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Defining Azande witchcraft, magic and 

sorcery

•

Azande possession of witchcraft is called mangu, is hereditary and passes 

through unilineal descent, and is a physical substance within the body of the witch (usually as an 

actual organ)

•

Practicing witchcraft is a ‘psychic act’ using no spells, medicines or performance rite (1976, Evans-

Pritchard, pg 1)

•

The belief of witchcraft and magic permeates even the deepest levels of their society and forms 

the very fabric of their societal structure, with information about magic freely available to both 

outsiders and members (not classified) (Hendry, 1999)

•

No concept of natural death; death is always due to witchcraft and the person needs avenging

•

Questions concerning other members and witchcraft are in situ and always in the context of the 

person inquiring. 'A Zande is interested in witchcraft only as an agent on definite occasions and in 

relation to his own interests and not as a permanent condition of individuals.' (1902, pg 4).

•

The explanation used by the Azande to account for the harm done to the witch's victim while the 

witch was not in close proximity is the idea of the 'soul of witchcraft', an emanation of the body, a 

bright light that can traverse the distance between witch to victim, usually at night
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Oracles

•

Oracles are a form of divination that the Azande use to gather information, understand past 

events and predict future outcomes

•

Witch-doctors are a preliminary measure to 'clear the atmosphere of witchcraft' however more 

information usually needs to be collected through the 'poison oracle' the act of supplying a lethal 

local substance called benge to fowl, which some of the victims will survive and through this life 

or death scenario and to a lesser extent, behaviour, conclusions are drawn about a particular 

incident

•

Oracles are an incredibly important and visible part of life for the Azande, no significant 

endeavour is undertaken without consultation of the poison oracle, evident in their law and 

during life crises of the members and also for small daily matters

•

Another preliminary oracle is the that of 'the rubbing board' and dreams are also considered an 

oracle

•

The prince's poison oracle must be kept safe from 'pollution of witchcraft' or sorcery as it is of 

vital importance regarding tribal affairs and the Azande believe the law must be kept pure from 

corruption which can also be seen in the Western court system , but seems to be better employed 

by the Azande
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E.E Evans-Pritchard's ethnography

A structural functionalist is funded to study the Azande and cant ignore the total presence of 

witchcraft and supernatural influence in the structure of the society

•

The purpose of Evans-Pritchard's ethnography of the Azande, as worded by Winch, 'An 

anthropologist studying such a people wishes to make those beliefs and practices intelligible to 

himself and his readers.' (pg. 307) His book is an attempt at understanding and is a at times 

personal or euro-centric philosophical meditation on rationality and belief itself

•

Through somewhat of a lack of imminent criticism or his own personal bias, Evans-Pritchard 

comes to a conclusion only in the second chapter that 'witches, as the Azande conceive them, 

cannot exist.'(1976, pg 18). Despite a personal account which he describes early on in the book of 

a 'bright light passing behind his servant's huts' which was followed by a death the next morning 

in the same area the light was moving towards. This is a typical experience of witchcraft for the 

Azande people however Evans Pritchard maintained that he 'never discovered its real origin, 

which was possibly a handful of grass lit by someone' (1976, pg 11), which shows he was 

attempting to discredit the reality he witnessed by assuming it had some more logical or 

'real' explanation
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The purpose of Evans-Pritchard's ethnography of the Azande, as worded by Winch, 'An anthropologist studying such a people wishes to make those beliefs and practices intelligible to himself and his readers.' (pg. 307) His book is an attempt at understanding and is a at times personal or euro-centric philosophical meditation on rationality and belief itself

Through somewhat of a lack of imminent criticism or his own personal bias, Evans-Pritchard comes to a conclusion only in the second chapter that 'witches, as the Azande conceive them, cannot exist.'(1976, pg 18). Despite a personal account which he describes early on in the book of a 'bright light passing behind his servant's huts' which was followed by a death the next morning in the same area the light was moving towards. This is a typical experience of witchcraft for the Azande people however Evans Pritchard maintained that he 'never discovered its real origin, which was possibly a handful of grass lit by someone' (1976, pg 11), which shows he was attempting to discredit the reality he witnessed by assuming it had some more logical or 'real' explanation 
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E.E. Evans-Pritchard's ethnography, continued

•

Despite his own beliefs, he admits that the belief system is a relative 

way of explaining unfortunate events and provides the Azande with a 

'natural philosophy' and structure which they successfully organize 

themselves by and maintain social order by.

•

However, Evans Pritchard also argues against Levy-Bruhl by asserting 

that the Western scientific thought doesn't place us above others 

who have mystical or magical understandings of the world around 

them, and that essentially, Western science is just another, equal type 

of human understanding. 'Our

scientific approach, he points out, 

is as much a function of our culture as is the magical approach of 

the "savage" a function of his.' (1964, Winch, pg 307).
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E.E. Evans-Pritchard's ethnography, continued

Despite his own beliefs, he admits that the belief system is a relative way of explaining unfortunate events and provides the Azande with a 'natural philosophy' and structure which they successfully organize themselves by and maintain social order by.  

However, Evans Pritchard also argues against Levy-Bruhl by asserting that the Western scientific thought doesn't place us above others who have mystical or magical understandings of the world around them, and that essentially, Western science is just another, equal type of human understanding. 'Our scientific approach, he points out, is as much a function of our culture as is the magical approach of the "savage" a function of his.' (1964, Winch, pg 307).
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Are we thinking differently?

Evans Pritchard's conclusions:

•

What we believe is not what we personally observe and make sense 

of intellectually, instead it is a learned behavior, as part of the culture 

and society we are born into and grow up with. We assimilate into 

our own consciousness the collective knowledge of the community 

we live with, usually without questioning the attributions that are 

made and the reasoning behind events (1964, pg 308)

•

Science is just another way of explaining observable phenomena, 

comparable and not superior to mystical or magical explanations that 

still use logic but just a different system to explain e.g the cause of 

rain being meteorological vs deity (1964, pg 308)
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Evans Pritchard's conclusions:

What we believe is not what we personally observe and make sense of intellectually, instead it is a learned behavior, as part of the culture and society we are born into and grow up with. We assimilate into our own consciousness the collective knowledge of the community we live with, usually without questioning the attributions that are made and the reasoning behind events (1964, pg 308)

Science is just another way of explaining observable phenomena, comparable and not superior to mystical or magical explanations that still use logic but just a different system to explain e.g the cause of rain being meteorological vs deity (1964, pg 308)
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Logical vs scientific

It's important to define the two different terms according to Evans-Pritchard because it sets the tone for which 

he writes about the Azande. He makes the case for behaviours that can be logical and yet unscientific, and that 

with the Azande he can see that this dichotomy can exist, that magic and witchcraft can explain events without 

there being any scientific basis for it, yet it is still logical. However, he makes it clear that scientific is always and 

has to be, logical.

Logic

•

'Logical notions are those in 

which according to the rules of 

thought inferences would be 

true were the premisses true, 

the truth of the premisses being 

irrelevant' (pg 308)

Science

•

'Scientific notions are those 

which accord with objective 

reality both with regard to the 

validity of their premisses' (pg 

308)
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It's important to define the two different terms according to Evans-Pritchard because it sets the tone for which he writes about the Azande. He makes the case for behaviours that can be logical and yet unscientific, and that with the Azande he can see that this dichotomy can exist, that magic and witchcraft can explain events without there being any scientific basis for it, yet it is still logical. However, he makes it clear that scientific is always and has to be, logical. 

Logic 

'Logical notions are those in which according to the rules of thought inferences would be true were the premisses true, the truth of the premisses being irrelevant' (pg 308)

Science 

'Scientific notions are those which accord with objective reality both with regard to the validity of their premisses' (pg 308)
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Winch's criticism of Evans-Pritchard

•

Winch's article 'Understanding a primitive society' (1964) is both a criticism and review on Evans-

Pritchard's 'Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande' (1902), his article "Levy-Bruhl's

Theory of Primitive Mentality," (1934), and of Alisdair MacIntyre's critique of Evans-Pritchard, and 

is often times contradictory and confusing.

•

The main contradiction lies in the first chapter 'The reality of magic' 

•

Emphasis on avoiding overlooking the reality that ideas and beliefs need to be checked against an 

objective, independent reference, and follows with a warning that to delve too deeply into 'objective reality' would 

lead into 'extreme' Protagorean relativism

•

However his main criticism of Evans Pritchard is that: 'He did not take seriously enough the idea 

that the concepts used by primitive peoples can only be interpreted in the context of the way of 

life of those peoples.' (1964, pg 315), essentially that he did not practice or embody enough 

imminent criticism which he believes discredits his ethnography

•

Conclusion that there is no universal truth and ideas and beliefs are a result of cultural 

constructivism
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Emphasis on avoiding overlooking the reality that ideas and beliefs need to be checked against an objective, independent reference, and follows with a warning that to delve too deeply into 'objective reality' would lead into 'extreme' Protagorean relativism

However his main criticism of Evans Pritchard is that: 'He did not take seriously enough the idea that the concepts used by primitive peoples can only be interpreted in the context of the way of life of those peoples.' (1964, pg 315), essentially that he did not practice or embody enough imminent criticism which he believes discredits his ethnography 
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Cultural Relativism

•

Levy-Bruhl mentions early on in his work Primitive Mentality the 

importance of cultural relativism. The general view was that races who did 

not accept and develop the ideas and beliefs of the 'civilized' societies who 

were colonizing their geography, were 'irrational and unreasonable' (1902, 

pg 21) but he asserts that it is irrational to believe that there is a universal 

truth and cultures who don’t take this on aren't any less superior or are 

uncivilized.

•

'The author (Levy-Bruhl) proceeds upon the excellent assumption that 

before studying the primitive mind it cannot be denned as a rudimentary 

form of our own; so that one may conclude at once that it is childish and 

almost pathological. Instead, he assumes that the primitive mind is normal 

under the conditions in which it is employed and further more that it is 

both complex and developed .' (Kantor, 1925).
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Levy-Bruhl mentions early on in his work Primitive Mentality the importance of cultural relativism. The general view was that races who did not accept and develop the ideas and beliefs of the 'civilized' societies who were colonizing their geography, were 'irrational and unreasonable' (1902, pg 21) but he asserts that it is irrational to believe that there is a universal truth and cultures who don’t take this on aren't any less superior or are uncivilized. 
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The importance of imminent critique when 

discussing rationality

•

Imminent critique is a method of analyzing and reviewing a culture or 

group of people by their own standards, and locating contradictions 

in their own systems rather than judgement based on another system 

so we are able to understand more clearly in anthropology the people 

or social groups whom we are studying while avoiding the influence 

of bias or racism as much as possible.

•

'When we speak of such practices as "superstitious," "illusory," 

"irrational," we have the weight of our culture behind us' (Winch, 

1964)
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Conclusion

•

According to Evans-Pritchard, the Azande and their use of magic is 

understandable and logical even but unscientific

•

Winch, Levy-Bruhl and Evans-Pritchard all form part of the debate about 

whether different peoples around the world think differently and whether 

this has an affect on whether behaviours and beliefs are rational or 

irrational, and whether those concepts are truly applicable within 

anthropology

•

As much as he believed in imminent critique, he still couldn't separate his 

own beliefs and views from the criticism he made of the Azande, which 

either means he did not understand fully or proves the theory 

that understanding does not equate belief

•

Cultural relativism is important regarding anthropology due to its dark 

roots in colonialism
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According to Evans-Pritchard, the Azande and their use of magic is understandable and logical even but unscientific

Winch, Levy-Bruhl and Evans-Pritchard all form part of the debate about whether different peoples around the world think differently and whether this has an affect on whether behaviours and beliefs are rational or irrational, and whether those concepts are truly applicable within anthropology

As much as he believed in imminent critique, he still couldn't separate his own beliefs and views from the criticism he made of the Azande, which either means he did not understand fully or proves the theory that understanding does not equate belief

Cultural relativism is important regarding anthropology due to its dark roots in colonialism 
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Evans-Pritchard, E.E. (1934) "Levy-Bruhl's Theory of 

Primitive Mentality," Bulletin of the Faculty of Arts, 

University of Egypt

Evans-Pritchard, interested in this topic of rationality reviews and critiques 

Levy-Bruhl's book and study on primitive mentality, which Levy-Bruhl argues 

doesn't necessarily exist; we all have the same modes of thought it's just 

the explanations that differ across geographical location and also culture. 

Evans Pritchard makes several points in conclusion of his piece, that Levy-

Bruhl correlates the level of technology in a society with the level of scientific 

thought, that magical explanations for natural phenomena is more apparent 

in less technologically advanced societies, that mystical reasons for the cause 

of death, typically witchcraft, has value for such a society that withholds that 

view, due to the fact that it means more than just an explanation, that it 

affects other areas of life and has been part of the societal structure and will 

continue to be. This was important to include in the portfolio as it is 

illustrative of the Winch – Evans-Pritchard – Levy-Bruhl triangle where often 

they will critique the others work and therefore is a prime example of 

constructivism in relation to this concept.
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Evans-Pritchard, E.E. (1902) 'Witchcraft, Oracles 

and Magic among the Azande', Oxford: Clarendon 

Press.

This is a classic and important ethnography within anthropology for its study on 

witchcraft and magic, combining elements of rationality, belief and 

cultural relativism. It's been the subject of criticism and acclaim, particularly by 

other anthropologists and sociologists looking at similar topics 

particularly rationality and issues with attribution, including Winch and Levy-Bruhl. 

It is a detailed description of the function of witchcraft and magic within 

the Azande people which also contains personal anecdotes and philosophical 

contemplation. It's arguably the most important work attributed to witchcraft 

in anthropology despite the reality that it was not going to be the focus of his study 

of the Azande, witchcraft happened to be deeply entrenched in their society and 

was instrumental in the important functions of their people especially law, as is 

seen in the frequent implementation of multiple different oracles that he had no 

choice but to delve deeply into the subject matter to accurately represent them. 

The Azande and Evans-Pritchard's work on them was an obvious choice for this 

portfolio since it was such a thorough ethnographic and also philosophical piece on 

the subject.
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Hendry, J. (1999). An introduction to 

social anthropology : Other people's 

worlds. Basingstoke: Macmillan.

Although a general introduction to social anthropology, the eighth 

chapter, 'Cosmology II: Witchcraft, Shamanism and Syncretism' is an 

introduction in itself to the study of witchcraft phenomena, and quite 

rightly cites Evans-Pritchard's extensive work on the subject, providing 

a more functionalist approach to his work which was helpful when 

defining the practical aspects to the Azande witchcraft and magic 

systems, the 'normative' effects it has on the society, as an explanation 

of bad fortune, as a provider or catalyst for action, and as a way of 

making social tensions within the group public as a mechanism for 

dealing with conflict and maintaining social order.
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PORTFOLIO

RATIONALITY
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Kantor, J. R., & Levy-Bruhl, Lucien. (1925). Review of 

Primitive Mentality. Journal of Applied 

Psychology, 9(1), 94-95.

Kantor's review of Levy-Bruhl's Primitive Mentality in this psychology 

journal, although short, provides a conclusive summary of Levy-Bruhl's

longer piece. The main points Kantor makes here of Levy-Bruhl are as 

follows; that primitive minds, like the Azande, are not preoccupied with 

finding out more scientific explanations for the phenomena that 

surround them, that they are happy to remain with their 'mystical' 

interpretations, which implies that primitive mind functions differently 

than 'civilized' mind, since civilized thought is preoccupied with 

progressing scientifically, which Kantor withholds has never been 

proven. He finishes with a significant point, that every culture or group 

of people, no matter how scientifically minded, will always be 

influenced by mystical or 'occult' ideas.
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Kantor, J. R., & Levy-Bruhl, Lucien. (1925). Review of Primitive Mentality. Journal of Applied Psychology, 9(1), 94-95.

Kantor's review of Levy-Bruhl's Primitive Mentality in this psychology journal, although short, provides a conclusive summary of Levy-Bruhl's longer piece. The main points Kantor makes here of Levy-Bruhl are as follows; that primitive minds, like the Azande, are not preoccupied with finding out more scientific explanations for the phenomena that surround them, that they are happy to remain with their 'mystical' interpretations, which implies that primitive mind functions differently than 'civilized' mind, since civilized thought is preoccupied with progressing scientifically, which Kantor withholds has never been proven. He finishes with a significant point, that every culture or group of people, no matter how scientifically minded, will always be influenced by mystical or 'occult' ideas. 
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Winch, P. (1964). Understanding a Primitive 

Society. American Philosophical Quarterly, 1(4), 

307-324.

Winch's essay pulls together both Evans-Pritchard's work on 

Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic, and his critique article on Levy-Bruhl

('Theory of Primitive Mentality'), with Levy-Bruhl's original work 

Primitive Mentality, providing a synthesis of the two anthropologists 

and of their work which was useful for the purpose of this portfolio as 

it supplied another viewpoint which combined the two ideas and 

created another thesis. One of his main criticisms of Evans-Pritchard 

early in the essay is his definitions of logical and scientific, disagreeing 

with the theory of an objective and universal truthful reality. Winch 

does move into contradictions however, which made it difficult to 

extract a clear interpretation of his stance on the subject of attribution, 

reality and rationality.
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Winch's essay pulls together both Evans-Pritchard's work on Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic, and his critique article on Levy-Bruhl ('Theory of Primitive Mentality'), with Levy-Bruhl's original work Primitive Mentality, providing a synthesis of the two anthropologists and of their work which was useful for the purpose of this portfolio as it supplied another viewpoint which combined the two ideas and created another thesis. One of his main criticisms of Evans-Pritchard early in the essay is his definitions of logical and scientific, disagreeing with the theory of an objective and universal truthful reality. Winch does move into contradictions however, which made it difficult to extract a clear interpretation of his stance on the subject of attribution, reality and rationality. 
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•

Cultural relativism: In an attempt to move away from the ethnocentric, often times racist and 

colonial premises of 19th century anthropology, cultural relativism combatted this by using this 

method of imminent critique by finding the contradictions within the culture's own systems 

rather than judging it based on an outside culture. This attempted to eliminate as much bias of 

the anthropologist as possible by asserting that rationality is relative, and there is no universal 

truth, only cultural particulars.

•

Attribution: Defined as the act of assigning a cause to an event, in its anthropological context a 

dichotomy exists between an esoteric interpretation or a scientific one which is how human 

beings have explained phenomena surrounding them.

•

Functionalism: is an anthropological method of explaining cultural particulars entirely in the 

context of their function to the social group in which they occur, and developing more generalised 

interpretations from that method about a culture or society.

•

Witchcraft: In the context of Evans-Pritchard's work witchcraft is the term used to describe an act 

of harm against another person using esoteric power that is genetic and hereditary to the user. 

This definition of witchcraft does not apply to all witchcraft in a global sense or even in Africa.
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Cultural relativism: In an attempt to move away from the ethnocentric, often times racist and colonial premises of 19th century anthropology, cultural relativism combatted this by using this method of imminent critique by finding the contradictions within the culture's own systems rather than judging it based on an outside culture. This attempted to eliminate as much bias of the anthropologist as possible by asserting that rationality is relative, and there is no universal truth, only cultural particulars.  

Attribution: Defined as the act of assigning a cause to an event, in its anthropological context a dichotomy exists between an esoteric interpretation or a scientific one which is how human beings have explained phenomena surrounding them. 

Functionalism: is an anthropological method of explaining cultural particulars entirely in the context of their function to the social group in which they occur, and developing more generalised interpretations from that method about a culture or society. 

Witchcraft: In the context of Evans-Pritchard's work witchcraft is the term used to describe an act of harm against another person using esoteric power that is genetic and hereditary to the user. This definition of witchcraft does not apply to all witchcraft in a global sense or even in Africa. 
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•

Logic: is the method of understanding phenomena based on sound reasoning and 

experience, and is validated by outcome.

•

Protagorean relativism: is a scientific method concocted by Plato. The idea is that 

knowledge is a justified, true belief and is very much a system that works with the 

idea that there is an objective reality, a universal truth. This truth or knowledge is 

only validated by logic and reasoning and then only if it corresponds with 

observable reality, if it doesn't, this must mean it is false.

•

Rationality: is a quality that is grounded in following lines of reason and logic, and 

usually factors in all of the information available to make decisions, spark action 

or create thoughts and beliefs about different aspects of both the metaphysical 

and physical ecology around both individuals and social groups.

•

Phenomena: describes events, thoughts, actions, patterns and occurences both in 

the human psyche and in the physical and mystical worlds that is occupied by 

human beings, and is usually interpreted in a number of different ways 

depending on cultural upbringing, and the beliefs withheld by the society that 

you reside within.
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Logic: is the method of understanding phenomena based on sound reasoning and experience, and is validated by outcome. 

Protagorean relativism: is a scientific method concocted by Plato. The idea is that knowledge is a justified, true belief and is very much a system that works with the idea that there is an objective reality, a universal truth. This truth or knowledge is only validated by logic and reasoning and then only if it corresponds with observable reality, if it doesn't, this must mean it is false.  

Rationality: is a quality that is grounded in following lines of reason and logic, and usually factors in all of the information available to make decisions, spark action or create thoughts and beliefs about different aspects of both the metaphysical and physical ecology around both individuals and social groups. 

Phenomena: describes events, thoughts, actions, patterns and occurences both in the human psyche and in the physical and mystical worlds that is occupied by human beings, and is usually interpreted in a number of different ways depending on cultural upbringing, and the beliefs withheld by the society that you reside within. 
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Rationality

ETHNOGRAPHIC CASE STUDY: THE AZANDE of SOUTH SUDAN
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What is rationality?

•

The definition provided by the Macmillan Dictionary of Anthropology 

by Charlotte Seymour Smith reads: 'Thoughts, actions or patterns of 

organization which are held to follow the rules of logic or to 

consistently pursue the maximum benefit for the minimum input of 

resources. (1986, pg 239)

•

Some critics who disagree with the cultural relativism of rationality, 

that there are infinite amount of relative truths depending on culture 

and geography argue that there are 'fundamental universal criteria of 

rationality'
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What is rationality?

The definition provided by the Macmillan Dictionary of Anthropology by Charlotte Seymour Smith reads: 'Thoughts, actions or patterns of organization which are held to follow the rules of logic or to consistently pursue the maximum benefit for the minimum input of resources. (1986, pg 239)

Some critics who disagree with the cultural relativism of rationality, that there are infinite amount of relative truths depending on culture and geography argue that there are 'fundamental universal criteria of rationality'
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