that still has currency in the popular social imaginary. It is
strategic in that it is manifest in collective action, executed to defend the moral
domain that is their purview and the political rights attendant to their iden-
tity as the guardians of moral right and social justice. Not only is the execu-
tion of FGP a tactic of resistance by historical actors, it is also an expression
of their own gendered identity articulated with performative eloquence. Their
embodied and engaged self-understanding enables them to fight critical po-
litical battles and the gender ideological battles that are implicated in them.
Therefore, traditional ritual exposure of their genitals is not only a key feature
of their moral rebuke and spiritual warfare, but a key to their self-definition. It
is this strategic essentialism that makes the various cases comparable.

Drawing on Foucault’s genealogical analysis, this chapter undertakes a com-
parative reading of cases of FGP in West Africa, picking at the bits of ignored,
discarded, or seemingly incidental details to reveal the consistent, defining
principle that lies at their core. The aim is to show that these rites instantiate what
Foucault called “subjugated knowledge” (Foucault and Gordon 1980, 81)—that
is to say, “historical content that has been buried and disguised” by newly im-
posed regimes of thought (especially Western gender ideologies) or that have
been suppressed or overlooked by those preoccupied with development,
modernity, or globalization.

While many of the documented cases of FGP have been presented in
anthropological literature either as isolated rites or local political acts of resis-
tance, my aim is to “enlarge conventional understandings of women’s politi-
cal agency, and transcend the ‘resistance’ models that have often constrained
understandings of women’s roles as political and historical actors” (Lewis 200s,
382). A gendered reading of these incidents offers a deeper understanding of
their dynamics and import. It shows that FGP engages gender strategically, as a
mode of subversive disturbance. This approach suggests that African women’s
use of FGP itself offers a critical, “volatile mixture” (Joy 2006), embodying a
unique appraisal of gender while engaging spiritual and moral matters in an
astute and worldly way and under the most pressing political exigencies.

Among the first to attempt a broader sketch of comparative material, Shir-
ley Ardener (1973) cites a 1929 paper by Edward Evans-Pritchard document-
ing women’s ritualized obscenity among various peoples of southeastern Af-
rica.” Among the Azande, lewd songs and gestures were common during joint
economic enterprise (such as sowing, smelting, or beer making) and religious
ceremonies (initiation and funerals). However, there were also women’s ritu-

als of social redress that involved genital exposure and “obscene expressions
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of abuse”; moreover, these were autonomous. On such occasions, the women
were reported to “zear off their grass covering from over the genitals and rush
naked after the intruder, shouting obscene insults at him and making licentious
gestures” (Evans-Pritchard 1929, 320, emphasis mine).> Ardener underscored
that the so-called “obscenities are merely signals conveying a message which
is not obscene” (Ardener 1973, 436). She recognized that the purpose was not
only to protest infringement of women’s prerogatives but also to assert an es-
sential womanhood, separate from women’s reproductive power and distinct
from motherhood: “[Ritual obscenity] arose in cases where neither women's
rights nor their functions as mothers, was the basic issue: this was of another kind.
I venture to suggest that it was the dignity of a concept which they considered
valuable and beautiful—the dignity of their sexual identity of the order of that
which I have called ‘femineity’ and of which the symbol was their unique sexual
anatomy” (436, emphasis mine). The observation that the concept being de-
fended was one beyond the sanctity of motherbood was especially astute. Unlike
most other interpreters who insisted on the essentialism of these ritual actors
“as procreators and mothers,” Ardener perceived African women to be commit-
ted to the dignity of their sex conceived apart from biological reproduction or
the estate of motherhood.

The often-reiterated reading of maternity as the motivating impulse and
organizing force behind the women’s collective mobilizations does not do jus-
tice to the religious conception about the nature of power or sufficiently attend
to West African gender ideology that informed the whole fabric of indigenous
culture. Yet the association of the female genitalia with women’s reproductive
function and maternity seemed to many all too “natural” to be questioned. So-
cial historian Nancy Hunt (1989) lamented that Ardener’s line of analysis was
not pursued by other scholars. “Unfortunately [Ardener’s] argument about the
use of sexual insult as a symbolic ‘means of enhancing dignity” has been lost in
most of the subsequent historiography. The argument becomes a mechanistic
one of tracing temporal continuities or arguing about conservative tendencies
rather than using the phenomenon of sexual insult as an entry point by which to
enquire into the content of female belief and identity underlying protest” (364,
emphasis mine). Picking up this dropped thread of inquiry, this chapter traces
such instances of female rebuke and brings into focus two critical aspects of
their myriad manifestations to bring into sharper relief the seemingly elusive
essence of FGP.

First, the gender in question is not woman as such but postmenopausal el-
ders as persons embodying a different category of gender altogether. However

compelling is the maternal instinct, and no matter how important maternity
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was and continues to be in Africa for women’s social status, it is not women’s
common lot as actual mothers that defines those who engage in this form of
sanction. The second, related aspect of the phenomenon is the aggressive nature
of the rite and its stylized gestures of menace that demonstrate that its purpose
is spiritual warfare. The actors do not act with maternal care or nurture. FGP

is a merciless arm wielded whenever the defining morality of society is defiled.

Comparative Cases in Nigeria: Moral Insult as the Seat of
Colonial Rebellion

In precolonial Nigeria, as elsewhere in West Africa, women organized to ex-
press their collective outrage over the abuse of a particular woman (as in a case
of domestic violence), the verbal abuse of women generally (particularly any
insult to a women’s private parts), or an injustice that infringed on women’s
rights or prerogatives. Usually, these offenses were committed by men.* The
mandated response was a ritual of condemnation and retribution displaying
paradigmatic features of FGP. Among the Igbo of southeastern Nigeria, this
ritual of sanction, appropriately called “Sitting on a Man,” wielded consider-
able social control: “To ‘sit on” or ‘make war on’ a man involved gathering at
his compound, sometimes late at night, dancing, singing scurrilous songs which
detailed the women’s grievances against him and often called his manhood into
question, banging on his hut with the pestles women used for pounding yams, and
perhaps demolishing bis hut or plastering it with mud and roughing him up a
bit” (van Allen 1972, 170, emphasis mine). Of course, the late-night invectives
against an offender, accompanied by the threatening gesture with their pestles
and the aggressive verbal and physical assaults on the offender, all reiterate the
quintessential actions of the performers of Egbiki whose actions are directed
against witches.

In a landmark essay published in 1972, Judith van Allen drew parallels be-
tween this Igbo traditional ritual and one of the best-known instances of Af-
rican women’s collective mobilization: a series of uprisings in 1929 among the
Igbo and Ibibio women in southeastern Nigeria against the threat of an im-
pending British taxation of women’s property (such as livestock) and income.
The women’s collective action had its most violent manifestation in Aba, a co-
lonial administrative center. Taken by surprise by the women’s seemingly sud-
den violent resistance, the British referred to the incidents as the “Aba riots.”
However, simultaneously alluding to their more strategic organization and to
the deeper significance of their action, the Igbo and Ibibio called these actions
the “Women’s War” (Igbo: Ogu Umanwaanyi).
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The symbolic consonance between the Women’s War and the more circum-
scribed ritual of censure, “Sitting on a Man,” shows that the uprising was in
essence the same practice only on a grand scale and with a political agenda with
national import: “Thousands of women showed up at native administration
centers dressed in the same unusual way: wearing short loincloths, their faces
smeared with charcoal or ashes. . .. Traditional dress, rituals and ‘weapons’ for
‘sitting on’” were used: the head wreathed with young ferns symbolized war, and
sticks, bound with ferns or young palms, were used to invoke the powers of the fe-
male ancestors. The women’s behavior also followed traditional patterns: much
noise, stamping, preposterous threats and a general raucous atmosphere were
all part of the institution of sitting on a man™” (van Allen 1972, 174-75, em-
phasis mine). The women’s spectacular show of force was a literal revelation to
the British. When the women gathered at Aba, not only did they “sit on” war-
rant chiefs, Africans who collected taxes and oversaw the implementation of
other policies for the British, they broke in and released prisoners from jail and
burned down buildings. Police and soldiers had to suppress repeated uprisings,
and—in what one can imagine was an ultimate show of desperation—even
called in the Boy Scouts as reinforcements.

For the British, the incident was a transitory riot. For the Igbo, the women’s
militant mobilization was a concerted act of warfare. The casualties were as
calamitous as in any war, in fact: “Clashes between the women and the troops
left more than fifty women dead and fifty wounded from gunfire” (174-75).
Despite the fact that “the lives taken were those of women only—no men, Igbo
or British, were even seriously injured,” the British persisted in believing that
the events had been orchestrated by men, and attempted to identify male insti-
gators (175). Their blindness to women’s agency persisted.

The deeper background of this remarkable incident indicates the degree
to which the delicate balance of gendered interests maintained in traditional
society had been disrupted by colonialism. The cash-crop economy and wage
labor “brought increasing differentiation in the nature and rewards for work
done by the two sexes,” instigating or exacerbating tensions in society between
men and women (Strobel 1982, 513). Two years carlier, immediately following
the abolition of forced labor, a tax levy was imposed on men’s wage income,
the bulk of which women paid with “smouldering discontent” (Ifeka-Moller
1975, 131). According to the findings of the colonial Commission of Inquiry
into the uprisings, the additional tax would have posed an untenable economic
burden on women.® Just as important were challenges to traditional gender
ideology that colonialism presented. In Nigeria as elsewhere in West Africa
the colonial administrations usurped the most fertile land, conscripting its use
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for cash crops (coffee, cocoa, bananas). Privileging men as its purveyors, they
deprived women access to arable plots, both disrupting the subsistence econ-
omy that women traditionally controlled and undermining women’s economic
autonomy. The usurpation of land typically under the purview of women or
representatives of matrilineages, the inauguration of wage labor and economic
policies that systematically disfavored women, and the creation of political
institutions that rendered women invisible threatened the core of matrifocal
morality. Women took recourse in FGP to signal their opposition and defend
this core of society.

Writing in direct response to van Allen’s thesis, Caroline Ifeka-Moller (1973)
charged that the parallels between the local ritual and the war were neverthe-
less overstated, confusing two very different social processes. She maintained
that the extensive, “inter-community mobilization of women” during the anti-
colonial uprisings surpassed the confines of local rituals of sanction not only
in terms of their scale but also in their inter-ethnicity and the pitch of violence
(318). Yet none of these factors is as significant as the symbolic consonance be-
tween the two phenomena and their ultimate comparable grounding in moral
outrage over injustice. By Ifeka-Moller’s own account, the women’s behavior
during the events of 1929 exhibited a “spiritual” dimension and a “remarkably
ritualistic style” (Ifeka-Moller 1975, 133) for which she fails to account. Not
only did the women destroy property and loot factories, they also “dressed in
the garb of war, sang of death and blood, gestured most obscenely and became
spirit-possessed on occasion” (Ifeka-Moller 1973, 318, emphasis mine). Such self-
consciously contrived ritual and ecstatic comportment is clearly gratuitous to a
merely political cause. The compelling continuity among the symbolic features
of the local ritual and the wider sociopolitical movement can only be under-
stood in terms of their deeper meaning, rooted in the local rituals of FGP.

The 1930 report of the colonial Commission of Inquiry also detailed the
very particular ritual rhetoric that featured so prominently in the “women’s
war.” One witness testified that “many women were dressed in sack cloths and
wore nkpatat (green creeper) in their hair, carried sticks and appeared to have
been seized by some evil spirit” (Ifeka-Moller 1975, 129). Another reported that
at the trading center, Itu, “the women were led by an old and nude woman of
great bulk. They acted in a strange manner, some lying on the ground and kicking
their legs in the air, and others making obscene gestures” (129). An English lieu-
tenant said that in another uprising in Opopo on the Niger delta, “some were
nearly naked wearing only wreaths of grass round their heads, waist and knees and
some wearing tails made of grass. . .. Some of these [reinforcements arriving by

river and land to join the crowd] were carrying machetes” (129, emphasis mine).
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These details make clear that the women were using the techniques associated
with women’s rituals of rebuke and redress associated with FGP, situating their
power in the spiritual realm. That they carried sticks and machetes indicates
that theirs was not a conciliatory purpose engendered by maternal concern—
their aim was resistance, and their purpose was war, on both a material and
spiritual plane. The reference to the uprising as a “women’s war” in the Igbo lan-
guage (Ogu Umanwaanyi) itself suggests that indigenous observers recognized
continuity between the uprisings and the tradition of spiritual warfare, such as
Mmobomme, which was the purview of women who alone had the power to
intervene in the most dire of social circumstance. The action was pitched on a

large-enough scale and force to meet the imperialist force with equal measure.

Confusing Conflations: Woman/Nature,
Fecundiry/Fertility, Womb/Vulva

Certain confusing conflations regularly appear in the literature that discusses
various instances of FGP, all relating to sex and gender, and have posed prob-
lems for interpreters attempting comparison. The first is the presumed univer-
sal identification of woman with nature, a seemingly natural idea that presents
woman as child-bearer who brings forth the social body, while man, by con-
trast, is the fashioner of culture. The second is the conflation of the symbolic
association of female fecundity with agricultural fertility, a consistent theme
of myth and ritual, with expressions of FGP. The third problem is related. The
procreative power of the womb is not sufficiently distinguished from the physi-
cal seat of the elders’ power, the vulva.

Gender criticism made overt the longstanding implicit truism in anthropo-
logical literature that “woman is to nature as man is to culture.” It challenged
this stereotypical projection of Western gender ideology onto other cultures
as a blinding artifice. Amadiume not only disavows the equation of women
with nature and men with culture in the African case, she goes so far as to
underscore that in several West African cultures the very opposite has been
true—that men were imagined to be creatures of the wild who must be tamed,
cultivated, and controlled, pressed to the service of the sociable community of
women (Amadiume 1997, 155). However, the enduring thematic association of
woman with nature has presented obstacles to the interpretation of common
ritual symbols deployed in FGP.

For example, Ifeka-Moller readily assumes that the vines with which elderly
women regularly adorn themselves during these rites represent women’s asso-

ciation with wild nature (1975, 144). In other contexts it is clear that vines and
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leaves associated with women and women’s domains rather represent civilizing
forces. In Dipri, for example, the particular vines and plants used for healing
are those associated with the waters that the genie inhabits and are considered
female. Similarly, among the Bron (Abron, Abrong) in the Tanda department
of Céte d'Ivoire, bordering Ghana and Burkina-Faso, the elderly women per-
forming the ritual of FGP called Mgbra carry the leaved branches of the Mgbra
plant, associated with waterways, and don their heads with palm fronds, a com-
mon symbol of the founding of civilization in Akan territory (Ba Morou Ouat-
tara, email communication on August 17 and 22, 2017, trans. mine). Therefore,
vines are not intended to associate women with the untamed bush but rather
with the source of civilization and the cooling, healing powers to sustain it.
These, in turn, are correlated with the moral mandates that the women enforce.

A related source of confusion is the fact that in Africa the symbolic association
between female fecundity and agricultural fertility is, indeed, a widespread
theme in cosmogonic mythology that is reinforced in many forms of religious
ritual. As we have seen with the myths of the origin of Dipri and Abidji civiliza-
tion, for example, the yam is symbolically equated with the human body as it
is gestated in the womb of the earth in mounds likened to women’s pregnant
bellies. This thematic association of woman, womb, fecundity with land, ag-
ricultural productivity, and social foundations is at the source of the carliest
religious traditions that honor the Earth as a goddess and recognize the matri-
lineages as the only legitimate owners of the land. However, the very predomi-
nance of the theme may have obscured the very different meaning of the appeal
to the female genitals, especially when the rite of FGP was executed as a protest
against policies regarding land use.

Claiming that among the Igbo of Eastern Nigeria sexual values had remained
largely unchanged between 1889 and 1930, Ifeka-Moller suggests that women’s
very self-identity was threatened by economic changes under colonialism.
However, for her what was most disruptive was not men’s new freedom from
duty to the matrilineage or women’s loss of control over land. Rather, she argues
that in the early boom years the colonial palm oil economy brought unpre-
cedented prosperity and that the new “emergence of female wealth” (Ifeka-
Moller 1975, 144) aroused in women the anxiety that they were “becoming ‘as
men. ... They feared that they were becoming infertile . . . and that the land itself
was dying” (142, emphasis mine).

The idea that economic independence was new or menacing to women’s
identity runs counter to the well-known status of Nigerian women as the
“owners of the market,” the domain over which the women’s councils had con-

trol and where women dominate and excel (e.g., Drewal and Drewal 1983).
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Ifika-Moller’s interpretation also seems to run askew of ethnographic accounts
of Igbo tradition. Igbo on both sides of the Niger River operated according
to the traditional dual-sexed system in which male-female complementar-
ity was shared in all social processes—political, juridical, economic, and reli-
gious. While a male monarch, the 07, ruled the male community, women’s
concerns were subject to the rulership of the female o724, the “mother of the
whole community” (Okonjo 1976, 47). The omu and her female cabinet, the
ilogo, comprised of titled women, oversaw traditional female domains, includ-
ing the market. Therefore, women’s economic interests were not separate from
spiritual and “religious” concerns, over which women had ultimate dominion.
Nevertheless, the anxiety expressed in these terms points to the fact of rapid
social change and challenges to traditional gender ideology under colonialism
and illustrates how the threats to women’s status and role were projected onto
the land, the very foundation of home.

Indeed, there were “sharp discrepancies between what were traditional pre-
scriptions for land use and the political realities” under 