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Atinga Revisited: 
Yoruba Witchcraft and the Cocoa 

Economy, 1950-1951 

Andrew Apter 

CRITICAL. APPROACHES TO AFRICANIST ETHNOGRAPll'Y question its 
methods, categories, and epistemological. claims as inventions ofa colonial 
mentality, or what Mudimbe (~9$J: 6g) calls .. a philosophy of conquest." 
The critique is pitched directly against the class!c cthnograpWes thatwere 
produced as much for di$trict officers as for growing numbers ofanthro
pologists, but it implicates the very possibility of et)mograpl)y itself. To be 
sure, British functionalism incorporated the practiCal units ofadministra
tive ovea:rule into its theoretical lexicon. Tribes, chiefdoms, lineage heads, 
and elders represented the ~·patterns of authority .. that were officialJy· 
sanctioned-even as tlley were revised-..,by the 'British Grown. Mori:s
over, ethnograp}Jlc fictions o~cluded the politics of the colonial.situatio~. 
since societies were,conventionally depicted as ethnically "pure/' located .. 
in a timeless world of the etlmographic present which generally excluded 
the colonial state.1 But even as this ethnographic Vision expanded 'to 
embrace history~ change, and imperial intervention, tl1e •·colonial gaze" 
endured. And, as the more radital argument goes, it still endures, ~1-
icity, ill. any ethnography that treats Africans·as objects, symbQls1 or even 
victims of change ·rather .than as agents of their own histories and sociocul- . 
tural transformations. · 

It is against this general interpretive problem that I will reanalyze the 
Atinga: witch-finding movement among the Yoruba ofSouthwestem Nige
ria. The case. ,is interesting for several reasons; Historically, it captures a 
dialectical moment when local communities, regional· economies, state 
structures, and global markets dramatically .collided and dynamically re
aligned; a moment precipitated by a sudden. increase in cocoa prices from 
1945-50 (see fig. 1). Ethnographically, it represents an unusual event. 
when an antiwitchcraft. cult fro~ the (then) Southern Gold Coast liPread 
east, aud crosse~ the (then) Dahomean border into Western Yoruba
land, where it persecuted thousands of women in many Egba and" Eg
bado Yorub!l towns.(cf. Matory 1991: 1:83-91). And historiographically, the 
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text .that .first docuPJented this movement is· a classic of functionalist an
thropology, revealing bf:Jth the acuity of a finely trained fieldworker and 
the tnethodologicallimi~tions this training imposed. The point ofrevising 
the ori~al etbn~graphicinterpretation is not"to take p~tshots at function- _ 
ali~l':"""'ad'"exeldse which is as unn.ecessary as it is utdnterestiiig-,btit to 
extract ,the rational ken1al from i~ ideologicaLshell. Motivating this inter
pretive strategy is. the recognition that a more critical anthropology should 
notrejectit$:hi$tory but should bui~cl upon it by taking itiuto account. 

My basidhesis is that the Atinga antiwitcbcraft movement responded 
with alarming vitality. to contradicUO)lS generated. by the cocoa economr. 
'this response is not proposed in terms of a simple cause and effect but as· 
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the complex mediation of competing interests and claims, articulated. by 
the logic of'Yoruba witchcraft. Moreover~ the contradictions themv:Ives 
were complex. since their- levels of~articulation':': were lllthnately focal, . 
regional, national~ and e-ven global, given 8uctwwng cocoa prlees·on the. 
world matket •. What I hope to illuminate is the view &om '"below~; how 
Atinga made sense. at a local periphery, not merely a, a ct.ilhJue of. capital 
accumulation h.ut as a strategy ofpolitical' and economic empowemient by 
a rising commercial elite. 'Ilie success or failure ofthis strategy remains an. 
open qu~stion, since some ofthose who .stood: to gain.froni the :movement 
may well ha,ve achieved their goals. If' they did, 'however. at w.as· at the 
expense of many·p~ple, especially the women who were involved.- · 

.. An empirical question this studY,"addresses is why :witchcraftJIS such,_ 
and ''bor~wed"' techniques of eradica~ion-provid.ed.salient idioms ofhid
den power and. collective action within Egba .and: Egbado Villages and· 
towns. The. answer. ventured more as a hypothesis·than :a ·IPW' solution. 
is :that· the cocoa ,economy intensified structural contradictic?ns that were 
altead¥ articulated 'by. the logic ofwitcht:J;aft• crea~_g a· ~tchcraJt. epi
demic of extr.aordinary prqportimts which demandea'· extrPordinary .re
dressive measures. As such, the Ql)idemic created new opPortunities for 
various groups an~ actors to compete for J?OWerand resoufte.s, or s~ply 
assert .control over their Uv..es. Clearly. the Atinga cult configured' a multi- · 
plicity of motives whlcll caQ.IlOt be reduced to a simp~e soci~omic for
mula. 'To see the A~ga mo,yement asa ... sy~ptom ... ofsoclalt,~pheaval does 
not illuminate. the fom15 of'Jts, 'viole~ce or the l~gic-ririts prlactice.'To un
derstand,why women .W"'f8 sought out -in such unpreceden,ted numbers, 
as. igtl,>Uted.~and·'at .tiriles self.:professed:.....agenu;·9f·peat1\ and· destruc
tion .. w.e must undersbmd"how'they came to embody th~ contradictions of 
a Jarger world. in the southwesierq; corner ofYorub~d~·Funn this dia
lectiCal perspective .. both intem~ly derived and' externall;infoJined. w.e . 
can see. the AtiQga. movement fQ.r what it was-a complicl\o~s assault on · 
femal~ power in its social, economic, and ritual domains! . 

The'Atinga Cult 
'• 

Like many powers of the Yoruba cosmos, the Atinga cult came from the 
"outside. .. crossing ethnic. rei9onJll. and. colonial state bogndaries. Al
though its genesisas.awitch-linding mov.ement remains ob$curer it swept 
eastward through tile :Soutlu~m Gold Coast in the mid~ 19405, across Da
homey~ and by 1950:.into N.igt)rja, enterin,g Sout4west Yo~baland when 
cocoa prices boomed on the, world market (Benjt 1g85: 55). 'I1le cult was 
clearly ofJoreign ·pro.venence, renamed .. "Ati~ga ... from •'Tingere," and Jin
gu'isticalJy "appropriated'•· as in AI'+ atinga, or , .. owners of Atinga." 'Ihe · 
cult itSelf thus represents a foreign power whlch its members brought to 
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different. Egba and Egbado Yoruba towns~ and eveu sold to enterprising 
Yoruba witchfindeis. The leaders of the. cult ~aimed that .. they did not 
visit a settlement unless invited by its chiefs, who would send a 'small 
presenf with the invitation" which could be as much as zoo pounds, a 
((Onsiderable sum at that time. (Morton-Williams ~956:3~6). Upon arrival, 
cult members would-prepare ai:ltiwitchcraft ~edicine in a large pot by 
combining kola nuts, animal biood, and water and utte1ing incantations. 
The pieces of kola were then extracted. dried, and sold as antiwitchcraft 
medicine t<? individual buyers. who were subsequently marked with a 
chalk disc on their foreheads to signify witchcraft immunity and association 
with the cult. It was cl~med that Atinga would kill anybody who tried to 
practice witchcridt after eating the kola. · . 

The cult then organized a public dance in which young men and wo
men, augmentell by local youths and adolescents, were possessed by tl1e 
Ati~ spirit and. thus empowered to detect witches. One branch of the· 
Atfnga ~It was known as the .. Glass .. because its .. leading dancers would 
look at women indirectly, reflecting their faces in a small hand-mirror, 
before declaring whether or not. they· were witches" (Morton-Williams 

1g56 ::J24)• Accused witches who· maintained their innocence were tested 
by, cutting a chicken'S throat and Hinging it on the ground. If tl1e chicken 
died on.its back '"facing heaven," the woman was innocent; ifit died in any 
other position, she was .a Witch. Confirmed witcl1es were required to con
fess; to pay a cleansing fee (thirty shillings); to surrender their witchcraft 
materials (including divining beads or objects from altars to their ol'4d 
[deity]); to be washed in water from the sacrificial pot; and to eat the me" 
dicinal kola, so that Atinga would kill them if they attempted to practice 
witchcraft again. 

In tlle Egbado town of Aiyetoro, a. "new" town with a population of 
about 1o,ooo in 1950, 483 women were recorded by the king's scribe as. 
confessed witches. within the first week of Atinga's activity.3 Many con
fessed to canriibalism, to killing agnates and children, to -joining the 
witches' l(gbfcoven, and to killing enemies and rivals with evil thoughts. _ 
Orie woman told how she sacrificed a goat ~o cure her sick child on the· 
advice of another woman. The other woman packed the goat's entrails into 
a calabash, which she placed at the base of an. apa (African mahogany) tree.., 
The mother was. told not to eat any ofthe goat, but at night her "soul" left 
her body, wentto th~ tree, and ate from the calabash. Her child then dieuY·. 
because· the goat was its aUhi, ''and in the calabash were really the child's:. · 
entrails .. (Morton-Williams 1956: 324). It was then that. she knew tl1at 
was in the witCh society. Notions .that witches consume children and 
infertility take many forms. When the· Atinga cult was proscribed by 
administration, the OlObi of I1ohi, an educated king, complained to 
divisio~al council that the cult was useful, citing as evidence a VYv,, .... , .... 
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who, after eating the medicinal kola, delivered a child who had been 
blocked by witchcraft in her womb for three years. 

After its official prohibition by,the colonial authorities, the Atinga cult 
turned to felling trees. (particularly the iroko tree) inhabited by 'vitches, 
and. destroying orlfcl cult shrines ~.nd altars, although the conventionally 
male antiwitchcraft cults ofGelede, Egungun, Ogun, and Oro were spared 
(Mprton-Williams 1956:a:z6). By March of 1951, the Alatinga had amassed 
considerable we~tb and. dodging police harassment and prosecution, re.: 
turned to Dassa in Dahomey. Local interest turned away from Atinga and 
toward tlle heavy farm labor the Sel:lSOD demwtded. ' · 

How can we account for this unusual antiwitchcraft movement in re
c_ent Yoruba history? J,i'or Morton-Williams, the '"sociological meaning" of 
the Atinga cult ,derives from ·the relative decline of traditional religious 
institutions and the rise of a commercial elite, In brief,' his argument runs 
li~ this: · .. 

1. Yoruba witchcraft is the cultural and psychological expression 
of contradictions generated by affinity; Witches are "wives and m9th
ers," and hence both "strangers" and· "members" ofthe husband's 
compound and patrilineage. What is more, they are never fully ac~ 
cepted until they bear children, preferably sons. Thus w_itchm:aft, 
hom of jealousies, emo_tional strains, end feelings of ambival~ce. is· 
practi~ between co-wives and close kin, reliulting in infertility, 
early death, and contested accusations. 

:z.. With the decline oftraditional rituals to placate witchcrctft, the 
Atinga cult provided a convenient substitute, partiC!-~ly since it 
could:[ and did] embrace Christians and Muslims as,well.as ~·parums.7 

3.· The final phase of Atinga-the attacks on ori-frl· cul.ts- rep
resented "an assertion by youth that tl1eir world was bi!lmphant 
over that of a backward~looking age .. ; it also promisedincrell$ing in
dependence from the "forces ofn.ature" wllicll the,:oli.Jd. controlled. 
·(Morton-Williams 1956:327). 

Almost as an afterthou~t, Morton-Williams (1956:333) mentions th11t\ V, 
. the sponsors of the Ala,tinga were '\veal thy and influential-men," many oq ~ 
whom "had achieved status through utiliZing wealth -obtained in com-
. . and whose interest in the. Alatinga WaS largely speculative." What 
is-.so clearly missing in his functional explanation, despite this tantalizing _j,

~gliimt:ase. is how new fonns of ~roduction and exchange were transfonning 
and political relations at the time; and how Atinga was implicated in 

process. The "general shift" .thesis-that this antiwitcbcmft cult-~ep
a rite of ,passage from tradition to modernity-can 'be· .recast in 

complex forms: as a series of encourite.r5 betwc;len local and global · 
encounters that intensified the contradictions ofeveryday Yoruha 
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life. Let us begin to analyze the encounter by looking, albeit schematically, 
at tlte material conditions of precolonial witcl1crall: beliefs and accusations .. -

J:rod!'c_t_i~n a/n:Jl Reproduction i.n Pf'e.colonial..Politiu 

In the so-called' traditionalYoruba polity, according to canonical accounts, 
witchcraft beliefs and practices expressed· .. structural contradictions'" be
tween basic principles of soci11l organization. In a more or less. agnatic. 
lineage system (Schwab .1955; Lloyd 1955, 1962.,_ 1970; Bender 1970; Bas- -
com 1969 :42.; Forde 1951: 10-15; Fad.ipe 1970: 97-.146), virilocal polygyny 
generate~:,iealousies and' rivalJ:ies between co-wives-who often accused 
each othet: ofwitcllcrafi:,..:_as well as more general tensions between ag
nates and affines. Since a new wife was not fully incorporated Into her 
husbands hou5ehold until she bore her first child, preferably a son, ·child- · 
less wives. accused co-wives, particularly senior wives, of using witchcraft 
against them. 'When wives did. bear children, these tensions acquired a 
malrifi1ial' dimension. Within a polygynous household, children of one 
mo.ther (qmqiya) · we.re taught never to eat food prepared by co-wives, for 
fear of·befu.g poisoned. If a successful cluld would attract the witchcraft 
of the household's jealous co-wives, the child's misfortune, sickness, or 
death confirmed it;-Hence the proverb: AH ke ldnad: qmq ku lOonf (The 
witch cried yesterday, the child died· today) (Bamgbose Ig68: zs). These 
suspicions and"'hostilities were further .fueled· by inheritance patterns, 
which devolved property ofthe deceased male bead between different sets 
ofqmqiya. pr~ipitating' competition between "half-sibliqgs .. for property · 

. (Lloyd 196~: ~79--:307). Corporately held lineage rights-such as acces~ to 
Ia'nd and politiqal titles~generally devolved through agnatic kin, but: oc
casionally passed through women, introducing a "cognatic .. element to the 
lineage system. Thus powerful women connected with political and eco
nomic reso~ could even precipitate lineage ''Qptation .. by drawing sons 
away from the fathers patrilineage and.' into th_e mother's. patrilineage. ~ 
E:v.en. in tb_e .absence. ofsuch lineage optation, tensions between different 
sets Of full siblings (qmqiyd) defined ~!llient points oflineage segmentation 
and fission. l]Jlited by _paterruty but divided by different matrilines, .lin
eage segments would-(as they :still do) tra,(!e backto half-bt9thers (qmq.klln-
nu bclbdkan) who _fou_ght and s~parated at some titUe.'.in the past. · · · · · 

. This. orthodox functionalist perspective acCQunts for several basicJea~ 
tures of ).'oruba. witchcraft. 1~'First, the high proportion of accusations be- .. 
tween. co-wives expressed relations of competition and vulnerabilitv. The 
wife'.s depend~nce on her cllildren for full incorporation into he.t: _hu;bands 
household Wlderscoi:ed the sigpificance of" infertility" .as· a sign of "Witch:.· 
craft. vMimization. Au.<l the catmibalistic. aspec.ts of witches' appeUtes.,
the eating of men, particularly husbands and their children-echoed the. 
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potential ability of mothers to ··snatch .. son11 away from their patrilineages, . 
. draining "them of their strength, or of- precipitating fission to achieve a 
'similar effect. The matrililial impact of mothers on. "the ma:Iethousehold . 
~d lineage was fUrther expressed by· ideaS of liansmissimt" o£ witchcraft 
between women. ·largely'between mothers and· daughters, and appears 
in ·the ·-xo111ba belief that all women~' particularly mothers. ar:~ potential 

. witches.lyd ~t.t (our Mothers) is in fact th~ most common way pfreferring. 
. to witches. 'But the "principles" of polygyny, ·'inheritance, 'linea$e optation, 
segmentation, and fission do not ~st as isolated structural~postulates. 

. They articulate with production, exchange, and tl1e sexual c:livis,on oflabor. 
In addition. to their domestic roles as- wives and ·mqth~rs, Yoruba 

wome~ have historically sold· .their husbands' produce and engaged in 
trade in local .markets (S.udarkasa 1973). ·There they-or~ized J,nto trading 
associations (t;gb4) jn which they pooled resources, ·ro~ted crePit (Bascom 
1952), regulated market activities and .their wider communal ~airs. Rep- · 
tesented; bv ,a formal female head; the.lydlode7 w:ho aggnm~ed co~id
erable polltlcal clout, market ~omen controlled the exchange of goods. ,set 
collective guidelines. fixed minimum prices, accumulated merchant capi
tal of their own, .and maxiinized personal profits. Na:rw;ereJ:h~e relations 
of-production and exchange resbicted within kingdoms; they were ex
tended between· ·them through regional market networks. ~y attepding 
"periodic~ markel!i.in other towns-:-some quite far away-:m~¥ketwomen 
·mediated between •them. taking their goods: to other areas a,nd 'bringing 
back wealth fr.om beyond the lOca.l kingdom.6 1hese economic mles and 
opportunities conflicted' with the domestic o.bligations !Jf coo\(Jng (~nclud
ing chopping firewood and, gritiding. pepper and. onions)~ cleJf»ing house, . 
feeding childr;en, and· h\lmocing the, husb~d and bls . agnttes (Fildipe 
197o:,~87-9o)-indeed, tl1ey s-ubverted the ideology ofhoU!Iehold"labor 
and reproduction. Mark~t, activity took mothers. out of !:heir homes and 
away from their children,' undermining the domestic values offertility and . 
prqcreati.on w;hile empowering ·these women with p~blic responsibilities. 
Furthermore economic success in the market could threaten male au-: 
th~rltV·fu the,household and lineage. A wealthy wife could precipitate the 

. divisi~~;canHicts of~lygyny; 'il!heritance, lineilge fission. an<l optation by 
gaining ·strength, power, and considerable indepe~dence as ?- member of 
tl1e market. womens' 'fgbq association. • ' · . 

· · This ecOnomic dimension, oHemllle power in:precolonilll;'Yoruba soci- · 
. ety Gts ,Nadel's .:Oodelo£ Nope witchcraft:, in both "base~·~ an&"superstruc- J 

t:ure:TAccording to :Nadel (1970: 174), "the witch is accused ~f doing 
mystically pi:ecisely what the wome_~! in virtue Qftheir economic power, 
are' accused ofdoing in .real life .... As, with the Yoruba, these [e_male activi
ties mcluded indebting husbands to wives; accumulating ~ore liq~idity 
and capital than their menfolk, with which m~thers ~inRuenced·" their 
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children;andneglectiogdomesl:.lc.and reproductive obligations to pursue ' 
profit further- afiellt ~here. women figuted as '"'prostitutes~··· For·Nadel, 'it ·• . 
was' the contradiction 'between domestio and economic roles, between. do
meStiC '"purity~ and the worldly '''eorruptiori .. offemale wealth, that chal- · 
lenged mal~ authority and transformed mother.s into witches. 

· Th;;.'Ytuuba situation appeared nearly identical. A basic contradiction 
between the roles oi\mother and merchant pitted female power against 
male authority in both private and public do~ains. Privately, the ·witch . · 
afilicted the household• by striking husbands, w-wives, and childre~; that 

. iS, both the Witch~s cliildren and those of her rivals .. She did this by alleg~ 
edly drinkingthe.b10odo£her victims, wnsuming_theirvital esse~ces, and.· 
in the case• of'female:·victims, ·by· cons":Wing their fetuses and blocking 
their reproductive; fluids. From a ·~phallocentric'-.-perspective, female eco
tioinic power and -its dangerous consequences were embodied in men
strual blo.od; ·both.Jn its periodiCity and its capacity to undennine male 
pot~ncy and power.'! E'or example, it~· still. maintai~ed that a man's· m?st 
powerful juju medicines a:r;e immedialely neutr~hzed by contact wtth 
menstrual blood: ln 1addition, witch~ could' cause male impotence by 
oorrowi~g" a man's .. penis to ha-ve ·sex with. his w,ife or another woman . 
{Prince 1961 :zg8}, thereby consuming his. sexual powers. 

' Publieally, witchcraft sabotaged political relations between men, even · 
to the extent of-weakening kings. it is: still aveded by sacriG(!eS at. the 
-crossroads .. '(orita) ofchieHy Jurisdictions. which converge upon the mar
ketplace itself; For·itis.there, atthe.bases ofhaobah ~d iroko tree~, ~at 
witches form "covens~ that are modeled on womens tnarket assocmtions 
and .:afe designated. by· the san1e tenn (f1gbq)~ Note, that._ in addition to · 
inheriting)t rrom one~ .mother, witchcraft could be acquired by donating 
a child or other .family .Jilember to a cov_CI). )Vhic\1 divided 31J.d consumed 
.i~ body as an. ·:entry~'{ee.9 )Y:omen ':tricked" by other witches to consume 
human. Hesh and bl99d could also become unwitti~g :witches and thereby 

join a coven. . . · . . 
These. diverse ·aspects o{Yoroba Witchcrafthad om~_thmg m COI,IUilOI'I: 

.they s.abotaged the J:eproduc.tion of'Jx,dies· h:umait and. socW.J. 'Thee Yotuba 
,~bal-witch.profi~~at the expense ofherfamily,lineage, and commu
nitY by taking without rewriting. -she pl"l)fited. ~ tl'-e marketplace by ac-. 
quirlng more than she spent, and by hoarding capital to block the Bow of 
productive resources (Belasco .:~cg8o: .2,7~ 30.• lop.}. ,As. on a proverb states, 
the wife ".threatens th~ husband .in the marketplace with a cutlass" (Dre
:wal and Drewal1g83: 54), this;.heing an alli,ISion tO" Shango's b:oublesome 
~ductlon ~fthe goddess Oya,. bncodin,g. ~le ··~trating" potentialities of . 

. Jem&le· :wealth in a master sytnbol~the .cutlass (agada}-of inh~ritance. 
· Indeed,· the>accumulaiion of trading capital and the-organization of female 

· power ·~eats.away" .at.male potehcy and ·po.liticalhegemon)' at all levels 
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corporate organization. In the precolonial pollty, this included the house- · 
hold_, lin~ge~. q~lll'ter, town, and 'kingdom .at large. 'Today~ the !~visible 
.organ~tion; of witcbcrafl: assoc.~ations a·ecapitulates ·the admJnistrative · 
.str:qcture .of.~eNigeriaustate, According to Idowu (1970: lo): 

WJtch.!ilS are. well organized: they ~hoose their local, rq_gj~mal and 
inter-regional heads. A head of.a· local guild may he the( head. o{all 
women in the communicy (very often. such is•. the O"ne chosen •. i£~he 
pass.es the test,. ·in conseqilenee of'he; exalted.. ~uun.Julding,;~sl-
tion)~ .Often the head' rna y 'be the chief priestess ofa pai1i¢ular. .cult.. ,, ' . 

And· mifroring ,the male-dominated . .Ean-Yoruba Ogboni SocieJy.. wllich 
binds jts_members :in total SC<:.~> ngh~wit~craft, and:funnerlyordered 
human. executions, witches administer their COllSnming powen through 
hidd~nch.~s and]anguages ofcommand (ldowu 1970:~3):, 

Witches maintain a chain of contacts through theidocal,. regional and 
·interregional systems. They have a subtle mean$ ofCO"ntacts which 
cons~t in pat:t··ofsigns, symbols, tele_pathy and· tl1eir'own peculiar · 
language • . • Thus, a person ·who is mlll'ked down 'in Ibadan for 
punishm~nt or destruction may 'be dealt with through .the local' cult 
o£Lagos or llorin. The Ibadan or !Iorin cUlt is only·a,,tooland may· 
be :under an obUgation noUo .r~.veal the source. ~fthe o~raUons.to 

But this expansiye vision o(covens in .modern ~Jgerla is not men~ly the 
conceptual reBex of a growiQg_ economy and state. bur:eauCJJlcy. Gmunded 
in material relations of production and e.Xch,imge, the "immoral economy .. 
ofYoruba witchcraft mediated the very contradictions .such developments 
entailed. -

·A:t,i;ng-!' and.Ule,.Colonial Econom:g. 

The impact.oflslam, Cbrist.binity, the colonW state_, and,th~ ~h e,,eonomv 
.on precolonial p.r:oduc;:tive actiyities, 'and !deologies, was,· comr!Iex ~d p~
found. Here I can only 'highlight Ule most basic. transformations.-4}though 
Islam and Christianicy have never displaced, ~ocal. orifd worship (rui their 
.utb~e dogmatic followers drum), 'bu.t in fa,c.t wer,e recotJlig!lred withinlocal 
cosmologicalborizons (Apter l.992: IJ4-Z7), th~y did introduce·"forcdgn" 

.. sourct:srof~piritual and economic. capital. DotJJ rel~gions p[llie boo.k,, first 
Islam powered .. bynort}:temjihad~ then Christianity motivatetfbv coastal 

. trade and further eocourn,ged.h,r British overrule. established regi~nal hnd 
· P:-ansethnic networks and· associations .which widened. the, Yoruba .universe 
.· ·uf discuurse. and commerce. B,x .1914, Lord Lu.gard~ am~ati~n ofthe 
·.Ni,!erum. l'rotectorate transfo:rm,ed. Ule content of political offi«;e,s, and. roles 

incorporating-them within the colonJal admJnistration. Yoruba kings 
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lost certain powers· of prosecution (e.g., they could no longer authorize the 
death peDalty) and decision making,, hut gained the. Crown's protection 
against traditional mechanisms of:disaffectio~ .and deposition. \Vhat sub
ordinate chiefs gained. in sbltus as: goyemment civil servants, they lost in 
real-power, beingsubj~t to administrative demands and dire~tives-such 
as tax eollection:-.fro~ above •. If the new gQvemment proV,Ided schools, 
roads: piped water, anclhealtb cliniqs, it also .taxed male household heads, 
appropriated political PQWer; and recruited a new generation of literate 
youth. into lo~~ regioqal. administrative structures .and po~itions. 

1his polil;ic:al transfonnation was lai-gely· funded. by formgn markets 
and localwage labor. The:.intmductiot\ of cash cropping, mainly cm;oa for 
export in the WC$tern (i.e., 'r~rll:ba). Regio~, yrovided profits, which f~
ers often invested in their chUdi-ens education to prepare them for elite 
pn>fessions .(Berry· 1g85)··T~1e maoy co~sequen~s ofthis d~atic shift in 
pr

9
duction on local eeonomies, social structures,, and politic:'"l s~tegi~ 

have .been explored in petail (J}e(J'}' 1975, 1985). The .most salient mclude 
(l) a general breakup· and .. nucleation"·-of·the patrUocal-conipound (agbo 
iU)with- rising ~a profits; (~) ll ptolif~l}lUon ofind~pendent women trad" 
e~s as:·the prQSperity~ofthe agricultural sector r~e; (3) an ~creas~in.po
lygynous households among_farmel'S who. ~ded m. cocoa, WI~ theU: wtves. 
as managers; (4} an inCJ:ease in ~e· pro~!s1on of pe~. trading capttal by 
mothers-for daughters, conb;avenib,g the •customary· pattern of husbands 
providing it for their wives; (s) the migration of farmers .and their imme,._ 
diate· kin away frotn natal toWns to· coc!)a villages, where .. family" labor 
cotnbined with migrant (non kin} wage labor; (6) a ·fise• -of profits· in .the: 
disbibutive sector:; (7) ~the.:developmentof cooperapve marketing schemes 
among farmers·to compete with .the state·fbnned.MarketingBoard which 
exploited producers, in- the name of price protection; as_ ~ell_ as. ~8) the 
formation ofa.n~ educated elite. that: sought greater·partie~pation 10 local 
affairs. . · · · . · 

It-is in: this histmjcalcontext.that .the.AUngawitch·finding movement:_ 
shoultt'be reanalyzed; not as•a "symptom~' of structural ch$11ge but--as-a
drama which sought to. comprehend' .and control it.. Fiist, I would: argue 
that tlle development oh.-cocoa .economy -intensified the existing etiology_ 
of witchcraft. Competition between co-wives and ~eir children, inheri• 
tance disputes, 1.ineage. optation, 'Segmentation and fission, and, most · 
important, the tug of -war between WODlf!n's economic- autonomy in 
markeq)lace llnd subor.dination at h~mewere fueled b_y nr•e.vaiili112 t;rellCls ........ 
notably, the proliferatjon ,of inde:Penden~ pet~ tra_ders, :the~ __ JJ ,u\.:li!Cii,.JI.IUI •. u.~.. 
patrilooal compo~ds, increased migr:ati_on •. the nsl;" of p~lygyny 
cocoa fanners and trader~, and. a generalmcrease of profits mJhe __ 
tive sector. Indeed, tradingcapi tal, like the power of witchcraft itself, 
now transmitted from mother to daughter. Under these conditions, 

Atinga RevlsUed I 1.21 

.symptoms of mystical affii~on might have been expected .. to· I'C)ach "epi
··· .demic~·· proportions, justi(ying unprecedented and, unorthj)().ox p~Ji~ns 

a,nd persecutions. 
.. . S~cond,'; it appears tha:t the Atiog~~. cult .had strategic value fo;, the _ris-
ing commercial elite. ·By financing the Atinga cult'Jrrug. profits in trade 
these! "'new men"' could. (a) ~ypass the traditional autho'rity .of El)de.ts t~ 

_,force an alliance with "tradiJ;ional*chiefS, who be.came .. indebt~d to tltem 
for antiwitChcraft protection; and fkl: persecute women tnld~rs,, either di
rectly as witches, or .iodirectly-tlu;o.~;~gh. general intimidation, •bJtp· whpse 
traditional sphere ofco!Dmerciafactivity the .. new men• w.ere inb:uding. 
,In this respecl:,·th.e fiue of the ~ditional cul.ts reJ?res.E:mtsa 4ifecJ:assault 
on female power~ The. decline and rejec'tio.n.ofY0Iitba religibn~erte4·(Jf 

_ overstated) by Morton-Williams:(1956) does not explain why the predomi
nantly female t)rltd cults were attacked·whil~ tbe male Oro styled anti
witchcraft cults were left alone. u Clearly, a gendered opposition was 

. taking shape, asser.th~gthe ascendancy .ofmale over fe~al~:po~er in ritual, 
,. · social, and economic spheres. . · · · 

FinallY. in order to -~xplain, as Morton:-Wi.lliams cannot, :why a "{0(-
.eign"' anti.witchcraft cult enjoyed higher prestige .. than jts_ loeal ~unter-
parts. we must consider the Atin,ga. cUlt. in r:elaticm to the· risf!J o& ·the 
.commodity economy. Both were offoreign provenance, the former estab-~ 
lishiog a roediwn in. which the contradictions wrought by-the latter migbtT · 
be addressed. ~. · · 

· Thls·finalpoint higbli$lJts the emergent relationship betweep witch
craft and the· ·state. For ifthe colonial~ administration encourag~d- .cocoa 
)?roduction,, it also sought to regulate· it. In the· early days, cocoatbecame 
the object ofstruggle between farmers, traders, a~d Briti$h.·ro~panies, 
each seeking to. maxintize their share of th.e ,earnings. In i939. the

1
:govem

ment. e.s.tablished ,Marketing Boru:ds (~eorganized .in 1947bvith .a monQp
sony· on. th~ purchase ofcocoa- for .export. andlncreas.ed con~l pver .the 
domestic t~~ oF trade~ The state . .thus became <a. powerful. bryk~ 'be-. 
tween Yoruha produ~rs and regional distributors, intetwening in the
prlces commanded by export markets. Poised between local anfl global 
arenas, the Marketing Boards set up a cha.i~ :of buy_ers and selle" which," 
'ifcost-e.ffective for the· state, siphoned proflts aw~y~from the flmnf)rs and 

:r.·at•orc•oriated. the surplus ~ue of thf3ir labor. .J.Jefore: fetch,nS, ibi world · 
;;.~uliUJ!.c<l .. price, cocoa passed.tlUo"'gh many intennediarie~in :"llan-buy.; 

·who· purchased it directly and resold' it to ·"scalers • ., who then :retailed . 
~ Li¢ensed' Buying Agents (LBAs), who i~ turn resold. to the Marketing 

at a fixed commission {B~rry1g85:9o). - . 
In~·theocy, the,Boarcd guaranteed' farmers a futed return on their cocoa 

~~uu.mm:•r.lo. ~cushion" the impact cifworld price fluctuations. lb ~ractice: 
enormous reserves: d_ur,ing the boom y,ears of 1947-54 these 

-, 
' -----,· 

--- -- lrlill'' lilifllir ....... ..,..... ~ ---
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totaled over 46 million pounds sterling (Helleiner 1966: 161), which were 
invested in .British securities and used tu finance :general, .development 
projects. lielleiner (1g66: 162)_ estimates that this amount was 39% of•'pq~ 
tential producer income''; ~1at is, income that could have been distributed 
to fanners. But if the. state extracted profits from ~. local purchasel"S. 
incurred additional eosts in more visible ;md concrete foqns. Just lUi the 
government eventually. bp~ght. the; cocoa, .it also extended credit, again . 
through its Chain- of cOntracted {and con~ting) agents:_ LBAs and their 
subsidi8.ries paid advances to farmers in return for cocoa purchased.below 
the guaianteed board price .. To complicate. matters, many ·of the unli
censed middlemen and: women at the lower end .ofthe distributive chain 
were 'members of cocoa fanners~ ho_usehl)bls (l3erry 1985:8i)__;brothers, 
sons, affines, and collateral kin. Under these conditions,- as kinsmen and 
affines turned d~btors and creditors on ail unprecedented scale, it is hardly 
~u~rising that the: .. fiaditionally~· _gendered tens~ons attendant upon agri
cultural-productio~·.and. exchange would. pe invested with new conBic_ts of 
economic interest: 

The period of Atinga ·in Southwest. Yorubal~d coincided .\Vith an in
disputable period of eocoa production and eronomic growth. But this 
growth exacted1its costs and generated its own ~ocal paradoxes. for cocoa 
farmers~ increased -values m~abt gr~ater appropriation of theit profits as 
their wealth was, sucked away by the state and; _its-intermediaries. If:cocoa 
.production stim~lated .greater wmmerce and. trade, it pitted men against 
women, literate yonth. against elders, in a market held hostage to world 
price Buctnations llfid- ari: eyermote _powerful political center. The "witch
craft" of:the cocoa. economy meant different things to different people. For 
farmers, it meant the extraction of sur,plus· value ("potential producer in
come~) by the invisible ,appetites ofan encroaching state, and the inflation 
of exchange·values'by unlicensed and licensed buying agents. Within line
ages, it meant increased' competition for wealth. and· merchant capital, 
intensifYin:g segmentation, fission, ;8lld nucleation of households, while 
bolstering the power and autonomy of market. women. If the logic of 
witchcraft· illuminated. these developments, it also prescribed remedial. 
measures. The Atibga movement objectified the contradictions-of coooa 
production in the nefiuious forces ofJemale power, and offered new tech
niques oferadication that would be equal to the task. In so doing, it pro
vided opportunities' fur a rising literate -and . .ccmmercial elite to bypass 
their elders and~ secure access to merchant capital and state resources. 

1\ More genenilly, it. enabledJocal co min unities of -an emerging periphery to ·-: : 
assert con~ol over the. forces. t)tat were transfonning daily life. · · . 

A co.mplex dram~turgy ,of resistaqce and opportunism, of competing 
agendas and .emex:ging interests, Atinga at~cked the female body as icon 

- - --Atiuga Revisited I !ZJ 

_____ ,_. 

Plate 1. Won,ten ideuti&edu wi~esduring au.Atinga.dance, (From Mq.rton..WlJUam 
· IQS6:a~8) . . . . . ~ . 

and.age;nt of commodity value; of false .t:epresentation, ofunbridled'circu
lation, ~d ofJ.;Ud_den a~mulation. ~ soul eater. the witch profi.tea~at the 
exp«;~nse, oflter kin.and. affines, consuming their productive ~d"repn>duc
tive_, powers while. appearing· to cater to their needs. In her coven; she. 

- .occupied two, ~placesr'.at. on~~ the private sphere of her domicile ana the 
_public. arena. oft-be mru::ketplace itself, where .as a disembodied witch bird 
she aggregated with her soul-~ting sisters to conduct nochunal business. 
.As Albtga attacked the, si_tes and.signs of women's corporate power-their 

-· ori§a c\llts, ritual para~hemalia.. their market and mystical qgb4 associa
tions-jt _imriwbiliudtheir 'bo~!es in public tribunals, where't:hey sat~~fas» 
tenecf' to the,grciuud beneath the "burning sun (plate~) untilthey-r.eceived 
the oracles verdict {see Matozy 1991: 18g-g1}; Women thus ~used: were 
not killed but cleansed; spending· heaviJ~to divest their bodies of-accu-
mulated witchcraft and to invest- in the economy of collective purification. 
Whether we see its efforts as maliciously misguided or symbolically dis
placed, the Al:ir-1ga movement's po.P,~ty need, uot be taken as a measure 

'ofits success.in solving the problems oftlte growing cocoa.economv·but of 
~e growjO.g. recognition that somethi~g had to be aone. ; - • 

MUCH AS THE AT~NGA ltl()VEMENT represents a particular inter
tpenetmti.O».;IPL.~ •. ~~- Nigerian,~ and.globalworlds, a tumingmw~ against 

,,.. ,"• 



. I 
1\) 

gJ 
I 

I 

N 
01 
CD 
I 

-~ 

V" .. ·~ • 
124 I ANDRJnv APTE;R 

' 
hidden enemies to confront the dislocations of socioeconomic change, it en-
tered·motegenerally;into"popUl¥.discourse. OmoyajiJWO (1g65 ::z.J....,Z4) re
call~ a songpr.Using,4ti~ga.wWch he. heard on a Yor:uba.gramophone record;_ 

Ajeji m.efa kan. wcllu Eko, 
. Mo bere oruko"won-, won l'A tinga ni. 
i r.u 181 wo r !3 ~e .. won l' aje.l' .a won nmu. 
iya b":o l':o l' eiye,1Jfo r onti efo nse, 
Wa ba sigidi n'ile, wa ba Baba .wa l' oke. 
E bawa.ko won'lo o, - · 
Agbere oje poju, 4tinga ko aje lo. 
Six strang~ people entered-Lagos town, . 
Asking their, identity, I was told they were Atinga. 
I asked of their mission, they said they were witch hunters 
You madam,, ~e you deny possessing a bird-familiar? 
You ;will'be got tid p[like dirty water.. . 
You will, encou.nter spirits on earth and. fu.ce our .Father. above. 
Wipe witches. ~way. · 
llu~it wl9kedn~s i$. immeasurable_, Atinga,, :w!Pe witches away. 

lt •is. a song which . .Qmoyajowq "loved to sing in those days," for it cele
brated th¢·~pirit of'a cr:usade.against evJl, a. march toward. p~ess and 
puri.6catio~ which. captured' the. popular ~agiJiation ... Great was the d:is
appaintment .of many ·¥oruba ,people, .. he writes, "'!when the group was 
banned by the government in .. 1951, fa~ .they had1 expected. them to help 
wfpe out once foull-tbe institution ohvitchcraft'"' b-96,5: 23). 

· Atinga•might have been suppressed by government ~terven~on, as 
its supporters complained, yet witchC@.il; remains alive and :well in Nigeria 
today; To be sure, it is stilllargely.a~ami}Y affair, with kin~men and'affioes · · 
8Blicted' .lJDd aCClised. :But. fami~y 'life has- been. strained· and further- re-

. shaped by the growjng~power of-the Nigerian state. The witchcraft gener
ated' by :the cocoa ecoilolny v.g15, a. mer.e, whisper compared to the 
calamitous consequen~s of the 197os oilhoom, whieh boUt a new Nig~ria 
on di~lorical:foundlitions. The supdeugovernmentipfusion ofne~ wealth; 
the ''rise of'contractors, luxury -hotels, hospitals, awl schools _swelled the 
sal&ied class ofprofessionals empowered by, their .access. to state str:uc- . · 
tures ana· resour.ces, As ititensili.ed class. divisions_ ;Crosscut lineag!3 afid .'. 
fiUnily sodalities, the witch'$. work became more devastating than ever. 11 · 

- Today' ·witchcraft thrhtes IUUong the Yoruba elites as weU as the 
masses, a relational'-.calculus ofresentment, fear, and envy measuring,·the 
costs ofA'alienate&production:· in the consumption _ofhuman.po~ers and 
;ouls.l.i'W:~tchcraft persists as a practical.discours.e, of hidden agency he· . 
cause economic, '~development" .ill the larger sense has J.ruled. Bising for
tunes, costs, and expectations have run up agai?st hitter_ economic ·: ""'-- .. --.... - -

AtingtJ Rermited I 12.5 

.:. . ·realities. Seen historically and dialectically, from the peripbezy !and the 
. -.. ~ter, wi~crall and: "development" haye. converged. As Taussig (1g87) 

. ·''· .:, ,Inlght say, Yo.nilia witchcraft in Nig~ 'has become. the terror uf"devel-
.,. ..opment-the subversion of order (from .. above," the ''outside.·~ appre· . 

J1ended and refashioned by implicit soci~~owledg~ (from .. below," the · 
~·inside~'). 1£ Atinga sW.aled lhe beginning of 'this. ilibillZing · experien~e,,) 

- .there are no .indi~tions that it is coming to ,an end. i 

&o.t~J!I 

1.. T.h.ese id.eological limitations were transcended by the '.lgsos in studies of 
urbanizatio~. monetizapon. and sociopolitic81 change inspired "largi!J;r hy· Max 
Gluclcman and assQciatecl.with bis''~Manches~ schodl." See also Sniith~(tg60f(or 
a diachr,onic~eworlc of;palitical change, wh.lchincorpo,iated Jhitish-ov~trule in~o · 
its analysis:ofJiausa .government. · . " · · ~" · 

z. The .me.thodologi~Jead for this approach is established in J. L. · Comatolf 
(l~~ and ~laborate4.in J; ComarQ.If.{tgBs). . . . 

3, WeJmow Ji:om.Forde (195-t. :45l thatAiyetoro beeame wealthy by-marketing 
and exporUtm,CQCOil to A.beokuta. ·. ' · · 

-4· The con_!:eP.t:~( .. optation"'.comes froiJl.Barpes (1g,lb:7)'who, invoking~Fitth,' 
us~ the term.=to-:desi~atl3 -de~nt system,s,Utat,p8.rmit (in·~ case a m8ls):igo·to· 

. "opt" in.to .his mothers, .IJiltril,ineage. Among, the Yoruba. B'.mlln wu. oprt10to ,fds 
mothers patrilineage lo inherit ehieftaincy'ti.Ues and other property which Is 

vested in her descent group, although by doing so he forfeits fuJI membership in 
his fathers patrilineage. T.he multiple affiliationS optaUon .. permits·bas caused con
siderable .debate pre!lfse of Yoruba. desctml ~ee ~ (1955, 

1971i!J1,)$~11liler{ig7o-l ~nd:J[!;~d.!!il'i~91l~·~:. 4g· ~ .. .:!i · iS>•· ' . . 

• . . . . . . . . . . . ~]loWer· llf 
· · · power . · ·. · J.>riest~es. Post-

.mE~noiJ&IlliB.l witches, :whose. bodies consume witho~treproducing. ·wo~ld seem to 

-· . ~ .- ...... .... ~ .. ~ ...... 
-·······~ -
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represent the ~other side" of female potency (see Apter 1991}. For comparable 
oh!>ervations, see Gottlieb and Buckley (tg88). 

g; The division of sacrllicial meat between members of a corporate group--
e.g .• a lineage, an association of diviners (babaldwo), an age-set organization, or a 
hunters' guild-is a standard ritual of corporate .solidarity.· Similarly, the fission of 
such a group is often attributed to "fighting" over the meat. The division and 
consumption of a human victbn by a witch's coven evokes the antisocial character 
of organized female power iii opposition to the jural authority ofYoruba men. 

10. These descriptions ofYoruba witchcraft organizations are provided as state• 
ments of fact, not belief, by a Yorub~ Methodist minister and university professor 
well known fur-his workon Yoruba religion (ldowu:1g6.z). As such, they support 

. the conclusion of thi$ paper. 

11. It must be emphasized that witchcraft is not a purely negative power but· 
,can be channeled toward more positive ends, such as empowering the king and 
community against rivals, enemies, and ~minent disasters (inCluding the deadly 
appetites of\vitches themselves}. The birds perched atop O~bUt~ and Osanyin 
staffs, as well as on my&.l beaded ~rowris, represent the protective powers of witch~ 
craft. Similarly, orifd ~t priestesses are feared and respected as witches since 
they can see into theJuture and, preempt malefactors. Since witchcraft is immanent 
in women, it can never be tully eradicatel One ~f .the ostensible goals of ari~d 
cult ritual is to placate 'Vitches' appetites and channel their destructive powers into 
communal gain (Drewal andDrewultgBa). In the Atinga movement, the identifi- · 
cation of witchwdt with !lr:ffd vessels ~ cosmologically coherent but revalued 
these "positive" dimensions of witchcraft in negative terms. 

12.. See Barber (J.g82) for a rich exegesis of popular Yoruba reactions to petro· 
naira, including themes of nefarious money making which permute the geneni.l 
logic of'!l'itchcraft-i.e., gaining illegitimate wealth from the bodies and blood of 
others-into the figure of "the child-stealer who uses his victims to conJure up. 
boundless riches" (438). · 

13· I use ,the- te~ .. alienated production to emphasize the peculiar chara(;!tet· 
of the Nigerian political economy, based less on the exploitation of wage labor and . 
more on the· exploitation of state pow:er, wealth, and tE\5our-ces. As Ben'y · 
(1985:1;)-14) emphasizes, the. Nigerian ruling class is l.n reality l\. "state ~lass" 
which has intemai.ized the dynamjos of class formation at its own expense~ In a:. 
sense the state hilS hecome the ultlmate witch, appearing to grow rich at the ex• .: 
pense ofits ··~ilW:en." 
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cc:Bloodhol:illds·Who Have No Friends':!: 
Witchcraft and Locality in the · 

Nigerian Popular Press1 

Misty L. Bastian 

Witches, are _predators, bloodl&ound.s_ who have no.friend.s. As- predators, 
greed ~ their ltallmark; an· abidil!g .zsst for destroying the successful, the 
healthy, and tlae .. lucky".ln ~he community • 

Tile witch- is propelled by an rmcanny obsession with self; even} other ~r;yon 
is an object to be victhnl;;ed. Familiarity wit/a the witch is eue1mi1Uy supetfi
cial, and once.entranced b,y the inner m:ge to hurt, thefrontfen ofiU o,per:a
tion can only be circumscribed by tlte satisfaCtion 9[ i#stllint. 

Qarkness,_ tl1at awefiJ [sic] period of'lntense gloom Is the witch's finest !Jour. 
Stealthily and •mobtmsii;'flly, it nUJkes, its ~!I ilJtO its victim's abods and 
,ttrikes decidedlY. at its target~ If caughtin the act, tlae wltclt lmtaratly feigns 
mnorse"· o:nlu to revert to tlae &ame old habit once it islet off cl~e hoola. Which 
~n't suryme aJWbod!J either. Or doia1l tlaefl say tlwt "old habJts. ~./wraP 
.Grflfted unto Nigeria'spolitic;ql scene, tlie ... ectgletr<' polit(cians on who nmch 
hope bas, been placedfor tlte establislnrumt of~. new pc;lUfcal· W;lture and 
politi&~Jl order, ho.ve also demomtrat~d a striking resemblance wftl~ witclaes. 

Tlie·modut hope that the 11~litical greenhorns, tol&o tvere per:ceioeclto have 
been uncontamlnajeJ b.y the filt/ly habits of their banned predeceaors, .would 

·:abide by tlae cim~ ofcioilized conduct anc! [alr..competition is agaii:J collaps.._ 
ing like· a :bad dream. And like witclter, most qftlae "'political upatam" im

bi~J the political chicane Til ""tl$6fT!Jil~nclerln~ qftlae old fo:ru. 

Howe~r the greater danged,s not that they repreunt a. chip of lite old block 
.· . but .tlwt. tlil!yJ~hriu fact Otlt-wit';tltem in -new stratagems. of poll,lcal brig· 

andage, Takejor .ln.stance llow, suddenly. llJtJ word residence has· been ·in
. with 6. new clejinitiOIJ wliich has t11med it into .the tmdolnf$ ofmang 

·unm ~ntly. tlae typical Ni,gerlun. urUe&s lie is· a civil servant. r~ules..i1a at 
ISliri two places at the, same time. ln otlaer worcls, a busincumnnfrotn say 
Afilcpo co,uld Jaave another home. in Calabar and slmttle bBtweetJ the tu)O 

evenly dudng the w.eek. 




