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Power, Mutilation and Sexuality Anthony Shelton

THIS ESSAY EXPLORES those European prejudices,
practices and images which were woven together to pro-
vide a framework for the description of African ‘fetish’
beliefs. At the same time the view that religious ‘fetish-
ism’ was the product of a regressive or degenerate men-
tality allowed Europeans to attribute to African women
an excessive and exotic sexuality. Religious and sexual
‘fetishism’ were combined to reinforce prejudices about
mind and body. In late twentieth-century Europe, less
moralistic regimes have acknowledged a greater diversity
of sexual pleasures, admitting forms of sexual imagery
previously exiled to the colonies. European ‘fetishism’ has
used the close links erroneously established between re-
ligion and sexuality in Africa by earlier writers to create
new forms of sexuality stripped of their originally ex-
ploitative and often abusive meaning.

Books and Other ‘Bundles of Mysteries’

The Western image of African ‘fetishism’ was constructed
from a selective combination of medieval Christianity and
witchcraft beliefs with fifteenth- and sixteenth-century
Portuguese, Dutch and French explorers’ and traders’
accounts of the beliefs and practices encountered on
Africa’s Guinea coast. Originally, writers made no dis-
tinction between ‘idols’, used to refer to images, and
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‘Let us remember that “fetish” is an entirely European term,
a measure of persistent European failure to understand Africa’

Wyatt Macgaffey!

‘fetishes’, a term then reserved for charms and amulets.
By the eighteenth century, the meaning of the terms had
become confused until both were subsumed under the
gloss ‘fetishism’. African religion thus became inextri-
cably linked to European ideas of witchcraft.? These
travelogues provided the source for an intellectually co-
herent but abstract view of ‘fetishism” developed by En-
lightenment philosophers and social theorists, who saw it
as representing the most primitive stage of religious prac-
tice. The term was further elaborated and codified during
the period of the rapid European colonisation of Africa
(1880-1920) by writers such as Mary Kingsley (1897) and
Robert Hamill Nassau (1904) who, from the personal
reminiscences of missionaries and traders, combined with
their own experiences, produced compendiums that con-
tributed to the anthropological rationalisation of the sub-
ject. Such accounts were also influential in framing the
descriptive conventions under which early twentieth-
century writers recounted their experiences of African
religion. Six authors, all men (missionaries, traders, ad-
ministrators and adventurers), form a sufficient sample
from which to abstract the main characteristics of Euro-
pean thought on the nature of African ‘fetishism’. These
six authors were chosen over others because of the
greater attention given to the subject under discussion.
Of these, three — Joachim Monteiro, R. E. Dennett and
E.]. Glave — wrote prior to 1900; one — W. Holman
Bentley — published on the eve of the new century; and
the works of two others — Dugald Campbell and G. Cyril
Claridge — appeared in the early twentieth century.

Early authors subsumed definitions of ‘fetishes’
under descriptions of their form and purpose. Not until
the beginning of the twentieth century were more precise
and cogent definitions attempted. The Baptist missionary,
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William Holman Bentley, defined a ‘fetish’ as ‘derived
from the Portuguese feiti¢o, “a charm”. A fetish is some-
thing which has the power of exercising an occult
influence.?

This was consistent with well-established usage but
the relationship between magical charms and idolatrous
images had been sufficiently important for him to provide
more detailed information in the appendix to his Diction-
ary and Grammar of the Kongo Language, published five
years earlier. Under the Kongo term nkinda (nkindi),

Bentley wrote:

. a being strong, strengthening: also the charms worn to pro-
tect from evil, a phylactery.

Nkinda e evata, a fetish image placed in the centre or en-
trance of a town to protect the town and ensure its prosperity.
A fetish image when carved is a mere piece of wood until a
small portion of the contents of a bundle of fetish has been
placed in a hole in the head or belly of the image; this portion
is called the nkinda (strength), and so long as it remains in the
image it is a fetish. The soul of the fetish is in the nkinda.*

Cyril Claridge, a traveller and adventurer with
twelve years experience in Africa, also acknowledged the
European usage of ‘fetishism’ to refer to both charms and
images, writing:

Congo fetishism is a double-barrelled arrangement of charms
(mwangu), and images (feke). An image is a charm but a charm
is not always an image. It is then called mwangu. Images among
the Ba-Congolese are not idols to be deified, but effigies to
ward off aggressive spirits, or to win the favours of friendly
spirits.. They are more often instruments of revenge to incite
the spirits to murder, to maim, or to inflict a malady. A charm
may be anything dedicated by a priest for a fetish purpose.’

Other ‘pioneers’, such as Dugald Campbell, defined
the term in a more restrictive sense to refer only to
charms. ‘Fetish, he writes, ‘comes from the Portuguese
word, feitico, meaning a superstitious charm or magic
medicine.’®

Most authors agreed, even when they acknowledged
African beliefs that ‘fetishes’ could not be used for evil,
that the practice was abominable to civilised taste and
reason. Later writers, however, tempered their distaste of
the practices by agreeing that Africa had no monopoly
over such beliefs and admitted, no matter how reluctantly,
to similar ‘superstitions’ in their own homelands.”

All six authors under discussion distinguish between -

types of ‘fetishes’, usually according to the jurisdiction
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of their agency or by the material from which they are
made. Dennett declares: ‘I consider nkissism is to be div-
ided into four parts, ie the family nkissisi, the general nkiss,
the household kiss-s-kiss, and the molongos or medicines.’8
And Glave writes: ‘A peep into a fetish-man’s sack dis-
closes a curious assortment of preventive-eagle’s claws
and feathers, fishbones, antelope horns, leopard teeth,
tails and heads of snakes, flintstones, hairs of the ele-
phant’s tail, perforated stones, different coloured chalks,
eccentric shaped roots, various herbs, etc.?

As for Bentley:

The fetish itself may be very various. The power may be con-
tained in a rag, stone, water, pipeclay, or rubbish of all kinds;
the more singular and uncanny the better. It may be red cam-
wood powder mixed with pepper, ochrous earth, a snake’s
head or fang, the beak of a fowl or any bird, a bird’s claw, a
twisted root, a stone of strange shape, a nut, a piece of ele-
phant’s skin, the foot of a crocodile or monitor (Varana) lizard,
a bead, or a piece of copal. The commonest form of fetish is a
bundle of mysteries ... the bulk of which is made up of the
peppery red powder.'?

Power object outside a dwelling
Kongo people, Central Africa
Nineteenth century



All except Campbell explain the purpose of ‘fetish-
ism’ by either describing the effects of ‘fetishes’ or
discussing the role of their guardians. According to
Monteiro: ‘“These “fetish men” are consulted in all cases
of sickness or death, as also to work charms in favour of,
and against every imaginable thing, for luck, health, rain,
good crops, fecundity; against all illness, storms, fire, surf,
and misfortunes and calamities of every kind. !

Dennett writes:

‘Fetish” guardian
Teke people, Central Africa
Early twentieth century

Postcard showing power objects
outside a dwelling

Kongo people, Central Africa
Nineteenth century
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The evil spirit, Nkiss, pervades all things, and is eternal, in-
visible, to all save the nganga, uncreated, but appears to be
especially resident in different large feteiches, each one inflict-
ing, or being the means of avoiding, different evils. They are
supposed to punish you with death if you eat forbidden food, if
you bewitch anyone, rob, or do anything contrary to their will,
prevent rain from falling in its proper season, on the com-

mission of certain indecencies, and for faults of omission cause

one to fall sick.!?

Campbell, on the other hand, affirms: “The bulk of‘
fetish preparations are preventive and prophylactic, there-
fore to neglect to provide these, and to consult the oracles
in regard to every detail pertaining to Death, Life and
Birth, which is frequently a fresh incarnation, is to expose
oneself, or one’s child, to the displeasure of the departed
spirits.”'3 And, according to Claridge: ‘There is a fetish for
almost every conceivable object within the compass of a
negro’s mind — for hunting, fishing, trapping, gardening,
marketing, travelling, trading, playing, living, or dying;
which can make the elements friends or foes, or turn a
peaceful citizen into a bird, beast or creeping thing, or
stimulate the birth-rate of a clan, or overthrow it with an
epidemic, kill, or create as the need arises.’ '

Monteiro, Dennett, Glave and Bentley mention the
authority of the ‘fetish’ guardian (‘witchdoctor’, ‘priest’,

‘fetish-man’), but, thereafter, references become fewer.
Even Nassau’s comprehensive treatment of the subject
dedicates only nine lines to discussing the ‘fetish doc-
tor’."> Lessening European interest in their role seems to
correspond with what was thought to be their diminish-
ing ability to oppose missionaries, white settlers and
traders, after practitioners went underground.

For these early authors, African belief and adherence
to ‘fetishism’ implied ignorance, leading to an irrational
fear of the world around them, and pointed to a basic
mental inferiority which was used to justify their tutelage
by European powers. Dennett prefaces his description of
Nkis’s [sic] with the thought that

God as we know Him, is quite unknown to poor Fjort, hence
his ignorance of all that is good. Though we cannot call him
(the Fjort) bad, yet he appears so to us from the absence of
what we have learned to consider good qualities in a man, such
as love, gratitude, honesty and uprightness, etc. Instead of his
actions being prompted by love, duty, etc, all his movements
are actuated by selfishness and suspicion, and the avoidance of

the evil he is hourly expecting.'®

The other aforementioned authors were no less
ready to draw ill-reasoned moral and intellectual lessons
from what, to the European mind, were erroneous and
superstitious religious beliefs. Thus Monteiro:
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To sum up the negro character, it is deficient in the passions,
and in their corresponding virtues, and the life of the negro in
his primitive condition, apparently so peaceful and innocent, is
not that of an unsophisticated state of existence, but is due to
what may be described as an organically rudimentary form of
mind, and consequently capable of but little development to a
higher type.... His whole belief is in evil spirits, and in charms

or ‘fetishes’.!”

Glave observes: ‘“The native of Central Africa has an
inborn dread of evil spirits; he believes that a power un-
seen by mortal eyes is always present, seeking opportuni-
ties to injure mankind; his superstitious mind attributes to
this mysterious and malignant influence all reverses and
disasters which he may sufter through life.'® And Bentley
similarly prefaces his chapter on ‘fetishism’ with the com-
ment: ‘Never have we met with anything like a seeking
after God on the part of the raw native; indeed, it is a
marked characteristic and weakness of the race that an
African, Negro or Bantu, does not think, reflect or
reason, if he can help it.*°

Although Monteiro’s views are uncompromising, by
the end of the nineteenth century, attitudes were begin-
ning to change. Bentley, for example, argues that super-
stitious beliefs were not the product of innate mental

deficiencies, but of rectifiable ignorance.2’ There was,

Power figure (nkisi)
Kongo people, Central Africa
Museum fiir Volkerkunde, Berlin

Lithograph showing Kongo power

figures in the collection of the Museum fiir
Volkerkunde, Berlin (detail), c.1874

From Adolf Bastian, Die Deutsche
Expedition an der Loango-Kiiste
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therefore, no physiological or neurological difference
between the minds of Europeans and Africans, only
quantitative and qualitative differences in their knowledge
about the world. Such a change helped to justify con-
tinued missionary work in Central Africa, and, not
surprisingly, this is most clearly expressed in missionary
writings. Nevertheless, it was echoed by Campbell who,
while still prepared to testify to his own belief of the per-
vasive sway ‘fetishism’ continued to exercise, no longer
attributes its effects to any innate failure of the mind,
noting that ‘fetish rites and ceremonies permeate the
whole Bantu fabric, beginning at infancy, and more often
prior to birth’.!

By 1922 Campbell and Claridge are admitting that
African beliefs have their counterpart in European super-
stitions and invite comparison between them. Claridge??
recounts an Englishman’s belief in the luck brought to his
family by a horseshoe, but calls this ‘“high class” fetish-
ism’, while Campbell muses about European blind belief
in the medical doctor to complain that ‘... we ourselves
are not so very far removed in point of time from the
practices of Africa’.?> While the earliest writers (Monteiro
and Dennett), make explicit comment on the amorality
and intellectual inferiority of Africans, inferred at least
partly through belief in ‘fetishism’, by the close of the
century, ‘fetishism’ is being seen not so much as being
evil, but simply misguided.

Other subjects are approached by these writers more
randomly. Bentley gives well-documented examples of
the believed efficacy of ‘fetish’ figures to cure sickness,
and alludes to taboos incumbent on their keepers.
Monteiro and Glave describe the shelters that housed the
figures, Bentley and Campbell discuss their use against
witchcraft, and Glave and Bentley the way knowledge
was imparted about ‘fetishism’ through initiation
societies. Dennett, Bentley and Campbell contain in-
formation as to how the images were activated, while
Dennett alone describes the necessary rites performed
before an image could be carved.

To one degree or another, all these authors identi-
fied ‘fetishism’, whether as a more or less singular
phenomenon or in the form of diverse practices, as the
shared religious experience of Africa. Religion through-
out the continent was thereby reduced to the common
level of spiritual vacuity, a product of fear and super-
stition bereft of reason and all ethical considerations.
These views were contested by some German writers,
but the prestige of the most eminent did little to under-
mine the prejudiced certainties of their British and
French contemporaries. The philologist E M. Miiller
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doubted the accuracy and relevance of much descriptive
material on which the idea was based, while another
German, the explorer and inveterate collector of exotic
material culture Leo Frobenius, insisted categorically

that ‘fetishism’ reflected the fears and superstitions of a
fifteenth-century Europe accustomed to seeing witchcraft
and the work of the devil all around them. The term was
considered so imprecise and inaccurate that it could
equally be applied to many European beliefs and current
superstitions such as palmistry. Unlike others who had
come to similar conclusions, Frobenius pleaded that the
term be abandoned and concluded his criticism with the
challenge: ‘Show me a people who have not passed
through the same experience, and I will cry peccavi, and
quietly assent whenever I again hear the negroes addressed
in scorn with the words: ““You fetish-worshippers, you”.2*

The Lessons of Images

Even a brief examination of African travel books written
between 1875 and 1922 demonstrates the diverse and
seemingly unrelated types of objects that the term ‘fetish’
conjured to the European imagination. Museum classi-
fications up until the mid-twentieth century merely
confirmed the stable, if confused, meaning applied to the
word since the eighteenth century. A hint of some
rational and consistent use of ‘fetish’ was made in 1909 by
Leo Frobenius who suggested that it was used indiscrimi-
nately to describe any object that had been decorated
with the human figure or head: ‘For my collection I have
received all imaginable things of the kind, fetish clubs,
fetish pickaxes, fetish pipes, fetish goblets, fetish guns,
sceptres, bells, masks and, above all, snuff-boxes. If

the collector be asked for the reason of this descriptive
title, he will usually answer: “Voila! C’est la figure
humaine!”’?

Notwithstanding the variety of objects classified by
the voyagers, scholars and curators of the fifteenth to
twentieth centuries as ‘fetish’, there is one corpus of
images based on the human body which, through their
recurrent description and illustration command particular
attention. The aforementioned R. E. Dennett, who was
trading in Kongo in the latter part of the nineteenth
century and who collected? and wrote extensively on the
subject, observed:

To describe one of these feteiches is to describe them all.



Two power figures (minkisi) from the
Congo from the collection of R.E.Dennett
Royal Albert Memorial Museum

and Art Gallery, Exeter
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‘Feteiches and Curios’ (detail)
Photograph by H.]J.L.Bennett of
R.E.Dennett’s collection
Nineteenth century

17



-

e




ABOVE: St Anthony with Christ Child
Kongo people, Central Africa, nineteenth century
Museum fiir Volkerkunde, Berlin

LEFT: Figure of a missionary [Cat.30], Kongo people, Central Africa,
nineteenth century, Katholieke Universiteit, Leuven
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Imagine, then, a figure of wood, some two or three feet high,
representing a man, a woman, or some animal with a distinct
peculiarity about it, either a long leg or arm, a curious foot, or
other deformity. This figure appears to be one mass of nails,
spear-points, knives, or bits of iron, each of which has some
peculiar significance, known only to the nganga, who indeed
must have a marvellous memory since he is supposed to know
by whom each nail was driven into the feteich, and for what

purpose.?’

Unlike older accounts, which still maintained the
distinction between ‘idols’ and ‘fetishes’ and thereby ex-
cluded figurative sculpture from any discussion of ‘fetish-
ism’, nineteenth-century descriptions were remarkably
consistent in their primary fixation on the human body.

After the discovery of the Kongo in 1482, the
Portuguese contented themselves with overseeing the
native king burn his ‘idols’ and announce his conversion
to Christianity. They encouraged the replacement of
images by crosses, while charms were substituted by
crucifixes and images of the saints. The first Portuguese
intervention was short-lived. Failing to find precious
metals, Portugal dispatched a consignment of crucifixes
but never sent sufficient missionaries to spread and con-
solidate their faith; “The Christian religion waxed so cold
in Congo, that it wanted very little to be extinguished.’28
Between 1700 and 1720 the Flemish Capuchins estab-
lished missions in the country, but their work was soon
curtailed.?” Not until 1888, after the Congress of Berlin
(1884 -5) when Leopold II of Belgium was acknowledged
as sovereign of the Congo Free State, was evangelisation
renewed by the Scheutist missionaries. Intermittent evan-
gelisation had supported the development of a specifically
Kongolese understanding of Christianity which facilitated
European disparagement. Recalling the state of the
country in June 1879, William Holman Bentley, en-
trusted with establishing a Baptist mission there, wrote:
“When we reached San Salvador in 1879, it was to all
intents and purposes a heathen land. King and people
were wholly given to fetishism and all the superstitions
and cruelties of the Dark Continent.*

But ‘fetishism’ was not evidenced by inchoate sub-
stances or the veneration of the so-called ‘nail fetishes’
(nkisi nkondi) portrayed on souvenir postcards and in
travel accounts. Bentley goes on to describe: ‘In a house
in the king’s compound were kept a large crucifix and
some images of saints, but they were only the king’s
fetishes. If the rains were insufficient they were sometimes
brought out and carried around the town.?!

Bentley also describes hunting ‘fetishes’ in the form
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of flat wooden crosses, santu, daubed with the blood of
animals which they had helped to capture. Alfonso I
(1509-41), the most powerful of Kongo’s Christian kings,
presented metal crucifixes to all his clan chiefs and judges
in an attempt to appropriate what he understood to be
the source of Portuguese power. Christian images were
institutionalised within established systems of authority;
they were passed on at the investiture of new chiefs and
represented the source of an efficacious and potent power
that gave them authority to swear oaths, to punish oath-
breakers, to dispense wise judgement as well as to cure
sickness and free the mortally ill from the torments of evil
spirits.’> The incorporation of Christian imagery had also
been commented on by Cavazza who, in 1687, noted
‘that the magician-priests of the Congo painted their
“idols” with the sign of the cross’.*

According to Balandier, Christianity was not under-
stood as a means of personal salvation, but as a sup-
plementary source of power under the control of ancestor
and nature spirits.>* Dennett was of the opinion that ‘the
old missionaries, before 1670, having taught the Fjort
what God s, they have, by their ignorance and idolatry,
so mystified them, that only hundreds of years of patient,
severe, and strictly truthful teaching can undo the mis-
chief they have done, and bring God clearly to them’.3

This view was repeated by other travellers such as
Glave.’* Among the first examples of ‘fetish’ figures from
the Kongo to be described in the modern literature,
therefore, were not indigenous styled carvings but appro-
priations of Christian images.

The origins of the justly renowned minkisi minkondi
(minkisi is plural form of nkisi) or ‘nail fetishes’, remain
enigmatic, but it is probable, though historically un-
proven, that they emerged from a synthesis of Kongo and
Christian beliefs. Not only the style, but equally the con-
stellation of beliefs appertaining to the body, mutilation
and power may have been derived from the variety of
Christian experiences introduced during the intermittent
periods of European influence.

The parallels between medieval and Renaissance
Christian ritual practices and images, and those found 400
years later in the Kongo are intriguing. Since the Middle
Ages the body provided European Christianity an idiom
with which to express metaphysical and spiritual con-
cepts. Images of the pierced body resulting from the
martyrdom of saints or the crucifixion of Christ have
dominated Christian iconography. A painting in the style
of the Rhenish school, dated between 1520 and 1530,
unusually depicts the body of the Virgin Mary pierced by
seven swords. The martyrdom of St Sebastian provided a
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much emulated subject for many artists, such that the
portrayal of the saint’s body pierced by arrows became a
familiar image. The archetypal mutilation of the body by
piercing was represented by Christ’s crucifixion — one

of the most ubiquitous and centralising images of
Christianity. Representations of St Sebastian by, for
example, Mantegna, or Griinewald’s Crucifixion provided
powerful images, with sado-masochistic overtones which
clearly articulated suffering and bodily denial as a path to
eternal life and the attainment of supernatural authority.

Christianity also attached particular meanings to
objects of torture and martyrdom. The sword was itself
frequently incorporated into religious paintings to sym-
bolise martyrdom, arrows were interpreted as divinely
sanctioned spiritual weapons, hammers and nails were
symbols of the Passion.’” The blood from the wounds of
Christ was itself associated with magical qualities. By the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, artists were depicting
the blood from Christ’s wounds to symbolise the food of
the soul which sustained the world.*® The crucifixion as
the archetypal sacrifice within Christianity destroyed
Christ’s ties of subordination to the world, freed him
from all utility and restored him to a world of unintelli-
gible caprice.’® Suffering and death by mutilation not
only restored and demonstrated Christ’s divinity, but far
more importantly provided the efficacious deed that re-
sulted in humanity’s salvation. The crucifixion provided a
practical demonstration and acknowledgement of a path
to power and authority. A particularly cogent image of
the supernatural and magically charged body of Christ
pictured with the instruments of its consecration is por-
trayed on the small triptych made for Antonius Tsgrooten
in 1507 by the Flemish artist Goossen van der Weyden.
In the central panel, behind the figure of Christ, appear
the instruments of the Passion, the hammer and nails, the
lance used to pierce the side of Christ on the cross, while
the whip lying on the floor recalls the flagellation. The
painting also makes an explicit parallel between Christ’s
blood and the milk running from Mary’s breast to repre-
sent the twin fountainheads of spiritual and bodily food
which constitute the irreducible foundation of human
life.*> The stigmata has been retained by Christianity as
a sign capable of miraculously impressing itself on the
bodies of persons showing extraordinary faith and de-
votion; that is to say as a sign of authority.*!

Not only were the fifteenth-century Portuguese
heirs to an impressive iconography of macabre bodily
imagery which visualised mutilation as a means of achiev-
ing power or authority over life, but also of fantasies of
the means to imitate the example of Christ through ritu-
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alised self-flagellation. So great was the medieval Euro-
pean loathing of the body, that the French historian
Jacques Le Goff even accused the age of trying to ‘deny
the existence of biological man’.#?

From the mid-twelfth century to the fourteenth
century, the Christian hatred of the body was given
physical expression through the flagellants, a deeply
influential lay movement whose authority and example
threatened even the stability of the Catholic church.
Given the millenarian fervour in Europe and the desire
among some religious orders to return to the example of
worldly renunciation given by the church fathers, it is not
unlikely that similar dogmas and practices were intro-
duced abroad and fed into the Kongolese construction
of Christianity.

Further parallels existed between the prohibitions,
behaviour and assumption of supernatural qualities
adopted by the European flagellant movement and
Kongolese practices concerning knowledge of and the
means of activating minkisi. The flagellants did not see
themselves, nor were they seen by the population, as
simple penitents. ‘They themselves claimed that through
their flagellations they were not only absolved from all sin
and assured of heaven but were empowered to drive out
devils, to heal the sick, even to raise the dead. There were
flagellants who claimed to eat and drink with Christ and
to converse with the Virgin; at least one claimed to have
risen from the dead.’*

The lessons of images that taught that a form of
semi-divinity was achievable through the mutilation and
denial of the physical body were given practical demon-
stration through the example of the flagellants who
sought the same path as the martyrs.

The ethnographers J. Maes and E.Peschuel-Loesche
long suspected that the overtly sexual and threatening
minkisi figures might have had a European origin. Both
their analyses and that of Jongman* of nkondi point to
Christian-derived elements in their usage.

After examining a figure in the Museum voor Volk-
enkunde at Leiden and comparing the accounts of earlier
researchers as to how the figures were rubbed, and not
nailed, to activate them, Jongman concludes that the
figure of a cross could be seen in the patinas found on a
number of pieces — the result of generations of devotees
lightly tracing their fingers across the wooden surfaces.
Jongman even finds evidence to suggest that customs of
pounding nails into images to enslist their supernatural
intervention survived well into the twentieth century in
parts of Europe. In Flanders, K. Ter Laan described the
custom of driving a nail into an image or picture in order



to injure another person; a respondent to a folklore ques-
tionnaire recounted a miraculous head of a saint into
which pilgrims could hammer nails to cure headaches;
while young girls in one part of France stuck pins into
the image of a saint to help find their future husbands.*¢

Parallels between images and practices of bodily
mutilation and the acquisition of supernatural power both
in Europe and the Kongo suggest that the style and per-
haps even the modes of usage of Kongolese ‘fetishes’ may
have been influenced by European missionaries. How-
ever, it cannot be assumed that similarities between forms
or styles of objects from different cultures have any func-
tional correspondence to shared ideologies. The afore-
mentioned missionaries and other writers were Protestant
or sectarian and shared an interest in dismissing previous
Catholic missionary efforts as much as African beliefs.
Rather than describe the significance of minkisi in the
context of Kongo religion, these writers, in the main,
were content to extrapolate and impose their own con-
cepts of ‘fetishism’ on to the ritual practices and images
they encountered. As John Mack argues in the following
essay, the European cross probably represented nothing
more than a transposition of the indigenous cosmogram
and was itself easily incorporated into older beliefs.
Nevertheless, it is interesting to speculate that what for
many Westerners has been assumed to be the very em-
bodiment of ‘savage’ art may also contain a reflection of
Europe’s own former iconographic conventions and be-
liefs. History comes full circle with the drawing by R.P.
Nico Vandenhoudt, The Crucifixion, showing an African
with nail and hammer, nailing Christ to the Cross.*’

So persuasive had the imagery and significance of
‘fetishism’ become by the early twentieth century that it
assumed a rhetorical value that could impute the sense of
‘savagery’ to whatever context it was applied. A year into
the First World War, the Illustrated London News printed a
page showing eight German war memorials, which were
to have been erected to raise money for their campaigns
by encouraging people to pay for the privilege of ham-
mering a nail into them. In the centre of the page stand
two Kongolese minkisi. Discussing the statue of Hinden-
burg erected in Berlin, the writer mused:

... the nails in the Hindenburg statue must be intended as
appeals to the national hero to avenge the wrongs of his fellow-
countrymen on their hated foes. No doubt the intention is not
explicit in the German mind, but rather subconscious. German
psychology would seem to be just evolving an idea which the
more advanced natives of West Africa had developed into a

logical system many years ago, and German Kultur would appear
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to have a good chance of attaining, eventually, the same plane

as the ‘civilisation’ of negroid Africa.*

The British image of Kongo ‘fetishism’ provided a
sense of the fragility even of European civilisation and the
barbarous human nature which lay submerged under its
thin skin. Clearly, the imagery on which we hang our
prejudices of the supposed mental deficiency, amoral be-
haviour or spiritual lassitude of other cultures, and from
which their persecution was justified, is nothing other
than an expression of our own ‘hearts of darkness’.

Exotic Reveries

In The History of Sexuality, Michel Foucault argued that
from the seventeenth century onward, Europe embarked
on a process to convert sexuality into careful codified and

R.P. Nico Vandenhoudt
The Crucifixion, ¢.1950

23



ANTHONY SHELTON

Dec.

242-THE ILLUSTRATED LONDON NEWS,

FOR GERMANS TO DRIVE

NAILS INTO!

EMEMY

.

Wmﬁ tegard 1o the German statues and other

monuments here illustrated, the following s

A&n extract frandated, from the articls sccompanying

$hem in the paper frowm which they are taken : “ Various
forms of war Hare hee

during the predent war- sty for the purpose of

war-charities, money being paid for permission to

S
statues and other memorials which are in various
Germany - erected during the present war, The o
Bammering nails is an old one. In the Middle A
mien's apprentices used fo stick nails into walls s
doubliens fust o show the

the market-places, e,
This custom, but

they had passed there. foe

hammer oalls ino them. We hers give various

i

|
i s

: 0

TH!S adjoining  Hlusteation  shows 4 %

wooden idol, from the repion nerth |

ol the Lower Conpo (Chlloangs Riverd., |
fow in the Britich Moseum.  This fipure
simply bristles with {ron nails and koife-
blades driven intu it by wonhippers.

idol is known as Manpska, and is |

#id is soueht by men whe bave suffered

theft, sccident, sickuess, or muse

3 i

:

.

|

...

which the imape tepresents tn the wi
case of the worshipper, who believes |
that his trouble will soon be alleviated, |
and that divine vengeance will stiike ?
|
?

e
A

A A A

COERMANY WAL NEVER DEEEATED Wby tMiiEn
THE “IHON S OAK AT HALLE

the enetny. Indend, the nuscreast can
only escape supernatutal punishoient by
paying the poiest & SUll higher fee to
exiract the nail, #nd 58, &5 It were fto

Sithdraw the summons. j {'@

i e

mem:mmm
(Wlfﬂ HALLL AND ENIVES DRIVEN INTO [T Liks
BERLDNS HINDENRURG © AN [DOL YROM THE CONGO.

s it

chucinh,

A GEEMAN

SUBMARING WAR MONUMENT : THE “u-

BOAT MODEL AT HORNUM, ISUE OF SYLY,

ELEFULDS WAR MEMOMIAL: A TTATUE OF A | 1

GEUMAN SOLDIER N FIELOGHEY. FOR NAILING IM‘ WITH A BRITISH SEAMINE AS BASE
Campidesabie compment hus been aroused by the craze in Geewany for driving naily iote large wooden statues of populac Beroes, wach as Hicdenbusg st Berlin, and von Txrl““ "
Wilhelmliaven — a peivilege Ve ensitiod by Wi and sundry on paymet of 4 sall (oo " The inner mesning of this steange g " werites a

are,  We
with

can hardly see in the oew custom a
the
the

the are # trifle w

the witore of aprrates

wnd otherwise maltreated | for in

by a weoden ol

Wi wore  uti

e ping

i Beitinh

ind pisitile howaver, is furninkied

‘For Germans to drive nails into!
Enemy war memorials and Congo cases of nailing’
The Illustrated London News, December 191§

24

Lattor cave

covival of the magical practices of an eatier dite, when, to the
cavsed 1o the
Alter

it was believed that bodily harm  was

Musenm  (the lelt one of the two shown above)



THE CHAMELEON BODY

W¥AR MEMORIALS - AND CONGO CASES OF NAILING.

-
poses, has been tevieed, and each town b
: fer apprs

s particular horo to make 4 ¢
iants 5o Stotigart has the &
Dortmund, the fron Reinebius | Hand
each its warrior.  The ot

hwabe w fe,

arg, the lro:
a;m; Bielefetd and Leipris
M towns have erected statues whi

i

2
|
z
|
5
;
|

LEPZIG S
THE

COWH PaRTIULAR HERD
I A GEEMAN

Tﬁﬁ Bowre shown m the adioinung
photograph, now in the Roval Geae
raphical Society's Musewm, is thus de~
seribed in the  Gespraphical fournal ' :
" The subject s n Fotich tken on the
Congo in 1865, when the boats of HMS,
TArcher T | . were engaged agsingt
the river pirates. . . . The fiewre is.0f
wood . . . A npumber of heasr jron
nuils have been driven nto its body.
The practice of knocking in  nails
Bac ., . twe aspects . ., A wor-
shipner, desirous of  oblaining  some
faveur, oays & fetish-man a fee and is
allowed to deive & nail inte the Brure
while uitering his petition. . . . The A ot s o i B
sthes i in conmection with spasthorised -
‘black magic’ | . . The votary wishing GERMANY'S EMBLEMATIC BISD OF PREY . THE “fRoN
to harm an enemiy pays 3 heavy fee to BAGLE AT FRANKFORT.ONMAIN
the fetishoman to et him deive 2 nail ... .
. 1t s believed that the wictn will fal e

DOTIED WiTH WALS N THE APPROVED ERMAN &) W e .
MANNER : A PETSH FRom Tun CONGO.

.

e

A GHRMAN COUNTERPANT OF WEST AFRICAN Kan.
DRIVING  FETISH.WORSH HINDENBURG, BERLIN

 MOST POPULAR WAR DECORATION AS A MONUMENT: A €O
THAT HAS DEEN ERECTED AT DARMSTADY.

seibing a8 abow o ’

e I, 08 above, he conbinues : This seems to fit the German case | the oails i the Hindenburg statue must  be
ngs of b T

"F of Wa fellow-counteymen on their hated fosx, o doubt the inteotion is net exphicit in the German mind
Mg an idea which the mare

Monded as appeals 1o the pabional Mers te avenge the
but rather guboanocious,  German paycholopy would

o
slives of Wedt Abviea had developed [nte & gical cystecs many yuacs age, aod Gt Koms, R

Would pgesr o hawe u good chance of wrvsining

t im b

advance
Mually the saime plane 4y the ¢ pivi
W AL ey gy

Hon' ol nereld Anin’ Witk teeard e the esibet ive 1 dagled b sine of e Ger
made of iton % applied (0 the Gesman ovgingl te the wooden satoe of Hind

manenty, it doss wot appear b
£), bub that they havw wou nally

bed inbe thew

25



ANTHONY SHELTON

specialist discourses whose legitimacy it guaranteed by
their then-emergent scientific status. Far from Western
society censoring discussion on sexuality, it encouraged
and channelled such discussions, building an extensive
archive of case studies which enabled sexual norms to be
defined and a pathology and corresponding etiology of
sexual behaviour to be constructed.

The emergence of psychiatry, psychoanalysis, mod-
ern medicine and biological sociology defined and
restricted ‘normal’ legitimate sexual practice to the con-
jugal family. Sex was given an entirely functional pro-
creative role from which even the most minor deviations
were mapped, described and classified with such rigour
and ardour that, Foucault believed, the central subject
itself was mostly evaded. ‘Aberrations, perversions, ex-
ceptional oddities, pathological abatements, and morbid
aggravations™ were isolated, defined and categorised in
order to produce an inclusive repertoire of evils from
which the individual, the family, even society itself had to
be protected. At the heart of the analysis of sexual devi-
ations was ‘fetishism’, what Foucault called the ‘model
perversion’>® which provided the framework for the
isolation, description and explanation of other so-called
psychiatric disturbances. Alongside the medical and
psychiatric etiology, other fields of knowledge emerged
which provided additional interdictions against a debase-
ment of sexuality’s reproductive function. Discourses on
demography, statistics, eugenics and political economy
redefined individuals and communities as ‘populations’ to
be counted and classified by age, sex, class, occupation,
education and location to enable the establishment of
centralised national planning through which the future
economic and cultural vigour, and political identity of a
nation, could be guaranteed.' It is not for nothing, as
Robert Nye3? reminds us, that anxiety about the size and
condition of the French population, male impotence,
sexual exhaustion and reproductive fertility, coincided
with increased interest in fetishistic deflections of the
sexual act. Sexuality denuded of eroticism was acknowl-
edged as vital to the health of the social body as well
as of the individual.

The de-eroticisation of sex at home® coincided
with the objectification and eroticisation of the non-
European female body.> The construction of the erotic
Other, while embodying different ‘natures’, followed an
essentially similar strategy and created like effects in all
the lands that succumbed to European domination.
During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries eroticism
was conflated with an exoticised Orient producing an
image of Eastern women as mute and fecund — tainted by
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the motivation of mysterious emotions that gave reign to
‘untiring sexuality’ and ‘unlimited desire’.>

The South Seas version is notable for its idealisation
of woman living in a state of nature in a sexually pro-
miscuous paradise untainted by the conventions of
civilisation. In contrast to these views, Africa remained
the ‘Dark Continent’, impenetrable both territorially and
intellectually, medically and morally deleterious, menac-
ing, both on the mind and the body. Within such ‘waste-
land’, the archetypal woman was degenerate, untamed
and promiscuous, represented in popular imagery by the
Hottentot with her short stature and protruding but-
tocks.?® Whereas in orientalism, the sexual submission
and possession of the foreign female body mirrored the
subordinate and dominant position between East and
West,57 African exoticism transcribed near-identical
power relations between the geography of South and
North. It was European men who explored, invaded,
administered and worked Africa. Some historians have
even argued that the propelling force of colonialism was a
redirected male sexual energy,’® away from hearth, home
and country to the impenetrable and dark heart of distant
continents.3* As Patrick Brantlinger sardonically remarks:
‘Africa was a setting where British boys could become
men but also where British men could behave like boys
with impunity’¢ It is noteworthy that in neither novels
nor memoirs were European women the subject of the
sexual fantasies of colonial men.®!

Much of the discourse on the exploration and estab-
lishment of European rule in Africa was permeated with
sexual allegories. Since Hegel, Africa has been described
as a mysterious sensual virgin waiting to be conquered. It
is timeless, ahistorical, waiting: passive and yielding to the
events visited on it. In the eighte<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>