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FTUDES ET ESSAIS

Cyprian F. Fisiy & Pecter Geschiere

Judges and Witches, or How 1s
the State to Deal with Witchcraft?

Examples from Southeast Cameroon*

Since the end of the seventies, the State Courts in the East Province of
Cameroon have regularly convicted ‘witches’. This is a novelty. Until
then, conviction by the State Courts was only possible when there was
concrete proof of a physical attack. But recently, people accused of
witchcraft are convicted without such concrete proof and often without
having confessed. The Courts then impose heavy sentences—fines and
nearly always imprisonment, even up to ten years.! In Cameroon, these
court cases have attracted a great deal of attention. This is hardly
surprising since the sentences deviate clearly from the earlier
jurisprudence. Since colonial times, the State Courts rather persecuted
the witch doctors for falsely accusing people of being ‘witches’ and
damaging their reputation. But now witch doctors appear in court as
key witnesses, pointing out witches. Apparently, their expertise is taken
very seriously by the judges—in many cases, the accused are mainly
convicted on the basis of the witch doctors’ testimonies.

The drastic interventions by the Courts in the Cameroonian East
Province are not really exceptional. Since Independence, there has been
a mounting feeling in many parts of Africa, also among the educated

*  This article is based on a series of files on recent witchcraft trials in the Courts of the
East Province of Cameroon (notably from Bertoua) which we were able to consult due
to the kind cooperation of the authorities. Data from these files were complemented by
Geschiere’s fieldwork in this area. An earlier version of this text was prepared for a project
on ‘The Transfer of Knowledge in Africa’, organised by Bogumil Jewsiewicki and Valentin
Mudimbe ; we thank both of them for their comments on the earlier version. A collection
of articles on this project will be published in 1992 at Indiana University Press, Bloomington.

1. For the period 1981-1984, Fisiy (1990a) counted thirty cases in the files of the ‘Cour d’Appel
of Bertoua’, the capital of the East Province. In this province there are moreover four
“Tribunaux de Premiére instance’ in each of the centres of the dépariements; apparently,
these Courts also regularly convict witches. In 1987 and 1988, Geschiere made two short
visits of this area. His impression was that the prosecution of witches by the State Courts
had increased rather than decreased. Geschiere began his fieldwork in this area in
1971. Then, similar convictions would have been impossible.
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