Good-by-Default and Evil in Africa

JIM HARRIES

The continuous struggle against evil that characterizes life in parts of Africa
today is here revealed by a careful analysis of events and written material particu-
larly from Western Kenya. Indigenous African churches operate with rules, heeded
by popular acclaim, designed to keep misfortune at bay. The untoward spiritual
powers that they, as the diviners that preceded them, seek to help their people
grapple with stand in such stark contrast to European peoples’ behavior that the
latter are perceived as gods. The ‘modern clothes’ of language and environment
conceal the ongoing powerful impact of this worldview on day to day life.

“Ka ng’ato oyudo gimoro maber giwacho ni ‘Nyasache ber’”’

“If someone gets anything good they say ‘his God is good’ ”
(Mboya 1997:17)

to explore to what extent and how exclusively this is the case for the African
people with whom I have associated and about whom I have been able to
learn. If good is seen as coming from God, then perhaps there is no good apart from
that originating in God. If this is the case, then what are the implications of this in
the Luo people’s comprehension of the impact that outsiders have had on their society
from the Colonial period to date? If God is the only source of good, does this mean
that everyone else is bad? I have found many indications to this effect.
African cosmology is a hierarchy (Chirairo 2003). God is at the top. He is said to
be distant, but always existing (Chirairo 2003). What then is his role?
Having lived in North West Province of Zambia from 1988 to 1991, I first came
to Luoland in Western Kenya in 1993 where I have been mostly resident from 1993
to 2002, living with the same community in the same area. I have learned to speak
Kiswahili and Dholuo fluently. Having originally come to Africa to teach agriculture,
my own valuation of the agriculture I was teaching has subsequently fallen greatly. On
moving with local people in Zambia, I found them to be so in the grip of the fear of
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evil (witchcraft) that my technically based agricultural training seemed to be entirely
peripheral to the issues they were facing, I took that as God’s telling me to focus more
directly on Christian teaching and the work of the church, this being in my view at
the cutting edge of the transformations going on in people’s hearts.

From my arrival in Africa to date I have found myself on a fascinating exploratory
journey. As a “thinking person,” I came with many preconceptions — which have
gradually been eroded away. My efforts at instigating development projects in my
early days in Africa consistently failed, as development projects are wont to (see Clay
and Schaffer 1984). I perceived what I then called a “self-destruct mechanism” that
seemed to be built into every positive constructive venture that I initiated. The nature
of this mechanism was to elude me for a long time.

In this essay much of my information comes from the Luo people in Western
Kenya, amongst whom I live. Through reading, traveling, and listening to people, I
believe that much of what I have found amongst them also applies much more widely.
T have made much use of Mboya’s 1997 book throughout. Mboya is a published source
of many of the issues that are habitually discussed but less frequently written down
by the Luo people.

The Struggle against Evil

As the years went by I gradually came to perceive some regularly recurring pat-
terns in the speech and behaviour of my African hosts and colleagues. These patterns
became evident in different ways:

1) While in Zambia as an agriculturist I had many opportunities to ask farmers why
they did not produce more food. Patient listening revealed that they were limiting
their productivity to accepted norms. In this part of Zambia there was a hungry time
of year. He who has food at that time and does not share it is liable to be bewitched
by jealous neighbours. There was no point in producing more than others.

2) Living with African people while also interacting with fellow missionaries of Eu-
ropean origin enabled me to observe startling differences in the nature of informal
conversation. Europeans take ‘x’ to be ‘good,’” and occupy themselves in devising
the best ways of achieving it. ‘x’ could be a medical project, journey, school etc.
The informal conversations of African people are not so oriented. Conversations
instead easily turned to identifying evil and the means (usually ritual) to overcome
it. This difference is colossal!

3) The behavior of our (African) students at Kima International School of Theology in
Kenya is striking. The Principal up to 2002, Rev. Dr. Steve Rennick coming ‘fresh’
from America initially felt it would be good for him periodically to meet with the
whole student body. He was amazed to find an almost total absence of positive
constructive talk from these aspiring church ministers. Meetings were instead used
for griping and voicing grievances. This American Principal stopped meeting with
students (Rennick 2001).

Students themselves or the African faculty were sometimes responsible for
organizing an activity for students on a Saturday evening. They planned games,
quizzes, and fun. Almost invariably, however, left to their own choice the preferred
activity was one of worship and prayers against evil.

4) I have been privileged while in Kenya to work with a lot of indigenous African-
initiated churches and Pentecostal churches. The latter especially are said to be
growing fast. While struggling to get by with English it was not always easy to hear
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what was being said. As my knowledge of Kiswahili and Dholuo improved, I was
struck by the consistency with which the theme of testimonies and sermons was the
battle against evil! A valued preacher friend of mine assures me almost every time
we meet that if I want to succeed as a preacher, I must use the analogy of warfare
in what I say (Onyango 2002).

5) The above and other observations prompted me to engage in recorded participant
observation research in 2000. Four days a week for five weeks I carried my notebook
wherever I went. I noted the gist of what was discussed and enacted in ‘normal
life’ and during a number of church services. Again and again and again the issue
attended to was cleansing of evil. So much so that this appeared to be the whole
hub and focus of life (Harries 2001).

More and more my observations pointed to a widespread and common place
perception of evil forces dominating life. There is so much that I could add to the above
list of five. The tendency of leaders, including church leaders, to label fellow leaders
as evil. The widely known pre-occupation of African Christians with the casting out
of demons or evil spirits. The persistence of rituals, such as animal sacrifice, that are
designed to counteract evil forces. The way that funeral attendance seems to preclude
all other activities and dominates peoples lives — funerals, of course, being a cleansing
of the evil associated with death. The conception of evil in the parts of Africa with
which I am familiar is clearly very real indeed!

Paul Mboya is perhaps the most widely accepted authority by the Luo people
themselves on the traditional Luo way of life. I set about translating his main text
‘Luo Kitgi gi Timbegi’ (The Luo, their Traditions and Customs) in 1996. I completed
my English translation (unpublished) in 2001. This book was originally published in
1938, based on research by Paul Mboya, a Luo man amongst his own people at a time
when the majority of the live population could clearly remember the days prior to the
coming of the European. It has been republished many times, the most recent being
1997, and has since been widely available in bookshops in Luoland.

This account of about 60,000 words in length is described by Ogot as an encyclo-
pedic source of information on Luo customs (Ogot 1999:186). Mboya himself does
not claim to have covered everything in the life of the Luo (Mboya 1997:ii). He hoped
that more books would be written. The tone of the book is strongly suggestive of there
being a right way of doing things. “No nation can progress well with foreign customs
alone if they discard their own traditions and counsels...the people must put their
own laws and traditions that are good as foundations first. Then they can build the
counsel and customs of foreigners onto this foundation” says Mboya with apparent
deep conviction (page in my translation). Issues concerning death and cleansing from
evil recur repeatedly throughout this book.

Mboya’s emphasis became focused in his latter book with the bold title ‘Richo
ema Kelo Chira’ (1978) (‘it is Sin that brings the Curse’). The very title carries a
sense of urgency that is strongly reflected throughout the text. It is written to young
people to warn them to ‘look out’ for the problems that will beset them if they do not
follow their ancestral traditions. A detailed recording of the progress of the lineage
of a chief (also called Mboya) in Paul Mboya’s home area illustrates the tone of the
book in that it takes up 18 of the total of 54 pages (Mboya 1978:36-54). It maps out
the family tree from Mboya showing just how many people have died without leaving



154 Jim Harries

descendants. Mboya warns of an impending crisis that will not be averted while sin
(richo) continues. This crisis is depicted as being one of the death and destruction of
family lines. The book is a call to young people to go back to their people’s ‘traditions’
in order to avert the approaching evil.

The terms ‘richo’ and ‘chira’ that are much mentioned in Mboya’s second book
warrant close attention. Richo is widely used in place of the English ‘sin,” but also to
explain the badness of things and orientation to evil in general. For the Luo very often
richo is that which breaks taboo (kwer) or their law (chik). Chira is given by Capen
as “sickness caused by breaking a taboo” (Capen 1998:24) and is used to explain the
state of someone who has fallen foul of harmful powers due to their failure to do what
is right. Mboya uses the term to explain the problems, illness, calamity, death, and
destruction that can beset family lines. For Mboya problems and death arise from the
failure to keep taboos. In other words, the taboos should be followed so as to avert
these evils.

Raringo (no date but almost certainly published in the 1980s or 1990s) supports
a similar conclusion in his small booklet called Chike Jaduong e Dalane (the rules for
a man in his homestead). This contains 331 rules on how to respond to situations in
home-life in such a way as to avert calamity or death. In my speaking with a variety
of Luo people I have discovered that these rules are known — they are a part of the
Kenyan Luo ‘oral tradition.” This booklet is set out as a manual to be referred to in the
many eventualities of home life. The rules, all oriented to eradicating or minimizing
the effects of evil powers, make little sense to anyone not deeply familiar with the Luo
way of life.

Oryare (nd, published in the late 1990s) implicitly draws the same conclusion in
his autobiographical booklet written in English. Oryare is not defending Luo traditions,
but rather advocating that they be left in favour of Christianity. He considers the Luo
in following their traditions to be ‘dancing with devils’ yet his book, that is available
in bookshops in Kisumu and other parts of Luoland that I have visited, is almost totally
negative. That is, it is written against Luo traditional practices, to be replaced by a
presumed Pentecostal faith in Christ.! In other words, it is written against what he
considers to be evil practices, with almost no attention given to what is to take their
place.

There comes a point at which it is difficult to identify the difference between
displacing evil and actually promoting good. Is life for some Luo people really only
about countering evil? Mboya’s 1997 text describes fishing methods. Fishing would
seem to be a positive activity. But Mboya’s description is full of detailed prescriptions
on how to ensure ritual cleanness to prevent the encroachment of evil that would
frustrate the fisherman’s task. Preparations for fishing, making nets, and launching
boats as described are complex and arduous processes requiring great ritual detail.
Fishing is itself, in a sense, a struggle against evil — acquiring good food from a
dangerous body of water that is feared almost as much as death itself. It is almost as
if fish are caught ‘by default’ should all the evil things that prevent them from being
caught be successfully averted (Mboya 1997:31-41).

Crop growing would seem to be a singularly positive activity. The success of
cropping activities is however also only ensured by the keeping of numerous taboos.
A closely specified order has to be followed in planting, harvesting, etc. according to
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one’s position in a family (Mboya 1997:66-67).2 Remarkably, there is a myth amongst
the Luo that even the necessity to cultivate by the strength of ones’ own hands is only
due to the rebelliousness of a newly married woman who refused to keep the taboo
given her by her elders (Ogot 1989). Even the need to cultivate is due to evil, in this
case of a newly married woman in a way somewhat reminiscent of Eve in the book of
Genesis. It would appear that the attention of the people is constantly drawn towards
the warding off of evil.

What Does It All Mean?

Mary Douglas’ classic book ‘Purity and Danger’ shows us that things that infringe
the wholeness of a human body are considered ‘dirty’ (Douglas 1966:51). Hence finger
nails, feces, spit, and hair are widely held as unclean. This being dirty also imbues those
parts with special powers. Witches can take such components to prepare medicines to
kill people. This is certainly as well known amongst the Luo as amongst other people
(Mboya 1997:208).

Douglas then applies this same thinking to human society. She gives the Levit-
ical laws as an example of setting boundaries around an orderly system (Douglas
1966:Chapter 3). Leviticus considers that bodily emissions render someone unclean,
and unclean animals are those that do not fit into ‘normal’ categories, i.e. four-
stomached and cloven hoofed. The latter causes pigs and camels to be considered
‘unclean’ (Leviticus 11:1-8).

The tendency for AICs to adopt and adapt such rules suggests that such thinking
is not foreign to the Luo people. Amongst indigenous churches in the vicinity of
my home, the Nomiya church considers that only circumcised men should be at the
front in church. The Luong Mogik church sticks to Sabbath prohibitions even more
strongly than the Seventh Day Adventists (SDA) church that they emerge from (Pudo
2002). Roho denominations claim to be able to see instantly if you hide a defilement
like a cigarette in your sock on going to church (Omaya 2002). Questions of social
uncleanness following a woman’s period or sexual intercourse for men greatly troubles
leaders of indigenous churches in Western Kenya (Kedogo 1999).

The requirement for purity described by Douglas seems to be a deep part of the
lives of those people in Africa with whom I have been able to have close contact.
The time at which it is particularly crucial to get things right for the people in my
community is the time of death. A dead person becomes the focus of the people in the
vicinity, who strive together to ensure that the spirit of the departed be content with
how the body is buried, mourned for, and generally satisfied. Various sexual cleansing
rituals are necessary after the late has departed and been buried (e.g. see Raringo
nd:17).

As scientific theories suggest about light, so evil for the people who I mix with
(and presumably other African people) is both ‘wave and particle.” Elaborate rituals are
conducted to pacify ghosts (jochiende). These generally have an identity, a particular
ancestor whose life grievances were never satisfied or whose handling at death was
inappropriate. In another sense evil is also like a shadow (fipo) that hangs over a person,
family, or place causing ongoing calamity. There are times when more specifically
territorial spirits like juogi and sepe — for the Luo typically lake spirits — are invoked
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or held accountable for evil. All these things together are these days often given the
label Satan,fromthe Hebrew word for Devil that has come to East Africa via English.

It should be clear at least that the fact that Satan is conddered to be an individual
source of evil in Western and/or Biblica lore does not mean that his identity is so re-
dricted in East Africa. Here the word Satan covers many things such as witcheraft and
evil powersin generd (Omari 1993:90). This dlies with my experience in Luoland,
wherewitcheraft power and ancestrd spirits are dmost synonymous and rooted in the
wordjuok.

OkorochafromWes Africatells usthat "It istrue that Igbo gods keded over at the
advance of the British gunboats, but their demise did not indicate arout” (Okorocha
1987:279). This ssemsto gpply to East aswell asWest Africa. Mgor spiritua battles
ragein Luoland today. The association between deanness of living and ritual functions,
with hedlth and prosperity runs very strong in people's psyche. It isafalacy to think
that one can understand what is hgppening in asociety by only listening to the doguent
(in English) and young and hedithy who may daim that 'al those things are gone.'
Pressures to conform to one's community's notions of 'clean and unclean’ are in
redlity enormous, and usudly effective.

A widdy discussed and greetly troubling issueisthat of the inheritance/dleansing
of widows. Until inherited, which involves the building of anew house and usudly
four days of co-habitation with a sdected man, awomen in Luoland is considered
to have okola. In my 8 yearsin Luoland, | have ssen many women widowed. Many
of these have said that because they are Chrigtians they will not be inherited. All
those whose cases | have followed have been inherited despite such resstance. A
non-inherited widow having limited socia contacts and being liable to be blamed for
cdamities that arise in the community will usudly not sand up to the pressure,

There are various present day regponses to such redtrictive practices. Chrigtians
clam the power of Jesus to be grester than that of the ancestrd spirits and to my
observetions arefreedfromthe need to participate in certain practices. 'Modern' life
brings a confusad message of liberation, dl too often cdosdy followed up by mean-
inglessness, but it gpparently brings somefreedomf romspiritua aggression to taboo
breskers. The consarvative camp is quick to blame the peoplée's current problems on
the speed with which they have ditched age old practices. The Kenyan legd machinery
appears often vainly to try to bring order to an environment to which it bardyfits.So
the battlesrage.

Assumed Guilt

'Guilty until proven innocent’ seemsto be the legal maxim people operate onin
their day to day lives. Thisisashock to discover for those accusomed to ‘innocent until
proven guilty' that operates in Western nations. In what sense is guilt then assumed?

This 'assumed guilt' seems to have a widespread effect on the African way of
life. Years ago my colleagues in Zambiafrequentlyexplained to me that any African
owning acar mug be aliar or athief. It is hard to imagine that someone could be
auffidently good as to deserve such ‘foreign’ wedlth, o it israther assumed that it was
acquired through corrupt means. This means that the wedthy are particularly likely
to be accused of evil. | am persondly aware of aBishop of asmal group of churches
who managed to curry favor with some Chrigtians from Britain who agreed to buy



