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Abstract
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Normative assumptions regarding reciprocity between adult children and elderly parents
continue to dominate narratives on later life in sub-Saharan Africa. Yet strenuous socioeconomic
conditions make it difficult for families to meet expectations of care and support. In Malabo,
elderly women commonly engage in economic activities such as street vending for survival.
Separation from male partners and high unemployment among men and youths often turn
senior women into sole providers in multi-generational households. The cultural script of
self-sacrificial motherhood, however, leads people to believe that these senior women are
hardly entitled to demand reciprocal support – that as proper mothers and grandmothers, they
are merely fulfilling a duty. Gender-based forms of exploitation and feelings of desertion
characterize family life for many older Equatoguinean women.

Elderly women street vendors who live and work in Malabo are also mistreated outside their
homes. Harassment, humiliation, and physical invisibilization are some of the means by which
‘patriotic citizens’ and representatives of state authorities protect the government’s narrative of
‘unprecedented development.’

The thesis explores how elderly women street vendors try to counter the routinized types
of violence to which they are exposed and how they strive to assert themselves as persons. I
approach the women’s articulations of personhood through the concept of moral economy and
discuss them with regard to normative African relationality. The empirical basis of the work is
fourteen months of uninterrupted ethnographic field research in Malabo between 2017 and 2018.
The analyses rely on social gerontological theories on dependency, intergenerational tensions,
prosocial behaviors, gender identity, sexuality, and autonomy, as well as on anthropological
theories on the category of the person, everyday violence, morality, gossip, and older women’s
sexuality in Africa. The thesis aims to contribute to humanistic gerontological literature by
highlighting the meanings that autonomy can take for seniors who live in conditions of no
institutional support, normalized violence at home, gender prejudice, and the kind of ageism that
arises from narratives that equate social advancement with development, hence identifying old
age with anti-values such as ignorance and backwardness. Findings suggest that, among elderly
women street vendors in Malabo, striving toward a sense of autonomous personhood is not only
a means for coping with the challenges of aging in a difficult socioeconomic milieu, but also a
more encompassing rejection of ‘retraditionalized’ national politics and authoritarianism.

Keywords: Elderly women, old age in Africa, street vendors, Malabo, relational personhood,
autonomy in later life, authoritarianism, Equatorial Guinea, cultural gerontology,
anthropology of aging

Adelaida Caballero, Department of Cultural Anthropology and Ethnology, Box 631, Uppsala
University, SE-75126 Uppsala, Sweden.

© Adelaida Caballero 2023

ISSN 1653-0543
ISBN 978-91-506-2993-4
URN urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-495731 (http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-495731)



 

 
 
 

shortchange verb [ T ] 
 

UK  /ˌʃɔːtˈtʃeɪndʒ/   US  /ˌʃɔːrtˈtʃeɪndʒ/ 
 

past tense: shortchanged; past participle: shortchanged 
 

1 : to give less than the correct amount of change to 
 

2 : to deprive of or give less than what is due 
 

3 : INFORMAL to treat someone or something in an 
unfair way by not giving them enough of the oppor-

tunities, attention, etc. that they need or deserve 
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Equatorial Guinea in Africa  
Comprising the Insular Region (Bioko), 
the Continental Region (Río Muni) and Annobón 

 
  



Map of Equatorial Guinea 
Comprising the Isle of Bioko, 
Río Muni, Corisco and the Elobeyes 

 
 

 
  



Relevant events 

1472 Portuguese sailors arrive in Fernando Po (today Bioko). 
1777 Portugal cedes Fernando Po and Annobón to Spain. In ex-

change, Spain cedes Brazilian territories to Portugal. 
1827 England sets up an anti-slaving base in Port Clarence (today 

Malabo). Fang groups migrate into Río Muni. 
1866 First Catholic missions arrive in Fernando Po. 
1889 Spain intensifies efforts at colonization. 
1900 In Paris, French Gabon concedes Spain 26,000 km2, which be-

come Río Muni, Equatorial Guinea’s continental region. Most 
of the territory will remain unexplored until the 1920s. 

1936 Civil war in Spain. Río Muni declares itself Republican while 
Fernando Po (Bioko) supports General Francisco Franco. 

1942 Treaty with Britain on Nigerian labor in Equatorial Guinea. 
1947 Fang nationalism emerges in Cameroon and Gabon. Spain tries 

to repress independentist sentiments in the colony. 
1956 Provincialization. Under pressure from the UN, Spain gives 

Guinea equal status with the peninsula’s provinces. 
1963 Autonomy. Río Muni (predominantly Fang) votes for increased 

autonomy; Fernando Po (home of the native Bubi, now a minority) 
votes against it for fear of becoming subdued by the Fang. Public 
servant Francisco Macías Nguema becomes vice president. 

1968 August: a new constitution is approved in an UN-vetoed refer-
endum. September: Macías Nguema wins the general election. 
October 12: Proclamation of Independence. November 11: 
Equatorial Guinea joins the United Nations. 

1969 March 5: First alleged coup d’état attempt leads to a series of 
assassinations. 6,000 Spaniards are evacuated by air and sea. 
August: US Embassy opens in Malabo but closes the year after. 

1970 Macías youth militia, “Juventud en Marcha con Macías,” 
spreads through the country. The Partido Único Nacional 
(PUN) is created. Diplomatic relations with China begin. 

1972 Macías makes himself “President for Life” (Presidente vitali-
cio). Equatorial Guinea enters into economic, cultural, tech-
nical, and military agreements with the USSR and Cuba. 



1975 Macías retires to his home village, Nzagayong. The year after, 
nephew Teodoro Obiang Nguema becomes head of the army. 

1979 August 3: Obiang Nguema heads El Golpe de Libertad and 
overthrows Macías. September 29: Macías is sentenced to 
death and reportedly killed in Blaibich jail by a firing squad 
made up of Moroccans. October 12: Obiang Nguema proclaims 
himself president. Members of Macías’ youth militia are incor-
porated into the National Army. 

1981 US Embassy in Malabo reopens. 
1982 Referendum. A new constitution is approved. The Supreme 

Military Council, in power since 1979, dissolves. Equatorial 
Guinea nominally returns to civilian rule, albeit under the pres-
idency of Lt. Col. Obiang Nguema (first term). Early the fol-
lowing year, Severo Moto creates the opposition party Partido 
del Progreso de Guinea Ecuatorial (PPGE) in Madrid. 

1987 October 11: Obiang Nguema’s party, Partido Democrático de 
Guinea Ecuatorial (PDGE), is created. 

1989 President Teodoro Obiang Nguema is re-elected (second term). 
1992 Opposition parties become legal in the country. 
1995 US embassy in Malabo closes reportedly to protest human 

rights abuses. Exxon discovers massive oil reservoirs (the Zaf-
iro field) 68 km west-northwest off the shores of Malabo. 

1996 In an election supposedly manufactured and legitimized by a 
US lobbyist and the Exxon-funded Institute for Democratic 
Strategies, President Obiang Nguema is re-elected with 97.8% 
of the vote (third term). 

1998 January 21: The Luba Massacre. A group of 30-40 armed Bubi 
men led by Atanasio Laesá Bitá attack the township of Luba. 
The attempted rebellion is crushed within hours by the National 
Army. Bitá flees the country. Martín Puye, leader of the Mo-
vimiento de Autodeterminación de la Isla de Bioko (MAIB), is 
imprisoned and dies in state custody. 

2002 President Obiang Nguema is re-elected with 99% percent of the 
vote (fourth term). The following year, exiled opposition leader 
Severo Moto forms a government-in-exile in Madrid. 

2003 US Embassy in Malabo reopens. 
2004 The Wonga Coup. March 7: Zimbabwean authorities arrest 

more than 60 suspected mercenaries who, led by former British 
military officer Simon Mann, are planning to overthrow the 
Equatoguinean government. August 23: Another twenty indi-
viduals stand trial in Malabo. The Zimbabwean government 
sentences Simon Mann to seven years in prison.  

2005 Oil production in Equatorial Guinea reaches a record of 
375,000 barrels of oil equivalent per day (bopd).  



2006 A massive fire consumes the slums of Niumbili in Malabo. 
Bubi leader Atanasio Laesá Bitá, responsible for the 1998 at-
tacks in Luba, is found dead in a ditch in Côte d’Ivoire. 

2008 Zimbabwean authorities deport Simon Mann to Equatorial 
Guinea. Mann is sentenced to 34 years in prison.  

2009 Simon Mann is pardoned on humanitarian grounds. President 
Obiang Nguema is re-elected with 95% of the vote (fifth term). 

2011 A constitutional amendment allows President Obiang Nguema 
to run for at least two more seven-year terms and to create the 
position of vice president. 

2012 Teodoro Nguema Obiang Mange (Teodorín), President Obiang 
Nguema’s eldest son and minister of agriculture, becomes “sec-
ond vice president” in charge of Defense and Security.  

2013 A second massive fire burns down the slums of Niumbili. 
2015 A disastrous fall in crude oil prices. It is the beginning of what 

informants call “the years of chaos:” the feeling of a general 
lack of cash, a rise in criminality, the return of migrant workers 
to their countries, and an exacerbation of political instability. 

2016 April: President Obiang Nguema is re-elected (sixth term). 
May: Eight children die in another fire in the slums of Niumbili. 
June: Eldest son and Second Vice President Teodorín is pro-
moted to “first vice president.” The position allows him to re-
place the head of state upon the latter’s retirement. 

2017 October: Vice President Teodorín Nguema is convicted in 
France on money laundering charges. December: An alleged 
coup attempt is thwarted in Malabo. Police mobilizations result 
in the mass arrest of members of the increasingly influential 
opposition party Ciudadanos por la Innovación (CI). 

2018 May: Teodorín is arrested in the US in connection with the 
death of an acquaintance. His airplane, which reportedly be-
longed to the national air company, is seized. Flights between 
Malabo and Bata stop due to an alleged lack of aircraft. Sep-
tember: Teodorín is arrested again in Brazil for traveling with 
cash and luxury watches worth 15 million USD. October: Equa-
torial Guinea celebrates its 50th Anniversary of Independence. 

2019 More than 200 houses in the barrio La Ronda / Niumbili burn 
down in yet another massive fire. 

2021 March 7: The arsenal and armory of the military compound of 
Nkoatoma in the city of Bata explodes, killing 107 people and 
injuring 615. Teodorín takes over the investigation. It is his first 
public performance as a solo leader. 

2022 December: With 43 years in power, Teodoro Obiang Nguema 
is confirmed for a seventh term as president. 
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1| Wise orientations 

In a short story titled Women’s Day, Equatoguinean feminist writer Trifonia 
Melibea Obono parodies the overwrought rhetoric with which, every year on 
International Women’s Day, the Radio Nacional de Guinea Equatorial belli-
cosely extols the country’s ideal of womanhood. Mocking the authoritarian, 
staccato voice that issues from the radio, Obono (2018:57-8) writes: 

 
The activities organized for this of-highest-caliber event in 
which will participate high personalities of the state, starting 
with the most excellent, distinguished mother, woman of 
great heart and lady of His Excellency, exemplary wife and 
empire of the most vulnerable sectors of our peaceful nation, 
will begin at six o’clock in the morning with a Thanksgiving 
Mass to honor all hardworking women. (my translation)  

 
Later in the same story, Obono makes fun of the rhetoric deployed by the 
Ministerio de Asuntos Sociales e Igualdad de Género (Ministry of Social Af-
fairs and Gender Equality). Referring to women using the universalizing sin-
gular form (Woman, la Mujer), the Minister intones, “Woman is the image of 
society. A great proverb says that if you educate a woman, you educate a na-
tion. We all should have to imitate the first lady, a woman of good heart, kind, 
wife, mother, just like the Virgin Mary” (2018:59). 

Obono’s depictions of the relations between the Equatoguinean ideal of 
womanhood, the Catholic Church, and state politics are purposely exaggerated, 
but they amuse many Equatoguinean readers because they are accurate. A mere 
two years after Obono’s story Women’s Day was published, the Ministry of So-
cial Affairs and Gender Equality commissioned a Thanksgiving Mass in com-
memoration of African Women’s Day 2020. Father Santiago Bokolele held the 
Mass, which took place at the Catholic parish of Banapá in southeast Malabo.  

“Today more than ever, Equatorial Guinea needs virtuous women (Hoy 
más que nunca Guinea Ecuatorial necesita a mujeres virtuosas),” Father 
Bokolele declaimed, exhorting attendees to read Proverbs 31:10-31, a popular 
set of verses also known as The Good Wife.1 A litany of feminine moral pre-
cepts, the passage blends general positive attributes such as physical strength, 

 
1 This text, which remains widely popular in Christian discourses across Africa and beyond (see 
e.g. Sone 2019; George 2003; Oquist 2017), is regarded as the ultimate Biblical depiction of 



 

 20 

kindness, industriousness, trustworthiness, and charity with exhortations re-
garding the contributions that the Good Wife should make to her household. 
Her husband trusts in her, the Book of Proverbs says, “so that he shall have no 
lack of gain.” The Good Wife “opens her mouth with wisdom, and in her 
tongue is the law of kindness.” The Good Wife is an industrious laborer, a 
skillful merchant, a vigilant mother, a generous benefactor, and a dotting pro-
vider for herself and her family.  

Acting in her capacity as representative of the interests of Equatoguinean 
women, and emulating First Lady Constancia Mangue de Obiang in her com-
mitment to Woman’s empowerment (el empoderamiento de la Mujer), Min-
ister of Social Affairs and Gender Equality María Consuelo Nguema Oyana 
fully endorsed Rev. Bokolele’s exhortation. “In order for a person to do some-
thing, she needs to know about it first,” Minister Oyana said, meaning that in 
order for a woman to be virtuous, she first needs to know what virtue is. 
“Woman has always been working (La Mujer siempre ha venido trabajando). 
We are called to take care of our family and society. This gift that the Lord has 
given us allows us to understand that we, women, must keep on working” 
(RREG 31/07/2020). The minister’s words reflected the views that the first lady 
had on the preeminence of Woman’s work (GEP 03/10/2015). They replicated 
what the highest moral authorities in the nation, namely the presidential couple, 
solemnly gave to their subjects to guide them: what Equatoguineans call, some 
mockingly and some seriously, “wise orientations” (sabias orientaciones). 

On the other side of the city, in busy Piña street, sixty-two-year-old candy 
seller Teófila Bolekia Siafá sat behind her little vending table.2 For the past 
thirty years or so, Teófila had been selling macará, fried banana dough balls, as 
well as other kinds of homemade sweets, to provide for herself and her family. 
Teófila had five adult children (three sons and two daughters, three of whom 
were unemployed) and eight grandchildren. Counting the runaway teenage boy 
who temporarily lived at her home, the disabled sister for whom she provided 
food and medicine, and the elderly uncle whom she helped because his children 
had disowned him, a total of ten people were dependent on Teófila’s labor.  

On Teófila’s table, which was a rough wooden plank nailed to four equally 
rough timber posts, stood seven transparent plastic buckets filled with sweets. 
Everything Teófila sold she made at home, using only a few ingredients and a 
portable gas stove. Teófila was proud that she knew how to make cakes, cook-
ies, buns, beignets, yoghurt, salted and candied peanuts, candied coconut, pies, 
and pasties. Teófila also loved boasting that she knew how to plant, clean, and 
cultivate all kinds of fruits, vegetables, and tubers. At home, Teófila washed, 
ironed, and sewed. She often told me how there was nothing that she did not 
know how to do, because her suffering (el sufrimiento) had forced her to learn. 

 
female perfection and is commonly read at wedding ceremonies to inspire the bride embrace 
her new vocation as wife.  
2 Pseudonym. I have also changed the names of certain places in order to protect people’s identities. 
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Teófila’s suffering was caused by her bad luck in love. All four of Teófila’s 
male partners had left her. One of them even emptied the house where they 
lived when he departed. These experiences taught Teófila a lesson: it was un-
wise to depend on a man. Since her house was emptied, every time a new 
partner bought, say, a freezer, Teófila rushed out and bought another one her-
self. This behavior, she told me, created awe among the men around her. 
Teófila told me that one of her ex-partners once intoned to her then-teenage 
sons: “You have a mother. Your mother is Woman (Vuestra madre es Mujer). 
She is not one of those women who is a woman, no. Your mother counts as 
consummate Woman (Mujer completa). Because if you follow this true 
Woman, you will quickly rise above poverty.” 

Teófila’s womanly status was elevated by the fact that the community re-
garded her, at the age of sixty-two, as an elder. Everyone who came by 
Teófila’s candy table called her mamá. In its most basic sense, ‘mamá’ means 
mother (madre). When used to refer to an older woman, mamá can also mean 
grandmother (abuela). Mamá is a form of address that denotes female senior-
ity and should confer respect. Mamá is how everyone in Malabo refers to 
women who, like Mamá Teófila, are women street vendors who appear to be 
past their childbearing years.  

Elderly women street vendors like Mamá Teófila were the proverbial hard-
working women (mujeres trabajadoras) on whose honor the state organized 
Thanksgiving masses every year on Women’s Day. As we shall see, however, 
neither this status nor the title ‘mamá’ means that these women actually are re-
spected or live as cherished senior citizens, mothers, and grandmothers. We will 
see how the ostensibly deferential appellation mamá instead serves to camou-
flage much of the mistreatment to which the women are routinely subjected. 

This study is about age and aging as experienced by women who, like 
Mamá Teófila, make a living as street vendors in Malabo, capital of Equatorial 
Guinea. It explores senior female personhood by accounting for some of the 
most salient tensions that arise from the mamás’ life situation as intersected 
by old age, gender, and everyday life in an authoritarian state. I understand the 
authoritarian character of the Equatoguinean state as a long history of attempt-
ing to limit people’s civil liberties through forms of violence that have become 
routinized (e.g. harassment, humiliations, physical and structural violence, de-
personalization), as well as in relation to the effects that such forms of violence 
continue to have on the population (e.g. fear, mistrust, disadvantage, injus-
tice). The general purpose of this study is to show how the mamás found them-
selves enmeshed by various forms of everyday violence – and how they re-
sponded. The study recognizes as the women’s telos the wish to live a happy 
life, whatever a ‘happy life’ might mean to each of them personally. 

The Equatoguinean state is run by President Teodoro Obiang Nguema 
Mbasogo and his family and closest acquaintances. President Obiang Nguema 
came to power in 1979, after heading a coup that ousted his uncle and first 
democratically elected president of the country, Francisco Masie Nguema, 
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better known as Macías after the Spanish form of his name. Macías was 
elected following the country’s independence from Spain in 1968. Before in-
dependence, Equatorial Guinea was known as Spanish Guinea (Guinea Espa-
ñola). Ideologically and administratively, the Hispanic-Guinean colonial state 
took its shape from the political culture of Francoism – General Francisco 
Franco’s brand of authoritarianism (de Castro 2013). Franco ruled Spain be-
tween 1939 and 1975. One of the most enduring legacies of Francoism in Equa-
torial Guinea is the idea of national unity (unidad nacional; see e.g. Chillida 
2014). Franco’s instrument to this end was National Catholicism, which aimed 
at indoctrinating everyone under his rule in what Falangists (i.e. members of 
Franco’s party, Falange) regarded as traditional Spanish values: Catholic cul-
tural unity, morality, and canon law (Domke 2011:104-5). The purpose of fos-
tering national unity was to legitimize the political and economic power that 
Falangists held within the authoritarian state (Domke 2011:104-5). In contem-
porary Equatorial Guinea, Pedegists (i.e. members of President Obiang 
Nguema’s Partido Democrático de Guinea Ecuatorial or PDGE) continue to 
do the same. They seek to foster a sense of national unity through the mobili-
zation of identitarian discourses such as Pan-Africanism, Afro-Bantu tradi-
tionalism, and National Catholicism in an effort to legitimize their power and 
wealth. Such legitimization is crucial, given how a significant part of the pop-
ulation still lives in conditions of desperate poverty despite the fact that, with 
an oil-based economy and a GDP per capita of $37,400 USD, Equatorial 
Guinea is one of the wealthiest nations in the world today (CIA 2019). 

 

The mamás 
The category ‘elderly woman street vendor’ used in this study refers to a spe-
cific group of women, all of whom were born female and identified as such, 
were sixty years of age or older, and engaged in commercial activities in the 
informal economy. They sold goods on the street, on the sidewalk, and outside 
their homes. Some of the women relied on their business for survival, while 
others sold things as an addition to formal employment (e.g. as cleaning ladies 
for better-off people, usually public servants). Some women I came to know 
had been selling for more than thirty years uninterruptedly, and some had 
taken up street vending just a few years previously in order to help ensure the 
survival of their families.  

In Equatorial Guinea, there is a prevalent perception that street vending 
mamás work for the survival of their families. This idea points to the quiet but 
obvious absence of men in the picture. The overwhelming majority of the el-
derly women street vendors whom I had the opportunity to interview (85 in 
total) were either single or divorced, as were the five women who welcomed 
me fully into their homes and their lives. Few of the women were widows, 
even though those who in 2018 were sixty years old or older belonged to a 
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generation where a significant number of males were either exiled or killed, 
first during the 1970s under the dictatorial regime of President Macías and 
then throughout the 1980s and 1990s under the ruthless rule of President 
Obiang Nguema. Few of the women were widows because they tended to leave 
their husbands, tired of the men’s preference for younger women.3 Lacking eco-
nomic support from a male partner, older women entered the informal economy. 
In 2018 Malabo, being an older single woman or divorcee was virtually synon-
ymous with being a street or market vendor. 

The handful of older street vendors who were married or had a domestic 
partner told me that their husbands’ contributions were not enough to cover 
the family’s needs. Others commented that their husbands were sick, disabled, 
or continually unemployed. In the majority of cases, the women’s children old 
enough to contribute to the household were also unemployed, had their own 
families, and/or had migrated. Most women had adult sons and unmarried 
daughters with children of their own living with them at home, as well as or-
phaned grandchildren or foster children who depended solely on them as 
grandmothers for food, clothes, and school fees.  

Some women had learned their trade as young girls, helping their mothers 
who had also been street vendors, while others had started only recently. Some 
women capitalized on their culinary abilities and knowledge of the preparation 
of candy, hot sauces, and other processed edibles, while others resold fruit and 
vegetables, bread, industrially produced snacks, and miscellaneous ingredi-
ents such as canned tomato paste, pasta, and oil.  

The kinds of jobs that these mamás did – preparing and selling street food, 
reselling of fish and fruit – made the women marginal in relation to the wider 
socioeconomic organization as determined by the two largest employers in the 
country: the oil industry and public administration (Appel 2019:18). Older 
women street vendors were “lost in time,” as one man once put it, because in 
spite of living in President Teodoro Obiang Nguema’s era of ‘unprecedented 

 
3 It was older women who left older men, not the other way around. Guineano men tended to 
prefer younger women for sex, but women (of all ages) were assets to a man – the more women 
the better. An ambitious lover could ask a man to leave his wife, but men usually refused, mo-
tivated by the prospect of being shamed by their family members or other people who had 
arranged and/or supported the marriage in one way or another. Men who left their wives were 
rare; in such cases the narrative tended to be that they had done so because their lovers had 
bewitched them (responsibility was ascribed to the lover, not the man). The point is that having 
a wife was no obstacle for most Guineano men when it came to pursuing several other, simul-
taneous romantic “conquests” (conquistas). This attitude was normalized arguably due to the 
pervasiveness of informal polygyny (i.e. several simultaneous relationships not formalized by 
bridewealth) as practiced by the majoritarian ethnic group, the Fang. The elderly mamás with 
whom I worked (from all ethnic groups) reportedly left their partners because the men would 
spend all their money on younger lovers while keeping their aging wives at home as chief ca-
terers for their everyday needs – essentially treating their wives as domestic workers. Some 
men considered that being the chief caterer for a man’s needs was a privilege that a man be-
stowed upon a woman. Guineana women, however, were not so sure. The mamás with whom I 
worked could not see, in sticking with their men, any significant advantage that could compen-
sate for their feelings of betrayal, exploitation, and disrespect. 
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development’ (desarrollo sin precedentes), these mamás kept on “doing what 
they used to do when there was nothing” (Caballero 2015:42). 

The marginality of older women in relation to the wider socioeconomic 
organization does not mean, however, that their networks lacked influence. 
One of the mamás with whom I worked had an uncle in the Senate. Another 
mamá had a daughter married to a relative of the ruling family. Yet another 
was sister to an ambassador. Typical Equatoguinean family connections 
tended to cut across the entire socioeconomic spectrum. Why the mamás stuck 
to street vending when some of their close relatives were in such advantageous 
positions foreshadows one of the findings of this study, namely that the nor-
mative solidarity that many people continue to regard as inherent to the ex-
tended family in Africa is a myth (Apt 1975; 1993; 2005). 

Whereas Equatoguinean street vending women tended to keep working for 
as long as their bodies could stand it (the oldest seller I met was in her mid-
eighties), the five women who took me in as a daughter were in their early to 
late sixties.  

Mamá Angie was a sixty-three-year-old grilled rib seller of the Krío ethnic 
group.4 She was the sole breadwinner in a household of three adults and ten 
children whose ages ranged between two and twenty-seven. Mamá Angie 
never married and never was able to have children, but she had raised her 
brothers’ many children as her own. Mamá Angie had diabetes. She also had 
high cholesterol, high blood pressure, and nerve damage in hands and feet, 
according to her doctor, due to many years of trying to quench her diabetic 
thirst with beer. Feeling perpetually stressed, disappointed, and deserted by 
the now adult children for whom she had so lovingly cared and provided for, 
Mamá Angie had come to regret, in a very outspoken manner, having always 
put other people’s needs before her own wellbeing.  

Mamá Roberta was a sixty-two-year-old Annobonesa fish seller.5 She lived 
with her mentally impaired adult son, Braulio, in a small two-room house in 
San Pedro, a violent shantytown, and was her son’s sole provider and care-
giver. Mamá Roberta had been married once and had two subsequent domestic 
partnerships, but she was single when I met her. She had nine children besides 

 
4 Krío is a form of ‘creole.’ Kríos are the descendants of Fernandinos, a demonym meaning 
‘from the island of Fernando Po,’ present-day Bioko. Fernandinos were themselves the de-
scendants of slaves freed by the British during the first half of the 1800s. Fernandinos mixed 
with the island’s native population, the Bubi, and eventually became the Krío ethnic group. The 
black elite from the colonial period until independence in 1968, Krío people today retain a 
partially Bubi identity but maintain their non-Bubi last names. They speak English, Bubi, Span-
ish, and a ‘clean’ form of pidgin, a remnant of their ancestral roots in Nigeria, Liberia, and 
Sierra Leone. Although there is no updated data regarding their numbers, a census conducted 
in 1994 indicates that Krío people amounted to less than 1.4% of a total population of 406,151 
(Bololo Ekobo 2001:4). 
5 Annobonesa, Annobonés: demonym for individuals born in the island of Annobón or of Anno-
bonés ancestry. Annoboneses are descendants of people whom Portuguese slavers brought to An-
nobón from Angola, Sao Tome, and Principe. They speak fa d’ambo, an Afro-Portuguese creole 
(Sundiata 1990:18). In 1994, Annonobese people amounted to 1.6% of the population. 
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Braulio, all of whom had children of their own and lived in their own houses. 
Some of Mamá Roberta’s children had formal employment; others were street 
vendors like their mother, while others were dependent economically on their 
partners. Mamá Roberta had cordial relationships with her children. Tensions 
were minimal since everybody lived in their own home. Pressure never mounted 
on one single person, and resources, however scarce, circulated relatively freely. 
Mamá Roberta often complained that she felt slow and tired all the time and that 
she was too fat considering how little she ate. I suspected she might have had 
hypothyroidism, a condition whose symptoms resemble the ones she described. 

Mamá Teófila, a sixty-two-year-old Bubi macará vendor, lived in a small 
two-room house in the impoverished part of the populous barrio 5 de Junio.6 
She had given birth to eleven children, of which five survived. Mamá Teófila 
was the sole provider for her teenage daughter, who lived at home. She also 
provided for her two unemployed sons and their children, even though the 
men lived in separate houses. Mamá Teófila was an enthusiastic churchgoer. 
She was also a Bubi ethnic nationalist with an outspoken dislike for Fang peo-
ple.7 Mamá Teófila blamed her bad luck on her witch uncle, whose lynching 
and death she had orchestrated many years before she found God. Mamá 
Teófila had never been married, and she often told me that she hated men. Yet 
she did not want to miss out on the experience of calling herself a married 
woman one day. Mamá Téofila suffered from back pains, was often ill with 
malaria and typhoid (a combination that people in Malabo referred to as “the 
national cold,” la gripe nacional), had poor circulation in her legs due to the 
many hours she spent seated frying macará, and was overweight. This last 
condition may have been related to the gusto with which Mamá Teófila helped 
herself to her own macará tray whenever she was bored, angry, sad, hungry, 
or wanted to “help the merchandise move faster” (ayudar la mercancía que 
vaya pronto) so that she could finish early and go home. 

Mamá Linda was a childhood friend and neighbor of Mamá Teófila. She 
was sixty-five years old, belonged to the Bubi ethnic group, and sold churros, 
tubers, and hot sauces that she prepared with produce from her own garden. 
Mamá Linda lived alone in a small one-room cement house in the same barrio 
as Mamá Teófila. She had five children, two of whom lived in Spain with their 
father. Mamá Linda’s three other children had kids of their own and lived with 
their partners somewhere else in the city. Mamá Linda had high blood pressure 
and complained of constant headaches. She dreamed about a future in which 

6 Bubi is the native population of the Isle of Bioko, former Fernando Po. The Bubi speak their 
own language (Ëbóbë; Bubi) and in 1994 comprised 6.5% of the population, which makes them 
Equatorial Guinea’s second largest ethnic group. 
7 Fang is the largest ethnic group in Equatorial Guinea. According to the 1994 census, Fang 
people made up for 85.7% of the population. Native to the continental region or Río Muni, the 
Fang ethnic group is also present in Cameroon and Gabon. In Equatorial Guinea, it was the 
Spanish colonial government who first brought Fang people into Bioko as plantation labor. 
Both President Macías and Teodoro Obiang are ethnic Fang, as is the small elite who remain in 
control of the state and its resources. 
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the father of her children would ask her to join him in Spain. In the meantime, 
she lamented that she did not have a man with whom she could have sex, as 
she felt that her body was ‘asking for it’ (el cuerpo te lo pide).  

Mamá Esperanza, a Fang fruit seller, did not know how old she was.8 She 
lived alone in a small two-room wooden house in the slums of the large barrio 
Las Flores. For the past eight years or so, ever since arriving in Malabo from 
a town at the border with Cameroon and Gabon, Mamá Esperanza had been 
doing baiamselam (‘buy them, sell them,’ i.e. reselling) of fruit on the corner 
of a busy intersection. Mamá Esperanza had been the third wife of a polygy-
nous teacher who fled with his wives to Gabon during the rule (1968-1979) of 
President Macías. In Gabon, Mamá Esperanza sold fruit in the markets of Li-
breville, where she learned a lot about politics. She had given birth to eleven 
children, six of whom died in infancy. When we met in 2018, Mamá Es-
peranza had been divorced from her polygynous husband for two decades. 
Apart from suffering from cataracts and the usual malaria and typhoid, she 
was in good health and loved boasting about how strong she was. Mamá Es-
peranza hated being indoors. She loved everything about her job and was de-
termined to keep working until she could no longer walk. 

 

Aging as woman 
These five women, who graciously accepted my daily presence at their vending 
tables and in their homes, were transitioning from late adulthood to full senior-
ity. Such transition often meant tensions: individual self-appraisals collided 
with normative understandings of both gender and age. The vendors inhabited 
a gray area between two partially overlapping but clearly different registers of 
identity. On the one hand, there was their socially ascribed identity as female 
elders, recognized in the title mamá. Being a mamá implied a state of selfless-
ness in relation to their (grand)motherly duty to be a self-sacrificial, inextin-
guishable source of nourishment for others. On the other hand, there was the 
vendors’ identity as woman – a female heterosexual subjectivity and a body 
that existed, felt, had needs, and functioned in ways that exceeded the affective 
entanglements and demands that their children and grandchildren imposed. 

The five women with whom I worked were between ages 60 and 69 – an 
age stratum that geriatrician Daniel Forman and colleagues (1992) have 
termed “the young-old.”9 As young-old individuals, the mamás still could af-
ford to get by on their own. They engaged in commercial activities, they told 

 
8 Mamá Esperanza’s youngest daughter and I did the math: we considered how old Mamá Es-
peranza was when she got married (14) and added it to the estimated current age of her eldest son, 
which we calculated by counting 2-3 years between each of her eleven children, starting from the 
age that Mamá Esperanza’s youngest, then my interlocutor, was at the time of our meeting (24). 
Our estimates show that Mamá Esperanza could have been between 64 and 68 years of age. 
9 Other age strata are the middle-old (70 to 79 years) and the very old (80 years and older) 
(Forman et al 1992). 
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me, because they enjoyed being able to feed themselves and buy their own 
necessities, be it a new dress for church, a ready-made lunch, or a beer on the 
weekend (Cattell 1996:24; van der Geest 1997; Kabeer 2017).  

But even as they appreciated their independence, the mamás did not seem 
to look forward to growing even older. They rarely talked about women older 
than them. Mamá Anita, a sixty-four-year-old bun seller from the slums of 
San Pedro, sometimes spoke about her elderly mother, whom she had cared 
for until the woman’s death in her mid-eighties. Yet Mamá Anita mostly spoke 
about her mother in relation to the hardships associated with having had to 
care for her at home – the task of lifting and turning her elderly mother had 
left Mamá Anita with a back injury. The other women associated advanced 
old age with dependency, and they associated dependency with moral vio-
lence. They dreaded humiliation. The mamás also were frightened of the po-
tential destitution they might face one day, given their strained economic sit-
uation at home and the lack of state-run institutions for geriatric care.10  

Regardless of their chronological age, which in many Western countries is 
now considered relatively young, the community regarded the women I came 
to know as elderly. What it means to be ‘old’ as a woman in Equatorial Guinea 
is not, by any means, a clear-cut affair. Anthropologists have pointed out that 
African old-age identity is grounded primarily in “everyday interactions in 
families and communities mediated by culture and gender-specific norms and 
values” (Sagner 1999a:2; see also Makoni and Stroeken 2002:5-6: Sagner, 
Kowal, and Dowd 2002). Yet normative markers of old age such as grand-
parenthood did not, in the case of the mamás, mean much in practice. In Ma-
labo, the sexual predatoriness of men and the vulnerability of girls sometimes 
resulted in some women becoming grandmothers in their mid-twenties.11 Dur-
ing fieldwork, I met at least three women who had had their first child at the 
age of twelve. Two of these women had become grandmothers before reach-
ing the age of thirty. People would scornfully call these women abuelas but 
would not treat them as respectable elders. These women were, after all, still 
in their childbearing years and thus were entitled to a sex life.  

Insofar as it marked a time when a woman’s sexuality should be put aside, 
menopause was another normative marker of female old age in Equatoguinean 
society. People believed (some mamás included) that sex without reproduction 
was senseless. In practice, however, and as we shall see in Chapter 7, equating 
menopause with lack of a sex life, and lack of a sex life with old age, meant that 
postmenopausal women who refused to stop having sex could suspend their so-
cial aging. Boosted by her sexuality, a mamá’s identity as woman could over-
write her position as an elder ‘naturally neutered’ by menopause.  

Grandparenthood and menopause might have been, in this sense, norma-
tive signs of female aging in theory, but as the commonplace facts of early 

10 See “The holy privilege of caring,” p. 82 in this thesis. 
11 See “Money makes men, babies make women” p. 185 in this thesis. See also Appendix 1. 
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grandmotherhood and postmenopausal sexuality indicate, they were not par-
ticularly normative in practice. More definite telltale signs of old age in Equa-
toguinean women arose from the women’s socioeconomic condition (Aguilar 
1998:9; Sagner 1999a:2). Common markers of old age among Equatoguinean 
women from the mamás’ generation included being single or divorced, being 
a street vendor, and having a low economic standing. Such markers of old age 
were also the sources of a great deal of the vulnerabilities to which the mamás 
were exposed. 

At home, the mamás were often sole breadwinners. Mass unemployment 
of men and youths resulted in economic precarity within multi-generational 
households. Economic precarity at home, we shall see in Chapter 3, fostered 
intergenerational tensions and personal hostilities. Undergirded by gender 
prejudice, these hostilities made it difficult for street vending mamás to estab-
lish relations of mutual care, respect, and solidarity between themselves and, 
for example, their economically impotent adult sons. 

Out in the streets, the mamás’ situation was hardly better. In the twilight of 
President Teodoro Obiang Nguema’s more than forty-year-long rule, public 
poverty was a very sensitive political affair. Public servants understood that 
images of poverty exposed the state to delegitimizing criticism from the inter-
national community. Within national borders, the government deflected criti-
cism by portraying its critics as utterly “envious” of the success of the nation 
(see e.g. GEP 31/01/2018). The need to deflect criticism arose from the inher-
ent vulnerability of the Equatoguinean state. Such vulnerability was rooted in 
the fact that power had remained centralized since independence in 1968, that 
the country had been ruled by the same man since 1979, and that an untold 
amount of wealth filled the pockets of the ruling family and their close ac-
quaintances since the discovery of oil in the mid-1990s. Recent scandals in-
volving members of the ruling family and their unlawful economic practices 
further exacerbated the sensitivity of the state’s ruling class to exposure and 
criticism (see e.g. TG 17/10/2007).  

Protecting the reputation of the state occurred in two ways: first, through 
repressing (discouraging, censoring, concealing) expressions of dissidence 
and evidence of public poverty, and second, by projecting an image of ‘reign-
ing peace’ (paz reinante) and ‘unprecedented development’ (desarrollo sin 
precedentes). The state’s efforts to clean up its image gave rise to a rhetoric 
of pollution and cleanliness. Municipal authorities in Malabo regarded infor-
mal workers and women street vendors as filth capable of “soiling the image 
of the city” (manchan la imagen de la ciudad; Nchuchuma Mbasogo 2021). 
‘Patriotic’ citizens (patriotas) and representatives of the authorities identified 
the mamás as living signifiers of poverty, backwardness, and ignorance, blem-
ishes on the public face of the nation. 

Obviously, rhetoric like this and the practices that it gave rise to affected 
the mamás profoundly in terms of their personhood. Proponents of relational 



 

 29 

notions of personhood in Africa contend that the ascription of moral person-
hood involves the recognition of the contribution that a person makes to com-
munal harmony (Ikuenobe 2017:556). But inasmuch as street vending mamás 
were identified with values that threatened the prestige of the nation, it follows 
that they faced “negative consequences insofar as personhood attributions are 
concerned” (Menkiti 2004:328; Oyowe and Yurkivska 2014:90). Drawing on 
African theories of personhood that place communalism at the core of moral 
experience, this study suggests that the Equatoguinean state and the commu-
nity that gathered around the state to ‘eat’ from it, as well as the women’s 
neighbors, strangers, customers, and sometimes even their own relatives, de-
nied street vending mamás moral personhood on the grounds of socioeco-
nomic inadequacy. It also asks how the mamás experienced – and indeed, re-
claimed – their moral personhood. 

 

The National(ist) construction of Woman 
The ethnography I will present through this study suggests that the mamás dealt 
with many instances of the routinized violence to which they were exposed by 
fashioning themselves as moral persons, and that they did so in relation to values 
emanating from the hegemonic national discourse on Woman. Given the ex-
plicit emphasis that such discourse places on the notion of virtue (virtud) while 
determining the standards of women’s moral worth, I refer to such discourse as 
‘virtuous womanhood’. I am aware that in the English language there is a 
commonplace association of the word virtue with concepts such as purity and 
virginity. It is important, therefore, to emphasize that the Equatoguinean notion 
of virtuous womanhood has little to do with any of these things. Neither is 
virtuous womanhood synonymous with female sanctity, piousness, or 
meekness.  

I have chosen to refer to the Equatoguinean ideal of Woman as virtuous 
womanhood for three reasons. First, ‘virtue’ is the word at use in 
Equatoguinean public discourse. Every year on the first lady’s birthday, for 
example, the ruling family organizes a massive celebration during which high-
ranking state officials give speeches and/or read poems about her many 
virtudes (GEP 23/08/2021). Second, the street vending mamás were receptive 
to the language of feminine virtue as they made sense of and enacted their 
gender identity, their status as elders, and their work ethic as street vendors. 
Third, the way in which the mamás alluded to particular gendered values while 
talking about themselves coincides with what philosophers, anthropologists, 
and cultural gerontologists like Michel Foucault (1990:84), Michael Lambek 
(2010a:18-9), and Hanne Laceulle (2017:3) refer to as virtues – qualities of 
action and/or character that people develop and deploy in specific situations 
to create personal moral value-meaning. This study is about personhood, and 
personhood is about morality; without the term ‘virtue,’ it would be difficult 
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to speak about what the mamás regarded as their most valuable moral 
qualities. 

National discourse on virtuous womanhood results from the combination 
of three historically determinant, fundamentally different, yet conveniently 
overlapping discursive themes. All three themes portrayed female virtuous-
ness, directly or indirectly, as the industriousness and economic proficiency 
of Woman (in the singular) to benefit her husband, her family, and the nation. 
I provide a more detailed description of such themes in Chapter 5. Here, I offer 
a brief summary for the sake of contextualization. 

The first of these discursive themes is the loose concept of la tradición, the 
Equatoguinean equivalent to what Ugandan political scholar Mahmood 
Mamdani (1996) refers to as “the customary.” Like the customary, la tradición 
corresponds to a nostalgia-imbued notion regarding a certain primordial Afro-
Bantu way of life that has become lost in time and constitutes the marrow of 
Equatoguineans’ Africanness. Irrespective of ethnic specificities, la tradición 
portrays Woman (la Mujer) as a strong, fertile body cultivated by the hard 
physical tasks of child-rearing and homemaking. The positive value that la 
tradición gave to motherhood and female reproductive sexuality overwrote 
mainstream Catholic virtues such as purity and virginity in practice. The 
women with whom I worked told me that they grew up respectful of la 
tradición but had become increasingly skeptical of it as they grew older. The 
women realized that the men in their lives would invoke the tenets of la 
tradición that benefitted them, usually financially. Neither the labor or the re-
productive sexuality of their sisters, daughters, nieces, and sisters-in-law was 
off limits (Mamdani 1996:122). 

The second discursive theme that suffused Equatoguinean discourse on vir-
tuous womanhood was the historical heirloom of Francisco Franco’s National 
Catholicism. The feminine ideal within Francoist political culture was the Good 
Wife from Proverbs 31:10-31, the text that Father Bokolele and the minister of 
Social Affairs and Gender Equality had exhorted all women to read. National 
Catholicism established virtues such as industriousness, productivity, and disci-
pline as paramount. The mamás with whom I worked were exposed to the Fran-
coist ideal of feminine virtue when they were young girls. Their formative years 
unfolded toward the end of the colonial era, which ended in 1968, and all of 
them received their primary education from Spanish nuns. More than fifty years 
later, however, the way the mamás related to the National Catholic ideal of fem-
inine virtue had changed. Their children had grown up, and they no longer had 
male partners in their lives. This meant that productivity and industriousness, 
virtues indicative of Woman’s worth, had become dislocated from normative 
gender dynamics between husband and wife at home. The mamás could still 
regard such virtues as markers of womanly worth, yet the fruits of their labor 
were now, at least in principle, all theirs to enjoy. The virtue of industriousness 
to benefit one’s husband became transmogrified into the virtue of economic 
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self-reliance for lone older women. Economic self-reliance merged economic 
and moral types of capital, helping the mamás to fight humiliation. 

The third discursive theme that shaped the notion of virtuous womanhood 
was the representation that Equatoguinean men of all ages made of contem-
porary discourses on gender equality (igualdad de género). Such discourses 
were promoted by the first lady through a rhetoric concerning “the empower-
ment of Woman” (el empoderamiento de la Mujer). According to men, for a 
woman to demand the same rights enjoyed by men, she needed to fulfill both 
her own roles and her husband’s roles at home, primarily by being a successful 
provider. Women’s ability to work and make money became markers of their 
value and marriageability. Having economically successful wives did not 
mean, however, that Guineano men would give up having mistresses. As we 
shall see in Chapter 7, the consolidation of “the worth of Woman” (el valor 
de la Mujer) in terms of her economic proficiency created a damning paradox. 
The more money that a worthy wife brought in to keep the love of her husband, 
the less money that her husband needed to bring home; thus he had more cash 
to spend outside the home, often on other women. 

The gender ideal that resulted from the combination of these three discur-
sive themes was Woman as a birth-giver, a good wife, a good mother, a good 
Catholic, an industrious laborer for the benefit of her husband, and a good 
citizen faithful to the state.  

Men, on the other hand, were not explicitly exhorted to be anything in par-
ticular. Certainly, people conceptualized manhood in terms of a man’s access 
to economic resources, and normative expectations were that men should be 
adequate providers for their wives, generous chobandas (fig. cash machines; 
see Appendix 3) for their lovers, and doting sons to their elderly parents. Yet 
there was no normative morality as to how a man should do so. There was no 
definite state-endorsed discourse, no ‘wise orientations’ about ethical man-
hood as there were about virtuous womanhood. The lack of normative male 
morality can help contextualize the supposed tendency of many Guineano men 
to use occult practices to become rich – an allegation that, as we will see in 
Chapter 4, often implied preying on others. 

When it came la Mujer, people assessed the value of stereotypes in relation 
to sanctioned female role models pertaining to church and state, the two most 
prominent of which were the first lady and the Virgin Mary (Obono 2018:59). 
The customary conceptualization of women as eternal, self-sacrificial mothers 
(see e.g. Ncube 2020; Dreby 2006; Amadiume 1987) found a powerful ex-
pression in the image of older female street vendors. National discourse on 
virtuous womanhood romanticized these senior women as active, martyr-like 
figures of motherly self-sacrifice, paragons of strength and stoicism in the face 
of tragedy and economic adversity.  

For the street vending mamás with whom I worked, living up to this ro-
manticized image was relatively easy. Virtues such as industriousness, cun-
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ning, and discipline were intrinsic to their work ethic as street vendors. Crea-
tivity, strength, and self-determination were also virtues of the highest order 
among the mamás. The mamás were not models of feminine virtue in the gen-
eral Christian sense, but they were virtuous women in the Afro-Bantu, Na-
tional Catholic Equatoguinean sense. As economic independence and self-re-
liance attained, in the eyes of the mamás, the status of feminine virtues, they 
also became the means through which the vendors routinely (re)fashioned 
themselves not only as women but also as “virtuous women” (mujeres virtu-
osas), “true women” (mujeres de verdad), “full women” (mujeres completas), 
and “women of worth” (mujeres de valor). Using such terminology, the 
women distinguished themselves from “useless” men (inútiles), “subhuman” 
state workers (infrahumanos), and “the fat ones” (los gordos), namely power-
ful (usually ethnic Fang) individuals whom the women envisioned as witches 
who “ate” (i.e. consumed, killed) their own family members in exchange for 
wealth. The adaptation and appropriation of national discursive values regard-
ing virtuous womanhood was, in this sense, the means through which older 
street vending mamás consciously made themselves into moral subjects who, 
they maintained, were radically different from the people who mistreated them 
and the wicked powers that marginalized them.  

The moral capital that the mamás constructed through their self-fashioning 
as virtuous women was a valuable asset. It helped them to fight humiliation and 
to assess ‘fairness’ in relation to burdensome pressures from their demanding 
kin. Such moral capital also provided them with the grounds to try to shed their 
role as eternal mothers; when the women deployed it as something they had 
amassed over a lifetime, this moral capital allowed them to feel that it was right 
to prioritize their own needs, hopes, and plans. After a lifetime of caring and 
providing for others, the women with whom I worked felt entitled to enjoy the 
last years of their life – a perception that one should consider in light of the fact 
that life expectancy in Equatorial Guinea was low: in 2015, it was 57 years for 
men and 60 years for women (WHO 2023). Some of these senior women dreamt 
of a house of their own, a place where they could live far away from the ruido 
(noise) and calor (lit. heat, fig. annoyance) that they saw as characteristic of life 
in their families. They wanted to live as female elders with entitlements – self-
assessed entitlements as opposed to those that other people ascribed to them – 
because, as they put it, “I too am person” (Yo también soy persona). 

 

On personhood 
As I already have observed, notions of personhood in sub-Saharan African 
ethical thought tend to be grounded in the idea that relationality lies at the core 
of morality (Metz 2012:388; 2007; Gyekye 1997; Cattell 1997). Proponents 
of African relational notions of personhood suggest that people experience 
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themselves as persons only in relation to others – the family, the community, 
a certain cosmological order (Menkiti 1984, 2004; Ikuenobe 2017).  

One of the most influential African theorists of relational personhood is 
Nigerian philosopher Ifeanyi Menkiti (1984, 2004). For Menkiti, “a maximal 
definition of the person” combines both metaphysical and moral components 
(1984:173). People become full persons through a process of “incorporation” 
into a given community (1984:172). A person’s “incorporation” into the com-
munity implies assimilation of communal values, which results in moral de-
velopment and the acquisition of a moral status (2004:327).  

Menkiti’s conception of relational personhood rests on two assumptions: 
first, that compliance with communal values fosters harmonic living, and sec-
ond, that people comply with such values motivated by a sense of duty. “Af-
rican societies tend to be organized around the requirements of duty,” Menkiti 
writes. “Priority is given to the duties which individuals owe to collectivity, 
and their rights, whatever these may be, are secondary to their exercise of their 
duties” (Menkiti 1984:180). Philosopher Polycarp Ikuenobe (2016, 2017) 
makes it clear that Menkiti’s point about the priority of the community over 
individual rights has methodological and moral implications: “The issue of the 
respect for individual rights arises only when and where it can be violated, 
which is in a community, and usually, in interactions with others” (2017:556). 
For Ikuenobe, rights only gain meaning in the context of community life. 
Rights are ultimately entitlements earned in relation to how well a person ful-
fills what the community determines to be his/her duties. Ikuenobe’s commen-
tary is a defense of African communalism, which he defines as “the African 
tradition of a group of people with common kinship, aspirations, values, cul-
tures, and beliefs, living together and organizing most aspects of their lives 
cooperatively in a closely-knit community” (2016:447).  

In Equatorial Guinea, state discourse on national unity and Afro-Bantu tra-
ditionalism (as opposed to ideas importadas, values and views ‘imported’ 
from the West) fostered a predominantly communalist understanding of per-
sonhood. In this sense, Menkiti’s conception of moral personhood corresponds 
well with current Equatoguinean attitudes and views on women’s rights, enti-
tlements, duties, and morality in general. Menkiti’s ideas, however, have been 
sharply criticized. Other African scholars point out that relational notions of 
personhood such as Menkiti’s gloss over social violence and injustice (Matolino 
2011a, 2011b, 2014; Nwoye 2017; Manzini 2017, 2018; Chauke and Segalo 
2021). Philosopher Nompumelelo Zinhle Manzini (2018) has condemned Men-
kiti’s conception of personhood as “gendered, ableist, and anti-queer.” Philos-
ophers Oritsegbubemi Oyowe and Olga Yurkivska (2014:95-6) argue that Men-
kiti ignores gender oppression by portraying relational personhood as gender 
neutral, if not in terms of equality, at least in terms of complementarity. Gender 
complementarity refers to the idea that men and women have different but com-
plementary roles and responsibilities, or that male and female refer to positions 
rather than to individuals, and that both men and women are equally valuable 
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given the specific function they perform in society (see e.g. Nzegwu 1994; 
Amadiume 1987). If scholars like Menkiti refuse to dismiss the principle of 
normative relationality in personhood despite the realities of injustice and op-
pression, Oyowe and Yurkivska contend, it is because they want to distance 
themselves from the individualist West (2014:86). 

Anthropologists may be surprised by the claim that African philosophers 
favor relationality in order to distance themselves from the West. Western an-
thropologists have argued for personhood in non-Western societies in terms 
of relationality since the dawn of the discipline. Influenced by American so-
ciologists C. H. Cooley (1902) and G. H. Mead (1913; 1934), French sociol-
ogist Marcel Mauss (1985[1938]) inaugurated the anthropological study of the 
person by making a distinction between ‘person’ as socially constructed (per-
sonne morale) and people’s sense of self-awareness or ‘self’ (moi). For Mauss, 
persons in non-Western societies are masks (personnages), meaning roles 
played by transient human beings who “only act in their titular capacity” 
(1985:7-8). Sounding remarkably similar to Menkiti (1984:180), who sug-
gests that Africans honor their moral obligations compelled by “the require-
ments of duty,” Mauss argued that non-Western persons perform fixed roles 
guided by the need to ensure the survival of society through the structural re-
production of its moral-social order (1985:6). Constituted by “ranks, goods, 
personal rights, and things, as well as their particular spirit,” personhood in 
non-Western societies is for Mauss, like for Menkiti, something acquired 
(Mauss 1985:8-9; see also Radcliffe-Brown 1952:193-4; Read 1955:276). 

Anthropologist Meyer Fortes studied the notion of personhood among the 
Tallensi of northern Ghana, working together with “elites of priests, doctors, 
men of wisdom and learning, who have a specialized, in some respects esoteric 
knowledge of this subject” (1987:247-8; also 1973). Fortes consolidated the 
idea that personhood in non-Western societies is a moral status. Like Mauss 
before him, Fortes concluded that “individual and collective are not mutually 
exclusive but are rather two sides of the same structural complex” (1987:283). 
For Tallensi people, in Fortes’ account, “self awareness means, in the first 
place, awareness of oneself as a [Maussian] personne morale rather than as an 
idiosyncratic individual” (1987:285). 

Early anthropologists from Mauss to Fortes thus theorized the relationality 
of non-Western personhood through structural-functionalist analyses that fa-
vored customary ideology and traditional institutions. They largely ignored 
social dynamics and cultural change.12 In the particular case of Africa, anthro-
pological analyses of personhood reproduced normative, idealized accounts 

12 For example, Mauss (1938:4) reckons that “there is nothing ‘very primitive’ about things” 
among the Zuñi, subsequently mentioning the presence of Christianity. Yet he focuses his obser-
vations of personhood solely on Zuñi “ancient laws and religions,” which he believed the Zuñi 
had kept practicing “almost in the ‘aboriginal state,’ if one may say so.” Similarly, Fortes 
(1987:248) acknowledges that “schools and literacy have brought acquaintance with the modern 
European-oriented world views and patterns of living to the Tallensi in the past twenty-five years,” 
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of traditional forms of social organization that primarily reflected the 
worldview of the male gerontocrats who spent time talking to anthropolo-
gists.13 Relational personhood emerges from these works – in ways that never 
were fully acknowledged – as androcentric, hierarchical, and timeless.  

Anthropologist Jean La Fontaine took notice of this fact. She argued that 
notions of the person are influenced by the nature of authority within a given 
society (La Fontaine 1985:123-124). “The greater the emphasis on tradi-
tional office, the clearer is the distinction between individual and person,” La 
Fontaine wrote (1985:135-6). She observed that in many non-Western socie-
ties, “full personhood is the attainment of a whole life, a moral career, which 
is not achieved by all” (1985:135-6). Women are among those who never 
achieve full personhood because, in non-Western traditional societies, they 
usually lack the political and ritual authority of men (La Fontaine 1985:133-
4; see also Fortes 1987:262-5; Middleton 1973:496-7). La Fontaine’s thoughts 
are an early precedent to Oyowe and Yurkivska’s critique of Menkiti’s un-
derstanding of moral personhood, in which they argue that in many African 
contexts moral status is entangled with power positions. This, they claim, 
results in “some [being] more ‘persons’ than others” and thus “entitled to 
more respect” (2014:96). 

Early anthropologists studying the category of the person treated the so-
cially derived side of personhood as normative and customary. The subjec-
tively lived, phenomenological side of personhood appeared, in contrast, as 
something difficult or impossible to capture by ethnographic means (Fortes 
1987:279). Studies that dealt with the category of the person in an explicit 
manner remained based on the opposition between individual and society until 
the mid-1980s.14 Such opposition corresponded to the actor/structure debate, 

 
making references to Christianity, hospitals, and modern medicine. However, Fortes focused his 
analyses of Tallensi personhood solely on customary orders (religious beliefs, ideas about gender, 
forms of social organization) as “men of wisdom and learning” (i.e. men who occupied positions 
of power within traditional Tallensi institutions) had described for him (1987:248). 
13 According to Mamdani (1996), anthropologists privileged the customary in order to legiti-
mize colonialist projects of ruling by decentralized despotism, namely through native authori-
ties, such as traditional chiefs (1996:51). As for the anthropologists, their writings suggest that 
their privileging the customary was motivated by the conviction that “ancient laws and reli-
gions” were anthropology’s self-evident objects of study (Mauss 1938[1985]:4; see also Rad-
cliffe-Brown 1940:193-4; Fortes 1987:248).  
14 Finding the structural-functionalist paradigm inadequate to explain the acquisition of indi-
vidual yet culturally patterned character dispositions among the people they studied, anthropol-
ogists Ruth Benedict (1934) and Margaret Mead (1935) theorized the development of a sense 
of personhood through the derived concept of personality. Benedict and Mead spearheaded 
what we know today as the Culture and Personality school (see Wallace and Fogelson 1961; 
LeVine 2001). This school stresses the role that early socialization in a cultural context plays 
in people’s development of their personality. The Culture and Personality school remained in-
fluential until the 1960s, when it lost traction in the face of structuralist, Marxist, and interac-
tionist critiques. A commonplace Marxist critique of Culture and Personality scholars was that 
they neglected the impacts that class has on personality formation. From the interactionist per-
spective, the general critique was that these scholars failed to consider the fact that people show 
certain aspects of their personality in some situations and not in others. 
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which asked whether the actions of individuals were fundamentally conditioned 
by the structures that organized society and culture and considered the extent to 
which these structures were liable to change as a result of individuals’ actions 
(Simmel 1897; Parsons 1937, 1978; Berger and Luckmann 1966; Elias 1978; 
Bourdieu 1977, 1990). Philosopher Michel Foucault’s (1990) theories on power 
bridged for anthropologists the gap between subjectivity and ideology, invit-
ing them to think about morality and moral experience in novel ways. In Chap-
ter 5, we shall see how Foucault’s thoughts on ethical subjectivation (i.e. the 
process by which individuals become moral subjects) remain a valuable tool for 
understanding moral personhood from a life course perspective – that is, from a 
perspective that addresses how a moral subjectivity develops through a lifetime 
and how it finds expression in the old person’s present. 

Since the 1990s, the anthropological study of personhood in Africa has fo-
cused on agency and embodiment, allowing for phenomenological, exchange-
based, and gender-oriented approaches (Boddy 1989; Jackson 1989; Jackson 
and Karp 1990; Englund 1996; 1999; Rasmussen 1995). More recently, re-
searchers have engaged with the subject of gendered personhood in the conti-
nent through studies that deal with gossip (Pietilä 2007), visuality (Rizzo 
2014), evil (Rasmussen 2016), queerness (Fiereck 2020), sexuality (Chauke 
and Segalo 2021), religion (Cole 2012; Hoel 2016), appropriations of tradition 
(Yitah 2009), and women’s autonomy and rights (Boddy 2007; Rice 2017; 
Moguerane 2018). 

 

Old female persons 
As far as Equatorial Guinea is concerned, notions of relational personhood 
permeate descriptive accounts of ethnic identity. Anthropologist Joaquín 
Mbana Nchama (1992:50) maintains that the ethnic Fang concept of person 
(mbot) implies indissoluble membership in larger groups and genealogies 
composed of spirits, family, clan, and tribe (see also Obono 2022). Anthro-
pologist José Francisco Eteo Soriso (2013:107-9) suggests that the ethnic Bubi 
concept of the person (bötyö) envisions people as syntheses of larger yet in-
terconnected realms and elements (e.g. ancestor spirits, unearthly worlds, met-
aphysical properties). In this context, it is important to note that the under-
standings of personhood implicit in the stories that the senior women with 
whom I worked told about themselves lacked both ethnic-specific features and 
cosmological elements. The mamás’ experience of their personhood under-
standably arose from everyday life, characterized as it was by tensions be-
tween the women’s self-appraisals and the demands that their families set 
upon them, demands largely due to the women’s position within the local 
moral economy (Thompson 1971; Kohli 1987).  

In this study, I understand the moral economy as a system of shared yet 
largely unspoken normative assumptions regarding conventions of reciprocity 
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and moral obligations (Minkler and Cole 1992; Hendricks 2005). In the case 
of Equatorial Guinea, such normative assumptions and conventions arose, to 
a significant degree, from women’s customary roles as caregivers and provid-
ers. The assumptions embedded in the moral economy defined, for example, 
what women owed their families, what children owed their mothers, what sib-
lings owed each other, and what entitlements elderly people had.  

My examination of the ways in which the mamás thought of themselves as 
persons takes into consideration how the assumptions embedded in the local 
moral economy affected, in practice, the relational aspects of personhood. 
This means that while looking at how the mamás engaged with the normative 
expectation that women are caregivers and providers, I pay attention to the 
effects that elderly women’s factual (in)ability or (un)willingness to meet such 
expectations might have had on their sense of relatedness, as well as on the 
moral worth that such relatedness supposedly created. In this sense, I approach 
moral personhood both as the lived dimension of an ascribed moral status and 
as the subjective assessment of one’s moral worth understood in terms of dig-
nity and self-respect. 

While trying to shed light on how the mamás thought of themselves as 
moral persons, I also consider anthropologist Thomas Csordas’s (2014) sug-
gestion that it is important to look at both ‘moral experience’ (a first-person 
perspective) and ‘moral code’ (a third-person perspective), given that the role 
of the individual is different in each (2014:151). Whereas the third-person per-
spective positions the individual “in relation to the moral code either as enact-
ing it, being constrained by it, or negotiating its ambiguities,” the first-person 
perspective “places the individual in relation to others and how they affect and 
are affected by one’s actions” (Csordas 2014:151). While looking at moral 
experience (first-person perspective), I focus on the tensions that arose from 
the mamás’ life situation as intersected by old age, gender, and everyday life 
in an authoritarian state. In the most general sense, these tensions resulted 
from the clash between what the mamás’ regarded as their inherent possibili-
ties of being and doing (for example, finding a romantic companion, investing 
in other kinds of businesses, living in a house of their own), and the factual 
limitations that their bodies, money, history, and society imposed (for exam-
ple, men’s preference for younger women, the economic management of de-
pendencies, old age-related care needs). I interpret the mamás’ attempts at 
dealing with these tensions as exercises of moral creativity.  

Religion scholar John Wall (2005:7-9; 18) understands moral creativity as 
a human capability triggered by the tensions that arise between the human self 
and its moral history, society, the passage of time, and others, as well as across 
systems of domination. Moral creativity addresses four tensions (Wall 
2005:18). The first of these tensions takes place between the human self and 
its moral history. I explore this tension in relation to African communalist 
conceptions of personhood, memory, culture, and history, as wel as their fu-
sion in the autobiographical (Ndongo 1977; Sundiata 1990; Ocha’a Mve 1985; 
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Menkiti 1984, 2004; Oyowe and Yurkivska 2014; Ikuenobe 2017; Gubrium 
and Holstein 1999; Gullette 2003; Okenve 2009; Ávila Laurel 2011; Bornat 
2015). The second tension, within oneself (as a historical and social being), 
opens up the analysis of existential quandaries as they unfolded in the women’s 
present. This is the primary ground on which I account for the mamás’ experi-
ences of female old age (Sagner 1999a, 2000; Cattell 1992a, 1996, 2008; Ras-
mussen 1987, 1995, 2016; Arnfred 2020; Gilleard and Higgs 2013). I read the 
third tension, in relation to the other as irreducibly other, as corresponding to 
the realm of ethics and interpersonal relations. I account for this domain by 
looking at everyday interactions both at home and in the streets (Apt 1975, 1993, 
2005; Makoni and Stroeken 2002; van der Geest 2002b, 2004b; Bengtson et al 
2002; Bell and Menec 2015; Scheper-Hughes 1992, 2016; Olsen and van Beek 
2016). The fourth tension, across systems of social power, ultimately underlies 
the other three and allows for wider critical analyses. I ground such analyses on 
my observations of how the mamás submitted to, appropriated, or contested 
normative discourses and practices (Mamdani 1996; Okenve-Martínez 2007; 
Minkler and Cole 1992; Marshall and Clarke 2010; Foucault 1990; Ondo 2009; 
Midlarsky et al. 2015; Marshall and Katz 2012).  

Since the tensions that moral creativity addresses are fundamentally rela-
tional yet subjectively appraised, dealing with them in a morally creative man-
ner implies making them graspable through narrative means (Wall 2005:20). 
Anthropologists are familiar with the fact that stories “provide us with rough 
analogues of the patterns of intersubjective experience which we are seldom 
in a position to directly apprehend” (Jackson 2005:37). Moral philosophers 
agree that a common way for people to create personal value-meaning is by 
composing narratives about themselves in relation to the moral traditions that 
orient their lives (MacIntyre 1984:211-222; see also Laceulle 2017; 2018; 
Holstein et al 2011). The moral code in relation to which the mamás developed 
their moral subjectivity, as we shall see in Chapter 5, was the national dis-
course on Woman – virtuous womanhood. 

 

Aging, anthropology, and cultural gerontology 
This study documents women’s experiences of elderliness in relation to family 
life and public sociality in Equatorial Guinea. Arguably due to difficulties of 
access, a detailed account of the forces that shape the qualitative features of 
Equatoguinean civil society – the urban, multi-generational, and often multi-
ethnic family included – has remained, until now, a void in the literature. Dif-
ferent chapters of the thesis focus on different aspects of older women’s social 
lives. Combined, the chapters amount to an ethnography of moral personhood. 
The concluding discussion on autonomy urges us to rethink what it means to 
be an aging woman and a person in a present-day African society that also has 
been “retraditionalized” (Okenve-Martínez 2007). The work has the potential 
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to challenge prevalent assumptions about kinship, gender, aging, morality, and 
political agency in the sub-Saharan region.  

The study also expands theory and nuances discursive trends within the 
field of humanistic gerontology, and within the emerging, still Western-dom-
inated interdisciplinary subfield of cultural gerontology. It offers a discussion 
on cultural variability that simultaneously adds to anthropology’s project of 
understanding the human condition by broadening its knowledge of the life, 
relationships, experiences, and subjectivity of older persons. 

The anthropological study of old age and aging goes back to the 1940s (see 
e.g. Simmons 1945). What we know today as the ‘anthropology of aging’
(Sokolovsky 2009:5; see also Perkinson and Solimeo 2014:101) started in the
1960s with works by Margaret Clark (1967, 1973) and Barbara Anderson
(1967). Classic ethnographies such as Barbara Myerhoff’s (1978) Number
Our Days and Maria Vesperi’s (1985) City of Green Benches are two of the
field’s finest examples.

In Africa, old age and aging became a popular research subject in the 1940s, 
following a realization on the part of colonial authorities that there was a con-
nection worth examining between age systems, local political leadership, and 
social organization (Aguilar 1998:7; see e.g. Bascom 1942). The wave of in-
dependence movements that swept across the continent during the 1950s and 
1960s, as well as a shift in theory from functionalism to structuralism, brought 
a marked emphasis on models, gerontocracy, and age sets to the study of old 
age (see e.g. Spencer 1965). Subsequent changes regarding the colonial enter-
prise, which public opinion worldwide now condemned as intrusive and inhu-
mane, made the anthropological study of old age as gerontocracy in Africa fall 
out of fashion in the 1970s (Makoni and Stroeken 2002:4). During this period, 
African social workers became concerned with the precarious situation in 
which many elders lived, due to migration, urbanization, and the dilution of 
family-based traditional support systems, among other things. The pioneering 
work of Ghanaian social worker Nana Araba Apt (1975; 1987; 1993) marked 
the beginning of an African gerontology proper. 

During the 1980s, the anthropological study of aging experienced a theory 
revival virtually everywhere (Keith 1980; Cohen and Sokolovsky 1981; Fortes 
1984; Kertzer and Keith 1984; Sokolovsky 1985). Of special relevance to the 
African subfield was the cross-cultural perspective, which dealt with a variety 
of issues ranging from evolutionary medicine to the challenges of care in the 
context of globalization (Myerhoff and Simić 1978; Amos and Harrell 1981; 
Albert and Cattell 1994). However, what had been taking shape as an African 
gerontology in its own right remained, at least as far as globally connected 
anthropologists were concerned, largely entrenched in a number of recurrent 
subjects and approaches (Ferreira 1999:1). Urbanization in relation to tradi-
tionalism, dissolution of the extended family, diminished kin support, and loss 
of respect for elders were commonplace topics that researchers continued to 
study through the lens of modernization theory (Ferreira 1999:1).  
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Globally connected Africa-based anthropologists pushed for theoretical in-
novation within African gerontology. Anthropologist Monica Ferreira (1999:2) 
advocated for the application of political economy, gender-oriented, phenom-
enological, and narrative approaches. From her position as editor of the now-
defunct Southern African Journal of Gerontology, Ferreira charted new ave-
nues for research. These included social meanings, social interaction, identity, 
and life events as a means to understand how elderly individuals articulated 
their life situations, created value meanings, and participated in their everyday 
lives (1999:1-3; Makoni and Stroeken 2002:5). Such research agendas had a 
solid precedent in the work about old age in Africa by anthropologists Maria 
Cattell (1990; 1992a; 1992b, 1996) and Susan Rasmussen (1987, 1995, 1997) 
and would consolidate itself in the writings of anthropologist Sjaak van der 
Geest (1997; 2002a; 2002b; 2004a). 

Apart from these authors’ contributions, the phenomenological turn in Af-
rican gerontology was short-lived. During the early 2000s, with the introduc-
tion of formal frameworks for policy development on the subject of old peo-
ple’s welfare, including the UN Madrid Plan of Action on Ageing (2002), the 
WHO Active ageing: A policy framework (2002) and the African Union and 
HelpAge International Policy Framework and Plan of Action on Ageing 
(2003), African gerontology took a policy and development-oriented turn 
(Aboderin and Ferreira 2008). A thematic overlap between anthropology, pol-
icy research, and social work became common, and studies on intergenera-
tional relations, care, support, pensions, and old people’s health became the 
norm (Apt 2005; Aboderin 2004, 2005, 2011; Fonchingong 2013).  

Meanwhile, in the global north, gerontological inquiry expanded toward 
larger discursive arenas as a continuation of earlier critical work (Philipson 
1982; 1991). New discussions touched upon the body (Katz 2000), the empow-
erment of old people (Thompson and Thompson 2001), ageism (Minichello et 
al 2000), gender in relation to social security (Estes 2004), the experience of 
being aged by culture (Gullette 2003), and cultural representations of later life 
(Featherstone and Hepworth 2004). Methodologically, the cultural turn in West-
ern-sited gerontology implied an interest in subjectivity and narrative (Biggs 
2004; Bornat 2015). The centrality of meaning and experience resulted in a shift 
from a focus on structure towards agency (Settersten and Gannon 2005; Jolanki 
2009; Marshall and Clarke 2010; Romaioli and Contarello 2019). New works 
emphasized the subjectivity of older people (Webster-Wright 2019; Charpentier 
et al 2008; Sandberg 2018, 2021) paying special attention to experiences previ-
ously obscured both by scientific approaches that conceptualized old age as 
frailty and disability (Estes and Binney 1989) and by critical perspectives that 
emphasized political economy as shaping elderly life in predominantly negative 
ways (Phillipson and Walker 1986).  

Twenty years after this northern cultural turn, cultural gerontology is an es-
tablished subfield. However, and unsurprisingly, many of its foundational as-
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sumptions remain rooted in data, discourses and theories born from the experi-
ence of “white elders” in the affluent West (Twigg and Martin 2015:7). An ex-
ample of such theories is the influential yet heavily criticized model of “suc-
cessful aging” proposed by gerontologists John Rowe and Robert Kahn (1997) 
– a model that conceptualizes “better than average” aging as a combination of 
avoiding disease and disability, maintaining high cognitive and physical func-
tion, and engaging with life.15 Aware of the fact that not everybody can meet 
such standards, and in order to nuance gerontological discourse by promoting 
inclusiveness, cultural gerontologists urge for the production of scholarship on 
the experience of aging in non-Western national, transnational, and diaspora 
settings (Twigg and Martin 2015:9; see also Lamb 2002, 2015). 

Today, cultural gerontology retains a strong emphasis on meaning, agency, 
subjectivity, reflexivity, and phenomenology. These are the very approaches 
that anthropologists such as Ferreira, Sagner, and Cattell deemed necessary to 
advance African gerontology before it took a turn toward development – a turn 
that has resulted in little concrete policy action (Aboderin and Ferreira 2008).  

By focusing on the intimate lifeworlds of African senior women and the 
ways in which they construct moral personhood, this study aims at advancing 
African gerontology by making a contribution to its humanistic strand, namely 
the strand committed to examining how older individuals view their lives and 
how they experience aging (Makoni and Stroeken 2002:10, 16; Kodzi et al 
2011:456). Yet insofar as this study also pays attention to individual family 
members’ motivations for complying with or refusing to perform normative 
roles, as well as to the conditions that make it difficult for people to meet 
expectations, it also provides insights that can help advance policy in the sub-
Saharan region. Potential contributions to policy development are on areas 
such as social security (institutions for geriatric care, pensions), gender equal-
ity (women’s rights, integration of the elderly), civil society (community par-
ticipation, political involvement), and sexual health among older populations. 

 

Fieldwork methods 
This study places the subjectivity of older women at the center of the analysis. 
It accounts for the mamás’ hopes, wishes, attitudes, concerns, and interests as 
they manifested through daily conversations, relationships, encounters, and 
experiences at home and in the streets. Recurring themes in the women’s daily 
conversations, and thus in this thesis, included dependency, intergenerational 
tensions, evil understood both as witchcraft and as state violence, the mamás’ 
sense of personal moral worth, state dishonesty as disseminated through the 
national media, and sexuality in later life as an attribute of gender.  

 
15 For important critiques, see Holstein and Minkler 2003; Dillaway and Byrnes 2009; Weir, 
Meisner and Baker 2010; Bulow and Soderqvist 2014; Stowe and Conney 2015. 
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I gathered the material for this study during my 14-month-long ethno-
graphic fieldwork in Malabo from October 2017 to late December 2019. Dur-
ing the first six months, I enjoyed working with my friend Perla, a twenty-
three-year-old ethnic Fang woman whom I met through an acquaintance. Perla 
was about to graduate from college, and as the unmarried partner of a rather 
irresponsible young police officer, she was desperate to start making some 
money of her own.16 Upon noticing Perla’s talent for talking to people, I in-
vited her to work with me and initiated her into the basics of ethnographic data 
collection. In return, Perla trained me in Malabeño street smarts.17 

During the first weeks of fieldwork, Perla and I took to the streets and con-
ducted a baseline study. We surveyed more than 50 women who were 58 years 
or older in the neighborhood areas of Sampaca, Niumbili, E’Waiso, Semu, 
Antiguo Ayuntamiento, and Ela Nguema.18 The survey provided us with gen-
eral information about the composition of street vending in Malabo, including 
details of selling point distribution, nationality, ethnicity, products, general 
life stories, general household configuration, as well as the sellers’ alternative 
sources of income. This early survey became an important tool to assess key 
mamás’ representativity. 

However, I did not select the women who became ‘my mamás’ based on 
this survey. Mamá Angie and I had known each other since 2014, when I con-
ducted my first fieldwork in Malabo for my MA thesis, a study of narrative 
self-formation and ‘lateral struggles’ in relation to the politics of everyday life 
and collective representations of the national self. I used to buy food at Mamá 
Angie’s grill almost daily back then, and she was the reason I became interested 

 
16 In Fang, an unmarried female partner is called abôm. She is a woman who lives with a man and 
has his children, but for whom he has not paid any bridewealth, and thus is not his wife. Abôm 
women lived with relative stigma. Perla, for example, could not take communion at her mother’s 
funeral mass because the Catholic church in Equatorial Guinea considered abôm to live in sin. 
17 Perla would eventually become my student at a methods course I taught at the Universidad 
Nacional de Guinea Ecuatorial (UNGE) and complete it, against all odds, at the top of her class. 
In 2016, the government passed a law that prohibited pregnant girls and women from attending 
public education. When we met, Perla was pregnant for the second time but did not know it. By 
the time I started teaching the methods course at the university, Perla had a noticeable seven-
month pregnancy belly that she was able to disguise, at first, by wearing slouchy hoodies (in 
the tropical weather). One afternoon, the campus guards realized that Perla was pregnant and 
refused to let her in to attend the day’s lesson. After that, Perla came to see me at home instead. 
Together we went through what I had taught in the classroom that day. Perla submitted all her 
exercises on time and successfully completed the course with a top grade. No longer trying to 
disguise her belly, she showed up at campus, defiant, to pick up her diploma and rub it in the 
cantankerous guards’ faces. Perla and I stopped working together when she left Malabo for her 
natal village in the continental region during the last months of her pregnancy, in preparation 
for the rituals that accompany the birth of a Fang baby, but we remain good friends to this day. 
18 Perla and I set the minimum age at 58 years because most of those women would eventually 
turn 60 during our 14+ months of projected fieldwork. Sixty was an age of great significance, 
with many considering it a true stepping into old age, and 60th birthday parties had the character 
of a rite de passage. Perla and I wanted to both document these events and determine whether 
turning 60 produced any significant changes in a woman’s household dynamics, self-image, 
self-perceived possibilities, or outlook on life (see e.g. Webster-Wright 2019:97). 
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in working with older women in the first place. In an indirect manner, I had 
also been following fish seller Mamá Roberta since 2014, when I conducted 
fieldwork close to her selling point a few blocks away from the area of La 
Catedral. Perla and I met Mamá Teófila, who sold macará (banana fritters) 
and homemade candy, while carrying out our survey in the barrio 5 de Junio, 
and we were impressed by her outspokenness and willingness to share her 
life story with us. It was Mamá Teófila who introduced us to her friend and 
neighbor Mamá Linda, who sold churros in a street nearby. I met Mamá Es-
peranza while scouting out the barrio Las Flores; I stopped to buy some fruit 
from her, we struck up a conversation, and I was immediately captivated by 
her openness, warmth, and extraordinary intelligence. With the incorporation 
of Mamá Esperanza’s life story and vending experience to the study, Perla and 
I deemed the mamá sample to be complete in terms of data quantity, quality, 
and representativity. 

The method that I found most productive was hanging out, combining par-
ticipant observation with informal, unstructured, in-depth interviews. In total, 
Perla and I gathered some 130 hours of recorded interviews. All of these inter-
views were conducted either in Spanish, which everyone speaks since it remains 
the country’s main official language, or in English when the mamás so pre-
ferred. This choice was prevalent among those with Krío background as well as 
those who had lived with Nigerian partners. Krío women’s preference for the 
English language had nothing to do with their ability to speak Spanish. English 
was their mother tongue, the language they grew up speaking at home and nat-
urally the one in which they felt most comfortable expressing themselves. 

All the mamás have been given pseudonyms. I have also changed the names 
of the barrios where they lived and worked. I reproduce some expressions orig-
inally told to me in the Pichi language, together with the mamás’ use of profan-
ity, which I chose to keep in order to preserve the nuances that these women 
showed in their quotidian engagements with themselves, others, and society. 

When we knew that we were going to discuss sensitive topics such as sex, 
witchcraft, and politics, I met the mamás indoors, usually in their homes. 
However, most conversations and interviews took place at the women’s vend-
ing tables in the streets. Because all of them worked in environments where 
there was a lot of noise (e.g. cars, music from nearby bars, police mobiliza-
tions), the mamás would always wear a lapel mic connected to a voice re-
corder, which they would keep in one of their pockets so that they could move 
freely while performing their vending activities. 

While working together, I would often engage the women in what I call 
creative talking – long conversations in which I purposely encouraged them 
to think big, asking them to reflect upon and try to resolve critical social prob-
lems starting with situations that they themselves had experienced. Such talks 
gave me an insight not only into the creative strategies that the mamás had 
developed to cope with many of the vulnerabilities that they faced, but also 
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into the specific aspects of these vulnerabilities that they were finding partic-
ularly hard to deal with. This method proved particularly useful when docu-
menting the mamás’ hopes and plans for the future. 

 

On research design, appellatives, and demonyms 
Four final notes on method are necessary. The first one has to do with the 
focus of this study – it is a study about old women, not about old men. I did 
have the opportunity to interview several papás (lit. fathers, fig. older men), 
but their lack of ethnographic representation in this study is both for reasons 
of scope and space constraints. Understanding the lives of Guineano old men 
in any significant depth would require a full study of its own. This is true also 
in the sense that the purpose of my research was never of any interest to the 
papás. With the exception of Mamá Angie’s younger brother, fifty-something-
year-old Uncle Raymond, the older men whom I had the opportunity to inter-
view did not see how studying the lives of their female peers was of any real 
value. This attitude made it difficult to work with them in any productive way. 
The papás were not shy at imposing their interests, neither when it came to 
trying to redefine the purpose of my research nor when it came to me person-
ally. The low representation of male voices in this study has always been a 
matter of research design, but if this did not change during fieldwork, it is 
arguably due to my own positionality as a single, thirty-one-year-old, Mexi-
can-born female anthropologist.  

The second note on method addresses a pattern that emerges from the very 
emphasis on gender and older female subjectivity that this study maintains – 
the study describes the women’s many negative characterizations and judg-
ments of the men in their lives. According to the mamás, when faced with 
change and economic adversity, men tended to portray themselves as blame-
less victims and refused to take responsibility for themselves and their actions. 
This attitude, as anthropologists have documented among men elsewhere in 
Africa, did not facilitate self-reflection; rather, it fostered destructive behav-
iors inspired by self-pity, ultimately resulting in idleness and increased vio-
lence as a response to criticism (Hollander 2014:435). There certainly is a re-
lation between male-perpetrated violence in African ‘collapsed states’ and 
men’s inability to live up to hegemonic versions of masculinity (Dolan 2002; 
Barker and Ricardo 2005). Yet recent scholarship has shown that men in sev-
eral African nations are indeed finding ways to renegotiate their masculinities 
with positive outcomes for themselves and their families (Hollander 2014; 
Amankwaa 2017; McLean 2021). African men are creating new forms of so-
cial capital and reconstructing themselves as moral subjects too (Kovač 2021). 
The project of exploring whether if and how Guineano men are doing so is a 
necessary project that I hope someone else will carry out. Here, however, my 
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priority has been to focus on the lifeworlds, hopes, opinions, concerns, inter-
ests, and everyday experiences of elderly street vending mamás.  

The third note on method has to do with the form of address proper to older 
women in Equatorial Guinea, namely the title ‘mamá.’ As I have mentioned, 
people used the term ‘mamá’ to signal courtesy and respect. The vendors’ 
‘mamá’ identity was the most salient one in my daily engagements with them 
in the streets, given that their vending activities required a constant perfor-
mance of their front-stage, public persona (Goffman 1956). This is the reason 
why, throughout this study, I refer to them as ‘mamás’. However, the title 
‘mamá’ is also problematic. Reduced to being first, foremost, and ultimately 
a mother and grandmother, a ‘mamá’ was expected to be a perpetual caregiver 
and provider. This expectation created situations that weighed heavily on the 
vendors as economically vulnerable yet self-sufficient senior female individ-
uals with hopes and plans of their own. Given the unhappy implications of the 
title ‘mamá,’ I use the more neutral appellation ‘vendors’ when the subject or 
context permits. However, when I want to highlight a trait proper to their gen-
der and relevant in a specific situation, I use the word ‘women’ instead. With 
the exception of Mamá Esperanza, who, when talking about herself in relation 
to me, did so in the third-person (tu mamá; see Appendix 2), all of the women 
with whom I worked spoke about themselves in the first person. When talking 
casually with other vendors, they would use each other’s names only. When 
talking to me about other older women who were absent, they changed their 
form of address depending on whether they held the woman in esteem. If so, 
they would use the title ‘mamá’ before the woman’s first name. If not, they 
would simply refer to her as ‘that woman’ (esa mujer). When a mamá felt that 
I was spending too much time with another mamá, she would confront me and 
show her disdain of the mamá in question by referring to her not by title or 
name, but by her product. Mamá Angie, for example, used to resent my long 
afternoon visits to Mamá Teófila, and she would often tell me: “You have 
abandoned me. You have exchanged me for the macará (Me has cambiado 
por la macará).”  

The final note on method has to do with my use of demonyms – that is, 
words that signify people in relation to a place. There is a contentious history 
concerning the use of the terms Equatoguinean (ecuatoguineano/a), Guine-
oecuadorian (guineoecuatoriano/a), and Guineano/a. Some people reject the 
use of ‘Equatoguinean’ for two reasons. First, it is reminiscent of the pejora-
tive label ‘Equató’ that Guineano exiles were called by people in Gabon in the 
1970s. Second, it is the demonym used by the Obiangnguemist state and con-
veys, in many ways, its nationalist rhetoric. In order to mark their political 
stance as opposed to the state, Guinea-born intellectuals prefer the demonym 
Guineoecuadorian. This demonym, however, has yet to take root in everyday 
usage among the laypeople. Finally, there is the demonym Guineano/a, which 
corresponds to the colonial subject from Spanish Guinea but continues to be 
the most common way in which people in Malabo refer to themselves and 
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each other, probably out of both habit and linguistic economy. In this study, I 
use the term Equatoguinean when emphasizing qualities (positions, subjectiv-
ities, discourses) that somehow relate to the Obiangnguemist state, but my use 
of the term has no inherent negative or positive value. I use the term Guin-
eano/a whenever people used it themselves. I do not use the term Guineoecua-
dorian at all, because none of the people with whom I worked used it or were 
familiar with it. 

 

Organization of the study 
If this introductory chapter provides a thematic, theoretical, and methodolog-
ical overview of the thesis, Chapter 2, “Things fall apart little by little,” exam-
ines the history of Equatorial Guinea through the story of Mamá Angie’s family 
home, paying special attention to the sociopolitical processes that have shaped 
contemporary sociality and setting the scene for the chapters that follow. 

Chapter 3, “I too am person,” accounts for the general lack of care of the 
elderly in the country. It describes the myth of the extended family in Africa 
as sketched by Ghanaian late life scholar Nana Araba Apt (1975; 1987; 1993), 
examining what dependence meant for the mamás and how they coped with it 
in light of the rules of reciprocity set by the moral economy in which they 
were immersed (Minkler and Cole 1992; Hendricks 2005).  

Chapter 4, “Held tight in his hand,” unpacks what the mamás used to refer 
to as “evil” (el mal, la maldad) and “people’s evil” (la maldad de la gente) 
within two arenas: widespread witchcraft beliefs and processes of state for-
mation that have resulted in routinized kinds of violence. This chapter also 
explores the mamas’ experiences of loss, bad luck, and betrayal within the 
context of their family relations (Geschiere 2012, van Beek and Olsen 2016); 
as well as their sense of existential bioinsecurity experienced as a result of the 
combination and mutual amplification of structural and personal violence 
(Galtung 1969; Scheper-Hughes 1992, 2016).  

Chapter 5, “Their price is far above rubies,” accounts for the ways in which 
the mamás (re)claimed moral personhood by fashioning themselves as strong, 
independent, morally sound female individuals. It examines how the mamás 
related to the normative feminine morality of ‘virtuous womanhood,’ how 
they appropriated some of its values, and how they invoked such values in 
specific situations (Foucault 1990; Rasmussen 2016). This chapter suggests 
that the mamás asserted themselves as moral subjects both as a means to cope 
socially with the negative moral and psychoemotional effects of the routinized 
violence to which they were exposed, and as a way to differentiate themselves 
from the people who the women felt mistreated them. This chapter further 
explores how the mamás deliberately deployed the language of virtue as a 
means to articulate political critiques. 
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Chapter 6, “La información,” accounts for what people referred to as “mak-
ing congosá” (hacer congosá) – that is, engaging in the hearing, making sense 
of, and retelling of rumors and gossip (Ondo 2009). It describes how making 
congosá and filtering it in order to produce what some referred to as la infor-
mación (rumors confirmed, at least in principle, by trusted personal sources) 
was a form of political participation in old age. Insofar it involved taking ac-
tion on behalf of the collective, making congosá was also a kind of activism, 
a means to establish networks of mutual care (Perrineau 1994; Charpentier et 
al 2008; van Niekerk 2008). Making congosá and transforming it into infor-
mación, the chapter suggests, constitutes yet another way in which the mamás 
responded to the powers that marginalized them.  

Chapter 7, “Your body asks for it,” describes how the mamás engaged with 
the prospect of love, sex, and domestic partnerships in later life (Rasmussen 
2001; Tamale 2005; van der Geest 2006; Arnfred 2020). It accounts for the 
women’s individual wills and desires, as well as for the limitations that the so-
cial, familiar, and material arenas in which the women moved imposed on the 
realization of such desires. This chapter also looks at how the women tried to 
assert their sexual agency by claiming that sexuality is an attribute of gender (cf. 
Marshall and Katz 2012).  

The concluding chapter, “Everyday aging amidst everyday violence,” of-
fers a summary of the study’s most important insights. It also describes how 
the mamás imagined their lives moving into brighter futures and engages with 
current gerontological debates on the subject of autonomy. The study ends 
with a discussion regarding the ways in which the mamás found the notion of 
autonomy appealing, suggesting that their striving toward a sense of autono-
mous personhood was not only a means for coping with the challenges of ag-
ing under difficult conditions but also a more encompassing rejection of ‘re-
traditionalized’ national politics and authoritarianism. 
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2| Things fall apart little by little 

It is half past ten at night. Mamá Angie and I are seated at a table a few meters 
away from her grill. The spicy smell of garlic and charbroiled pork ribs fills 
the air. Mamá Angie’s ever-present younger brother, a fifty-something-year-
old man whom my affective kinship with his sister compelled me to call Uncle 
Raymond, walks back and forth to the pubs across the street, trying to get 
change for a 10,000 XAF bill [ca. 20 USD]. A few empty cans of Heineken 
and a pack of Bond cigarettes lie on the table. I can see that Mamá Angie is 
tired. The evening’s sales have not been good, but she refuses to close for the 
day. I try to keep her entertained, but her attention keeps leaping.  

“Look!” Mamá Angie points to a wooden window flap leaning against the 
cream-colored wall a meter or so away from us. “My window has fallen. Hun-
dred-and-something years! It lasted. That’s how things are falling down. This 
house! It is one-hundred-and-something-years-old. So, if today this window 
falls, it has all the right to do so. That is how things fall apart, little by little.” 

The house in which Mamá Angie lives is one of Malabo’s oldest construc-
tions still standing. When I ask her to tell me more about it, Mamá Angie’s 
eyes brighten. The story that she tells me is not a story about a house. It is the 
history of her family and, in many ways, also the history of Equatorial Guinea. 

This chapter describes some of the most significant events in the history of 
the Equatoguinean nation. By doing so, it contextualizes the ethnography I 
will present in the rest of the study. Among such key historical events are the 
deterioration of the state under the rule of President Francisco Macías follow-
ing independence in 1968, the coup that granted President Teodoro Obiang 
Nguema power in 1979, and the failed Bubi rebellion led by Atanasio Laesá 
Bita in the township of Luba in 1998. I reconstruct these developments 
through the stories of Mamá Angie, her younger brother Uncle Raymond, and 
their late father Mr. Okeke Williams, as well as the history of their family 
home. The chapter builds on the relation between personal memory and na-
tional history as well as their fusion in the autobiographical (Gubrium and 
Holstein 1999; Gullette 2003; Bornat 2015). It looks back at well-known per-
sonalities, episodes, and ethnic conflicts from the point of view of lived expe-
rience, illustrating, with ethnographic evidence, how they continue to affect 
Equatoguinean sociality to this day. 
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Country overview 
Equatorial Guinea is a small country in Central Africa with a total surface area 
of 28,051 km2. It shares borders with the Bight of Biafra (northwest), Came-
roon (north), and Gabon (south and east). The size of its population is disputed 
– international agencies estimated 836,178 inhabitants in 2020 (CIA 2020), 
while the National Institute of Statistics set it at 1,358,276 in 2018 (INEGE 
2019:16). With small margins of difference, sources agree that approximately 
297,000 people live in Malabo, the capital. The country is constituted by the 
islands of Bioko (former Fernando Po, the largest of the islands and seat of 
the capital), Annobón, Corisco, and the Elobeyes, as well as by a continental 
region, Río Muni. Bata is the economic capital of Río Muni. National territo-
ries are divided into eight provinces (Annobón, Bioko Norte, Bioko Sur, Cen-
tro Sur, Kie-Ntém, Litoral, Wele-Nzas, and Djibloho). The Equatoguinean 
population is comprised of five ethnic groups (Fang 85.7%, Bubi 6.5%, 
Ndowé 3.6%, Annobonés 1.6%, Bisio 1.1%, and other 1.4%), each of which 
speaks its own language as well as the country’s official languages, Spanish, 
French, and Portuguese.19 In Malabo, most people also speak Pichi, known as 
pichinglish, a form of creole that is the lingua franca in the barrios because it 
facilitates inter-ethnic informal communication (Yakpo 2010). The country’s 
literacy rate is 95.3% (CIA 2019). Despite two centuries of European influ-
ence in the region, little mestizaje (i.e. the intermarriage of white Europeans 
and black Guineanos) took place. This has preserved local forms of social or-
ganization, as in the case of polygyny among the Fang and matrilineality 
among the Bubi.  

The first elected president after independence from Spain in 1968 was 
Francisco Masie Nguema, better known as Macías. After eleven years of man-
date, President Macías was overthrown in 1979 by his nephew, Teodoro 
Obiang Nguema Mbasogo, who has remained Equatorial Guinea’s president 
ever since. In the mid-1990s, massive oil reservoirs were discovered in the 
country’s territorial waters. The oil industry has since been the country’s main 
source of revenues, which has resulted in an undiversified economy. With a 
GDP per capita (PPP) of $37,400 USD, Equatorial Guinea is one of the 
wealthiest nations in the world today (CIA 2019). The vast majority of the 
country’s resources, however, remain under control of a small elite composed 
mainly of Fang individuals – kinsmen and old acquaintances of President Te-
odoro Obiang Nguema and First Lady Constancia Mangue de Obiang. In prin-
ciple, the current form of government in Equatorial Guinea is a democratic 
republic. In practice, with endemic nepotism, generalized corruption, and au-
thorities’ custom of openly addressing Equatoguinean citizens as súbditos (i.e. 

 
19 Percentages listed by the CIA World Factbook with the clarification that they come from a 1994 
census. According to such census, the total population in 1994 was 406,151 (Bololo Ekobo 
2001:4). None of the censuses conducted in the country after that, including the one carried out by 
INEGE in 2015, offer demographic data concerning ethnicity as a specific category.  
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subjects of the crown), the government resembles more a dynastic kleptocracy 
(Wood 2004:553; OSJI 2010:3, 11; Williams 2011:635; Appel 2012b:694). 
With forty-four years in power, President Teodoro Obiang Nguema, as of 
2023, is Africa’s longest serving ruler. His regime is infamous for its system-
atic violation of human rights: torture to extract confessions, beatings by the 
police, suspicious deaths, kidnappings, unjustified detentions of politically ac-
tive citizens, intimidation, and threats (AI 2017-8; HRW 2018).  

 

Grandpa Williams comes to town 
The house in which Mamá Angie lives was built more than a century ago by 
her grandfather, Gabriel Williams. Back in the late 1800s, at the height of the 
“scramble for Africa” (Shillington 2019:247-56), young Gabriel and two of 
his brothers fled their village in Sierra Leone, according to Mamá Angie, be-
cause the place was ridden with witchcraft. The brothers traveled eastwards 
and eventually decided to part ways; one of them chose to settle in Ghana, 
another one stayed in Nigeria, and Gabriel continued his way down to Came-
roon. Mamá Angie’s family lore has it that, as he traveled through the coastal 
territories ruled by King Akwa of the Duala people, young Gabriel captured 
the attention of Mirna, one of the king’s daughters. Gabriel slept with her, 
Mirna became pregnant and married him, and King Akwa bestowed upon his 
new son-in-law a vast amount of land in the southernmost parts of the realm, 
on an island, a territory that had its own indigenous people – the Bubi – and 
was known in European cartography as Fernando Po, today the Isle of Bioko, 
the foremost insular region of Equatorial Guinea. 

Nobody knows exactly when the Bubi arrived (see Sundiata 1990:13-6). It 
was the Portuguese, however, who first claimed the discovery of the islands 
of Fernando Po and Sao Tome in 1471. In Fernando Po, the native Bubi frus-
trated the earliest attempts at colonization by would-be plantation owners and 
successfully resisted European presence until the end of the 18th century. By 
the time Portugal ceded the islands of Fernando Po and Annobón to Spain with 
the Tratado del Pardo in 1777, Dutch and French slavers were continuously 
preying upon the area of the Bight of Biafra.  

Sometime during the 1890s, when Mamá Angie’s grandfather Gabriel Wil-
liams arrived on the island of Fernando Po, he encountered a lively and heter-
ogeneous community composed mainly of freed slaves, the native Bubi, some 
Catholic (Claretian) missionaries, and a few Spanish officers. This commu-
nity, which was known as Santa Isabel, had its roots in the settlement of Clar-
ence. Established by the British officers that gave it its name, Clarence was 
originally an anti-slaving base that Britain had founded on the island in an 
effort to stop Dutch and French slavers from carrying out their trade in the 
Bight of Biafra (Britain had officially abolished slavery in 1853). Clarence 
grew as people rescued from the slavers’ ships remained on the island (see 
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Mamdani 1996:74). Slavers and political agitators deported from Cuba, which 
was still under Spanish colonial rule, added to this early population (Liniger-
Goumaz 1988:xiv). A Spanish officer changed the name of the settlement 
from Clarence to Santa Isabel in 1843. More than a hundred years later, in 
1972, President Macías would take an anticolonial stand and re-baptize the 
city as Malabo in honor of one of the last Bubi kings. 

Colonial encounters during the second half of the 1800s resulted in high 
Bubi mortality due to venereal diseases and alcoholism (Sundiata 1983:87-8). 
This marked the beginning of a gradual ravaging of the Bubi, especially Bubi 
men. The native population also shriveled because its possibilities for repro-
duction through mestizaje were limited. Descendants of the Liberians, Sierra 
Leoneans, and Nigerians who had settled in Fernando Po after being rescued 
by the British from the slavers’ ships had become, after decades of working 
with transient missionaries and/or traders (Mamdani 1996:76), an influential 
Creole community known as Fernandinos. Fernandinos saw themselves as 
British; they kept British last names (e.g. Jones, Thompson, Kinson, Davies, 
Dougan, Barleycorn) and spoke fluent English. Fernandinos intermarried with 
the native Bubi, but almost no other significant mestizaje took place during 
this period. The flow of immigrants and new settlers was minimal because 
Spain, after losing its colonies in the Americas, had neither the means nor the 
will to embark on a new project of full colonization (see also Tofiño 
2022:187). The metropolis’s lack of engagement resulted in Spain’s 1904 
proclamation of Spanish Guinea as “a colony for economic exploitation” 
(Ndongo 1977:35).  

Colonial policy in then Spanish Guinea consisted of maximizing profits 
derived from state-protected private foreign investments in large-scale planta-
tion projects enabled by migrant forced labor (Nart 1976:10).20 The military 
enforced this policy, and the Catholic Church encouraged people to comply 
with it through lessons on frugality and the promotion of passive virtues (Mi-
togo 1977:14). There was virtually no investment in public infrastructure, and 
a general program of direct economic violence aimed at the Bubi was launched 
(Sundiata 1996:171). This program went on as follows: the Bubi disliked plan-
tation work and favored small-scale trade and palm oil harvesting; colonialists 
answered by making it illegal to harvest palm oil from land owned by the 
crown; since most unclaimed land was considered crown land, the Bubi were 
thus left with no means for economic self-sufficiency (Sundiata 1996:171). 

Alcoholism among the Bubi was a condition that Spanish plantation own-
ers reinforced by paying part of the laborers’ wages in low quality wine (Klin-
teberg 1978:4). Mamá Linda, a sixty-five year-old Bubi woman who sold 

20 As Spanish Guinea became a Spanish territory, Guineanos became Spanish citizens, and the 
colony’s economy was run by private actors protected by the State. However, the ambiguity of 
the colony’s Spanishness became evident in 1963. The territories were declared Spanish prov-
inces, yet nobody could travel between them and the metropolis without a passport and a special 
visa-like permit (see Sandinot 1967:67; Ndongo 1977:99). 
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churros and engaged in the petty trade of home-grown fruits and tubers, be-
lieved that this custom had made her now-deceased father an alcoholic. The 
man had been a cacao plantation worker who got paid in booze. In Mamá 
Linda’s view, the willingness with which Bubi men would drink away their 
wages was the reason why many Bubi daughters like her never had the chance 
of getting a proper education. 

The Bubi were the native population of the island and the obvious source 
of plantation labor. Their gradual decimation crippled the Spanish project of 
a plantation-based economy in the colony during the first decades of the 20th 
century. By the 1930s, the colonial regime faced the problem of having to 
secure labor, local or foreign. Slaving treaties between Spanish colonialists 
and the Liberian government, which were denounced by the US as late as the 
mid-1920s, testify to the history of human resource scarcity in the territory 
(Okenve 2009:148). Having to secure labor for plantation work in Fernando 
Po led to the 1942 Hispano-Nigerian agreement regulating the recruitment of 
Nigerians for labor in the island (Liniger-Goumaz 1988:xvi). 

 

The Blacklisted Son 
Four decades after his arrival on the island of Fernando Po, Mamá Angie’s 
grandfather, Gabriel Williams, had become a powerful and influential figure in 
Santa Isabel society. A pillar of the Fernandino community, he had amassed a 
fortune in lands, trading companies, and various agricultural ventures, and, 
thanks to his political and economic ties with European planters and colonial 
administrators, he was now an emancipado pleno. An emancipado was a native 
who earned a certain amount of money per year and could afford to conduct 
business with Europeans in a more peer-to-peer fashion. However, since busi-
ness opportunities for the locals and their descendants were scarce, some authors 
have suggested the title of emancipado served merely as a license to buy olive 
oil, meat, and alcohol, which the rest of the non-European population was pro-
hibited from consuming freely. By the mid-1950s, out of 100,000 Guineanos, 
approximately 100 would be emancipados (Sundiata 1990:33; see also Fegley 
1989:31-2). The institution of empancipation would disappear in 1960. 

Back in the early 1900s, while still endowed with his emancipado title, Mr. 
Gabriel Williams acquired a beautiful property called The Roses, a large co-
coa plantation in the coastal town of Luba. Many decades later, this idyllic 
landscape would bear witness to the horrors of Equatorial Guinea’s most con-
tested chapter of ethnic violence: the massacre of 21 January 1998. The prop-
erty that Mr. Gabriel Williams was the proudest of, however, was the mansion 
that he built in the heart of the city, one of the first concrete buildings ever 
raised on the island, and which only now, over a hundred years later, had 
started to crumble at the feet of Mamá Angie, his elderly granddaughter. 
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The women with whom I worked described the colonial city of Santa Isabel 
as a nice, clean place, with functioning public lighting, paved roads, and many 
trees. The continental region, Río Muni, was a completely different story. 
Largely isolated and neglected by administrators, the natives of Río Muni never 
reaped the benefits of Francisco Franco’s paternalist colonial policies, which 
manifested in the economic development of the island (Sundiata 1983:83-8; 
Fegley 1989:20-8). During the Spanish Civil War, Fernando Po (Isle of Bioko, 
home of the native Bubi) declared itself for Franco while Río Muni (predom-
inantly Fang) supported the Republic and had to be subdued in 1936. 

It was around this time that young Okeke Williams, Mr. Gabriel Williams’ 
eldest son, returned to Santa Isabel after completing his education in admin-
istration in Barcelona.21 Upon Okeke’s arrival, Mr. Williams handed over to 
him the responsibility of overseeing the family businesses. It was not long 
before young Okeke started climbing the local political ladder. The Spanish 
colonial government appointed him Member of the Municipal Council, Mem-
ber of the Native Administration, and Member of the Chamber of Commerce 
and Agriculture, all before he reached the age of thirty.  

An important part of Okeke’s work was to find an adequate labor force for 
his father’s plantations among the hundreds of Nigerian workers now pouring 
into the island, a consequence of the 1942 agreement that regulated their re-
cruitment. In time, Okeke Williams developed a genuine interest for the well-
being of the people working at his family properties.  

Under the careful eye of son Okeke, the Williams family businesses thrived 
for more than a decade. Yet in the late 1940s, Santa Isabel began to see changes. 
Colonial officers had become increasingly anxious about the African nationalist 
wave sweeping across the continent from Kenya to Ghana and closer to home, 
in Gabon, in the form of the Bwiti movement (Fernandez 1982). Fearing the 
imminent spread of ideas of independence, colonial officers worsened the con-
ditions in which many plantation laborers worked. Okeke Williams sided with 
his father’s laborers against colonial authorities, pressing colonial administra-
tors on the subject of better wages and safer working conditions. He openly ad-
vocated for the workers’ interests both at formal meetings and at informal gath-
erings, including, for example, whenever the governor, who was a close ac-
quaintance of his father, visited Mr. Williams at home.  

Despite the high regard in which the governor held his father, Okeke’s ideas 
were not popular among colonial authorities. A document titled “Curriculum vi-
tae,” which Okeke wrote (in English and using the third person singular) two dec-
ades later while looking for a job as an exile in Nigeria, offers an account of what 
happened to him when he was a young man: “The Spanish colonial Government 

 
21 Fernandinos never let go of the idea of getting a proper education and families frequently 
sent their youths to study abroad. The practice of sponsoring native youths’ studies in the me-
tropolis was later adopted by Franco with the purpose of turning them into colonial propagan-
dists (Sundiata 1990:131). 
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felt that he [Okeke, the author] was introducing English ideas to the people and 
[his presence was therefore] detrimental to the Official Administration, and be-
cause of that he was put on the black list.”22 Harassed by colonialists to the point 
of being unable to manage the family businesses, newly married Okeke Wil-
liams left for Nigeria in the early 1950s. 

In the still Spanish Guinea, the situation continued to deteriorate. African 
scholars familiar with patterns of violence inherent to the colonial enterprise 
have recognized that while “merciless subjugation was the dominant coloni-
alist ethos across the length and breadth of Africa… in the very case of Equa-
torial Guinea an entirely revolutionary trajectory of dehumanization was 
mapped” (Obadare 2003:581). As the low murmurs of independence became 
increasingly louder, Spain doubled its efforts to keep a grasp on the last of its 
tropical colonies. The colonial government increased its efforts to thwart the 
development of local small-scale capitalist initiatives, education, and political 
groups (Sandinot 1967; Ndongo 1977; Mitogo 1977; Sundiata 1996). The 
question of education became particularly acute in this context.23 A wave of 
intellectual renewal seemed imminent in the 1950s after the creation of more 
liberal laws for local education, but conservative colonialists argued that the 
more liberal Spanish officers responsible for their implementation were “sub-
verting the negroes” not only by “teaching them more than what they should 
know” but also by inculcating in them “a consciousness of being a people 
‘apart’ from Spain” (Ndongo 1977:71; see also Berman 1962:306). This ended 
up with conservative colonialists accusing the more liberal officers of prepar-
ing the blacks for independence and consequently, with the sabotage of the 
implementation of these more liberal laws for education. 

 

She came on a ship 
Angelina Ewaoluwa Williams Bokara, full pseudonym of the woman whom 
in this study I refer to as Mamá Angie, was born in Nigeria in 1955. She is the 
daughter of Okeke Williams and María Bokara, a Bubi woman from the vil-
lage of Basacato. When Angie was around nine years old, the political con-
vulsions that would lead to the Biafra War had started to shake Nigeria. Okeke 
Williams took his family back to Spanish Guinea, inspired by the prospect of 
imminent change announced by the shift from colonial rule to the system of 

 
22 Williams, O. [pseudonym] Curriculum vitae. Lagos, 23 July 1979. Typewritten original in my 
possession. 
23 By 1950 colonial rulers took it for granted that “the negroes were badly doted for abstract thought 
and logic operations” and that therefore, “it would be greatly useful that, after a shallow education, 
they were oriented towards learning a trade” (Ibarrola 1957). As late as the 1960s, Spanish politicians 
manifested dislike towards university-educated Guineanos, especially if these were natives of Río 
Muni (Mitogo 1977:18). Some people continue to believe that colonialists were purposely keeping 
Río Muni (predominantly Fang) underdeveloped in order to emphasize the difference between it and 
Fernando Po (home of the native Bubi), and thus legitimize pre-independence secessionist claims. 
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autonomía, which would give Spanish Guinea a little more autonomy from 
Spain, both economically and administratively. The family travelled by ship 
from Calabar to Santa Isabel and settled in Grandpa Williams’ old mansion, 
which had remained locked since the death of the old man a few years earlier. 
Built some sixty years prior in the heart of the area once known as Port Clarence, 
the city of Santa Isabel had grown around the house, and it now stood a mere 
couple of blocks from the buildings that housed the General Governors. 

In 1964, Madrid granted Spanish Guinea limited autonomy, but because 
all decisions taken by the local Asamblea General could be vetoed by the 
Spanish General Commissioner, the entire system proved to be a sham. The 
only difference between autonomía and previous forms of colonial rule was 
that, with autonomy, Guinea no longer contributed to the Spanish budget (Li-
niger-Goumaz 1988:12). This is not as significant as it might seem; the grad-
ual decay of colonial rule also meant the gradual worsening of the colony’s 
predominantly plantation-based economy. 

About the political climate of the time, Mamá Angie told me that she did not 
remember much. She was not interested in such things. “I know a few names: 
Luis Maho, Pastor Torao, Abilio Balboa, and people like these, because there 
were songs.24 But politics? Nothing!” And yet, many things were happening 
around nine-year-old Angie Williams. 

On the Isle of Bioko, Nigerian trade unions had been fighting for better work-
ing conditions at the plantations, but their pleas had gone unheard by colonial 
administrators. Following Nigeria’s independence on 1 October 1963, Nigerian 
workers had become restless and started making claims that Nigeria should an-
nex Fernando Po (Liniger-Goumaz 1988:82). Eminent Bubi men began to for-
mulate nationalist claims of their own partly as a means to counter the claims 
made by the Nigerians. In 1966, the UN General Assembly voted in favor of 
Spanish Guinea’s independence, and less than a year later, Spain called a Con-
stitutional Conference. Río Muni, the continental region, adopted a unitarian 
position – people there wanted to maintain the continental and insular regions 
united as one single country. Fernando Po, the insular region, adopted a seces-
sionist posture – people on the island wanted to separate from the continental 
region, Río Muni, and remain under the protection of Spain. Tensions increased 
throughout the months that followed. The triumph of the unitarians was sealed 
by the approval of the constitution, and despite explicit concerns of some Span-
ish politicians regarding the lack of “economic maturity of the Guineos [sic]” 
(Sandinot 1967:91), independence was granted by Spain on 12 October 1968. 

 
24 Luis Maho Sikacha, a Bubi lawyer, was a member of the Consejo de Gobierno in charge of 
the Department of Information and Tourism in 1964. Pastor Torao Sikara, Bubi chief and mayor 
of Baney, addressed an appeal to the UN for the independence of Spanish Guinea in 1964. 
Abilio Balboa Arkins, Fernandino, was one of the first leaders of the National Liberation Move-
ment of Equatorial Guinea (MONALIGE) and was twice elected mayor of Santa Isabel, in 1961 
and 1964. Note how the three names that Mamá Angie remembers were prominent in 1964. 
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Unidad, Paz, Justicia 
“Unity, Peace, Justice” (Unidad, Paz, Justicia) is Equatorial Guinea’s motto. 
The mamás with whom I worked had a somewhat different take on it. One of 
them suggested, for example, that it should be changed to a more realistic 
“Envy, Witchcraft, Infidelity” (Envidia, Brujería, Infidelidad). Back in 1968, 
however, people felt that the national motto was perfect, and rightly so. Tran-
sition from colonial rule to independence happened without immediate blood-
shed and people were happy and excited about the prospect of a brilliant future 
(Okenve 2009:158). As it transitioned into independence without war, some 
even felt that Equatorial Guinea was greatly admired by the entire world (see 
e.g. Bueriberi 1968).  

The measure of all Unity, Peace, and Justice was Francisco Masie Nguema 
Biyogo, the country’s first constitutional president. Francisco Masie, or Ma-
cías, was born in Nfenga (Nsork) on 1 January 1924. He grew up in 
Nzagayong, where his primary school education was taught by missionaries. 
In 1944, Macías entered the colonial administration and became an emanci-
pado in 1950. He climbed the ranks until becoming Major of the district of 
Mongomo, and during the Autonomous Government (1963-1968), he was ap-
pointed first vice president.  

 

*  *  * 
 
Young Angie’s family was living in Grandpa Gabriel’s old mansion. A few 
blocks away, the buildings that once housed the General Governors had be-
come, with independence, the Presidential Palace. In early 1969, Mamá An-
gie’s younger brother Uncle Raymond was a nine-year-old boy who loved 
playing with neighborhood friend Paco, at whose house the two boys hung out 
a lot. Paco was President Macías’ son and lived with his father at the Presi-
dential Palace. Fifty years later, Uncle Raymond maintained warm memories 
of Paco’s dad: “First of all, [President Macías was] a very handsome man. A 
very smart man. And he would not forgive idiocy.”25 

While little Raymond was playing with friend Paco at the Presidential Pal-
ace, thirteen-year-old Angie was not there to see any of it. Her father, Mr. 
Okeke Williams, had sent her to Spain, to a convent school in Tarragona.26 As 
one of the only two black girls in town, Mamá Angie remembered how the 
nuns would use her to beg for food from local shopkeepers. “One day they 
told us to put on our uniforms because we would go out,” Mamá Angie told 

 
25 The topic of Macías’ good looks is prevalent among the elderly women with whom I worked. 
Fruit vendor Mamá Esperanza could not stop commenting on how “strong, handsome, and fat” 
Macías was every time we spoke of him. Many women of her generation depicted President 
Macías as the epitome of Fang virility. 
26 For a detailed account of the lives of other Fernandina Krío women in Spain, see Aixelà-
Cabré (2022). 
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me. “And off we went, with a nun. We started going into bakeries, rotisseries. 
And the shopkeepers would give us chickens, cakes, things that were no longer 
that fresh. After a while I noticed, I felt like they [the nuns] were using us 
[black girls] to get food…. We girls used to have a good time getting out of 
the convent, but it was not right what the nuns were doing to us.” 

Also prominent in Mamá Angie’s memories is the fact that the convent had 
a laundry service, and that the nuns would force the girls to do the washing by 
making them get up at 5:00 a.m.  

The nuns kept using Angie to beg for food and wash other people’s bed-
linen until, one day, the Mother Superior called her to her office. A letter from 
Angie’s father, Mr. Okeke Williams, had arrived at the convent. The letter-
head read “Embassy of Equatorial Guinea in Addis Ababa.” In the letter, Mr. 
Okeke Williams informed his daughter that President Macías had made him 
an ambassador for the new Republic. “The nuns got really scared,” Mamá 
Angie remembered, explaining to me how, until then, the nuns had believed 
that she was an orphan.27 When they came to know that Angie was an ambas-
sador’s daughter, they stopped calling her to the laundry rooms altogether. 

Mr. Okeke Williams, ambassador of Equatorial Guinea to Ethiopia, would 
later be appointed ambassador to Nigeria. He would remain a diplomat of the 
highest rank until 1975, when President Macías recalled him and named him 
Head Minister of Justice. The position was tricky to manage. By 1975, the 
young Republic of Equatorial Guinea was no longer an internationally praised 
paradigm of Unity, Peace, and Justice. By the end of President Macías’ 11-
year rule, sources maintain, up to one third of the population were allegedly 
either killed or driven into exile (Artucio 1979:2; Fegley 1989:159; Sundiata 
1990:2).28 The man who once embodied the supreme ideals of the country’s 
motto would now be referred to as “Satan’s Envoy, Son of Lucifer, and Pres-
ident of the Witches” (in Liniger-Goumaz 1996:61). 

Satan’s Envoy, Son of Lucifer, and President of the Witches 
In 1972, less than three years after becoming the first elected constitutional 
president, Macías nullified the national constitution and proclaimed himself 
president for life (presidente vitalicio). His was a radical regime that reor-
ganized decentralized power in order to unify the nation through centralization 

27 It had been a priest, a relative of Mr. Okeke’s, who managed to get young Angie a place in 
the convent. Angie and her family saw it as a family-brokered scholarship. For the nuns it was 
white-on-black charity.  
28 That up to “one third of the population was either killed or driven into exile” is perhaps the most 
widely reproduced statement in scholarly and non-scholarly works touching upon the history of 
Equatorial Guinea, but a careful examination of the sources shows that it might be misleading. 
Despite the thousands of nationals living abroad at the end of Macías’ rule, not all of them were 
refugees or political exiles. For details on the nature of Equatoguinean migration during this period 
and the problems that it posits, see Fegley (1989:125-30); see also Nze Nfumu (2004:36-7). 
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(Mitogo 1977:45; af Klinteberg 1978:15). A crucial part of the Macías regime 
was the process of “retraditionalization” that it sparked (Okenve-Martínez 
2007). Starting with his dismantling of the education system, he launched a 
campaign against all things Western. Books were destroyed, teachers were 
killed, and the word ‘intellectual’ became synonymous with “imperialism’s 
lackey (lacayo del imperialismo)” (PUN 1972:30, 36) – a tag still used to de-
ride and discredit activists and political dissidents with a university education. 
Mamá Anita, a sixty-four year-old Ndowé woman who at the time I met her 
sold homemade buns in the slums of San Pedro, studied to become a teacher 
but never obtained her degree because the director of the school where she 
studied fled to Nigeria, fearing persecution. After all schools were shut down, 
eighteen-year-old Anita started teaching in secret, turning her living room into 
a clandestine classroom. “I used to have a lot of students,” Mamá Anita told 
me. “They were children from the neighborhood and the children of those who 
knew me from before. How were the kids going to be there, without an edu-
cation? Those who left were Nigerian…. A lot of my students left, but a lot of 
them stayed. Those who stayed attended class here, in my house.” Despite the 
dangers that teaching undercover represented for her, Mamá Anita told me 
that she was never afraid of being discovered. If the military had come to ask 
what she was doing, she would have simply answered that she was babysitting. 

With regard to the church, President Macías’ views were no less radical 
than they were on education. As his antagonism toward everything Western 
grew, Macías saw the Catholic religion as politically biased and thus morally 
tainted, which drove him to persecute the clergy. Going to church became 
punishable by a fine, and the punished were forced to declare, verbally and in 
front of the authorities, that “God doesn’t exist” (Ndongo 1977:222). Equato-
rial Guinea was veering toward authoritarian communism. 

The reasons why “Equatorial Guinea’s Sole Miracle” (El Único Milagro 
de Guinea Ecuatorial, one of Macías’ self-proclaimed titles) unraveled the 
way he did are open to discussion (see e.g. Nze Nfumu 2004). Yet the resent-
ment that Macías harbored toward the West in general and Spain in particular 
could be explained by the fact that, a mere few months after taking office, he 
discovered that the country was essentially bankrupt.29 There are those who 
believe that this discovery triggered in Macías a psychoemotional breakdown 
that was later exacerbated by the anger and paranoia that he felt following the 
discovery of a failed coup attempt in March 1969, headed by one of his min-
isters and sponsored by the Spanish Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Mitogo 
1977:44; Loboch 2009:452).  

 
29 There was no money in the banks. All capitals and revenues, as they had been controlled by 
a few trustees in the metropolis, were gone at the time of independence because of such trustees’ 
fear of the risk of expropriation (Nart 1976:13). 
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It had been after this 1969 coup attempt that President Macías had launched 
a campaign of peer-to-peer espionage, offering jobs within public administra-
tion as reward to those who would tell on real or make-believe dissidents – an 
action whose consequences haunt Equatoguinean sociality to this day. Chil-
dren were encouraged to denounce family members, which tore apart the close 
family structure of the Fang (Fegley 1989:100; Nze Nfumu 2004:46). As fam-
ilies shattered, a new sort of loyalty arose: the loyalty to the man who had 
come to embody the state (Okenve 2009:149; PUN 1972:24, 37-40). People 
would, from then on, offer proof of their loyalty to the figure of the president 
by denouncing individuals who dared to critique virtually anything in society 
(Okenve 2009:155-6; see also Mamdani 1996:23, 54). As the rewards 
mounted for those able to prove their loyalties in this manner, the ethos of 
betrayal became normalized as a legitimate strategy for personal gain. Today, 
by means of Fang traditional beliefs that see witchcraft as synonymous with 
knowledge, power, and status (and that, as such, permeate the entirety of the 
Equatoguinean political imagination), people conflate the remnants of Presi-
dent Macías’ culture of denunciation with the witchcraft-related trope of lazos 
de sangre or “ties of blood,” a recruitment system based on the ritual sacrifice 
(murder) of fellow kinsmen as proof of loyalty in exchange for positions of 
power and access to wealth (Caballero 2015:78). One of the rumors that might 
have aided the establishment of this shadowy recruitment system was that 
President Macías himself had sacrificed a relative in his quest for mystical 
power (Fegley 1989:49, 161). When Macías retreated in 1975 to Nzagayong, 
his hometown in Río Muni, the myth of his magical powers only grew larger. 
At home, people told me, Macías kept barrels full of the blood of his enemies 
to bathe in and use in witchcraft rituals. 

Whatever the myths and stories surrounding Macías’ unravelling and the 
subsequent demise of the state under his rule, the people I spoke to who knew 
Macías well all agreed that the former president was mentally ill. Mamá An-
gie’s younger brother Uncle Raymond went a step further. He told me that, 
even before president Macías retired to Nzagayong in 1975, it was more or 
less common knowledge that he had syphilis and that the condition had started 
spreading to his brain. In Uncle Raymond’s account, it was this condition that 
would eventually impair Macías’ bodily and cognitive functions. The barrels 
of blood that people told me were found at the president’s house in Nzagayong 
were, according to Uncle Raymond, full with red mercury that Macías had 
bought from China as a non-Western alternative treatment for his syphilis.30  

 

 
30 An indication that Macías suffered a possible neuropathy (syphilis of the brain, or even mer-
cury poisoning) is the fact that in late 1976 he lost his balance and fell from the rostrum while 
delivering a speech in the town of Ebibeyin. He could not get on his feet by himself, and his 
Cuban guards had to help him (Liniger-Goumaz 1988:97). 
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Unaligned 
One of the most enduring legacies of Macías’ presidency (1968-1979) was the 
connections he forged with the Soviet Union, China, North Korea, and Cuba 
(Loboch 2009:452). Cubans served as educators, forestry experts, and military 
personnel. North Korea provided military training and expert advisors to the 
National Guard.31 China provided arms as well as loans for telecommunica-
tions.32 The Soviet Union funded scholarships for the training of Equatoguin-
ean naval personnel, mechanics, administrators, and medical professionals.33 
Oliver Williams, another of Mr. Okeke Williams’ sons and Mamá Angie’s and 
Uncle Raymond’s older brother, was granted a scholarship at the Patrice Lu-
mumba University in Moscow, from which he graduated with a degree in 
Medicine in the mid-1970s. Two decades later, in 1998, Dr. Oliver Williams 
would treat torture victims in the aftermath of the Luba massacre. 

For the women with whom I worked, life under Macías throughout the 
1970s was a tale of graded shades. Back then, Fang fruit vendor Mamá Es-
peranza was the young third wife of a polygynous teacher, and she and co-
wife number four, Catalina, traded contraband of Chinese goods and utensils 
across the river Kie, at the border with Gabon, before leaving for exile in 
Libreville with their husband following Macías’ ban on Western education 
in the country. Bubi churro vendor Mamá Linda worked as a receptionist at 
the Ministry of Information. Together with her co-workers, she would party 
day and night, for days on end, all throughout the island, in caravans, every-
thing sponsored by her boss, the Minister himself. Bubi candy seller Mamá 
Teófila was a single young mother of four who, while suffering the effects 
of her uncle’s witchcraft, was also learning how to make flour out of dried 
tubers. Annobonesa fish seller Mamá Roberta was married to a fisherman 
and lived a happy life with her man and her firstborn in a village in Southern 
Bioko by the sea. 

Oblivious to what was happening in Malabo under Macías’ rule, Angie 
remained with the nuns in Spain until she was seventeen. Her father, Mr. 
Okeke Williams, then sent her to London, where she enrolled in college to 

31 Paco, Macías’ son and Uncle Raymond’s childhood friend, was trained in the military and 
martial arts in North Korea. Paco’s sister, Mónica Macías, was raised by Kim Il-sung (see 
e.g. BBC 09/04/2019).
32 Qaddafi’s Libya aided Macías with a gift of $1 million (Fegley 1989:112-114, 120).
33 Equatorial Guinea’s dealings with Russia, China, North Korea, and Cuba were permanently
established in 1976 after the country’s need for military support during a diplomatic crisis
with Nigeria, its big, Western-friendly neighbor. In 1976, a group of Nigerian laborers took
refuge in the Nigerian embassy in Malabo to escape harassment on the cocoa plantations.
Reportedly acting on Macías’ orders, the National Guard breached the precinct’s extraterri-
toriality and attacked the men, leaving eleven dead. While many Nigerians criticize their
government’s decision not to take military action, others criticize it for not having dealt with
the crisis in a manner that would have stopped Equatorial Guinea from securing such reputable
alliances (Obadare 2003).
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become a nurse. During her late teens and early twenties, Angie lived an ad-
venturous life. She was the victim of a rape attempt by her tutors’ son and 
dropped out of nursing school soon after. She confessed to me that she could 
not handle having to deal with “gross old men” (viejos feos guarros). Promi-
nent in Angie’s life during this London period is the lifestyle that she was 
thrust into by her friends (young black girls who liked to party, for money, 
with married white men). Mamá Angie recalled her Nigerian boyfriend’s illit-
erate mother attempting to murder her by witchcraft, having reggae legend 
Bob Marley as an annoying neighbor (and campaigning to kick him out of the 
neighborhood), and rubbing elbows with the children of the African diplo-
matic elite in their Kensington flats. After dropping out of college but still 
being supported by her father, Angie went to Lucy Clayton, a finishing school 
for ladies. She learned shorthand and typewriting and landed good secretarial 
jobs, including one at Sotheby’s. Angie was twenty-three-years old, and things 
looked great for her – but that was not going to last. 

In 1978, one year before President Macías’ fall, Angie’s father, Mr. Okeke 
Williams, had been in office as Head Minister of Justice for three years. An-
ticipating the imminent fall of the regime, and having been put under house 
arrest one time too many, Okeke prepared to leave the country. He would 
travel from Malabo to Lagos, legally, with the excuse of undergoing a medical 
checkup. Yet rumors had started to spread about Okeke’s true intentions, and 
the government issued an order for his arrest. According to family lore, just as 
he stepped into the airplane, a police van arrived on the runway to take Okeke 
to Blaibich jail.  

The man who gave the final order for the plane to take off with Mr. Okeke 
Williams and his family on board was President Macías’ nephew, then Vice 
Minister of Defense and Military Governor of Bioko, Teodoro Obiang 
Nguema Mbasogo. Many years before that fateful encounter at the airport, 
when Mr. Okeke Williams had first been appointed ambassador, young 
Obiang Nguema had been put in charge of his personal security. The two men 
knew each other from that time.  

When I asked Mamá Angie and her brother, Uncle Raymond, whether they 
believed this acquaintance was the reason why young Obiang Nguema al-
lowed their father to escape, Uncle Raymond commented that, in his view, it 
had been a purely strategic move. Foreseeing succession, young Obiang 
Nguema had been trying for a while to get rid of unwanted political figures of 
significance. Having a Head Minister of Justice fleeing the country was easier 
and less noisy than having him killed. This was, of course, family congosá 
(rumors and gossip), but some of it turned out to be true. On 3 August 1979, 
not long after that dramatic scene between Mr. Okeke and young Teodoro 
Obiang Nguema at the airport in Malabo, Obiang Nguema headed a coup and 
overthrew his uncle, Macías. 
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The Great Owl 
The news about the coup d’état that overthrew President Macías was broadcast 
by Nigerian television. Mr. Okeke Williams followed the story from the rela-
tive safety of his living room sofa in Ibadan. Five days later, Mr. Okeke put 
on his thick reading glasses, sat by his typewriter, and wrote a letter to daugh-
ter Angie, who was still in London.34 

Ibadan, 8th August 1979 
My dear Daughter: 

I get myself to put you a few lines… I am having a fine time, tak-
ing it easy, without feeling the need to worry about anything. 

Last Saturday, while we were watching tele, we heard the news 
about Macías’ fall. We were happy. But later, while in bed at 
night, I started to think properly about the event and I became 
convinced that it is all camouflage. The people whom they say 
have made the coup [Obiang Nguema and his associates] are Ma-
cías’ intimates and the Lieutenant Coronel [Obiang Nguema] is 
Macías’ nephew. What I believe goes as follows: Seeing that he 
has reduced the country down to nothing, the country lacking 
everything and not being able to face the expenses of the admin-
istration, Macías has decided to invite in his nephew, who is 
highest in the army, and to arrange with him announcing to the 
world that they have made a coup while he would remain in his 
township [Nzagayong], giving instructions to his nephew. Be-
sides, this is how they have been doing it these months, but with-
out it being official to the world. He [Macías] remains in his 
Mongomo, and these [Obiang Nguema and his associates], after 
fooling the entire world, try to fix things up a little bit once again. 
I believe this will come out to light with time, for even if Spain 
comes out to their help as they have said, those people who are 
there, they cannot manage a country. Time will tell… 

Your father who loves you dearly… 
Okeke 

Mr. Okeke might have viewed, from the relative safety of his house in Ibadan, 
Obiang Nguema’s coup with suspicion, but people in Bioko and Río Muni were 
experiencing the transition from Macías to Obiang first-hand, and they were 

34 Williams, Okeke. [pseudonym] Letter to daughter Angie [pseudonym]. 8 August 1979. Iba-
dan. 1 page. Typewritten original in my possession.  
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definitely seeing the changes. Harassment by the army had stopped, and com-
modities were coming through the borders. The mamás remembered how pre-
viously unavailable essential articles such as soap, clothes, and shoes started to 
appear in the markets. Regardless of how the new president had made his way 
into the Presidential Complex (Macías had made sure that it was no longer a 
Presidential Palace), he seemed to have had everything going for him. Hope, 
once again, was everywhere. Fruit vendor Mamá Esperanza remembers the 
early years of the Obiang Nguema regime as some of the best years in her life. 

* *  *

Teodoro Obiang Nguema Mbasogo was born in Acoakam, district of Mon-
gomo, Río Muni, a Fang of the Esangui clan. In 1975, he was named Vice 
Minister of Defense and Military Governor of Bioko, which turned him into 
the “viceroy of the capital and Blackbich jail” (Liniger-Goumaz 1996:52). On 
3 August 1979, Obiang Nguema headed a coup (code name Operación León), 
which is known today as El Golpe de Libertad (The Coup of Freedom), and 
successfully overthrew President Macías. On September that same year, Macías 
was tried for “continuous and reiterated crimes of genocide, mass killings, mis-
appropriation of public funds, material damages, systematic violations of human 
rights, and treason” at an old movie theater, Cine Marfil (Artucio 1979:32). Of-
ficial versions have it that he was killed by a firing squad, but there were no 
witnesses, a fact that has sparked the belief, extended among the mamás with 
whom I worked, that Macías did not die in 1979 but was in fact spared, hidden 
away, and died as recently as 2016. If, as Mr. Okeke’ letter to daughter Angie 
suggests, it is true that the 3 August 1979 coup was a cover-up for a pact of 
succession, this would give credence to the rumor that Macías was not killed in 
1979 as the military council had led everyone to believe.35 

In the early 1980s, with a young Obiang Nguema in power, things were im-
proving in Malabo. Yet Angie was having a rough time in London. In the same 
month that she was supposed to start the paperwork to become a British citizen, 
Angie received an urgent telegram from Nigeria. Her father’s health was failing. 
The dire economic situation in which the family had fallen, together with his 
sons’ seeming inability to take over the responsibility of properly providing for 
the family, had thrown Mr. Okeke Williams into a deep depression.  

35 Other Ministers’ opinion that the 1979 coup had been a “palace revolution” was referenced 
by Baynham (1980:65-6) merely one year after the coup. A reference to the rumor of Macías’ 
life being spared was also given by Liniger-Goumaz in 1988. According to Liniger-Goumaz’s 
sources, Macías was “executed in September along with five other prisoners…. They were all 
executed by firing squad without witnesses, by Moroccan soldiers. This detail gave rise to the 
story that Macías Nguema is still alive somewhere in Africa” (1988:97). For more on the rumor 
of Macías’ alleged recent passing, see “A national science” p. 158 and “(Mis)Trust in one’s 
sources” p. 169 in this thesis. 
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In an attempt to sort out the status of whatever properties the Williams 
family still owned in Equatorial Guinea, Mr. Okeke sent his eldest son Lucas 
to Malabo. In Nigeria, the Williams sold everything they had. The Nigerian 
government offered them political asylum, but Mr. Okeke turned down the 
offer. “He refused to take it,” Mamá Angie explained, “because he had a lot of 
people in Malabo, and in those days, if you said something that they didn’t want 
to hear, they took your family and they tortured them.” Despite the positive 
changes that people like Mamá Esperanza perceived during the early years of 
the Obiangnguemist regime, political violence in the country continued. 

Throughout the 1980s, foreign criticism of Teodoro Obiang Nguema was 
grounded on his political monolitism or one-party rule. Equatoguinean political 
theorist Constantino Ocha’a Mve Bengobesam (1985) justified one-party rule 
by arguing that, in Western democracies, political parties act as groups repre-
senting ideological positions, while in Equatorial Guinea there could not exist a 
true commitment to ideology because of the preponderance of kinship (1985:38-
40).36 Today, kinship continues to play an important role in the Equatoguinean 
political imagination, albeit in a different way. The historical normalization of 
betrayal as a legitimate strategy for personal gain has given rise to the trope of 
the lazos de sangre or ties of blood that I described previously. In Chapter 4, we 
will see some of the reasons why people maintain that aspiring state agents en-
gage in ritual practices that include, as proof of loyalty, the sacrifice of a relative. 
For now, I would like to point out that allegations of tomb desecration and ritual 
cannibalism among the political elite circulate freely on social media, and that 
details regarding corpse mutilation accompany the discovery of bodies through-
out the national territory.37 The now elderly President Obiang Nguema actively 
fans the flames of such narratives. In December 2019, he appeared on national 
television talking about how he once dodged a missile attack launched by 
witches in the township of Nsoksomo.38 One of Obiang Nguema’s contempo-
rary nicknames is El Gran Búho (The Great Owl), a moniker that portrays him 
as a night creature that watches everything from the concealment of the cano-
pies, in the dark, just like his picture sees all from the walls in people’s houses, 
businesses, schools, and public administration buildings. 

36 Ocha’a Mve explains that the Macías’ 11-year-long rule was “a period in which the idea of 
wellbeing and family and personal freedom was associated with the conception of public power 
as patrimonial goods and privileges accessible through family ties.” He elaborates: “The belief 
and sentiment that individuals’ civil protection, the gain of public benefits, freedom, social well-
being guarantees, etcetera, depend or are conditioned by kinship ties between the citizen and the 
ruling class, is a consequence of the deterioration of the Public Administration during the 11-year 
crisis, and it is also the reason why kinship still has a great influence capable of endangering big 
democratic national decisions. So being, civilian responsibility [for anti-democratic practices] re-
mains questionable, since the criteria of kin-sympathy prevails over that of political objectivity. 
From this moment, democracy loses its partidist interest” (Ocha’a Mve 1985:38-40). 
37 See “I believe in the evil of people,” p. 112 in this thesis. 
38 TVGE Internacional. Informativo. 13 December 2019. At: https://www.facebook.com/ade-
lamelania.nchama.3/videos/1447018482128008/ [accessed: 13/03/2023]. 
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* *  *

After a long and successful career in business and diplomacy, Mr. Okeke Wil-
liams lay on his deathbed, painfully aware of the destructive power of politics. 
He made his children promise that none of them would ever have any dealings 
with the Equatoguinean government. They all gave him their word, but not 
everybody kept it. Deeply “disappointed with his sons” for not living up to his 
measure as providers for the family, Mr. Okeke Williams died, according to 
daughter Angie, of heartbreak in the early 1980s at the age of 73.  

After the death of her father while exiled in Nigeria, twenty-six year-old 
Angie could not go back to London. Every single penny the family had went 
to cover basic expenses. This forever extinguished for her the possibility of 
becoming a British citizen and, Mamá Angie now knew, also of having some-
where to go in old age, a retirement home, when she no longer could fend for 
herself. Unmarried and without any children of her own, Angie moved her 
mother and siblings to Lagos and got a secretarial job. She would remain there 
until a family tragedy brought her back to Malabo, and another one would 
force her to stay. 

Dr. Oliver, his brother, and the Luba massacre 
If it is true that, as American historian Ibrahim Sundiata (1990:87) has written, 
throughout the 1980s the government of Teodoro Obiang Nguema seemed “a 
pauper taking help from whomever will give it,” fortunes were rapidly turning 
as oil fumes and offshore platforms started dotting the country’s horizon. In 
1995, the American oil company then-called Exxon “discovered that the Zaf-
iro oil field [located 68 km west-northwest off the shores of Malabo] had pro-
duction capacities three times greater than the company’s entire worldwide 
output of oil and gas at the time” (Appel 2019:16). Exxon’s discovery of oil 
in Equatorial Guinea’s national waters put the United States in business with 
the Obiangnguemist state. Given the alliances it forged, oil was, according to 
an opposition member of parliament, “like a life jacket for the regime, an ox-
ygen balloon to help it float” (in Appel 2016:16).  

Oil also brought an environment of perceived opportunity for many Equa-
toguineans. Mr. Okeke Williams’ son Oliver, the medical doctor trained in the 
Soviet Union, arrived in Malabo from Lagos attracted by this environment. 
He settled in Grandpa Williams’ old house, then occupied by Lucas, Oliver’s 
eldest brother. Lucas had lived in Malabo for a number of years, together with 
his wife and their children, trying to sort the paperwork for the properties that 
the Williams family still owned in the country.  

Oliver came to Malabo with the ambition of opening a medical facility and 
contributing to the project of national reconstruction that President Teodoro 
Obiang Nguema proclaimed he was launching. Pleading in the name of his 
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late father (a man whom the now president had allowed to flee, perhaps out of 
compassion and personal esteem), Dr. Oliver managed to get a private audi-
ence with the president, who promised Dr. Olivier funding and support to 
build a medical center. Soon enough, Dr. Williams found himself practicing, 
though not in the way he had expected. As he waited for the president to make 
good on his word, Dr. Oliver managed to open a small clinic in his own 
home.39 Some international organizations soon contacted him, offering to pro-
vide funds and patients for his medical practice. The patients they referred to 
him were victims of torture by the state.40 

 

*  *  * 
 
After a few years in Lagos under the authority of elder sister Angie, Uncle 
Raymond, Mr. Okeke Williams’ youngest son, arrived in Malabo to join his 
brothers, Dr. Oliver and Lucas. Despite a climate of political volatility, many 
still considered Equatorial Guinea a mine of economic opportunities. Ray-
mond was a polyglot in a context now teeming with foreign interests. He 
landed a clerical job at the Ministry of Defense and used this as a vantage 
point to contemplate the events in Luba and Bioko Sur on 21 January 1998. 

On that morning, people in the coastal town of Luba woke up to the sound 
of shotguns. A group of thirty to forty Bubi men led by ethnic nationalist At-
anasio Laesá Bitá Rope broke into plantations and killed a number of Bubi 
workers who refused to join them in an uprising. In the Williams’ old property 
The Roses alone, the men killed around ten people. Uncle Raymond knew the 
details because Bitá had been dating a relative of the Williams family. 

“The stupid kid thought that he could make a coup,” Uncle Raymond told 
me. He explained that young Bitá had been working for the American coop-
eration, that he had many connections all around Bioko, and that he had hired 
an old ex-combatant from the Nigerian Civil War to train his people in secret.  

The killing of Bubi workers was but the first phase of the conflict. After 
wreaking havoc in the plantations, Bitá and his men stormed the Luba police 
station. Only then did the violence become about Bubi against Fang ethnicity. 
They continued murdering civilians as they made their way to Malabo. Once 
in the capital, the men nearly succeeded in overtaking the military headquar-
ters of Acacio Mañé before being stopped by the national army.  

 
39 According to Uncle Raymond, the president did keep his word. If Dr. Oliver never received 
the money, it was reportedly because the men whom the president had trusted to deliver it had 
taken it for themselves. 
40 In 1993, the US accused the Obiangnguemist regime of engaging in torture, intimidation, and 
unlawful imprisonment of its opponents. The UN Commission for Human Rights announced 
that it would appoint a special rapporteur to monitor conditions in Equatorial Guinea. By 1994, 
Dr. Oliver Williams was treating victims of torture with funding provided by Amnesty Interna-
tional and the International Rehabilitation Council for Torture Victims (IRCT), organizations 
for which he was to become a local liaison until his death in January 1999. 
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The second phase of the conflict started when the national army sent its troops 
to Bioko Sur. “The soldiers, they were not shy at it,” Uncle Raymond told me. 
“Until this day, there might be 100, 200 people whose bodies have never been 
seen.” I asked Uncle Raymond whether the disappeared were the victims of the 
Bubi or the Fang. Uncle Raymond said that they were the victims of both.  

When Uncle Raymond’s boss at the Ministry of Defense heard how the 
troops were abusing the civilian population in Bioko Sur, he immediately sent 
a general by the name of Mauro with strict orders to stop the killings and calm 
the soldiers. This he did, assisted by the governor, a man they called Alandi. 
“They stopped it all,” said Uncle Raymond, “but by the time they did, a lot of 
people were already dead.” 

The third phase of the Luba massacre started after the massacre itself, when 
between 200 and 300 Bubi people were arrested, taken into custody, and 
brought to the Central Commissary in Malabo. Uncle Raymond had the op-
portunity to enter the precinct because his job at the Ministry sometimes re-
quired visiting people whose offices were located in that same building.  

“I entered…. To reach the place where my boss’s office was, I had to walk, 
in those days, through where the cells were. What I saw there….” Uncle Ray-
mond paused, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath.  

“What did you see?” I asked. 
Uncle Raymond gestured with his hand as if cutting off an ear. 
“Were they cutting ears there? Were their ears cut?” 
“They were cutting them right there…. Some of them had them already 

cut. Others, they would cut the men’s penises. I mean, they were [cutting] 
whatever they felt like. They had them all down here, in Central [Commis-
sary]. Guantánamo41 didn’t exist back then…. It was an atrocity…. 200, 300 
[people]…. And the psychopaths....”  

“Do you mean the military?” 
“No. The soldiers were regular soldiers. When this happened,” Uncle Ray-

mond pointed in the direction of the Presidential Complex, “he called his peo-
pleee. From his village. His relatives. And they are…. Pshhhhhh. They are a 
barbarity, boy. They are evil.” 

The fourth phase of the Luba massacre started with the trial and sentencing 
to death of four men involved in the uprising, three of whom were tried in 
absentia. As a public servant working at the Ministry of Defense, Uncle Ray-
mond was there, a first-hand witness. The trials took place at the old Cine 
Marfil, the same movie theater where President Macías had been tried two 
decades earlier. The trial was broadcast on television throughout the region. 
Just like her father had done during the 3 August 1979 coup that ended Ma-
cías’ rule, Angie Williams was following the news of what was happening in 

 
41 Not Guantánamo Bay. People in Malabo refer to the city jail and detention center at the 
Ministry of Defense as Guantánamo. 
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Malabo from the relative safety of her living room in Lagos. The trial lasted 
two weeks. The verdict: all guilty. The sentence:  

“Death,” said Uncle Raymond.42 “But there, the powers took the oppor-
tunity to wash away other things…. Martín Puye…. That was the last time I 
saw him,” Uncle Raymond’s voice broke. 

Martín Puye was, at the time of the attacks in Luba and throughout Bioko 
Sur, the leader of the Movimiento para la Autodeterminación de la Isla de 
Bioko (MAIB), an organization that, despite being then the foremost Bubi sep-
aratist movement in the country, had “absolutely nothing to do” with the at-
tacks in Luba, according to Uncle Raymond.43  

Getting increasingly upset, Uncle Raymond remembered what MAIB 
leader Martín Puye had said to him, in the close familiarity of the Pichi lan-
guage, on the last day of the trial of Bitá and his men at the old Cine Marfil. 
“Chico no main dis bata manden eh, den go kil mi nau (Boy, don’t trust the 
Fang eh, they are going to kill me now).”  

Upon recounting Martín Puye’s words, Uncle Raymond broke down in 
tears. Puye was assassinated two weeks later, some say by poisoning, some 
say by torture, while in the custody of the state in Blaibich jail. 

Mamá Angie heard, from where she was standing by the grill, that her 
brother was upset. She swiftly came to our table. When she saw the thick, oily 
tears streaming down of her brother’s face, Mamá Angie asked him why he 
was talking about such things. With a shattered voice, Uncle Raymond re-
called part of the speech that MAIB leader Martín Puye had given while tes-
tifying at the Bitá trial: “And Puye went, ‘Long live the Republic of Equatorial 
Guinea!’ ‘Viva!’ everybody shouted [back].”  

Wearied by the emotional state of her brother, Mamá Angie walked away 
from our table, muttering that by then the republic already was dead.  

 

The aftermath 
The 21 January 1998 massacre put a permanent strain on Fang-Bubi relations 
across the Isle of Bioko. The shift of public discourse on ethnicity politics 
constitutes the fifth and last phase of the violence that started with the actions 
of Bitá and his men in Luba. Uncle Raymond remembered how, throughout 

 
42 The Nigerian mercenary was killed by a firing squad in Punta Fernanda, north of Bioko, that 
same year. The other three men were tried in absentia, so death sentences could not be carried 
out right away. 
43 Two decades after the fact, the positions that the MAIB has taken regarding the events are, 
in terms of self-ascribed responsibility, contradictory. Sometimes the movement takes credit 
and portrays the attacks in Luba and Bioko Sur as a Bubi revolution; other times, it disentangles 
itself from the attacks altogether, portraying them as the desperate actions of a few desperate 
young Bubi men. In their online publications, members of the MAIB living outside of Equato-
rial Guinea tend to portray Bitá as a martyr leader while simulta-neously denouncing the assas-
sination of MAIB leader Martín Puye, who, in 1998, denied that the MAIB as a movement had 
any involvement. For other accounts, see e.g. Lelli 2005. 



 

 69 

the months that followed the attacks, the climate in Malabo was tense. “Fang 
people had started to believe that ‘the Bubi want to kill us.’ Then all the Fang 
banded together. If you were Bubi, any Fang would look at you with mistrust. 
Even if he was your friend from before, he would look at you now in a differ-
ent way.”  

This climate of interethnic tensions did not stay in the city barrios. It per-
meated the entirety of the state apparatus, which made life difficult for the 
very few Bubi who held positions of relative authority. “The Bubi that were 
eating from underneath him,44 even they had problems,” Uncle Raymond re-
membered. “The Fang were very angry, and very paranoid. So if you were 
Bubi, and you went somewhere, forget it. De no go trata yu (They would not 
engage with you).” The narratives and events surrounding the Luba massacre 
and its aftermath have been, in this sense, a major instrument to consolidate 
the ethnification of power in Equatorial Guinea. 

“But what happened to Bitá?” I wondered, curious about the fate of the 
man whose actions had triggered everything that happened in Luba, Bioko 
Sur, and everywhere else thereafter. “Was he killed?” I asked Uncle Raymond. 
He nodded. 

“Years later, in Cote d’Ivoire. When all this happened, they did not catch 
him. When he saw that things were not going to work out, he fled, the ass-
hole…. They bludgeoned him. They threw him in a ditch by some road.” 

As Uncle Raymond wrapped up his account of the 21 January 1998 mas-
sacre, he made his position on the subject clear to me. He told me that he did 
not speak ill of anybody, or take sides, because he was neither Bubi nor Fang, 
and the ethnic component of the conflict meant absolutely nothing to him. 
Most people, however, do not think like Uncle Raymond, and ethnicity con-
tinues to shape everyday relations in Malabo. Mamá Teófila, for example, was 
a Bubi ethnic nationalist who often expressed her abhorrence for the Fang.  

Bubi ethnic nationalism of the kind that inspired Bitá and his men, and that 
lives on in the hearts of people like Mamá Teófila (see DR 30/03/2015; RM 
23/01/2019), can be traced back to the colonial period. Because of the Bubi’s 
reluctance to working in plantations, the Fang had been introduced as planta-
tion labor to Fernando Po more than forty years previously, at the beginning 
of the 20th century (Obadare 2003; Sundiata 1996; Mitogo 1977). The Fang, 
as prospective plantation laborers, were trying to get away from the dire living 
conditions that they faced in Río Muni. The Fang people’s lack of influence 
over policy despite their numbers during this period is well documented (see 
e.g. Mitogo 1977:14-15, 41). By the 1950s, fostering an appropriate ideolog-
ical climate to push for secession during independence – this is, promoting 
social fragmentation in order to better control their subjects (Ndongo 1977; 
Sundiata 1996; Mamdani 1996:24) – Spanish colonialists were spreading fear 
among the Bubi by portraying the Fang as a large, violent tribe that had pushed 

 
44 I.e. the Bubi that were working directly for Obiang Nguema or as public servants. 
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its way down from Cameroon to Gabon and Spanish Guinea with the purpose 
of creating a large Fang empire that would ultimately crush the Bubi. A few 
Bubi leaders teamed up with colonial officers to plead for Spanish protection; 
whites, they argued, were there to guarantee the survival (and the privileges) 
of the non-Fang who lived in the capital (Ndongo 1977:74-75). Spanish colo-
nialists wanted to grant independence to Río Muni (Fang) but keep the island 
of Fernando Po (Bubi) under Spanish rule. It was interests of an economic 
kind that motivated Spanish colonialists to spread fear about the Fang among 
the Bubi. The interethnic divide was not just ethnic: it was, like in other post-
colonial settings, “an effect of a larger split, also politically enforced, between 
town and country” (Mamdani 1996:24). 

Today, as Bubi separatism lives on, so do traces of the construct of a Fang 
imperialist agenda. Narratives of Fang ethnic domination have become a com-
monplace explanation for the group’s political and economic dominance and 
for everybody else’s position of disadvantage in relation to them. Narratives 
of this sort are, however, an oversimplification. They fail to account for the 
fact that most Fang are just as poor as are the poor from any other ethnic group 
(Rondo Igambo 2000:93; Laurel 2009:442). Narratives that portray inequality 
as correlating to ethnicity obscure the many tensions brewing among Fang 
individuals themselves and, most importantly, the tensions within the ethni-
fied state apparatus. As for the mamás with whom I worked, not even Mamá 
Teófila made, at the end, any distinctions. As we shall see in Chapter 4, the 
women merged ethnicity with male stereotypes and spoke about all ethnic 
groups as more or less equally evil. 

 

Wherever home might have been 
Having lived in Nigeria for the past twenty years, forty-four-year-old Angie 
Williams arrived in Malabo in late December 1999. She remained unmarried 
and without any children of her own. Throughout her life, Angie had had at 
least five miscarriages. Sometimes she believed that her inability to carry 
pregnancies to full term was due to complications following a treatment for 
myoma. Other times, she believed that her half-siblings, who engaged in 
witchcraft, were the culprits, as neither she nor eldest sister Rose – the only 
two legitimate daughters of the late Mr. Okeke Williams – had ever been able 
to have children of their own. 

The purpose of Angie’s trip to Malabo in late 1999 was to see two of her 
brothers, Raymond and Lucas, and to organize a funeral mass for Dr. Oliver, 
who had died the previous year.45 Apart from Oliver’s death, Angie’s family 

 
45 Dr. Oliver’s death was, according to Uncle Raymond, a suicide, the outcome of a long battle 
against depression. Uncle Raymond maintains that Oliver killed himself with an overdose of 
self-prescribed diazepam. Mamá Angie, on the other hand, believes that her brother was mur-
dered. Dr. Oliver had been treating victims of torture since 1994 and was a local liaison for 
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was doing well. Uncle Raymond was still working for the Ministry of Defense, 
and Lucas was on the verge of getting a job at one of the biggest oil companies 
operating in Malabo. 

By 1996, Equatorial Guinea was exporting approximately 5,000 barrels per 
day (bbl/d) of low-sulfur distillate-rich crude oil (Appel 2011:6). By 2012, the 
country would be exporting roughly 319,100 bbl/d of crude oil, with proven 
remaining reserves of 1.1 billion barrels as of January 2013. Hydrocarbons 
would account for 99.3% of the nation’s $14.5 billion in exports and 98% of 
government revenues in 2008 (IMF 2010; Kraus 2010). Since the country’s 
debut as an oil and gas exporter in the mid-1990s, revenue from the hydrocar-
bon sector has comprised well over 90% of government income. From US oil 
and gas companies alone, this amounts to nearly $100 billion (Appel 2019:16). 
Twenty years later, the oil industry remains the only large employer other than 
public administration (Appel 2019:18).  

How the American oil industry has chosen to look away from the deeply 
problematic political and social realities in Equatorial Guinea has been studied 
in detail by American economic anthropologist Hannah Appel (2011; 2012a; 
2012b; 2019). Other authors are also critical of the attitudes with which dem-
ocratic governments conduct businesses in Equatorial Guinea, writing in sup-
port of or against “the myth of the oil curse” (Donner 2009; Campos 2010). 
Despite the riches that oil has brought to the nation, general opinion holds that 
the oil boom has worsened the living conditions of most Equatoguineans 
(Okenve 2009:144). Annobonés author Juan Tomás Ávila Laurel (2009:442) 
considers that many education initiatives embedded in corporate social re-
sponsibility programs contribute to the ethnification of power because it is the 
children of powerful men who partake in them. Consensus is that oil riches 
will benefit the general population only after they can be administered with 
transparency and accountability (Rondo Igambo 2000). This, however, is un-
likely to happen anytime soon, given the suspension, after much pressure from 
human rights activists, of the country’s candidature to join the Extractive In-
dustries Transparency Initiative (EITI) in 2012, as well as its rejection again 
in early 2020 (EITI 14/02/2020). 

 

*  *  * 
 
Upon her arrival in Malabo, Angie thought that she was in for a short visit, 
but a whole year passed before she could start planning for her return to Lagos. 
As the only Williams woman in the household, Angie’s main role had become 
that of helping her now divorced older brother Lucas raise his children. At 
work, Lucas fell out with his boss and decided to quit. Angie and Lucas ar-

 
Amnesty International and the ICRT. The prospect of him being the victim of political assassi-
nation merely a year after the 1998 killings in Luba is not completely without merit. 
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ranged for a joint return to Nigeria, but tragedy struck a couple of weeks be-
fore the siblings were scheduled to leave: Lucas was killed in a car accident. 
Following late Mr. Okeke’s wishes that eldest son Lucas took care of the fam-
ily estate, most property titles of the Williams family were now in Lucas’s 
name, but Lucas had died without leaving a will. Grief-stricken and saddled 
with mountains of paperwork, Angie was stranded in Malabo indefinitely. 
Worst of all, Mamá Angie would acknowledge decades later, was that with 
Lucas’s passing, she was stuck having to be a foster mother for his children.  

Angie stayed in Malabo to raise her nieces and nephews. Around this time, 
she also began suffering from hypertension. As an aging, unmarried woman 
with no children of her own, Angie could not seek economic support from a 
man (i.e. from an ex-husband or ex-partner obliged to help the mother of his 
kids). The labor market in the country did not help her either. With the oil 
industry and public administration as the country’s only large employers, ag-
ing single women like Angie had few alternatives for formal employment. 
Women like Angie were therefore pushed into the informal economy. 

After her brother Lucas’s death, Angie started selling plants and flowers. 
She would go to the forest and pick them herself. Angie’s flower business 
made a profit for some time, but then Uncle Raymond lost his job at the Min-
istry of Defense and started having children of his own. Uncle Raymond’s 
wife, a Fang woman who according to Mamá Angie was raised with the belief 
that men go to work to make money and women go to the market to spend it, 
did not contribute to the family budget in any meaningful way. The family 
grew, and the money that Angie made was insufficient to feed it. Angie also 
worked in the catering service of an American oil company, but a vengeful 
relative got her fired. After losing that job, Angie started cooking for a Chinese 
restaurant owner, but she disliked working there. “Those Pamues [a pejorative 
ethnic tag for the Fang] and the Chinese were very dirty,” she told me.  

The day that Angie collected her last paycheck from the Chinese restau-
rant, she knew that she had to do something to make the money last. “I came 
home,” she remembered. “I then took my nieces to the grocery store, and we 
bought gizzards, cheap things like these, to make skewers. That is how we 
started selling. With the money from my last paycheck.” Angie was forty-
eight years old. The year was 2003.  

Uncle Raymond was hustling, working petty jobs, but he lacked a steady 
salary. By 2007, he was a father of three young children, and he and Mamá 
Angie were also raising Lucas’s three kids, now in their late teens. They were 
a family of eight living on the ground floor of the house that Grandpa Williams 
built more than a century ago. Angie’s grill business had become the family’s 
main source of income. 
 



 

 73 

The years of chaos (2015–present) 
When Mamá Angie and I sat and talked about her family history, she was 
sixty-three years old and had relied on the vending of grilled edibles for over 
a decade. At the beginning, she told me, the business was okay, and so it re-
mained until 2015. Then, after a brief bonanza, her business came crashing 
down and had not recovered since. 

According to Mamá Esperanza, the fruit seller, “the years of chaos” (los años 
del caos) started in 2015 and still continue. This period coincides with a reversal 
of economic fortunes that Equatorial Guinea experienced in 2015. That year, 
the country’s GDP suffered a disastrous drop of 15.4% caused by low oil prices 
and a slump in production from 350,000 barrels per day to 200,000. GDP per 
capita fell in 2015 to $10,640 from $18,389 in 2013 (Lansford 2019). The fol-
lowing year, GDP declined by 9.7% and fell by a further 7.4% in 2017. Such 
developments affected the mamás in unexpectedly concrete ways. 

In our conversations, Mamá Esperanza told me that there were four things 
that characterized “the years of chaos”: the feeling of a general lack of money, 
the return of foreign workers to their homelands, a rise in criminality, and the 
growth of political instability.  

“I no longer sell like I used to, when there were still companies around,” 
Mamá Esperanza once told me, lamenting the lack of cash flow and the return 
of many of her customers to their homelands. “At this time of the day, people 
used to make their way home from work, and they would buy things from us 
[i.e. from her and the vendors nearby].” As it turns out, the brief bonanza that 
grilled ribs seller Mamá Angie experienced back in 2015 was due to the many 
farewell parties that she unknowingly was hosting as foreigners came to her 
grill, in large groups, to eat, drink, and say their goodbyes. 

The rise in criminality was marked by the proliferation of street gangs. These 
were seen as symptomatic that the city was not what it used to be, that people 
were poor and desperate, and that this situation was forcing many to take extreme 
measures. The rise in criminality was a growing concern for the authorities and 
resulted in heightened security efforts. The police doubled in presence while clos-
ing the streets whenever high-ranking politicians moved across the city. Political 
instability resulted from a serious internal fragmentation of the state, which be-
came evident during the alleged coup attempt in December 2017.46 

 
46 According to a well-known Equatoguinean lawyer, the coup was organized by people “close 
to the president.” The Equatoguinean diaspora shared this view. The president’s relatives ac-
cused his wife, Constancia Mangue. Meanwhile, son Teodorín spotted an opportunity and car-
ried out a purge to get rid of his own adversaries within his father’s government. The self-
proclaimed Government of Equatorial Guinea in Exile argued that it was a self-inflicted coup 
to consolidate the dictatorship’s grasp on power. The Minister of Foreign Affairs suggested that 
the coup had been prepared in France. Obiang Nguema’s regime declared that the coup attempt 
had been an act of international terrorism. Many arrests made in connection to the December 
2017 coup attempt showed, however, that many of the people involved were active members 
of the ruling party, PDGE. See Intento de golpe de estado en Guinea Ecuatorial de 2017. At: 
https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intento_de_golpe_de_estado_en_Guinea_Ecuatorial_de_2017. 
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Crepúsculo 
While many people suspected the December 2017 coup attempt of being a 
smokescreen by the government to justify the arbitrary mass arrest of dozens 
of members of Ciudadanos por la Innovación (CI), a political opposition 
party, the event unleashed a crisis for elderly President Teodoro Obiang 
Nguema’s already quivering leadership. The crisis became evident as he stood 
to greet the people who, as a long tradition of coercion at the workplace man-
dated, had been ushered to the courtyard of the Presidential Complex to wish 
him a happy New Year 2018. Very few individuals showed up, and President 
Obiang Nguema could not but notice it. After thanking those who were there, 
he complained on public television about those who were absent. Obiang 
Nguema accused the absentees, in a childish resentful way, of feeling too big 
now, in their big cars. He scolded them for not showing up to hear the sabias 
orientaciones (lit. wise orientations) that he doled out in his annual speech. 
For those who watched the event on television, the resulting image was not 
that of a ruthless dictator. It was that of an impotent gerontocrat painfully 
aware of the indifference of which the people were capable. Having grown 
accustomed to violence and systematic humiliations, Equatoguineans were no 
longer emotionally deterred by threats, nor overwhelmed by displays of des-
potic authority. Accustomed to commanding fear and awe, elderly President 
Teodoro Obiang Nguema was confronted with the prospect of indifference. 
Humiliation had come to greet him, face to face, to his own courtyard; with 
every passing year, fewer and fewer people cared enough to pretend that pay-
ing him tribute mattered.  

A little over forty years after his ascent to power, President Teodoro 
Obiang Nguema has gone on repeating that he does not remain in office be-
cause he wants to, but because he owes it to those who keep electing him. 
Most people, however, think otherwise. I was always struck that Malabeños 
rarely called the president by name. Instead, they spoke about him using epi-
thets and titles such as “This Mister” (Este señor), “The One from the Picture” 
(El de la foto), “The One from the Wall” (El de la pared), “The Chief” (El 
Jefe), and “The Great Owl” (El Gran Búho). By December 2019, a new nick-
name had been added. Inspired by the tale of paranormal missiles that Obiang 
had spoken about on national television, some had started calling him 
Crepúsculo (Twilight), a nickname that fused references to his old age, his 
dwellings on the occult, and what people wanted to believe was the imminent, 
fast-approaching end of his forty-year rule. 

 

*  *  * 
 
Reflecting on the prospect of transition, Uncle Raymond worried about the 
fragmentation of the country. “You can’t fight the system,” he told me, imply-
ing that political change was unlikely to happen merely by removing those 
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currently in power. “There are a lot of people inside the ruling party [PDGE] 
more radical than any members of the opposition. They are just waiting. Eve-
rybody is waiting to see how this will end.”  

Back at her grill, and tired of walking to and from the street in search of 
customers, a sleepy Mamá Angie finally decided to call it quits. She turned 
off the pale yellow bulb hanging over her grill and joined Uncle Raymond and 
me at our table. Mamá Angie pulled out a chair, and as she did so, the chair 
hit the wooden window flap that had fallen down a few days previously. Yet 
the impact produced by Mamá Angie’s chair did not disturb the broken win-
dow flap one bit. Resting humbly in close proximity to the cheap white plastic 
chairs that the mamá used for her business, the old window flap looked bigger, 
heavier, and more impressive than ever – it had fallen down only after one-
hundred-and-something years of withstanding the scorching equatorial sun 
and the torrential downpours of the rainy season.  

Moved by the dignity that the flap exuded, I remembered what Mamá An-
gie had told me earlier that evening: “If today this window falls, it has all the 
right to do so….” And I could not help but think that some countries are like 
old houses: they have withstood too much violence, too much greed, too much 
cruelty. They too have the right to fall apart little by little. 
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3| “I too am person” 

The air is always heavy at the mini fish market in the barrio La Catedral. The 
screams and shouts of children playing football collide with the pounding 
rhythms that men in white aprons produce with their hatchets as they clean 
fish on tall wooden tables behind the long row of vendors. Music from nearby 
pubs wafts through the stale, humid air that is viscous with the smell of raw 
fish and the rust-tinged tang of fresh blood. Fish scales are everywhere. They 
coat the ground and everybody’s skin, like sequins.  

On that afternoon in mid-May, nothing seemed out of the ordinary at La 
Catedral, and yet something was clearly amiss. Sixty-two-year-old fish seller 
Mamá Roberta sat behind her little makeshift table with a dark expression on 
her face. Earlier that day she had phoned to ask me to meet her – she wanted 
my advice on a family matter.  

“I am very worried,” Mamá Roberta told me when I arrived. Her eldest 
brother, Pedro, had threatened to take her to the comunidad, the urban equiv-
alent of the village council, if she refused to become a fulltime caregiver for 
their significantly disabled middle brother, Jaime. 

Pedro and Jaime were Mamá Roberta’s only surviving brothers. Both men 
were “useless” (inútiles), a word the mamá always added whenever she men-
tioned either of them. The oldest, sixty-eight-year-old Pedro, was relatively 
frail but could perform most everyday tasks by himself. Sixty-four-year-old 
Jaime was an entirely different story. In November 2017, four months before 
I started working with his sister, Jaime had suffered a stroke while bathing. 
He fell over in the bathroom and hit his head on the toilet. As a result, Jaime 
had become completely paralyzed. “He can’t walk, he can’t sit, he can’t talk, 
he can’t see, he can’t do anything,” Mamá Roberta told me.  

Following Jaime’s release from hospital in February 2018, Mamá Roberta 
had taken Jaime into her home. This was not the first time that she cared for 
him during periods of illness, as was expected of female relatives. Jaime’s 
needs for care, however, had changed since he had the stroke. It took only a 
few weeks for Mamá Roberta to realize that, this time, she was not going to 
be able to provide the type of around-the-clock care that her brother needed.  

First of all, her living conditions were cramped and inadequate. Mamá Rob-
erta lived with her thirty-four-year-old son Braulio in a small two-room house 
in the slums of San Pedro. Braulio had an undiagnosed psychological condi-
tion with symptoms (episodes of rage, delusions, and paranoia) resembling 
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those that Westerners associate with paranoid schizophrenia. Undiagnosed 
and untreated, Braulio’s unpredictable behavior posited a risk for elderly, par-
alyzed Jaime.  

Then there were, of course, her vending routines. Every day, before dawn, 
the mamá left her home and traveled to the coastal town of Luba, where she 
would buy fresh fish. Upon arriving back in Malabo at midday, she would eat 
at her daughter Cecilia’s house because she never had time to cook for herself. 
Around 3:45 p.m., Mamá Roberta would take a taxi to her selling point in La 
Catedral, set up her little makeshift table, and sell until 9:00 p.m. To become 
a fulltime caregiver for Jaime, Mamá Roberta would have had to quit selling. 
Yet, if she quit selling, she would not be able to provide for herself or for her 
son, Braulio.  

Caught between a rock and hard place, Mamá Roberta decided to forego 
the caregiving-related expectations that her brother Pedro had thrust upon her 
as his and Jaime’s sister. Instead, she moved Jaime into Pedro’s house. Pedro’s 
living conditions were significantly better than hers, and more importantly, 
Pedro had a younger stay-at-home wife who could serve as a caregiver for 
both elderly brothers. 

This new arrangement lasted a mere two-and-a-half months, from early 
March to mid-May 2018. The day before Mamá Roberta summoned me to La 
Catedral, elder brother Pedro had called her, demanding that she come and 
collect Jaime. Neither he nor his wife could take care of him any longer. Pedro 
then threatened to take his sister to the comunidad if she, as Jaime’s sister, 
refused to take full responsibility for his care. 

Mamá Roberta did not know what to do. She wondered whether becoming 
a fulltime caregiver for Jaime was really her responsibility. She reflected that 
Jaime was Pedro’s younger brother, not her son. She also considered what she 
deemed to be a decades-old history of unreciprocated care between her and 
her siblings. Mamá Roberta reckoned that, when her mentally incapacitated 
son Braulio was temporarily committed to the psychiatric hospital in Sam-
paka, none of her siblings had approached her to ask about Braulio’s wellbe-
ing, nor had they offered her any kind of support. Mamá Roberta knew that if 
she were the one to fall ill, it was unlikely that Pedro and his wife would help 
her. “If they are refusing to take care of Jaime, will they agree to take care of 
me?” Mamá Roberta asked rhetorically. “If I get sick and they take me to their 
home, they will soon dump me like they are dumping Jaime.” 

Visibly upset, Mamá Roberta considered her possibilities. A fair solution, 
she thought, was that she and Pedro hired someone who could take care of 
Jaime. “Personally, even if I don’t have any means, I don’t like seeing my own 
kin suffering as if he had nobody,” she told me. “We should take care of Jaime, 
because he does not have any children of his own. I know that he can live. I 
know that I could be the one who dies. Death doesn’t have any preferences.”  
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By the end of May 2018, less than two weeks after Mamá Roberta sum-
moned me to La Catedral, Jaime had indeed died, under suspicious circum-
stances, while still under the care of brother Pedro and his wife.47 

Mamá Roberta’s story is an example of the challenges that older women 
face regarding the provision of long-term care for other elders, disabled loved 
ones, and dependent family members in nations that lack formal welfare sys-
tems (Apt 1993; Cattell 1993; Aboderin and Hoffman 2015, 2017). In settings 
like these, legitimate demands posited by other people’s needs collide with the 
vulnerabilities (poverty, inadequate living conditions, their own failing health) 
that women experience as elderly persons.  

This chapter examines what dependency meant for the mamás. It describes 
how their family members made demands of care and support, as well as how 
the women related to, disavowed, or (re)negotiated such demands and expec-
tations. It explores notions of duty, intergenerational reciprocity, and fairness 
– ideas that I observe in light of the larger moral economy in which they were 
embedded (Thompson 1971; Kohli 1987; Minkler and Cole 1992; Hendricks 
2005). The moral economy perspective that I apply throughout this chapter 
aims to elucidate the assumptions that underlie collective understandings of 
what African societies owe their elders, what Equatoguinean adult children 
owe their parents, and what older women owe their families. My purpose is to 
understand the grounds on which the mamás refused or agreed to meet their 
relatives’ demands for care and support, as well as how their relatives rejected 
or acknowledged similar demands from the mamás. 

The chapter is structured as follows. I first trace many of the commonplace 
views on what African societies owe their elders. I do so by looking at domi-
nant discourses regarding what Ghanaian late life scholar Nana Araba Apt 
(1975; 1993; 2005) has described as the “myth” of the extended African fam-
ily as well as the way in which it persists in Equatorial Guinea today. I then 
describe local understandings of what adult children owe their elderly parents 
and problematize them by illustrating some of the tensions that the mamás, as 
older women of scarce but steady means, encountered every day within their 
multi-generational households. I describe how the women dealt with these sit-
uations. My discussion illuminates why the mamás’ negotiations of depend-
ency tended to result in vexing intergenerational conflicts, exclusion, and feel-
ings of desertion (Bengtson et al 2002; de Jong Gierveld and Dykstra 2008; 
Plath 2008; Bell and Menec 2015). I account for the assumptions about what 

 
47 According to Mamá Roberta, she received an emergency call from Pedro asking her to rush 
to his house because Jaime had become very ill. Upon arriving at Pedro’s house, she found 
Jaime foaming at the mouth, his eyes rolled backward. When the seizures stopped, Mamá Rob-
erta tried to feed Jaime a yoghurt, but Jaime had become unresponsive and died minutes later. 
After Jaime’s burial, Mamá Roberta became estranged from her brother Pedro, who maintained 
that Jaime had died of natural causes following complications due to his poor health. Those 
who knew about the problems that the issue of caring for Jaime was causing in the family, 
however, suspected that Jaime had been poisoned either by Pedro or by Pedro’s wife. 
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older women owe their families, and argue that ideas about gender at play in 
the local moral economy made it difficult for the mamás to establish relation-
ships of positive interdependence with their male family members. On the 
subject of economic independence as a remedy for lack of family support, I 
conclude that access to economic resources alone does not constitute a viable 
palliative to the vulnerabilities that characterize life for many senior Equa-
toguinean women.  

 

Research on dependency: regional takes 
Concepts like ‘care’ and ‘dependency’ might refer to physical activities, social 
relationships, and mental states or dispositions about providing care or being 
dependent (Fine and Glendinning 2005:618). In sub-Saharan Africa, amidst 
the precarity brought about by poverty, youth unemployment, and AIDS, re-
search has focused on care provided by old people to the younger generations 
(Hoffman and Pype 2016; see also Madhavan 2004; Makiwane et al 2004; 
Ardington et al 2010). The function that older Africans perform as unpaid 
workers and caregivers has been the subject of recent disciplinary debates in 
social policy (Aboderin and Hoffman 2017).  

Since a lack of legislation on old-age-related issues as well as a dearth of 
dedicated care facilities for the elderly remain problems throughout the entire 
region (Apt 2005, Cohen and Menken 2006; Aboderin and Ferreira 2008), the 
study of dependency in old age south of the Sahara intersects with that of fam-
ily relations and informal support networks (Ferreira 1999; Cligget 2005; 
Fonchingong 2013; Hoffman and Pype 2016). During the past three decades, 
research on the subject has followed two trends. On the one hand, researchers 
have tried to appraise the changing status of elders amidst the impacts that 
modernization had on traditional forms of family organization (Sangree 1992; 
Apt 1993; Cattell 1993; Herzog 2007). On the other hand, researchers have 
paid attention to shifts in material support that are the product not of attitudes 
or changing family values but of larger political and economic processes, pro-
cesses that affect people’s possibilities of meeting their elders’ needs and de-
mands (Aboderin 2004, 2005a, 2005b; Aboderin and Hoffman 2015). 

From a global perspective, the study of dependency among aging popula-
tions is closely linked to that of welfare – a subject that international organi-
zations made part of their agendas since the shift of the millennium (UN 2002; 
WHO 2002; AU-HAI 2003). During the first decade of the 2000s, the global 
study of dependency in old age was clearly policy-oriented, with an emphasis 
on poverty (Randel 1999; Lloyd-Sherlock 2000; Whitehead 2002; Dannefer 
2003; Ogwumike and Aboderin 2005) and the empowerment of women (Stall 
1998; Thompson and Thompson 2001; Kabeer 2005, 2017; see also Knodel and 
Ofstedal 2003 for a poignant critique). In Africa, however, the calls to produce 
policy-oriented gerontological research have resulted in little concrete policy 
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action (Aboderin and Ferreira 2008). Two decades later, slowly moving away 
from the poverty/empowerment/development paradigm, recent studies exam-
ine the relations between old people as an interest group and state institutions 
as providers of formal care (see e.g. Gyasi and Phillips 2018). 

 

Moral economy 
In the anthropological study of old age in Africa, perhaps the most common 
approach to the subject of dependency and family relations has been exchange 
theory. In a classic article about Igbo eldership, anthropologist Austin J. Shel-
ton (1968) describes dependency as part of a system of intergenerational ex-
changes in which people partook for personal benefit. “The Igbo elder is in-
deed no more productive in his advanced years, but he can demand care in his 
old age, as his publicly acknowledged right, without any sense of guilt, ego 
damage, or loss of face,” Shelton writes. “Whoever fails in giving such care, 
is culpable and is subject to public scorn and ridicule, and fears that he will be 
cut off not only from the spiritual benefits of his ancestors but also from the 
material benefits of the system when the time comes for him to benefit from it” 
(1968:241; my emphasis).  

Thirty years after the publication of Shelton’s article, anthropologists work-
ing within the subfield of African gerontology were seeing things differently. 
For them, theories of social exchange that explained behavior between mem-
bers of different generations as motivated by personal interest or gain were 
not enough to explain kin support systems (see e.g. Sagner and Mtati 1999). 
They argued that most exchange theories failed to account for the extent to 
which local systems of values and meanings shaped people’s attitudes, author-
ized their feelings, and ultimately justified their actions (Ferreira 1999:2). 
Such local systems of values and meanings helped people determine the qual-
ity and extent of the support that their family members were entitled to de-
mand and/or should feel obliged to give. These local systems of values and 
meanings were manifestations of the local moral economy. 

Coined by British historian E.P. Thompson (1971), the concept of moral 
economy has its theoretical roots in “a social anthropology that derives from 
Durkheim, Weber, or Malinowski” (1971:78). In Thompson’s account of the 
tensions that motivated food riots in eighteenth-century England, moral econ-
omy referred to the “popular consensus as to what were legitimate and what 
were illegitimate practices…grounded upon a consistent traditional view of 
social norms and obligations” (1971:79).  

Thompson’s concept of moral economy came into social gerontology via 
the work of German sociologist Martin Kohli (1987). In his article about the 
history of retirement in Germany within the framework of the institutionaliza-
tion of the life course, moral economy became “the collectively shared basic 
moral assumptions constituting a system of reciprocal relations” (1987:127).  
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As Kohli’s version of the concept shifted emphasis from individual interest 
to collective moral assumptions, social gerontologists Meredith Minkler and 
Thomas Cole (1992) quickly realized the usefulness of incorporating the 
moral economy perspective into studies that sought to understand collectively 
upheld notions of reciprocity and fairness as determinant of moral obligations 
between age groups (1992:116-21). Of particular relevance for the purpose of 
this chapter is their observation that, in contexts where the burden of care falls 
on women as traditional caregivers in the absence of the state, the moral econ-
omy perspective can help us understand how people reconcile notions of rec-
iprocity and fairness with the unpaid care work that women perform (Minkler 
and Cole 1992:120).  

Today, social gerontologists define moral economy as “a construct based 
on underlying notions of acceptable practices and norms of reciprocity based 
on shared beliefs and values about what is fair and just in a given context” 
(Hendricks 2005:510). Researchers use it both to map culturally embedded 
assumptions about old age and to investigate how social prescriptions regard-
ing older persons acquire a normative status (Hendricks 2005:512, 510). The 
merit of a moral economic perspective has thus expanded to include an exam-
ination of the role that culture, morality, and ethics play in older people’s ex-
perience of being and becoming old (Hendricks 2005:515).  

Certainly, the mamás’ position as women within the moral economy con-
tinued to affect their relationships with others in later life. National discourse 
on virtuous womanhood romanticized street vending mamás as strong, virtu-
ously suffering martyr-like figures of motherly self-sacrifice, and thus en-
dowed them with a number of non-negotiable duties. By categorical consen-
sus, all Equatoguineans with whom I ever talked about the subject considered 
that the primary duty of all mothers worthy of the title was to sacrifice them-
selves for the wellbeing of their children. This could, of course, be argued 
about women almost anywhere, especially in countries that are predominantly 
Catholic (see e.g. Dreby 2006:35). Yet the Equatoguinean twist is the fact that, 
unlike Equatoguinean women who stop being considered girls the moment 
they hit puberty and thus find themselves immediately on the path to mother-
hood, Equatoguinean men never really stopped being children regardless of 
how old they grew – this, at least, is what the mamás insisted. Equatoguinean 
men never stopped feeling entitled to having their most basic needs catered 
for by women, be they mothers, wives, sisters, daughters, aunts, cousins, or 
nieces. By considering women as endowed with el don (lit. the gift) of eternal 
motherhood (REG 31/07/2020), both people and the state expected Equa-
toguinean women in general, and older women in particular, to be inextin-
guishable sources of nourishment for others. Unsurprisingly, traditional roles 
for older women were those of customary caregivers and providers for their 
relatives, especially children and men (Aboderin and Beard 2015). 
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The holy privilege of caring 
Arising from the clash between normative gender expectations and the 
mamás’ realistic self-appraisals, conflicts like the one that Mamá Roberta 
faced when having to meet her brothers’ demands for care were financially 
and morally speaking unbearable (see Biehl 2012:266). The lack of state-run, 
long-term care facilities made these conflicts even more burdensome. Data 
provided by the General Direction for the Disabled and Third Age of the Min-
istry of Social Affairs and Gender Equality shows that the number of people 
over the age of sixty living in Equatorial Guinea in 2012 was approximately 
42,000, or 3.09% of the total population (INEGE 2019).48 According to the 
same source, this figure had almost doubled to 74,000 by 2018, or 5.4% of the 
total population.49 In spite of these rapidly growing numbers, authorities were 
blind to the inadequacy of the country’s institutional landscape concerning 
services aimed to cater for the needs of the elderly. In 2018, there was only 
one institution dedicated to this end. The home, Asilo de Ancianos Hermanos 
Misioneros in Ngolo, Bata (Río Muni), was a public beneficence initiative 
started in 1998 by Catholic priest Padre Luis Nguema Ela Oyana. The home 
had a total of 11 beds, of which only 7 were occupied due to lack of funding.50  

While the authorities such as the Ministry of Health continually launched 
campaigns publicizing the success of their public health programs (see e.g. 
GEP 25/11/2019), life expectancy remained low. In 2015, it was 57 years for 
men and 60 years for women (WHO 2023). The indifference that policymak-
ers exhibited toward the subject of the wellbeing of the elderly had nothing to 
do with the fact that few individuals actually managed to attain a truly ad-
vanced old age in the country. Such indifference was more likely rooted in the 
widespread belief held by virtually everyone I spoke to during fieldwork (with 
the exception, of course, of the mamás and some papás, i.e. older men) in what 

 
48 Information provided during a meeting held on 4 July 2018 at the Ministry of Social Affairs 
and Gender Equality. When I approached the ministerial representative with a request to get the 
numbers on paper, he explained to me that these reports were not public, as the data had been 
gathered through the Ministry’s internal network of district delegations. A formal request to 
obtain a copy of these reports was submitted to his office in February 2020, but at the moment 
of revising this chapter (March 2023) the petition remained unanswered. 
49 These numbers are problematic because the size of Equatorial Guinea’s population is under 
dispute. Foreign actors state that the country’s population is 836,178 in July 2020 (CIA 2020), 
while national institutions estimate it to have reached 1,358,276 by 2018 (INEGE 2019:16). 
The vox populi explained this difference in numbers as an attempt by president Teodoro Obiang 
Nguema’s government to make the country’s GDP appear lower. 
50 According to members of staff, the sitting Minister of Social Affairs and Gender Equality 
had starting sending help to the Asilo in May 2018, five months prior to my visit. This help, 
which was the first of its kind that the Asilo ever received from a state institution, consisted of 
goods and a 200,000 XAF [ca. 350 USD] monthly allowance. Administrators at the Asilo used 
the cash to pay the cook’s salary and buy medicines. This help lasted for about two years. After 
a brief period of unsuccessful attempts to gain new patrons, the Asilo found itself once again 
without funding and remained closed at the time of my revising this chapter (March 2023). 
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Ghanaian late life scholar Nana Araba Apt (1993:301) has described as the 
“myth” of the extended family in Africa.  

Based largely on pan-African perspectives that emphasize the African fam-
ily as a primordial element of the continent’s strength (AU and HelpAge 2003; 
AU 2004), the myth to which Apt refers is a loose conceptualization of tradi-
tional African extended family organization that exalts its structures of sup-
port and patterns of solidarity (1993:301; see also Cattell 1997:37). Since the 
traditional African family encompasses at least three generations, much of the 
support and solidarity that the myth emphasizes is expected to take place 
across generational boundaries (Cattell 1993:14). According to the myth, Af-
rican elders coexist in harmony with their younger relatives; whatever difficult 
conditions of dependence these elders might embody become overwritten by 
the symbolic capital that they confer their families (e.g. ritual knowledge, au-
thority within the community). By virtue of the normative solidarity that it 
supposes across the generations, the myth constructs African elders discur-
sively in an unflickeringly positive light, usually as timeless, contextless fig-
ures of moral authority or as collectively cherished repositories of wisdom 
(Rwezaura 1989:8; Kilbride and Kilbride 1997:211-212). The normative as-
sumption remains that it is a “holy privilege to provide care and support to the 
elderly generation” (Fonchingong 2013:15); thus, everybody is expected to 
treat elders with enormous dignity and respect. 

By emphasizing positive aspects such as intergenerational reciprocity, care, 
and solidarity, traditionalist notions of the African family obscures many other 
less ideal yet painfully real conditions that plagued the life of a great number 
of families everywhere. Traditionalist notions take for granted, for example, 
that male adult children are always adequate providers – that they can suc-
cessfully feed themselves, tend to the needs of their children, and care for their 
elderly parents (Cattell 1996:24; see also Scott 1976). Yet this was not the 
case in any of the households of the older women with whom I worked. Un-
employment among adult children and youths,51 intergenerational tensions, 
personal conflicts between the elderly and other family members, inadequate 
housing, material precarity, and ageist superstition (e.g. the belief that old peo-
ple are in possession of witchcraft) are some examples of the unsavory truths 
that people’s belief in the myth of African family solidarity continues to ob-
scure the peril of the elders that it seeks to celebrate.52 

While looking at how the “myth” of the extended family in Africa, I under-
stand the word ‘myth’ as a narrative that produces a picture of a certain moral-

 
51 In Equatorial Guinea, the oil-dominated economy employed a small labor force dependent 
on skilled foreign workers, and young Equatoguineans often did not have the skills needed in 
the labor market (CIA 2020). 
52 From this perspective, accounts that seek to explain men’s lack of economic solvency and 
moral capital (i.e. a crisis of masculinity) as derived from changes brought about by ‘modernity’ 
imply an uncritical acceptance of the normative solidarity presupposed by the myth of the ex-
tended family in Africa. 
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social order: a picture that appeals to people’s feelings and that can be used 
ideologically to advance political agendas (Cornwall 2007:151; see also 
Laclau 1996). Such a use was evident in Equatorial Guinea. People’s readiness 
to believe in the solidarity presupposed by the myth of the African family was 
fueled by nationalist sentiments. Narratives of family life built on Afro-tradi-
tionalist ideals of the type animating the loose notion of la tradición stimulated 
the national imagination by appealing to society’s positive self-image. People 
and authorities alike mobilized values rooted in the traditionalist ideal of the 
African family as markers of African pride – values that stood, of course, in 
stark contrast to the lack of family values supposedly exemplified by the West. 
In late 2019, for instance, a picture of an elderly man lying abandoned at the 
Hospital General in Malabo circulated on social media. It was reported that 
the man suffered from dementia and was severely malnourished, an obvious 
sign of long-term neglect. For weeks, medical personnel had tried to locate the 
man’s family without success. When a well-intentioned Spanish man com-
mented, on a Facebook post about the case, that the man should be put in a 
nursing home, a young Equatoguinean woman retorted, somewhat counterfac-
tually given the case at hand, “We Africans respect and take care of our elders, 
not like you whites” (see also Okumu 2002:7). 

As the example of the young woman shows, people’s embracing of the myth 
underscored the material and economic realities that make it impossible for 
many families to provide care for their elders. It also reproduced the structures 
that exacerbate the problem of care needs among the elderly in the country. The 
overreliance on the myth means that the problem of people not caring for their 
elderly family members rarely became articulated, neither by the general popu-
lation nor by the authorities (Aboderin and Hoffman 2015:283). And in those 
instances in which neglect manifested as a problem (as in the case with the aban-
doned elderly man with dementia), the normative solidarity presupposed by the 
myth allowed government bureaucrats to contend that caring for elderly people 
is a family’s responsibility, not the state’s (Mbembe 2001:54).  

Meanwhile, old people continued to appear in Malabo and Bata, living on 
construction sites and sleeping outside churches and in parks. Some had cog-
nitive disabilities that their families might not have known how to care for. 
Others were perfectly lucid, but a grieving ex-wife or a sickly child had ac-
cused them of witchcraft and thus were no longer welcome in their villages 
(de Boeck 2018). Old people were being “dumped” (Apt 1993:302) at public 
hospitals such as the Policlinic Loeri Comba, the Psychiatric Hospital of Sam-
paka, and the Hospital Regional de Bata (see e.g. RREG 11/05/2022). In Ma-
labo, old people whose families could afford to pay a monthly allowance of 
80,000 XAF [ca. 160 USD] could be admitted to a Rehab Center for people with 
addictions that had started dedicating five of its seventeen beds for the geriatric 
population. Representatives from all of these foster institutions agreed that their 
infrastructure was inadequate to cater to the needs of the elderly. 
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Though they did not provide direct support in terms of housing, food, or 
health services, other organizations were also involved in trying to ameliorate 
the dire situation of the elderly. Workers at the National Program Against HIV-
AIDS used their country-wide tours to detect particularly acute cases of destitu-
tion in a given community and direct those in need to places where they might 
receive economic support from local authorities. AGEDEA (Asociación Ecua-
toguineana de Ayuda a los Ancianos), the only NGO in the country specializing 
in old age, worked with sensitization campaigns, coordinated activities in the 
barrios, offered assistance during medical visits, and gave practical help with 
the paperwork required to apply, for example, for membership at the National 
Institute of Social Security (INSESO). Funded through subventions from inter-
national organizations such as PNUD, FAO, UNICEF, and the oil private sector, 
AGEDEA also organized burials for old people in situations of abandonment.  

The dedicated state authorities’ attitude towards the problem of elderly des-
titution was one of pusillanimity. The General Direction of Disabled and Third 
Age at the Ministry of Social Affairs limited itself to offering “orientation and 
advice” to those NGOs and individuals who were more or less forced to deal 
with the issue hands-on. The General Direction’s passivity was not necessarily 
a matter of intention but of inability. The office was plagued by the same cul-
ture of mistrust and uncooperativeness that, as anybody who has ever experi-
enced the pains of Equatoguinean bureaucracy would know, permeated the 
entirety of public administration.53  

Although each individual story of abandoned seniors was different, the 
truth remained that their families were no longer willing or able to take upon 
themselves the holy privilege of caring (Coetzee 1999:39). Policy makers, for 
their part, continued to disentangle themselves from the issue by arguing that 
these were family matters. In the end, nobody was willing to assume respon-
sibility over the welfare of the Equatoguinean elderly in situations of aban-
donment. As of the end of 2018, with the exception of Padre Luis Nguema’s 
charitable initiative, there was not a single geriatric ward, nursing home, or 
hospice, public or private, in the entire country.54 

 
53 During my fieldwork in 2017–18, the General Direction was working on a few old people-
related projects of its own – a day center for the elderly in Malabo, a national database of adults 
over sixty years of age, and a discount card for seniors. All of these projects had been approved 
higher up the ministerial hierarchy, yet as of March 2023, I was unable to find any evidence 
(e.g. published news in governmental websites) that any of such projects had come to fruition. 
54 People active within the public health sector often spoke about a day center for the elderly 
that existed more than a decade prior in the city of Evinayong. Capuchin monks had established 
the place, and as the order left Equatorial Guinea sometime during the mid-2000s, the monks 
handed it over to president Teodoro Obiang Nguema during one of his tours in the region. In 
turn, Obiang Nguema handed the center over to the National Institute of Social Security (IN-
SESO), the Ministry of Social Affairs, and the only national NGO specialized in old age, AGE-
DEA. Members of AGEDEA had spent the last ten years pushing for the rehabilitation and 
reactivation of the day center in Evinayong, but their pleas had gone unheard, both by INSESO 
and by the Ministry of Social Affairs. While waiting for its reactivation, the center began de-
caying and now sits completely abandoned. 
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The negotiation of caregiving 
In the absence of public welfare, all of the women with whom I worked were 
regular caregivers and providers. The people they took care of and provided 
for varied. Mamá Anita cared for her elderly mother until the woman’s death 
well into her eighties. Mamá Angie cared for six young nephews and nieces. 
Mamá Roberta had been caring for her elderly disabled brother, Jaime, before 
the man’s stroke during his periods of illness, and she remained the sole pro-
vider of her psychologically impaired son, Braulio. A general exploration of 
the women’s household configurations and family dynamics is not enough to 
understand what dependency meant for the mamás in each situation. One 
needs to perform a thorough examination of individuals’ intentions, meanings, 
and motives (Aboderin 2005a:473).  

None of the mamás with whom I worked could afford to engage in care-
giving as a fulltime activity at home. Their vending routines did not permit 
it. Most of them were sole breadwinners who had to prioritize earning an in-
come over fulfilling what relatives presented to them as their customary fe-
male duty (deber) of becoming caregivers for their relatives. Was making their 
own little monies (dineritos) a pathway to empowerment for the mamás inso-
far it represented, for them, the grounds on which they could refuse to meet 
such expectations? 

In her article Economic Pathways to Women’s Empowerment and Active 
Citizenship, social economist Naila Kabeer (2017) explores how Bangladeshi 
women’s access to economic resources might translate into meaningful 
changes in the women’s lives. Some of these changes, which she conceives as 
indicative of empowerment, touch upon “women’s sense of self-worth and 
social identity; their capacity to question the subordinate status assigned to 
them; as well as their ability to exercise strategic control over their own lives 
and to renegotiate their relationships with others” (2017:650-1). Kabeer’s 
analysis of the evidence from Bangladesh shows that “women who earn an 
independent income and contribute to the family budget are likely to report 
these changes” (2017:660). Paid work outside the home “brought greater 
voice and influence in family and, for some forms of work, reduced domestic 
violence” (Kabeer 2017:661). 

The Equatoguinean mamás with whom I worked were all economically 
independent – the resources they commanded were scarce, but their access 
to such resources was steady. The fact that the mamás worked outside the 
home and were solely responsible for their households’ budget did not alter 
other people’s expectations about women’s customary caregiving roles. 
Money, however, did give the mamás some room for negotiation (Kabeer 
2017:651; see also Mamdani 1996:119-20). Mamá Roberta tried to manage 
her elder brother Pedro’s demands that she take full responsibility for their 
disabled middle brother Jaime by offering to pay half the salary of a hired 
caregiver instead.  
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Women like Mamá Roberta might have been able to choose to provide eco-
nomic support instead of submitting to their customary gender role as caregiv-
ers, but this choice did not result in any life changes of the type that Kabeer 
described as evidence of Bangladeshi women’s empowerment. With a shift 
from factual caregiving to economic help, the nature of dependency in which 
the mamás found themselves enmeshed also shifted. By the time I met them, 
all of the women with whom I worked were, to varying degrees, economically 
supporting family members who could not support themselves. These in-
cluded unemployed adult sons, grandchildren, foster children, and disabled 
relatives (Bengtson et al 2002:574).  

Candy seller Mamá Teófila, for example, lived with and provided for her 
nineteen-year-old daughter who was still in school, but the mamá also took 
care of an elderly uncle. The man, who was in his late sixties and lived at a 
niece’s house nearby, showed up every day at Mamá Teófila’s candy stand for 
companionship and conversation – and also to ask for food and cash. Mamá 
Teófila explained that her elderly uncle “has a bunch of grown children, but 
they don’t want anything to do with him…. Sometimes he wants soap, some-
times he wants petrol for his lantern. Sometimes he says that he wants 1,000 
XAF [ca. 2 USD]. If I have the money, I give it to him.”  

Mamá Teófila also took care of her fifty-five-year-old, partially disabled 
sister, Estela, who had a deformed foot that was chronically inflammated 
following a car accident. Estela was unemployed, unmarried, and her six 
children had all died before they reached the age of twenty. Mamá Teófila 
bought Estela’s medication every week, and by tirelessly asking her custom-
ers, she would use her candy stand as an employment agency to try to find her 
sister a job. Estela, however, resented Mamá Teófila, and the two women 
quarreled constantly. 

Orphans and destitute children were also among the people for whom the 
mamás provided economic support. For people in Malabo, bringing other peo-
ple’s children into one’s household was a relatively widespread custom, the 
motivations of which varied from tradition and charity to free labor and ex-
ploitation. The most common reason the mamás gave when asked why they 
took take care of children who were not their own had to do with family duties 
toward deceased relatives. Such was the case of Mamá Angie, who had raised 
her late brother Lucas’s four children after the man’s tragic death in a car ac-
cident in the late 1990s. Two decades later, raising Lucas’s children was a 
decision that Mamá Angie had come to regret, especially when it came to the 
boy she had raised as her favorite, now a twenty-seven-year-old unemployed 
marijuana enthusiast by the name of Joey. “I’m tired! I’m tired!” Mamá Angie 
once cried out loud in her perfect English, following an argument with Joey. 
“He’s a good-for-nothing, he is just another asshole. I regret, I regret looking 
after everybody’s children. It is something that nobody should ever do in their 
life. Nobody. It’s not worth it. It doesn’t pay. They don’t thank you. They are 
all ungrateful sons of bitches.” 
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Mamá Angie’s frustration with Joey, who still lived under her roof and was 
economically dependent on Mamá Angie and her grill business for survival, 
was characteristic of the tensions that caregiving, translated as providing, gen-
erated between older women and their families within the Equatoguinean 
multi-generational household. 

 

Multi-generational households 
The same afternoon that Mamá Angie vented her frustrations with foster son 
Joey, she told me that she wanted to show me her “project.” Mamá Angie had 
been speaking about remodeling her bedroom to make it like a small apart-
ment. As soon as I entered Mamá Angie’s room, I was awestruck by the sight 
of a massive industrial fridge, the kind restaurants use to exhibit sodas, stand-
ing by the side of her bed. Mamá Angie had moved the old fridge from the 
area of her grill business into her bedroom so that she could lock the door and 
prevent her nephews, nieces, and Joey from helping themselves to the food 
stored in it. Mamá Angie was tired of everyone eating the food that she bought 
for her business, but she was particularly angry over the fact that her nieces 
and nephews always found the expensive sugar-free cookies she occasionally 
bought to appease her diabetic sweet tooth, no matter where she hid them. 
When I saw the massive appliance standing there, among the shriveled old 
furniture inherited from Grandpa Williams, the clothes strewn everywhere, 
and the make-up scattered over the dressing table, I could not help but notice 
the absurdity of the scene. Yet Mamá Angie’s actions were perfectly sensical: 
they were a powerful response to the conflicts that she, an economically inde-
pendent older woman, endured at home every day. 

Mamá Angie’s household was large and heterogeneous. She lived on the 
ground floor of Grandpa Williams’ old mansion. The household was com-
posed of Mamá Angie herself, her fifty-something brother Raymond, Ray-
mond’s four teenage children (two boys, two girls), and twenty-seven-year-
old nephew and foster son Joey, the only one among late Lucas’s children who 
still lived in the house. On the second floor of Grandpa Williams’ old mansion 
lived an eighty-year-old distant female cousin with whom Mamá Angie main-
tained a perpetual quarrel, forty-five-year-old alcoholic distant niece Sola, and 
Sola’s five children, whose ages ranged between two and twenty-four. In total, 
fourteen people lived in Grandpa William’s old house.55 With the exception 
of Mamá Angie’s eighty-year-old cousin, who was supported economically 
by a member of her own branch of the family, and discounting the 5 kg bags 

 
55 Mamá Angie hated having her distant cousin living upstairs, but the woman had been living 
there before Mamá Angie came to Malabo from Nigeria in the late 1990s. It was Mamá Angie’s 
late brother, Dr. Oliver, who had allowed his distant cousin to move into the family home. Dr. 
Oliver had offered his cousin a room in the house out of pity, as the woman, who by then was 
already in her sixties, did not have anywhere else to go. 
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of rice that the father of two of Sola’s children would bring to the house bi-
monthly, everybody living at Grandpa William’s house was economically de-
pendent on Mamá Angie and her grill business. 

As born-in-wedlock children of former president Macías’ ambassador and 
Head Minister of Justice Okeke Williams, Mamá Angie and Uncle Raymond 
were two of the four legitimate heirs to the Williams fortune. By 2018, this 
fortune amounted to the William’s old family house – which was falling apart, 
little by little – and some hectares of land scattered over Bioko. Mamá Angie 
and Uncle Raymond were trying to divide the land in smaller plots in order to 
sell them, but this was proving difficult. The government had expropriated 
significant amounts of land, the paperwork was a maze, and lawyers were be-
yond Mamá Angie and Uncle Raymond’s budget. Whenever the siblings man-
aged to sell a small plot, buyers would pay in meager monthly installments. 
Payments would arrive with frustrating irregularity, and the money alone was 
never enough to keep the Williams household running.  

Mamá Angie’s foster kids (her late brother Lucas’s four children) had 
grown up aware of the Williams family fortune. Two of them managed to es-
tablish their own households, and one migrated to Ghana. Only Joey, the 
youngest, remained under Mamá Angie’s care. Now a grown man, untrained 
and unemployed, Joey was constantly at odds with Mamá Angie because he 
felt that Mamá Angie and Uncle Raymond were denying him access to the 
family fortune. His two sisters and virtually all their cousins of the same gen-
eration felt the same way. Many of the intergenerational tensions that rose at 
Grandpa Williams’ old house originated from the now adult children’s feel-
ings of entitlement to land they could not access until the older generation of 
Williams heirs had died out.  

Mamá Angie was tired of Joey. She was in a perpetual state of heartbreak. 
A diabetic with hypertension, high cholesterol, and nerve damage in her hands 
and feet, Mamá Angie told me that arguing with Joey left her in tatters. Her 
reflections during the aftermath of those confrontations invariably showed 
how utterly deserted she felt. 

“Do you know how I feel?” Mamá Angie asked me one day, following a 
particularly harrowing argument with Joey. “I don’t have a family. I don’t 
have friends. In fact, I am completely alone.” 

“You feel that you don’t have a family because you support the people 
who are supposed to be your family, but they don’t give you any kind of 
support, or…?” I asked her. 

“Sometimes I wish I’d die.” 
“Don’t say that, mamá.” 
Loneliness and feelings of desertion were an excruciating result of the 

unreciprocated support and intergenerational tensions that Mamá Angie en-
dured at home. Yet even in those dark instances, Mamá Angie could find her 
own higher moral ground. She knew that she was right; it was Joey who was 
“the asshole,” as she used to call him in her perfect English. But finding 
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higher moral ground was significantly harder when she was the one being 
verbally abused. This tended to occur when Mamá Angie had to rely, against 
her will and because of old age, on household members who, despite being 
economically dependent on her, did not feel any moral obligation to stand 
by her side. 

 

The master, her slave, and the hungry children 
On Christmas Eve 2017, amidst rumors about a possible coup d’état, Mamá 
Angie set up her grill and prepared for what she wanted to believe would be a 
festive night full of good vibes and better sales. Customers came and went by 
her grill. Everybody was in a festive mood. Beer and liquor flowed freely. 
Mamá Angie’s forty-five-year-old niece, Sola, was helping her tend to the 
business. Sola put on a Santa hat that some customer had left behind, took the 
hatchet, and off she went, chop chop chop, cutting the long, heavy rib racks, 
singing and dancing around. She was eager to finish for the night so that she 
could continue her own party somewhere else. Sola’s enthusiasm, however, 
was short-lived.  

When Sola was done with what she considered to be her duties by the grill 
– poking the fire, cutting the ribs, preparing the plates – she asked Mamá An-
gie for money, but Mamá Angie said she didn’t have any. Distracted by the 
buzzing atmosphere, Mamá Angie had lost the little tin box in which she kept 
the sales money. Sola became enraged and accused Mamá Angie of lying, 
saying that she had lost the money because she refused to give her any. Mamá 
Angie reminded Sola that, earlier that same day, she had given Sola a 5,000 
XAF bill [ca. 10 USD], which Sola then spent on cheap gin. Sola did not deny 
this, but she was adamant that, after having tended the grill, she was entitled 
to more cash. The argument quickly turned into insults and escalated, to the 
morbid amusement of those nearby, to Sola threatening to kill Mamá Angie 
with witchcraft.  

Mamá Angie replied that she had indeed lost the money or that she could 
not remember where she had hidden it. Her memory was not what it once was. 
But she also purposefully pointed out that even if she had had the money in 
her pocket, she would not have given Sola any of it.  

Mamá Angie’s grill was the entire household’s means of sustenance. Yet 
the income that it generated was never steady, which meant that she could 
not commit to paying a fixed salary to Sola or anyone else. A problem was 
that Mamá Angie was getting older, and she could no longer manage the 
business alone. She had terrible pains in her hands and feet, pains that a 
Cuban neurologist she visited said were due to nerve damage after years of 
daily alcohol consumption, exacerbated by high cholesterol, hypertension, 
and diabetes.  
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Mamá Angie could no longer handle the rib racks. When the meat was raw, 
it was freezing cold, and touching it was painful. When the rib racks were 
cooked, Mamá Angie could not chop them – the heavy blows of the hatchet 
hurt her joints. Chronic pain in her hands also made it impossible for Mamá 
Angie to lift the heavy iron grill and poke the fire whenever was needed. As 
Mamá Angie’s health problems had become more evident, it also became ob-
vious that she needed her niece Sola’s help. Sola had been willing to help 
Mamá Angie on the condition that Mamá Angie paid her a salary. Mamá An-
gie could not afford to pay Sola a fixed salary but agreed to give her whatever 
little money she could, depending on how the day’s sales had gone. This 
proved to be a bad idea.  

“I used to give Sola money, but she would go and spend it all getting 
drunk,” Mamá Angie told me. “She would come home late and could never 
wake up the next morning. Then, because she couldn’t wake up, she couldn’t 
help me clean the meat for selling that night.” Mamá Angie paused and looked 
around, making sure that nobody was listening. “Sola’s children would come 
down and bang on my door so that I would feed them because they were hun-
gry and their mother wouldn’t wake up. I stopped giving money to Sola so 
that I could use that money to feed her children instead.”  

Having raised the sensitive topic of supporting other people’s children, a 
shadow covered Mamá Angie’s face. “I tried to take care of Sola’s kids,” she 
explained. “But the more I tried, the more their mother neglected them, and 
the more the kids started to act like their mother, expecting me to do things 
for them.” Mamá Angie paused, took a deep breath, and continued. “The chil-
dren didn’t want to do anything by themselves. And it felt like they too, like 
their mother, were abusing my will to help them. So I stopped taking care of 
them. They are not my children. I already raised a whole lot when I was 
younger. Now I want to take care of myself. I don’t want to have to take care 
of other people’s children.”  

By the time the argument had exploded on Christmas Eve 2017, Sola had 
not been receiving regular money from Mamá Angie, nor was Mamá Angie 
feeding Sola’s children anymore. As a bystander, I understood that Sola was 
an alcoholic, but I could also see that denying her money would ultimately 
result in Sola’s refusing to tend the grill, even if her own access to food from 
Mamá Angie’s pots ultimately depended on keeping the business running. At 
the heart of the issue was Mamá Angie’s failing health. Relying on the moral 
capital that her seniority bestowed upon her, Mamá Angie responded with 
scandalized offense every time Sola brought up the question of getting a 
salary. Sola, cornered by the truth of her dependence and frustrated by the 
lack of autonomy that Mamá Angie’s seniority represented for her, often told 
me that she felt like Mamá Angie’s slave. 

As we have seen before, Equatoguinean politicians and laypeople alike 
still believe in the myth of the extended family in Africa and the normative 
intergenerational solidarity that it presupposed. From this perspective, the 
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support Mamá Angie needed should have come, ideally, from her own 
daughters and nieces. Yet Mamá Angie had no biological daughters, and her 
nieces offered no support. Her late brother Lucas’s girls had grown and left 
the house, and Uncle Raymond’s two teenage daughters, who still lived at 
home, were unreliable. Every time Mamá Angie sent them to buy bread, the 
girls would disappear for two or three hours. Speculations as to what they 
were doing during that time were many (when asked, the girls would simply 
say that the nearest shop had sold out). Meanwhile, without the help of her 
nieces, Mamá Angie’s heavy grill could not get lifted, the fire could not get 
started, it would get late, customers would start showing up, and the ribs 
would not be ready. This chain of delays meant two things: customers would 
leave to spend their money at someone else’s business, and the selling time 
would drag on past midnight. Mamá Angie was chronically fatigued, and 
she had a very low tolerance threshold when it came to being irritated by 
others. Having the selling continue past midnight often had the ill conse-
quence that Mamá Angie would mistreat a customer, verbally abuse one of 
the children, or lash out at literally anyone. “If my girls would help me for 
real, there wouldn’t be even the faintest smell of Sola in this house,” Mamá 
Angie told me once, recognizing that Uncle Raymond’s teenage daughters 
were not really helping. On the contrary – Mamá Angie’s nieces, like eve-
rybody else, were actually stealing from her. 

 

Contemptable youths 
Whenever I visited Mamá Angie, she had a new situation to vent about. As 
I have already mentioned, most of Mamá Angie’s troubles had to do with 
her twenty-seven-years-old unemployed nephew and foster son, Joey. Once 
when I arrived at her home, the entire house was dark. The only source of 
light in the compound was a little yellow lightbulb shining high above the 
grill on the sidewalk. “You know this light I have now?” Mamá Angie asked. 
“It’s my cousin’s light. But she doesn’t know it.” Mamá Angie was stealing 
electricity from her elderly cousin living upstairs – she had tapped into her 
cousin's electric system by splicing a wire that entered the house through the 
first floor. “At night, I can only use a light over the grill. During the day, I 
only put on the TV. I cannot use the light [electricity] for my freezers, or 
anything else, because it will make my cousin’s bill go up.” The reason 
Mamá Angie was living in darkness and the food she stored in her freezers 
was spoiling was that when she sent Joey to pay the electricity bill, he pock-
eted the money instead.  

Unlawful borrowings were also a common occurrence at Mamá Angie’s 
multi-generational household. A most heartbreaking incident happened on 
Mamá Angie’s 63rd birthday. Early that day, I arrived at her house to inter-
view the birthday girl and take some pictures. When Mamá Angie saw her 
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portraits in my camera, she complimented herself: “Sixty-three-years-old! 
I’m not looking bad at all! And I will look even better tonight when I put in 
my hair extensions!” Exactly one year earlier, someone had given her a pack 
of natural hair extensions (aguacate) that she had since saved for a special 
occasion. Mamá Angie ran inside the house to fetch the hair. Less than two 
minutes later, I heard Mamá Angie screaming. The hair extensions were 
gone. One of her nieces, Uncle Raymond’s eldest daughter, eventually con-
fessed that she had taken them and sold them to a friend some months earlier. 

In addition to hair extensions, Mamá Angie had ‘lost’ many things over 
the years: money, radios, televisions, mobile phones (a lot of mobile 
phones), a laptop, jewelry, and even her cooking pots. “When they take my 
things, I don’t notice it. It is when I want to use them that I find them gone.” 
In her house, the concept of private property and the respect that it should 
warrant were absent. Mamá Angie thus found herself constantly embarking 
on what she called “my project,” namely the adaptation of her bedroom into 
a small apartment independent from the rest of the house. Moving the old 
industrial fridge now standing next to her bed was part of it. Mamá Angie’s 
“project” was a perpetual attempt at setting personal boundaries.  

 

The microwave of discord 
Mamá Angie and other women with whom I worked tried to establish per-
sonal boundaries based on the principle of private ownership. For them, be-
ing able to own things and have that ownership respected by others was a 
very valued yet not very common aspect of everyday life in a multi-genera-
tional household. Invariably, the women saw the act of privately owning 
something as naturally tied to a person’s ability to acquire it. Being able to 
buy one’s own things was both a powerful reason for sticking to street vend-
ing and a strong motivation to reject the prospect of becoming economically 
dependent on their children. By securing work as a means to earn money and 
thus upholding the power to buy their own things, the mamás were making 
a powerful statement. They were drawing personal boundaries in response 
to intergenerational tensions tinted both by ageism and gender prejudice.  

According to the moral economy underlying unquestioned traditional fam-
ily norms of reciprocity between children and parents, the mamás, as elders, 
should have felt entitled to a certain degree of dependency at home. However, 
as women, the vendors instead found themselves fighting gender norms that, 
by portraying women as self-sacrificial motherly providers, allowed family 
members to rob them of personal effects and to mistreat them whenever they 
felt that the elderly mamás, by procuring their own wellbeing, were neglecting 
the wellbeing of their adult children. Nowhere were the gender aspects of 
these intergenerational tensions more obvious than in the relations between 
the vendors and their unemployed adult sons.  
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None of candy seller Mamá Teófila’s three sons had formal employment. 
Her eldest leased a taxi and got by, but her two youngest, both of whom were 
in their early thirties, had “nothing at all.” The men spent their days in the 
street, hustling around (buscando mambe). In principle, neither of them lived 
at home with their mother – at the time I met them, they each lived with a 
female partner, along with their children, in separate houses nearby. Since the 
men had no income, it is my understanding that it was their female partners, 
working as petty traders and street vendors, who kept the men’s households 
from collapsing. The fact that Mamá Teófila’s two youngest sons did not live 
with her had very little to no impact on their family dynamics in terms of de-
pendency, however. Both men consistently came to Mamá Teófila for food, 
cash, and help with their children. She helped her sons as much as she could, 
but the men were never satisfied, and they would sometimes say things that 
Mamá Teófila interpreted as insults or attempts to humiliate her. One of the 
worst situations she could remember happened shortly after she bought herself 
a microwave oven.  

“The day that my youngest son came into my house and saw the microwave 
oven,” Mamá Teófila remembered, “he asked me what I was doing with a 
microwave oven.” Mamá Teófila shook her head letting out a low, contemp-
tuous laugh. “Just like that. He asked, ‘What are you doing with a microwave 
oven?!’ Can you imagine? And so I asked him, ‘So you’re saying that when-
ever I want to warm up my food, I have to do it with wood?’56 I told him, 
‘Please, I bought this microwave oven myself. Stop insulting me! Go try to 
make your own living.’” 

The attitude shown by Mamá Teófila’s youngest son is easy to summarize: 
I’m a young man, and I’m poor. You are an elderly woman, and you should 
be poorer than me. I am not able to have a microwave oven at my home – 
therefore, neither should you. Mamá Teófila took her son’s attitude to be an 
insult. His impertinent questioning carried along a resentful, implicitly recrim-
inatory type of male arrogance with undertones of ageism and misogyny. The 
economically impotent adult male child could not stand the fact that his street-
vending elderly mother could not only have more money than him to buy 
things but also maintain a higher social status, signaled by the presence of 
what he considered to be a luxury appliance at her home.  

Unemployed adult male children like Mamá Teófila’s son could not afford 
to interact with their elderly mothers in the culturally sanctioned male role of 
successful providers so taken for granted in narratives emphasizing intergen-
erational solidary inherent in the African family myth. Instead, the moral au-
thority with which economic independence endowed their elderly mothers 
translated, for some of these men, into painful feelings of emasculation. This 

 
56 In this context, the use of wood to warm up food is a reference to the abject poverty and 
backwardness that people associated with elderly women street vendors. 
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was the case of Mamá Angie’s nephew and foster son, Joey, who, when chal-
lenged in front of a third party, turned his ordinary despotic male attitudes into 
episodes of rage that had started to become physical.  

The last incident I documented happened the day that Mamá Angie and 
Joey were arguing about the electricity bill in front of a small crew of male 
construction workers. At the height of the argument, Mamá Angie told Joey 
to shut his mouth, and Joey reacted by smacking the beer can she was holding 
out of her hand. When we tried to make sense out of Joey’s actions, the only 
explanation that Mamá Angie and I could come up with was that Joey had 
reacted so violently because he felt that Mamá Angie’s words had disrespected 
him, as a man, in front of other men. I can testify, however, after many months 
of spending time with Mamá Angie in her home, that it did not matter whether 
it was men, women, children, customers, neighbors, or family friends who 
witnessed the quarrels between Mamá Angie and her foster son. Joey’s ego 
seemed to be constantly bruised from having to submit to the authority that 
ill-tempered elder Mamá Angie had over him – an authority that rested on the 
fact that it was Mamá Angie who made the pasta (lit. dough, fig. money) that 
filled the pots from which he ate. 

Women like Mamá Angie and Mamá Teófila were well acquainted with 
the despotic attitudes that their adult male children displayed when confronted 
with their dependency and inability to fulfill the traditional, socially-sanc-
tioned male role of successful provider. Based on this knowledge, the mamás 
dreaded the prospect of ever becoming dependent on their sons – the women 
imagined this type of dependency as inevitably imbued with moral violence. 
“I fear humiliations (Temo las humillaciones),” Mamá Teófila told me. “I 
don’t like being humiliated by anyone. That is why I try to dodge these things 
[i.e. situations of exposure, such as putting any pressure on her sons]. I cannot 
depend on my children. I fear that they will humiliate me.” 

Avoiding humiliations from their male adult children was perhaps the most 
powerful reason why older female street vendors like Mamá Teófila rejected 
the prospect of ever quitting street vending. The women believed that as long 
as they kept making money, they could avoid becoming dependent on others 
and prevent being exposed to the types of moral violence that they believed 
dependency in old age would inflict upon them. 

 

Yo también soy persona 
Local cultural assumptions on old age and virtuous womanhood made it clear 
that the mamás were not supposed to have anything and that, if they ever did, 
it would have been immoral not to give it to their children (see Amadiume 
1987:93-4). Proper women, which is to say ‘good mothers’ (buenas madres) 
must not withhold resources – people expected women in general, and older 
women in particular, to be inexhaustible sources of nourishment for others. As 
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the examples of Mamá Angie’s Joey and Mamá Teófila’s son have shown, in 
multi-generational households led by older women who were also the sole 
breadwinner, interaction between members of different generations was based 
on the moral economy in which women, as eternal mothers, were condemned 
to an eternal ethos of self-sacrifice.  

The women with whom I worked tried hard, with varying degrees of suc-
cess, to avoid submitting to these discourses and the coercive family dynamics 
that they fostered. These women might have given into their adult children’s 
demands for support more often than they would have liked to acknowledge, 
but mostly they refused, in one way or another, to meet the expectations of 
care that their sons and other relatives thrust upon them.57 The women did so 
because, in most cases, they regarded the people for whom they were expected 
to sacrifice themselves as being utterly undeserving. In Mamá Angie’s words, 
they were all “ungrateful sons of bitches.” Whenever the mamás felt assaulted 
by people’s expectations of their female ‘duty’ to care and provide, the women 
defended their social entitlements earned through a lifetime of motherly self-
sacrifice with a simple assertion: “I too am person” (Yo también soy persona).  

In itself, the phrase Yo también soy persona was quite common in Malabo. 
People used it to demand consideration for basic human dignity when facing 
a potentially abusive or unfair situation. For example, when someone failed to 
receive payment for work, telling an employer “I too am person” served to 
appeal to the employer’s moral sense without necessarily challenging that per-
son’s authority. In the context of older women responding to demands made 
by their grown children and male relatives, the phrase highlights that, in their 
capacity as mothers, sisters, aunts, nieces, and grandmothers, the women were 
also individuals with entitlements grounded in a history of moral exchanges 
and framed by shared understandings of duty, reciprocity, and fairness (see 
Pietilä 2007:138). Old age plays an important role in this statement because 
the legitimacy of a mamá’s claims on the need to prioritize her own needs over 
those of her children rested on her capacity to argue that she had already ful-
filled her motherly duties when she was younger and her kids were little. In-
tergenerational support, in the mamás’ view, was based on a moral economy 
that envisioned human needs “as being met across time and over the life course 
rather than through isolated exchanges” (Minkler and Cole 1992:119; see also 
Hendricks and Leedham 1992). 

Mamá Teófila made this clear to me as we discussed her plans for the fu-
ture. “I have to live my own life,” she told me. “One cannot go on suffering 
when one is already over sixty. If I have four years left to live, at least I should 
try to enjoy them. I cannot go on like this. No. I too am person. I too have the 

 
57 The relationship between motherhood and marriage, as well as the gender dynamics that 
women partook in when marrying, will be explained in “Your body asks for it,” p. 178 in this 
thesis. For now, suffice it to say that, had the mamás been married, the burden of having to care 
for their adult children would have remained – and indeed been compounded by the burden of 
also having to take care of a husband. 
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right to rest. To enjoy. To have a good time. To travel! My grandchildren, they 
will have to be in their own world. I already have done everything I can for 
my own children. One gets tired in life, you know?” 

When talking about a future in which she could start enjoying the last years 
of her life, Mamá Teófila regarded economic independence in the form of 
work and savings as essential (Daher, Rosati and Jaramillo 2022). “There can-
not be a lack of these. One cannot live without savings,” she told me. Eco-
nomic independence was, in this sense, instrumental in Mamá Teófila’s at-
tempts at distancing herself from the constant demands of her family for care 
and support. However, it was precisely Mamá Teófila’s economic independ-
ence that made everybody keep approaching her for help. This situation was 
never more burdensome than when enacted by Mamá Teófila’s sons, given 
the overwhelming sense of entitlement with which their position (as children) 
and gender (as males) endowed them.  

“My sons, even though they no longer live at home, sometimes want to 
depend on me as if they were a husband,” Mamá Teófila confided. “They ex-
pect me to tend to them and to do their laundry and to ask them what they 
need. If I cook, they come to me and say: ‘Mamá, I feel hungry,’ with their 
sorry faces, trying to make me understand that they’re not begging but de-
manding [to be fed].” Mamá Teófila continued, gradually raising her voice: “I 
get mad when I see them do this, so I tell them: ‘Do you want to eat my food? 
Do you want to come and eat the things that you haven’t helped me buy? Do 
you want to come and eat my food?! Well go ahead then! Eat it! Because at 
the end, food is shit anyway! Eat it and shut your mouth! Don’t come near me 
with your sorry face to beg, nor to demand, that I feed you. Don’t bother me! 
Put your hand down the pot, fill up your belly, and get out of my house!’ Why 
should I care when these men [i.e. her sons] come and say that they’re hungry? 
Let them eat, and off with them!” 
 

Being left alone, not lonely 
Concepts like care and dependency do not have stable, uncontested meanings 
(Fine and Glendinning 2005:618). For the mamás, coping with dependency 
was every bit as much about managing other people’s dependency on them as 
it was about dealing with the prospect of being or becoming dependent on 
others. Negotiating dependency, however, was not a matter of administering 
reciprocity born out of the normative solidarity emphasized by the myth of the 
extended African family. The mamás’ negotiations of dependency unfolded 
in an intersubjective arena in which what relatives and family members felt 
entitled to demand stood constantly at odds with the women’s personal ap-
praisals of what was fair to give, considering people’s inability or unwilling-
ness to reciprocate.  
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Cases such as Mamá Roberta’s and Mamá Angie’s illustrate how the 
mamás tried to resolve family tensions in a way that was fair to themselves. 
The women’s assessments of fairness implied weighing moral obligations to 
others against one’s own ability and willingness to meet them. One determined 
this in consideration of the factual outcomes of what should have been, ideally, 
a life-long history of reciprocal relations based on normative assumptions re-
garding, for example, what women owe their families, what siblings owe each 
other, and what elders are entitled to. The element of willingness here is key, 
because it illustrates how personal motivation and emotion infused the 
mamás’ judgments about moral obligations. In Mamá Roberta’s case, the 
emotional component was tangible: “My mind cannot be at ease because every 
time I think about what he [her brother Pedro] does to me, it looks as if he 
holds me responsible for Jaime’s condition. If he takes me to the comunidad, 
I will ask him what he has against me, why he keeps putting all [family] prob-
lems on me. People will know about the treatment he gives me (La gente va a 
saber del tratamiento que él me trata).” 

Examples like Mamá Roberta’s and Mamá Angie’s show that senior 
women do not necessarily see gendered moral obligations as duties (cf. Men-
kiti 1984:180; cf. Nzegwu 1994:75). Instead, such examples illustrate that 
the mamás saw these gendered obligations primarily as expectations, the 
grip of which ultimately depended on how complying with them would have 
made them feel – proud and fulfilled, or coerced and abused. These feelings, 
I would like to emphasize, did not depend on whether compliance or disa-
vowal of expectations reaffirmed or contradicted widely upheld community 
values (cf. Ikuenobe 2017:556). The women’s feelings arose and gained 
meaning in relation to the quotidian microculture of family life, unharmonious 
and stressful as it was in some cases, with its own years-long history of inter-
nal moral debts, power struggles, intergenerational practices of meaning-mak-
ing, and non-normative forms of everyday interaction (Udvardy and Cattell 
1992; van der Geest 2004a).  

When feeling coerced, the mamás disavowed or (re)negotiated their rela-
tives’ demands by invoking their own vulnerabilities as female elders bur-
dened with care responsibilities that they had to prioritize. The women also 
disavowed or (re)negotiated their relatives’ demands by balancing the moral 
weight of their own refusals with the leveraging lift of the entitlements they 
reckoned their life-long participation in the moral economy had granted them. 

What ultimately determined the extent of the support that the mamás could 
expect to receive from their family members were the tensions that arose from 
the clash between the types of support that the mamás felt they needed and the 
personal attitudes and intentions of their relatives. From this perspective, the 
women’s prospects were bleak. Fully aware of this situation, the mamás chose 
to not make any demands or have any expectations. Living in a context of 
pervasive unemployment, widespread poverty, and lack of formal care, the 
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women sought economic independence as a palliative to the notion of depend-
ency in old age (cf. Clark 1995:107).  

As far as the mamás were concerned, the function that their economic in-
dependence should have fulfilled was twofold. First, it should have helped 
them avoid situations of humiliation, resentment, and violence with their eco-
nomically strained male family members (see Hollander 2014). Second, as a 
precondition for their right to private ownership, access to economic resources 
should have given the mamás the power to control demands and expectations 
through the drawing of personal boundaries. 

The economic independence they achieved through street vending certainly 
gave the mamás some autonomy, but it did not neutralize the demands that 
people kept setting upon them by virtue of their gender. Insofar as they were 
women, the mamás remained subjected to the normative assumptions that de-
fined women’s place in the moral economy, namely discourse on virtuous 
womanhood in one of its most commonplace expressions: motherhood as an 
act of permanent self-sacrifice (Dreby 2006). The vendors knew that actively 
trying to meet their relative’s demands for care and support would compro-
mise their ability to insure their own welfare. Yet actively refusing to comply 
with people’s expectations tended to result in isolation, loneliness, and vexing 
intergenerational tensions. Mamá Angie’s feelings of desertion after quarrel-
ing with Joey are a painful illustration of this fact. The mamás wanted to be 
left alone, but they did not want to be alone. It was a question of balancing the 
need to take care of oneself with the social expectation that one must take care 
of others (Biehl 2012). 

As social gerontologist Jon Hendricks (2005) has pointed out, the reasons 
why the moral-economic order is so readily accepted likely rest in the individ-
ual appropriation of “normative sentiments regarding perceptions of what is 
good, fair, or right” (2005:514-5). What was at stake in the mamás’ participa-
tion or withdrawal from the moral economy was hence their social entitle-
ments as others perceived them – prerogatives that, if fulfilled, supposedly 
would have granted the mamás a profound sense “of worth, control, and mean-
ing at individual and societal levels” (Hendricks 2005:514-5; see also van der 
Geest 2008). Drawing personal boundaries was a never-ending project that 
was, for this reason, neither easy nor painless: it implied a rupture with their 
ascribed moral personae as self-sacrificing mothers. Yet some mamás had no 
option. Mamá Teófila felt that only after unburdening herself of her sons and 
their children could she aspire to enjoy the last years of her life (cf. Møller and 
Sotshongaye 1999).  

Perhaps the main conclusion that one can reach from these stories is that 
the idea of economic empowerment as a catalyst for the wellbeing of older 
women in Africa is highly misleading (see also Cornwall 2007:163). This idea 
can lead us to overlook the vulnerabilities that gender posits to these women 
precisely when combined with access to money (see Pietilä 2007:64; Bessell 
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2010:59). In the end, access to money seemed to make the mamás more vul-
nerable, because it exacerbated their families’ demands that they should step 
up as caregivers and providers. Furthermore, the more economic strength a 
head-of-household elderly woman had, the less family support she was likely 
to receive, because the moral authority that money commanded had the poten-
tial to turn her into an object of resentment for penniless men and members of 
the younger generations.  
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4| Held tight in his hand 

It was early afternoon, and a tense, thick stillness clotted the streets around 
Mamá Esperanza’s corner in the barrio Las Flores. I arrived to note that a few 
meters away from Mamá Esperanza, behind piles of used clothes, whole 
bunches of plantains, and nkgüeng baskets topped with yucca, sat seven other 
female vendors. Usually loud and gossipy, the women perched on their broken 
chairs with their arms crossed over their chest and their eyes strangely blank. 
In a whisper, I asked Mamá Esperanza what was wrong. She whispered back, 
saying that the mayor had visited the area earlier that day. He had summarily 
ordered the women to vacate the street and relocate to one of the city’s mar-
kets, or retreat deeper into the neighborhood. The government’s latest slogan 
for the city of Malabo was limpieza y adecentamiento – “cleaning and making 
decent.” Removing street vendors from main avenues and busy intersections 
was apparently part of that cleaning and making decent.  

“Ah, my daughter!” Mamá Esperanza bemoaned. “I don’t know what it will 
become of Equatorial Guinea. If I beg, they won’t give me anything. If I try 
to do my own thing, they say that they don’t want that either…. Equatorial 
Guinea doesn’t want to help anybody – only themselves,” Mamá Esperanza 
said, merging country and authorities in the same reflexive pronoun. “Evil. 
Envy. It is envy. Do they help you? No. Do they let you find a way to help 
yourself? No. What country does that? What country does not give but neither 
wants the people to find a way to get by?”  

“But why do they do this, do you think?” I asked. 
“That’s how they are,” Mamá Esperanza said. “It is the devil. The devil has 

the whole of Equatorial Guinea held tight in his hand.”  
Street vending mamás in Malabo often talked about evil, which they call el 

mal or la maldad. Evil was a shared discursive framework that encompassed 
a wide range of experiences of suffering (Parkin 1985:6, 10-11, 22; Olsen and 
van Beek 2016:8). This chapter explores the idea, pervasive among my Equa-
toguinean friends and the vendors alike, of “people’s evil” (la maldad de la 
gente) as a dominant feature of life in the Equatoguinean capital. It does so by 
examining instances of routinized violence, direct and indirect, that both indi-
viduals and the state subjected others to. My argument starts from the premise 
that violence impinges everyday life through its manifestation in two realms: 
culturally ingrained discourses on witchcraft, and larger historical processes 
of state formation. How have witchcraft beliefs and practices, together with a 
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decades-long history of politically motivated personal violence, shaped Equa-
toguineans’ way of thinking, feeling, and acting toward each other? Inspired 
by recent scholarship on evil and the everyday in Africa (Parkin 1985a, 1985b; 
Geschiere 2012; Olsen and van der Beek 2016), I explore the mamás’ under-
standings of evil through their experiences of disadvantage, injustice, malev-
olence, betrayal within the family, and fear toward the prospect of occult ag-
gression. I analyze such experiences in relation to state violence and the sense 
of mistrust that such violence has promoted among Equatoguineans. Insofar 
as the mamás’ talk about evil also denotes people’s participation in today’s 
‘milder’ forms of state repression, such as humiliation, harassment, censor-
ship, concealment, and depersonalization, the mamás’ understandings of evil 
point to experiences of violence that both reference the occult and also include 
politics as the embodied, material, and publicly visible. After finishing my 
argument with a brief theoretical discussion on the subject of evil in contem-
porary Africa, I conclude by summarizing the impact that the experience of 
people’s evil has had on the mamás in their capacity as socioeconomically 
vulnerable older female individuals. 

 

El mal, la maldad 
A couple of weeks after the mayor told the vendors to vacate the street, Mamá 
Esperanza reflected upon the experience. “That’s what they do. They don’t 
want anybody to have anything. They want us to get on our knees and beg 
them, but they will send us off without giving us a thing. There are women 
who say ‘Well, if they won’t give me anything, I myself will work to earn it.’ 
But they won’t let us work either! What is it that they [i.e. the authorities] want 
us to do? Stay at home and starve to death.” 

Not long after listening to Mamá Esperanza, I had the opportunity to ask 
Mamá Angie whether she shared such views. She did. When I asked Mamá 
Angie why she thought that people and authorities behaved in such a way, she 
shrugged her shoulders and said, “Because they do evil (Porque hacen el mal).”  

The Spanish word mal encompasses notions that in English would translate 
as both “bad” and “evil.” The verb malear, for example, means to damage, 
ruin, waste, pervert, or give bad luck to someone. In the Spanish of Equatorial 
Guinea, the adjective malo or mala, like the word malvado in other Spanish-
speaking contexts, refers to the quality of being hostile, mean, cruel, ill-willed, 
wicked, malevolent, and ultimately evil. As an adverb, mal can also denote 
excess, as when a person is guapa mal (fig. too handsome for her own good). 
The noun maldad signifies a disposition toward certain kinds of spiteful envy 
and jealousy, as well as an individual’s willingness to damage, spoil, and kill 
with intent. The root word mal has many other extensions. The verb maldecir 
means to slander and to swear, but also to put a curse on someone, something, 
or someplace. Consequently, the derivate adjective maldito or maldita refers 
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to an individual, a thing, or a space that is reviled, damned, or cursed. Even if 
the English words ‘evil’ and ‘bad’ denote different degrees of malfeasance 
(Hodgson 2016:254-5), the Spanish words malo or mala, mal, and maldad are 
closely related, and their semantic boundaries are blurred in everyday talk. For 
this reason, when Mamá Angie told me that people and authorities mistreated 
street vendors “because they do evil,” I knew that I needed to push for a better 
explanation. 

“In what sense do they do evil? (En qué sentido hacen el mal?),” I asked 
Mamá Angie. 

“Because they are evil (Porque son malos),” she insisted. 
“Because of pure, unadulterated evil? (Por maldad pura y dura?),” I 

challenged her. 
“Evil. (Maldad). Because they are evil (Porque son malos),” Mamá Angie 

repeated with impatience.  
In Mamá Angie’s view, un mal is both an action inspired by maldad and a 

consequence of maldad. Mamá Roberta shared this understanding. She used 
the localism un maldad while commenting upon an incident that involved the 
mayor of Malabo. According to the story, the mayor had been driving her lux-
ury car in one of Malabo’s main avenues when she spotted a group of small 
children selling candy on the sidewalk. The mayor pulled over and grabbed 
the candy out of one of the girls’ hands, also taking the money that the child 
had made during the day. The girl’s companion, a boy who was a little older, 
told the mayor that she could take his candy but refused to hand over the 
money. The mayor put the children’s merchandise in her car and told the kids 
that they no longer were allowed to sell. “This woman, why does she have to 
do this?” Mamá Roberta wondered the day after the incident reportedly hap-
pened. “You, as a human being, do you do this to another human being? It is 
an evil (Es un maldad) what the mayor does to the people.” 

“An evil” (un/a maldad) thus refers to an aggravating action perpetrated 
with intent by an agent who is malo. People like Mamá Roberta use the word 
to label something that, in their view, is morally repugnant. Maldad breaches 
morality and produces injustice. What links moral lapses to injustice is struc-
tural violence. According to sociologist Johan Galtung (1969:170-1), the con-
dition of structural violence is social injustice – structural violence expresses 
unequal power and unequal life chances (1969:175, 171). By using the words 
malo, mala, mal, and maldad to describe experiences with authorities, the 
mamás are drawing on Equatoguinean political discourses that for decades 
have identified social injustice with evil. The slogan of president Teodoro 
Obiang Nguema’s party (PDGE), since its foundation in 1987, has been Hacer 
el bien y evitar el mal (“To do good and avoid evil”). This slogan summarizes 
the party’s lip service to ensuring the wellbeing of the most vulnerable sectors 
of the population (GEP 19/10/2011). Equatoguinean writer Juan Tomás Ávila 
Laurel (2011:73-4) has seized on this slogan to denounce the contempt that 
president Teodoro Obiang Nguema and other African leaders have historically 
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shown toward impoverished, displaced, and oppressed populations by using 
the same rhetoric. According to Ávila Laurel, politics in Africa is a “Brother-
hood in Evil” (Hermandad en el Mal). 

The mamás’ talk about evil communicated experiences of violence, ine-
quality, injustice, and structural violence. Notions of evil inevitably also ref-
erenced local ideas regarding power and wealth. Because discourses about 
power tend to overlap with discourses on the occult, semantic entanglements 
between politics, money, and evil are commonplace in Africa (Geschiere 
1997; Ellis and ter Haar 2004). This means that in Equatorial Guinea, like 
virtually everywhere else in the continent, the idea of evil as suffering, vio-
lence, inequality, and injustice arose from and articulated specific historical 
trajectories and vocabularies. The most pervasive of these vocabularies is 
witchcraft (Parkin 2016:viii).  

 

“You want to eat alone” 
Mamá Angie, perhaps perceiving that I would keep pestering her with questions 
about what people’s evil (la maldad de la gente) meant, gave me an example. 
“My brother, the one who lives abroad, works for the government,” she told me. 
“He has a lot of money. He came here once. He invited some girls. They all ate. 
When they got ready to leave, he told me he’d pay me later. But I knew he 
wouldn’t pay me. He had done the same thing before. How can you bring people 
to come and eat at my place like that?” Mamá Angie asked rhetorically. “You 
have money. You are well off. Why do you do this to a person who has nothing? 
That’s pure wickedness.” Mamá Angie summed up this tale tersely, in English: 
“In short: You don’t want me to eat. You want to eat alone.” 

Mamá Angie’s understanding of people’s evil, exemplified by a wealthy 
relative’s desire to eat at her expense, is revealing for at least two reasons. 
First, in Equatorial Guinea, as in many African societies, wealth becomes an 
evil trait when it is not shared with family and close friends (see Olsen 
2016:306, 312; Englund 1996:271-4). Second, as political scientist Jean Fran-
coise Bayart (1993:269) realized while studying the postcolonial state in neigh-
boring Cameroon, the notion of eating comprises links between power and the 
occult in relation to state politics. If the trope of the belly signifies wealth, “to 
eat” means not only to nourish oneself but also “to accumulate, exploit, defeat, 
attack or kill with witchcraft” (Bayart 1993:269; see also Geschiere 1997). 

Like it does in Cameroon, “eating” refers to the idea of accumulation as 
much as it refers to occult forces that people must master to attain and exert 
power (Bayart 1993:xviii). This occult meaning of eating is key to understand-
ing the mamás’ frequent talk about evil. They were convinced that rich and 
powerful people had become rich and powerful through witchcraft. And be-
cause it seemed to them that other people’s wealth had greatly increased since 
the discovery of oil in the mid-1990s, they concluded that witchcraft-related 
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activities had dramatically escalated during the past two decades. This belief 
has been encouraged by what historian Enrique Okenve Martínez (2007:349-
378) terms a process of “retraditionalization,” namely the revival of institu-
tions such as kinship ideology, clientelism, and witchcraft beliefs. Equatorial 
Guinea is not an isolated case. Scholars have noticed a similar escalation in 
witchcraft beliefs and accusations in other African contexts, also seemingly 
linked with increased economic inequalities (Parkin 1991:205; Pietilä 2007:11-
2; Geschiere 1997:139-40, 2013:2; van Beek and Olsen 2016:15-8).  

Perhaps the best example of the merging of state politics and witchcraft dis-
courses in contemporary Equatorial Guinea is the figure of the beyem (lit. those 
who know things, fig. wise men). These are prominent older Fang men whose 
knowledge of the occult, so people believe, provide them with power to rule 
over others. The Fang category beyem does not include women, suggesting a 
fundamentally androcentric view on power. A Fang woman in her mid-twenties 
spoke of the beyem as capable of reading other people’s minds, manipulating 
others without their knowledge, or killing them without even touching them. 
What made people fear the beyem, she told me, was their willingness to use their 
powers to harm others for their own benefit. If the beyem could not benefit di-
rectly, the woman explained, they would make sure that nobody else could ben-
efit either. She reckoned that the beyem lived and abided by the philosophy that, 
in order for oneself to thrive, it is enough to thwart the flourishing of everyone 
else around.58 Ultimately, she believed that the beyem were despised by every-
one not because they had powers but because they were cruel, envious, greedy, 
egoistic, meddlesome, controlling, vindictive, and sadistic individuals.  

Given the fact that beyem were powerful Fang men, and given that power 
was ethnified (this is, it was regarded as a property exclusive to a small elite 
of Fang individuals and their families), Malabeños in general tended to extend 
the negative moral characterization of these witches to people who worked for 
and profited from the state.59 Mamá Teófila used to condemn the contempt 
that politicians exhibited toward poor people like her by insisting that politi-
cians all practiced witchcraft and served their own gods. “Those big men, 

 
58 In the woman’s view, this philosophy was to blame for the ethos of mediocrity that governed 
the country top-down, emanating from the highest ranks of the government. 
59 The nexus between evil-as-witchcraft and inequality was established by the fact that, accord-
ing to the Fang traditionalist conception of the beyem as men fit to rule over others, not just any 
person, no matter her abilities or education, could have access to jobs of political significance. 
People told me repeatedly that there were many individuals, both men and women, who had 
undergone higher education but remained unemployed long-term because the state did not deem 
them fit to hold power. Much of the administrative inefficacy of the Obiangnguemist state seemed 
rooted in the fact that the beyem in charge, as ‘people from the village’ (gente del pueblo), lacked 
the administrative and organizational skills needed to hold public office. The ‘wise men’ who 
managed the state were, in Ávila Laurel’s words, “encumbered analphabets” who administered 
the country as if it were a Fang garden (2011:52-3). The Fang saying “The goat eats where it is 
tethered” (La cabra come donde está atada) exemplifies the parallel between ‘garden’ and ‘office’ 
while also contextualizing the tendency that the beyem had to ‘eat’ as much as they could for as 
long as they were able to do so (Ávila Laurel 2011:52-3; see also Bayart 1993:xvii). 
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when they see orphaned children roaming the streets – they just drive off!” 
she shouted at me. “The rich do not care for the lives of the poor. They just 
care about their money, their inheritances, their gods.” The witchcraft that 
people like Mamá Teófila believed “big men” (hombres grandes) practiced 
was an evil means toward an even more evil end: the gross accumulation of 
power and possessions achieved through causing the misery of everyone else. 
An example I heard frequently regarding this double evil was the habit that 
Guineano politicians had of appropriating social housing intended poor people 
and the victims of catastrophes (viviendas sociales) and then privately leasing 
the properties, even if they were built with public funds.60  

The mamás’ understanding of evil referenced a zero-sum game (Caballero 
2015:48-55, 84-100). In their view, the misery of others served as the founda-
tion for politicians’ power.61 Sometimes powerful people were simply indif-
ferent to suffering. But just as often, powerful people actively preyed upon 
others. The mamás believed, for example, that since accessing power and 
wealth required practicing witchcraft (brujería), becoming a politician neces-
sarily entailed the ritual killing of one’s family members. Rumors circulated 
that in order for a man to succeed in politics, he had to join the “ties of blood” 
(lazos de sangre), a mob-like recruitment system allegedly used by the oldest 
members of the political elite to control access to positions of power. A man 
in his sixties once told me that aspirants joined the ties of blood by giving 
“blood offerings” (ofrendas de sangre) – by which he meant sacrificing (mur-
dering) a family member as a token of commitment to their prospective mas-
ters (Caballero 2015:78). “In the beginning, they ask for one of your friends. 
Then they’ll ask you to offer your brother, then a son, and if you have four 
sons they’ll ask you to offer your eldest, then the next eldest, until at the end, 
you end up giving up your entire family,” this man explained. 

Ties of blood as supposedly enacted by Fang beyem are also present in other 
parts of Africa. Anthropologist Sónia Silva (2016:32) encountered them in 
northwest Zambia under the name of jifuka, which she described as “ties of 
mutual indebtedness that create and sustain a society of witches through the 
sacrifice of one of our relatives, sometimes an infant.” The Equatoguinean 
‘ties of blood’ also seem similar to the Zanzibari wanga, defined by anthro-
pologist Kjersti Larsen (2016:223-4) as a person who supposedly belongs “to 
a particular coterie where, in order to be included as a member, [she] has to 
offer human victims from [her] own family as sacrifices.” The trope of ‘selling’ 
(i.e. killing) one’s relatives in order to join a network of witches is also prevalent 

 
60 Such was the case of the Buena Esperanza social housing project, which originally aimed at 
providing better housing for the hundreds of people who had become homeless after the mas-
sive fire that tore through the slums of Niumbili in 2006. See “They open their mouth with 
wisdom,” p. 148 in this thesis.  
61 The contempt that big men showed toward others might have been rooted in the fact that their 
own stature and success depended on the size of their networks and the followers they could 
amass as human capital (see e.g. Utas 2012:13). 



 

 107 

in Ghana, Togo, Benin, and Kenya (Ekoué with Rosenthal 2016:129; Ciekawy 
2016:160). In Cameroon, it exists in the form of ekong witchcraft, which report-
edly denotes “the social power of becoming rich, or at least the fantasy of be-
coming so” (Bayart 1993:203-4; see also Geschiere 1997:137, 147-8).  

When they spoke about witchcraft as the core and the cause of people’s 
evil, the mamás referred to the ties of blood with regularity. Since the ties of 
blood mixed wealth with the act of killing one’s own family members, the 
mamás’ talk about evil also denounced forms of violence that encroached on 
the family. A kind of counternarrative to the myth of the solidary extended 
family in Africa, this overlapping of evil and family is well documented in the 
anthropological literature. Peter Geschiere (1982, 2003, 2013), for example, 
has famously written that witchcraft in Africa is “the dark side of kinship” (see 
also Lambek 1993:247; cf. Sahlins [1965]1974:199). Mamá Teófila’s life 
story is a textbook illustration of this recurrent experience. 

 

The moment she touched the ground 
“I’m not going to lie to you,” Mamá Teófila said, throwing small banana 
dough balls into a shallow pot of boiling oil, “I have suffered a lot through my 
entire life…. I think that, the moment I was born, the moment I touched the 
ground, that’s when my curse started – my torment with the family began.”  

Sixty-two-year-old Mamá Teófila was born in Malabo. Her father, the son 
of a Bubi emancipado, came from a privileged background. Mamá Teófila’s 
father, however, died when she was a toddler. Unwilling to take care of the 
man’s widow and her children (which Mamá Teófila believed they should 
have done, if not by strict Bubi tradition then at least out of pure human de-
cency), the dead man’s family abandoned young Teófila’s mother and her 
children. A destitute widow with four children to fend for, Mamá Teófila’s 
mother relocated to her family’s land in northern Bioko. Teófila grew up there, 
immersed in an all-Bubi environment, in the safety of her mother’s gardens.  

When Teófila was thirteen years old, she left her mother’s house to attend 
a Catholic school for girls elsewhere on the island. Less than three years after 
her arrival, Teófila dropped out because there was no money to pay the school 
fees. After leaving school, now aged sixteen, she moved into a relative’s house 
in Malabo with the purpose of getting a job in the city. Not long after, she 
became pregnant with her first child. Teófila did not have a formal relationship 
with her baby’s father, and the man denied that the child was his. Disapprov-
ing of the circumstances surrounding Teófila’s pregnancy, her relatives 
evicted her from their house. Teófila gave birth alone, on the ground of a shack 
in which she lived in exchange for working in her landlord’s garden. The con-
ditions of this birthing experience would repeat themselves as Teófila gave 
birth to her next four children. Almost fifty years later, Mamá Teófila believed 
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that having had to give birth in those circumstances was the reason for the 
back pains that now plagued her.  

Mamá Teófila had eleven children in total – the first five from different 
fathers. Teófila’s early bad luck in love was to become a major factor in the 
hatred that she would feel toward men as she grew older. But shortly before 
she turned thirty, life seemed to give Teófila a break. It was then that she met 
Yago, the man who would father her subsequent six children.  

When speaking about Yago, a schoolteacher twenty years her senior, Mamá 
Teófila is disdainful. She never loved Yago, she told me, but she accepted him 
in an attempt to escape poverty. Teófila and Yago stayed together for almost 
twenty years until, one day, Yago packed up his belongings and left. “He left 
us, just like that, from one day to the next, without any reason. It was the work 
of evil (Por obra del mal).” This evil, the root of all the bad luck that Mamá 
Teófila had suffered in her life, was incarnate in her paternal half-uncle, an 
infamous witch feared and loathed throughout the island, a man known by 
everybody as Kilinbilin. 

Kilinbilin, in the Pichi language, is a composite nickname that literally 
means ‘killing-building’ and translates as he who ‘builds by killing,’ or he 
who ‘constructs out of destruction’. According to Mamá Teófila, Kilinbilin 
was the illegitimate son of her paternal grandfather, who once traveled to 
Cameroon in search of witchcraft that could help him ‘shine’ (brillar) and 
obtain riches. The old man got his payback after passing his knowledge of 
witchcraft to his son Kilinbilin: he reportedly became one of Kilinbilin’s first 
victims, as the young man hated his father for not holding him in the same 
esteem as he did his legitimate children.  

After killing his father and now seduced by the prospect of inheritance, 
Kilinbilin allegedly ‘ate’ (comió) his rival legitimate brother, who was Mamá 
Teófila’s father. After ‘eating’ his brother, Kilinbilin’s reputation as a power-
ful witch spread among the political elite in Malabo. Kilinbilin used this in-
fluence to steal his father’s inheritance. In Mamá Teófila’s account, her witch 
uncle had not only made her an orphan but had also deprived her of money 
and properties that would have granted her a better life. 

Two decades after ‘eating’ Mamá Teófila’s father and grandfather, witch 
uncle Kilinbilin ‘ate’ one of Mamá Teófila’s siblings, a thirty-two-year-old 
man who died, officially, in a car accident. Kilinbilin’s quest for power con-
tinued to claim the lives of his nephews and nieces, including two of the 
babies that Teófila had had with Yago. After the death of these babies, fif-
teen years went by in a tense calm. Then, only a few months after Yago left 
her, Mamá Teófila found herself broken again, now having to bury her favorite 
daughter, beautiful sixteen-year-old Dolores. Mamá Teófila was convinced 
that the person responsible for her daughter’s passing was her murderous 
witch uncle Kilinbilin, and the man became the open target of Mamá Teófila’s 
decades-long brewing rage. 
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“So where is your witch uncle now?” I asked Mamá Teófila, and she told 
me, with an expression of relief on her face, that Kilinbilin no longer walked 
the Earth. “We killed him,” Mamá Teófila said impassively. “I won’t lie to 
you. We killed him.” 

Mamá Teófila was reluctant to go into details, but Sola, Mamá Angie’s 
niece, who we met in the previous chapter, was living in the barrio La Caridad 
and had witnessed the lynching of Kilinbilin. According to Sola, bereaved af-
ter the death of her favorite daughter, Mamá Teófila summoned her surviving 
sons and nephews. The family beat Kilinbilin with sticks, rods, and planks. 
Kilinbilin had a big afro hairstyle that people believed was the seat of his 
power. Mamá Teófila and her boys doused the man’s head with gasoline and 
set him on fire. Sola also told me that, as the family was bashing their burning 
uncle to death, they kept shouting a phrase that Kilinbilin was known to have 
enjoyed saying: “A death is nothing but nine planks and thirty-two nails” – 
the minimum materials needed to make a coffin. 

Mamá Teófila was adamant that the cause of all her suffering and bad luck 
had its origin in her family. “If your family doesn’t sell you, who can buy 
you?” she often asked. She was saying, in other words, that if your family 
doesn’t leave you exposed, then nobody from the outside will be able to dam-
age you (see also Cornwall 2007:156). Within the witchcraft narrative, it was 
Mamá Teófila’s emancipado grandfather who first compromised the integrity 
of the family bond of trust by acting upon his personal ambition, going to 
Cameroon in search of what the mamá referred to as “the dark science” (la 
ciencia oscura). After becoming rich and concerned with keeping up appear-
ances, the old man made distinctions between his legitimate and illegitimate 
children. The resentment that illegitimate son Kilinbilin felt toward his father 
was a consequence of the old man’s mistreatment. Everything that happened 
thereafter – parricide, fratricide, infanticide, the many deaths that Mamá 
Teófila attributed to her witch uncle, losing her inheritance, having to drop out 
of school due to poverty, becoming a disowned teenage mother, being con-
stantly abandoned by men, the death of her favorite daughter, the destitution 
that she faced in old age – all of it had been the consequence of Mamá Teófila 
finding herself in a position of risk and exposure from the moment her body 
first touched the ground, because evil, in the form of greed-inspired disregard 
for the wellbeing of one’s own family, was already there. Her grandfather 
might have been the one who first “touched witchcraft” (tocar brujería, i.e. 
actively becoming involved in witchcraft), but Mamá Teófila and her family 
kept feeling the ripples of the old man’s actions in the present. 

“Evil is a family heirloom – you pass it on to your children,” Mamá Teófila 
told me, later adding that the evil that lingered in her family had ensured that 
“neither me, nor my siblings, nor any of our children, have ever been able to 
finish school.” This lingering evil was also responsible for spoiling the men 
of the family by “blocking their paths, so that they can never achieve anything 
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in life (Bloqueando sus caminos, que no vayen delante).” The misfortune, dis-
advantage, and oppression of which evil was a signifier (Parkin 1985a:22) 
spread temporally (into the future) and geographically (into society), affecting 
two or three generations of the same family. The affects of the evil enacted by 
Mamá Teófila’s grandfather and his illegitimate son Kilinbilin lived on through 
social reproduction, as socioeconomic and psychoemotional effects.62  

 

The impossibility of trust 
Geschiere observes that the preoccupation people in many parts of Africa have 
with witchcraft as something that ravages the family is indicative of a perma-
nent struggle over trust (2012:xxviii; 70). What trust between people rein-
forces “is not just the interdependence, but the shared common humanity of 
the members of a community” (Ricoeur 2004:166). The mamás’ talk about 
evil as witchcraft, we have seen, expands beyond the family and includes state 
politics. This means that the mamás mistrusted the state – they questioned the 
humanity of its constituents. Their mistrust, I will argue in this section, ex-
pressed itself in the form of rumors born out of fear toward the prospect of 
occult aggression, namely invisible threats and forms of assault that might (or 
might not) have included witchcraft. While trying to untangle the relations 
between the (im)possibility of establishing trust, intimacy, and occult aggres-
sion, Geschiere looks at historical processes such as state formation (2012:33). 
Inspired by Geschiere’s approach, and considering Galtung’s idea that all 
cases of structural violence can be traced back in history to instances of per-
sonal violence (1969:178), I will now look at the mamás’ talk about evil as a 
means to understand the women’s mistrust toward the state.  

Administratively, the Equatoguinean state took shape after Spain’s en-
forcement of the laws of provincialization (1959) and autonomía (1963). Dur-
ing this period, Spanish institutions superimposed themselves on a local soci-
ety that, apart from a relatively small educated elite (Fernandino/Bubi leaders 
and entrepreneurs, trusted Fang military officers and bureaucrats, members of 
the Catholic Church), had remained largely composed of ethnically diverse 
peasants and a foreign workforce (mainly Nigerian plantation laborers). Upon 
independence in 1968, President Francisco Macías Nguema took office. A few 
months into his mandate, as discussed in Chapter 2, Macías discovered that the 
country was bankrupt (Nart 1976:13). Less than a year later, he received a phone 
call warning him that one of his ministers and the Spanish Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs were about to attempt a coup (Mitogo 1977:44; Loboch 2009:452). 
Three years after these events, in 1972, Macías declared himself president for 

 
62 Mamá Teófila’s bad luck did not stop after the lynching of Kilinbilin – her mother died of a 
“heart heavy with loss” one year later, and the mamá’s down wooden house in Niumbili burned 
down one year after that. Mamá Teófila explained these events as the consequences of her un-
cle’s evil being unleashed upon her after his death. 
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life (president vitalicio) and opted for complete centralization. While trying 
to overcome the weakness that separate and untrustworthy offices represented 
for the unified nation, all moments of power (judicial, legislative, executive, 
and administrative) became invested in his person (af Klinteberg 1978:18; see 
also Mamdani 1996:54, 99, 170).  

By the mid-1970s, the military and the police had come to control every as-
pect of government and public life in the young republic. The authorities re-
garded the population as a source of threat. The entire country “became a mas-
sive police camp in which everybody surveilled everybody and accusations for 
the most insignificant of things became a creed” (Nze Nfumu 2004:14). Fami-
lies were torn apart by a policy of ‘Accuse and you will be rewarded’ as the 
government offered positions within public administration to those who ratted 
on their peers, including their family members (af Klinteberg 1978:32-3). The 
traditional ‘kong (ekong in francophone contexts) witchcraft practice of ‘rela-
tive offering’ in exchange for power and wealth acquired an explicitly political 
dimension. Betrayal by one’s own family members seemed a perpetually 
looming danger. 

Unfounded accusations emerged from rumors and gossip, which people 
from the Fernandino/Krío ethnic group referred to as congosá. The pervasive-
ness of congosá, facilitated perhaps by the small size of the country, made 
Equatoguineans become distrusting of everyone. People’s sense of insecurity 
was encouraged by the force that the Macías’ state displayed through public 
spectacles of violence, which included summary executions of suspected dis-
sidents as well as civilians accused of (but not tried for) committing a crime. 
Mamá Esperanza recounted a scene that she witnessed during this period: a 
woman stood accused of beating her husband’s lover to death with a shovel. 
A man who supposedly saw the attack informed the police, who quickly mo-
bilized to apprehend the woman as she tried to flee to Gabon. “They killed 
her, I saw this myself,” Mamá Esperanza told me. “They [the military police] 
said, ‘There, where she killed, she shall die.’” The police took the woman back 
to the garden where the crime had been supposedly committed and put her on 
her knees. “They put a bullet in her head,” Mamá Esperanza remembered. 
“She died right there. If you saw this, you became afraid that, whenever you 
saw them [the military police], they could kill you too.”  

In 2019, forty years after the end of President Macías’ regime, the military 
remained an omnipresent force in Equatorial Guinea’s social landscape. Con-
trolled by president Teodoro Obiang Nguema’s eldest son and heir apparent, 
Teodoro Nguema Obiang Mangue (known as Teodorín), the military was led 
by a hand-picked group of loyal generals and populated by countless soldiers 
who guarded the barricades at every entry and exit point of every township 
both in Bioko and in the continental region. The police had a large adminis-
trative center with a jail in every city (comisaría), as well as a minor office, 
sometimes in an adapted freight container, in every barrio. In Malabo, the 
largest administrative judicial center was the Ministry of Defense and its jail, 
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known locally as “Guantánamo” after the American prison in Cuba. A shad-
owy branch of the police was the policía secreta, which I will describe in more 
detail in Chapter 6. Every soldier and every police officer carried at least one 
loaded firearm, which they did not hesitate to wave to make themselves known 
or threaten the public with whenever they felt disrespected. Police officers 
moved in groups of between four and eight, and they were the ones on whom 
the municipality relied for support, for example, when forcing street vending 
mamás out of their selling points.  

The ruling party, PDGE, also relied heavily on the police. Party members 
called delegados de gobierno (“government delegates”) and presidentes de 
consejo were tasked with overseeing the communities in which they lived, and 
with threatening their neighbors with violence were they to engage in any ac-
tivities the party might deem subversive (Okenve 2009:155). 

The way in which the state, the PDGE party, the military, and the police 
overlapped and cooperated with each other at every level made it so that vir-
tually any person connected to the state in any form was perceived as having 
the power to do violence. The all-pervasive nature of these institutions ensured 
that organized resistance was difficult (Okenve 2009:156-7). As of 2023, there 
were no coherent political ideologies, initiatives, or associations through 
which people could legally (and safely) channel their expressions of political 
dissent. Openly political action in the country was impossible. 

 

“I believe in the evil of people” 
Lacking formal platforms to vent their social and political anxieties, 
Malabeños have come up with all kinds of stories about the violence they be-
lieve the state is perpetrating upon them. People looked with mistrust, for ex-
ample, at what they perceived to be a calculated lack of medicines in pharma-
cies all over the island. On more than one occasion, friends told me that the 
government purposely kept the population malnourished to impede their men-
tal development, which it did by allowing only foods of low nutritional value 
to come through the borders. Yet another story was that the government was 
trying to decimate the population by making alcohol cheaper than food while 
also building high-speed highways. A woman told me that state-commis-
sioned construction workers would bury magical objects (cosas de brujería) 
at roundabouts and under certain bridges in an effort to cause fatal traffic ac-
cidents, as well as to collect the souls of those who died on the scene.  

The most enduring rumors were those tapping into the violence of the 
witchcraft that people believed powerful individuals routinely practiced. The 
mamás and others told me on several occasions that ambitious individuals 
who aspired to join the upper ranks of politics engaged in ritual cannibalism 
(Caballero 2015:69, 80). They were adamant that the wealthy preyed on the 
bodies of the poor and their children, seeking organs to eat during witchcraft 
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ceremonies (see also Stroeken 2013:241-8; Scheper-Hughes 1992, 2016). 
“That happens a lot,” one old man confided. “You can be anywhere and some-
one will tell you that they have found a [dead] kid, that his heart or part of his 
brain is missing. This happens. Whether they [the alleged Fang witches in 
power] believe that eating those things actually does something is a different 
story, but here they make you do it anyway so that you can join them. I used 
to be very skeptical about these things, but I can guarantee that this happens. 
I don’t believe in the evil of witchcraft; I believe in the evil of people (No creo 
en la maldad de la brujería, yo creo en la maldad de la gente).”  

Largely dismissed as a myth in the historical literature (Fegley 1989:21; 
Sundiata 1990:11, 124; Okenve-Martínez 2007:34, 90-94), the consumption 
of human body parts by Fang individuals and others (i.e. people from all other 
groups who sought the unparalleled power of Fang witchcraft) was regarded 
as an irrefutable fact by countless Equatoguinean friends, students, inform-
ants, and colleagues.63 Anthropologist Nancy Scheper-Hughes (2016) encoun-
tered similar convictions in South Africa during the years following the end 
of apartheid. Rumors circulated in Cape Town about “ritual murders for hu-
man body parts for sale to deviant practitioners of traditional medicine, san-
gomas and inyangas, some of whom used body parts in covert rituals of mag-
ical increase, to promote the wealth, strength, business interests, political power, 
property, health, and sexual potency of their clients” (2016:272-3). At first, 
Scheper-Hughes interpreted these rumors “as symbolic expressions of the cu-
mulative experiences of poverty, chronic want, labor exploitation, political 
oppression, and deadly debts” (2016:272-3). Over the years, however, she has 
come to understand that such rumors were “at the very least metaphorically 
true,” since they “witnessed the ontological insecurity of classes of people to 
whom almost anything could be done, reflecting everyday threats to bodily 
security, urban violence, police terror, summary executions, and body mutila-
tion, all of which were daily occurrences” (2016:275). 

The distinction that people like the man cited above make between ‘the evil 
of witchcraft’ and ‘people’s evil’ deserves consideration. Such a distinction 
indicates that, independently of the witchcraft beliefs and practices that per-
sisted in the country, when my friends and the mamás spoke about evil in 
relation to family members, politicians, and each other, they were not referring 
to abstract supernatural forces but rather to malevolence and disregard in the 
realm of human action (Csordas 2013:526, 528, 534). As anthropologists Walter 
E. A. van Beek and William C. Olsen (2016:12) have noted, “African notions 

 
63 It was common knowledge that the practice was not limited to aspiring politicians, nor was it 
always performed merely to gain power. There were low-ranking witches (mimbumbwo) operat-
ing in the barrios who routinely asked their customers for human genitals to perform virility rituals 
in men, or to cure infertility in women. A student told me about a case she knew in which a cus-
tomer had been asked to bring a human tongue to a ritual that would make him an irresistible 
speaker. I also heard a number of humorous stories about how night guards at the cemetery some-
times caught people digging the graves of their newly deceased relatives for bone harvesting. 
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of evil are human in character” because evil acts “operate inside human rela-
tions and not in nature” (see also Parkin 1985a, 1985b; Bayart 1993:233, 243; 
Rasmussen 2016:237-8). Rumors like the ones I have described pointed to the 
concerns that people in Malabo had over the prospect of occult aggression. 
What hindered people’s ability to establish trust was a long, deep-seated fear, 
a reaction to the knowledge of their own vulnerability at the hands of the state 
and the people who personified its potential for violence. Equatoguineans 
feared that they had no power over their own fates, that they had no control 
over what went into their bodies, and that they could not protect their children. 
They have known for decades that almost anything could be done to them with 
impunity. The fears that Equatoguineans had in relation to occult aggression 
were, like the fears of Scheper-Hughes’ informants, “based on a sense of po-
litical and existential bioinsecurity” (2016:292-3). These fears were realized 
during the mass vaccination of May 2022, when thousands of teenage girls 
received allegedly expired neo natal tetanus shots without parental consent, 
leading Equatoguineans to believe that the government was trying to sterilize 
their daughters (RM 18/05/2022, 19/05/2022). More fears were realized dur-
ing the June 2022 arbitrary arrests of male teenagers and their subsequent dis-
appearance and/or death while in state custody, a consequence of the Vice Pres-
ident’s sudden determination to control street gang violence (ASODEGUE 
10/06/2022, 16/06/2022). 

 

Making envy 
While rich individuals and the government were its commonplace practitioners, 
the occult aggression that animated much of the mamás’ talk about evil was not 
exclusive to them. Along with witchcraft (brujería), envy (envidia) was a major 
component of the mamás’ understandings of evil. The Equatoguinean concept 
of envy, however, is different from the general Western definition of envy as “a 
feeling of grudging or somewhat admiring discontent aroused by the posses-
sions, achievements, or qualities of another” (HarperCollins 2020). Neither is 
envy a mere “desire to have for oneself something possessed by another; covet-
ousness” (HarperCollins 2020). For people in Malabo, envy is not so much a 
feeling as a practice, an activity. As used by the mamás, the concept was pre-
dominantly alluded to in the Fang phrase aboho asum (in Spanish: hacer en-
vidia) – ‘to make envy.’ Also used by non-Fang speakers in everyday speech 
the Spanish phrase hacer envidia denoted bad behavior, sabotage, and ulti-
mately murder. Cursing one’s own children and practicing witchcraft to make 
other people experience all kinds of failures in life was also to make envy.  

People might have watched out for rich and powerful people given their 
presumed mastery of witchcraft as evidenced by their wealth and status, but 
the fact remained that, among envy-makers, there were no distinctions be-
tween sex, economic condition, kinship, ethnicity, or age. Furthermore, envy 
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was not exclusive to individuals. Local government institutions, such as the 
municipality, were as capable of ‘making envy’ to the mamás as was the West 
capable of ‘making envy’ to the government of Equatorial Guinea, for exam-
ple, by criticizing it internationally (see e.g. GEP 31/01/2018).  

The general feeling in Malabo was that everybody was envious of everyone 
else – nobody wanted to see anyone else thriving (see e.g. Parkin 1985a:229; 
Silva 2016:38; Ekoué with Rosenthal 2016:137). In this context, the state of 
suspicion and mistrust in which Equatoguineans had been living since the 
height of the Macías’ era renewed itself every day. “You cannot trust anyone,” 
Mamá Teófila warned me one day. “Friends poison each other – they do it 
through food and drink. Because of envy.”  

According to my Equatoguinean friends and informants, poisonings through 
food and drink occurred with numbing regularity in Malabo, more often than 
not for the pettiest of reasons. A milieu of permanent sabotage between peers 
and the fact of perpetual impunity was supposedly conducive to it. Authorities 
did not perform autopsies, nor did families demand them, fearing that their 
loved one’s heart, brains, or genitals would be removed for use in witchcraft 
or for consumption in practices of ritual cannibalism. Without autopsies, 
causes of death remained forever undetermined by the law. Because envy was 
everywhere and witchcraft, as the expression of envy in action, remained the 
foremost framework through which people made sense of suspicious or un-
timely deaths (van Beek and Olsen 2016:13-4), responsibility could never be 
attributed to one particular individual, and legal prosecution was impossible.64  

Witchcraft provided an explanation of means but not an explanation of mo-
tives. People might have solicited the help of a curandero or curandera 
(whom Malabeños regarded as a witches rather than healers) to get their hands 
on a given poison, but the purpose of poisoning people was certainly not just 
to bewitch them (see e.g. Burnet 2016:79; Trovalla 2016:182-90). Death by 
poisoning due to envy had reportedly been the fate of Mamá Roberta’s beloved 
son-in-law, Amado, who, according to the family’s own inquiries, died after 
ingesting a poisoned meal at his workplace a mere two months before Mamá 
Roberta and I met. When I asked the mamá whether her son-in-law had had any 
enemies, she told me that she did not know anyone with a reason to harm him 
but added in a foreboding tone: “There is never a lack of these [enemies], be-
cause in Guinea you don’t need to do anything for people to hate you.” 

The mamás believed that the practice of ‘making envy’ had merged with 
people’s ethnic identities and become a part of the national character. In Mamá 
Esperanza’s view, there were certain ethnic-specific character traits that made 

 
64 Another explanatory framework was that of a mysterious illness long suffered by an individual 
– a framework that might have originated from euphemisms once used to refer to formerly tabooed 
diseases, such as HIV, or to cover up political assassinations perpetrated through poisoning. Dur-
ing my fieldwork in Malabo in 2017-18, when a person died, people said it was either because he 
or she had been ‘eaten’ through witchcraft or because the deceased had been suffering from an 
invariably undiagnosed illness for a very long time (una enfermedad que venía padeciendo). 
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Fang people particularly prone to envy-making. Before describing such traits, 
it is pertinent to make an observation. When describing what was characteris-
tic of their own ethnic groups, all mamás tended to use the Spanish masculine 
singular pronoun el (e.g. el bubi, el fang, el annobonés). This is an indication 
that the mamás spoke in generalizations based on male stereotypes. In Mamá 
Esperanza’s accounts, what compelled Fang people to engage in envy-making 
was the obsession they allegedly had with power and authority (Okenve 
2009:146), a feature that invariably resulted in their eagerness to destroy oth-
ers. “The Fang wants to dominate (El fang quiere dominar),” Mamá Es-
peranza explained. “They do not want to see anybody happy…. If they see 
that you walk with a good wind behind you, they would stretch out their leg 
so that you fall. That’s how the Fang are.... The Fang wants to dominate! Dom-
inate! Dominate! Dominate!”  

The Bubi did not fare well either. “I’m not going to lie to you,” Bubi na-
tionalist Mamá Teófila told me. “The Bubi, they are the wretchedest poor bas-
tards in the world. Why? Because they kill, they spoil, but in the end, the Bubi 
ends up not having even a pair of pants to cover his ass. Because he does evil 
(Porque hace el mal). And that evil that he does, how does it benefit him? 
Whatever you do, the Bubi resents it. He wants to have. He wants you to be 
always underneath him – begging! I tell you. This is what has killed the Bubi 
– hatred.65 The Bubi feels a lot of hate toward his people.” 

Fourteen months of hanging out daily with the mamás taught me that, in their 
eyes, the Bubi and the Fang were not so different from each other despite being 
Equatorial Guinea’s most significant ethnic rivalry both past and present.  

 

Of ‘reigning peace’ and ‘unprecedented development’ 
Within and beyond the boundaries of ethnic communities, a great deal of the 
structural and direct violence that the mamás endured happened while con-
ducting their vending activities out in the streets. Everyday violence toward 
women street vendors included humiliation, harassment, censorship, deper-
sonalization, and physical aggression. The mamás spoke about these violent 
experiences in terms of evil. In this context, however, the mamás’ talk about 
evil no longer appears to be solely a means to articulate suffering and a sense 

 
65 Mamá Teófila and Mamá Linda loosely spoke about how the first Bubi had cast a curse upon 
all of those Bubi who would kill in an attempt to benefit through witchcraft. Mamá Teófila said, 
“I heard that, and my sister [Mamá Linda] also heard, that the first Bubi cursed all of those Bubi 
who would look for witchcraft, for blood – those who offered blood, they shall never have 
anything. This is, they were cursed. The [first] Bubi cursed the Bubi who would touch witch-
craft because he wants money, or anything else – he will have nothing. And that is how [in 
abject misery] he is going to die, unfortunately.” Mamá Teófila’s narrative is interesting be-
cause, given that she considered witchcraft to be practiced by people of all ethnicities, the nar-
rative of this primordial Bubi curse might serve to explain, in the eyes of people like Mamá 
Teófila, disadvantage and economic precarity among the Bubi today.  
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of injustice in relation to politics as an occult practice. Insofar as it preyed 
on them specifically in their capacity as street vendors, the evil they spoke 
about also pertained to the realm of politics as the embodied, material, and 
publicly visible. 

The reasons why those whom the mamás referred to as “the fat ones” (los 
gordos, i.e. those with power and influence whose big bellies symbolized how 
much of society’s resources they ate) engaged in the systematic trampling of 
the disadvantaged are debatable (see e.g. Mamdani 1996; Nuttall and Coetzee 
1998; Mbembe 2001; Mudimbe 2003; Nyamnjoh 2004). Mamá Linda, how-
ever, was convinced that people mistreated street vending mamás because 
they saw them as contemptible stereotypes of poverty. “People humiliate you 
because you are poor,” Mamá Linda told me. “They mistreat you because they 
see you as a poor woman (Te ven como una pobre).” Other mamás gave me 
the same explanation. In their view, well-off people and the authorities mis-
treated poor people because of the disavowal that they felt toward the ugly 
facts of poverty in Equatorial Guinea. It was common knowledge that rich 
people and authorities moved within (and made a living out of abiding by) a 
very particular discourse, namely the state discourse that portrayed Equatorial 
Guinea as an unparalleled model of ‘reigning peace’ (paz reinante) and ‘un-
precedented development’ (desarrollo sin precedentes).66  

The state-sponsored narrative about ‘unprecedented development’ had a 
massive impact on the lives of street vending mamás. It implied notions of 
social advancement as correlative with infrastructural development (GEP 
11/01/2017), such as the highly visible construction projects promoted by the 
country’s now defunct Horizon 2020 agency (Appel 2012a, 2012b). Embel-
lished by six-lane speedways, bridges, and tall modern buildings with shiny 
façades of Chinese manufacture, Malabo was spotlighted as an example of the 
“spectacular growth” taking place in the country (GEP 05/07/2017). Yet the 
city of Malabo was not being developed equally for everyone. Life in many 
barrios still unfolded between the potopoto (mud) and the kakáwatá (lit. 
‘poop-water,’ i.e. sewage). My experience working closely with mid-rank 
public servants taught me that they often found themselves caught in the mid-

 
66 While the government of President Teodoro Obiang Nguema has been accused of not having 
a definite ideology (Avila Laurel 2011:41), the discourse about the nation that it pushed for was 
based on a loose adaptation of Pan-Africanism conveyed through the rhetorical ways of Fran-
coism, of which it was a de facto political heir (Tofiño 2022:190). Obiangnguemist state dis-
course was a vehicle of thin nationalism that authorities mobilized in an effort to institute the 
notion of ‘national unity’ (unidad nacional) in Equatorial Guinea – a context of sharp social 
inequalities, deep ethnic segregation, and geographical fragmentation in which what constitutes 
its unifying features as a nation continues to be the subject of debate (Ávila Laurel 2011:34, 55-
6, 61). The narrative of “reigning peace” served to repress political dissidence, building on the 
Francoist idea that a repressive though orderly peace is preferable to the chaos that might result 
from a disorderly freedom (González Martin 2013:181, 371). This is not unique to Equatorial 
Guinea. It is a narrative perpetuated in many dictatorships (Mobutu, Eyadewa, Sellasie, Bokasa) 
and should also be observed in relation to Pan-Africanism. 
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dle, helplessly swinging between their political duty to endorse the govern-
ment’s self-glorifying discourse and doing their job of dealing, usually with 
no skilled workforce or resources, with the challenges posed by the precarity 
in which a great part of the population still lived. Incapable of addressing these 
challenges in any meaningful manner, public servants’ efforts to back up the 
image of Malabo as a model of ‘unprecedented development’ were reduced to 
an obsession with keeping up appearances. And keeping up appearances was 
never more important than when dealing with foreigners and the international 
community as potential sources of criticism toward the nation. 

The compulsive need that the Obiangnguemist state had to protect the im-
age of the nation from the judging eyes of the international community arose 
from a situation of vulnerability created, ironically, by its consolidation as a 
wealthy petrostate in which power had remained centralized since the begin-
ning of the Macías’ administration (af Klinteberg 1978:18). Fear of open ex-
pressions of dissidence fostered a sense of paranoia among the ruling elite – a 
feeling that produced, in turn, many real or make-believe enemies as well as 
countless factual or contrived coup attempts, such as the one that unfolded in 
December 2017. Recent events had also exacerbated the inherent vulnerability 
of the Obiangnguemist state. Vice President and heir apparent Teodorín was 
convicted in France on money laundering charges in 2018. This conviction 
awoke long-slumbering questions about the ruling family’s kleptocratic prac-
tices. As pressure from international actors about human rights abuses 
mounted, the state could no longer afford to dismiss such concerns, which had 
begun interfering with the country’s efforts to join international organizations 
of certain prestige (see e.g. EITI 14/02/2020). Hence, the Obiangnguemist 
state protected itself by trying to clean up its image. The duty of all citizens 
was to join the state’s efforts. It was the duty of all citizens to defend the me-
diatic integrity of their “rich, betrayed, and forgotten country” (Blaise 2011). 
They were expected to do this by not showing, saying, or doing anything that 
a perpetually “envious” West (GEP 31/01/2018) could use as leverage in its 
attempts at ‘making envy’ at Equatorial Guinea and thus destabilize the peace 
of which President Obiang Nguema was the ultimate keeper. The duty of the 
good Equatoguinean citizen had become identical with the will of the author-
ities (Okenve 2009:157; Ávila Laurel 2011:34). People who refused or were 
unable to carry out their duty as good citizens by actively complying with any 
of the two state-sponsored narratives of ‘reigning peace’ and ‘unprecedented 
development’ risked being regarded as traitors to the nation.67 “The traitors 

 
67 Whenever individuals spoke about their personal experiences, insofar as these contradicted the 
official narratives of ‘reigning peace’ and ‘unprecedented development,’ people openly accused 
them of wanting to “destabilize the order” (desestabilizar el orden), calling them “detractors of 
peace” (detractores de la paz) and “enemies of progress” (enemigos del progreso). The frequency 
with which Obiang Nguema, his ministers, and middle-rank authorities used such expressions in 
the national media had ended up trivializing them. Among close acquaintances, for example, peo-
ple would use such expressions to mock one another. If a group of friends gathered to have a beer 
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use social media to poison the [peaceful] environment; they are not persons, 
they are maggots at the service of imperialism (Los traidores utilizan las redes 
sociales para intoxicar el ambiente; no son personas, son gusanos al servicio 
del imperialismo),” President Teodoro Obiang Nguema once declared (GEP 
12/04/2017; my emphasis). 

 

They soil the image of the city 
In order to prevent media exposure – which would, invariably, result in criti-
cism – state workers tried to make the city look like its marketed image by 
engaging in vicious purging campaigns fueled by a rhetoric of pollution and 
cleanliness. Municipal authorities argued that the presence in the streets of 
non-salaried workers (destajistas) and petty traders (comerciantes) “soiled the 
image of the city (manchan la imagen de la ciudad)” (Nchuchuma Mbasogo 
2021). The infamous mayor of Malabo would often take to the streets and 
harass people out of their selling points using this rhetoric of pollution and 
cleanliness. Merely by being publicly visible, poor people in general, and 
street vendors in particular, betrayed the nation by “soiling its image.” 

The efforts that state authorities made to keep up appearances thus implied 
not only an element of denial but also an imperative need for concealment. 
This entailed rendering invisible everything and everyone whose appearance 
or mere presence in certain places might have contradicted state narratives 
(see e.g. Ngui Eyang 2022). An example of this concealment is the cleaning 
campaigns launched in preparation for the celebration of Equatorial Guinea’s 
50th Anniversary of Independence on 12 October 2018. On this occasion, hun-
dreds of high-ranking international visitors were expected to descend on the 
streets of Malabo. The government had a tradition of offering courtesy police 
escorts and guides in an effort to restrict visitors’ movements while they were 
in town, yet driving across the city was inevitable. The streets, especially main 
and trafficked avenues, had to be scrubbed clean of all dirt. Municipal author-
ities sent dump trucks, late at night, with orders to throw away any type of 
vending paraphernalia that vendors might have left behind at their selling 
points overnight. Mamá Esperanza lost her prized vending table this way – the 
table that she had been so proud of, that had marked the beginning of her trade 
and economic independence when she arrived in Malabo from Ebibeyín a dec-
ade earlier. After losing her table, she began displaying her merchandise on 
an old cut sack of rice laid out on the paved sidewalk. 

 

 
and someone decided to drink a Fanta instead, the rest would accuse him of wanting to ‘destabilize 
the order.’ Among artists and activists, a common way to praise someone’s work was to refer to 
him/her as a ‘detractor of peace,’ a term that signaled recognition, endearment, and admiration. In 
formal contexts and everyday encounters between people of different standings, however, deploy-
ing such expressions remained a means to reprimand and censor. 
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Mamá Esperanza’s priced vending table (April 2018). 

 
 
 

 
Mamá Esperanza’s business after losing her table  

to the municipality’s dump trucks (September 2018). 
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On a late September afternoon a couple of weeks before the 12 October celebra-
tion, I went to see Mamá Esperanza and found her and the other vendors visibly 
agitated. They all came and went, some of them packing up their merchandise, 
everybody talking to each other in Fang with an expression of concern, confusion, 
and frustration. Mamá Esperanza explained to me that people from the munici-
pality had been there again, this time accompanied by a group of six or seven 
police officers. A representative of the major had ordered the women to vacate 
the street immediately. Whoever disobeyed would be punished with fines, and if 
anybody resisted or tried to make a scene, they would be arrested. 

“He said that he doesn’t want to see anyone up here,” Mamá Esperanza told me 
in the dark serene tone of those who, when wronged, carry their hurt with unshake-
able pride. “That if we didn’t go away, they would take our things by force.”  

“But why?” I asked Mamá Esperanza. “What did they tell you, exactly?” 
“They say that the government, Obiang Nguema, will drive by,” Mamá Es-

peranza explained. The plantain vendor standing right next to us let out a loud, 
scornful laughter. “Obiang Nguema will drive by with the people who are com-
ing to the party!” Mamá Esperanza started chuckling too. “Obiang Nguema is 
having his party!” she repeated in a near scream, mocking the authoritarian tone 
with which the municipal workers had just spoken to her. “Do you see? The 
things of Guinea. They say that we speak ill, but are they doing good? (Dicen 
que hablamos lo mal. Pero ellos, ¿hacen lo bien?).” 

Besides actual physical concealment exemplified by the municipality’s cleans-
ing campaigns, the authorities’ efforts to keep up appearances also implied sys-
tematically tampering, discrediting, disqualifying, and censoring everyone whose 
words might have contradicted any of the official narratives. In strongly patri-
archal, authoritarian, and ethnically inequitable Equatoguinean society, such 
methods of repression were never cool and distant. On the contrary – since it was 
their duty as good citizens, people and authorities confronted the poor openly. 
Whenever these encounters ensued, moral sanctions were in order, and no 
phrase captured the spirit of the loyal citizen’s resentment toward the “traitors” 
better than the common, grave, morally punishing accusation: “You are speaking 
ill of your own country! (¡Estáis hablando mal de tu propio payís!).” This state 
of affairs is the background for my argument that, as far as so-called good citi-
zens and the ruling elite were concerned, not only did the mamás have to be 
scrubbed from public view to keep them from “soiling the image of the city;” 
they also had to be obliterated as moral persons to keep them from destroying, 
in complicity with foreigners, the good name of an exceedingly excellent nation. 
 

“She’s an ignorant!” 
One afternoon, armed with my bulky camera, I visited Bubi candy seller Mamá 
Teófila at her table. The day’s mission was to get a good photo of Mamá Teófila’s 
macará tray. As I hovered around the mamá’s candy stand, a woman’s ear-piercing 
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screams filled the air. A luxurious 2018 black Prado SUV pulled over in the mid-
dle of crowded Piña Street, stopping the traffic and provoking a commotion. Doz-
ens of horns from taxis and other vehicles stuck behind the suddenly-parked Prado 
raged in loud, polyphonic frustration. Behind the wheel of the car, a woman in her 
mid-forties with long natural hair extensions (aguacate) and a pair of huge black 
designer shades started screaming at Mamá Teófila who, until then, had remained 
seated, frying her signature banana candy.  

“Don’t let her do that, mamá!” the woman yelled. “Don’t let her take your 
photo! She is going to take it òoo! She is going to take it to her country and show 
you! She is going to use it to say bad things about Guinea with your face òoo!”  

Mamá Teófila had a rather short fuse for what she used to refer to as ‘noise’ 
(lit. ruido, fig. banal quarreling and verbal altercations). She dispatched the 
woman with a simple, blunt retort: “What do you care? Let her do whatever she 
wants! Let her say bad things about Guinea with my face! She is going to tell the 
truth. Now please, go away!”  

The woman in the Prado kept yelling at Mamá Teófila, who ignored her. The 
woman would not give up, and even with the mayhem of the honking from cars still 
stuck behind her, it was easy to hear what she was yelling. When I thought that she 
was getting too aggressive I started answering her too. I explained that Mamá 
Teófila and I knew each other, that we had been working together for months. But 
the woman would have none of it. She went on barking, trying to intimidate both 
Mamá Teófila and me by threatening to call the police. When I finally realized that 
there was no point in trying to reason with the woman, I too told her to please go 
away, that Mamá Teófila had allowed me to take pictures of her candy, and that 
whatever the two of us were doing was in fact none of her business. 

“She has allowed you to take her photo because she is an ignoramus! (¡Es una 
ignorante!)” the woman exploded. “She is an ignoramus who knows nothing and 
understands nothing! She is an ignorant, and you are taking advantage of her!”  

When Mamá Teófila heard the word ignorante, she became infuriated. She 
stood up and shouted: “I’m not an ignorant! I am Bubi! I can do whatever I want! 
And you, Fang, with your big car, you have no right to come here and insult me! 
(¡No tienes derecho de venir a insultarme!).” 

At that point, with the honking growing ever more cacophonous, the woman 
seemed to realize that she had no option but to drive off. When she was finally 
gone, I looked at Mamá Teófila, an elderly Bubi street vendor seated in front of 
her burner who had just been called an “ignorant” by a younger Fang woman from 
the cool comfort of her luxury SUV. The woman had reprimanded Mamá Teófila 
for betraying the complicit pact of silence and invisibility needed to preserve the 
Obiangnguemist public fiction of ‘unprecedented development.’ If the woman did 
not accuse Mamá Teófila of speaking ill about Equatorial Guinea, it was surely 
because her prejudice hindered her from imagining that Mamá Teófila could 
speak at all. The woman obliterated Mamá Teófila as a moral person by reducing 
her to a stereotype associated with poverty and old age: she was “una ignorante.” 
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Mamá Teófila’s macará tray, seconds before the confrontation  

with the woman in the black Prado began (February 2018). 
 

The measure of people’s evil 
For the past seventy years or so, there has been some debate in anthropology 
as to whether it is useful, or even possible, to use the Judeo-Christian, moral-
ity-loaded English term evil as a category in the analysis non-Western cultural 
experience (Read 1955:235-47; Parkin 1985a; Lønning 1996:3-7; Lambek 
2010; Caton 2010; Csordas 2013; Burnet 2016:75). The debate has been par-
ticularly heated when it comes to Africa, where anthropologists have been 
studying the negative pole of morality to which general notions of evil allude 
practically since the dawn of the discipline, through ethnographies of witch-
craft. If the subject of evil in Africa has been studied so thoroughly and suc-
cessfully by looking at witchcraft rationalities and what they reveal about a 
people’s moral order, why would anyone bother to think of evil as a category 
separate from the local cosmologies that shape the experience of it?  

Anthropologist Maia Green (2016) provides an answer to this question. She 
argues that while classical interpretive approaches “clearly articulate various 
rationalities of witchcraft,” they are also “less able to convincingly explain 
how such rationalities come to be enacted” (Green 2016:325; see also Kap-
ferer 1997; Shaw 1997). What Green means is that accounts that focus solely 
on notions of evil as delineated by a given cosmology “occlude the processes 
and the strategies of actors through which cosmologies of evil come to have 
social traction” (2016:324). The ethnography presented throughout this chap-
ter supports this view. Nobody would question the fact that structural violence 
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produces more structural violence, nor that personal violence also tends to re-
produce itself – it is their coexistence and mutual amplification that produces 
that which the mamás call maldad, evil (Galtung 1969:178; see also Finnström 
2008:145, 152). In Equatorial Guinea, as van Beek and Olsen (2016:8) have 
observed in many other African contexts, the word evil (el mal, la maldad) 
thus conveys a general “experience of great wrongdoing, malevolence, im-
puted and intended malice, wanton excess, and a desire for destruction and 
harm from the informant’s point of view.” Consequently, “routine motivations 
such as jealousy, envy, resentment, and greed for material goods are identified 
as evil” (van Beek and Olsen 2016:16). People’s perceptions of evil may relate 
to their experience of the challenges of everyday living, such as “poverty, cor-
ruption, sickness, loss of life, deprivation, homelessness, betrayal, abandon-
ment, starvation, [and] violence” (van Beek and Olsen 2016:5-6). Such a 
broad understanding of evil means that people can experience it as something 
that festers within the home, among kin, and inside the body, but they can also 
perceive it in relation to certain historical events, political repression, war, and 
state terror. Hence, current studies that engage with notions of evil in Africa 
“take into account local, and often, national histories and identities in order to 
comprehend how the situation(s) [to which evil refers] arose in their current 
condition(s)” (van Beek and Olsen 2016:22; see also MacGaffey 2016:91-2; 
Ferme 2001).  

This chapter has aimed at examining the mamás’ talk about evil (maldad) by 
integrating narratives, political imaginaries, history, and everyday practices. 
The focus on the everyday acknowledges that certain types of violence to which 
the word maldad alludes have become routinized and suggests, like van Beek 
and Olsen (2016:21-2) do regarding Africans in general, that as the mamás’ re-
sponses to routine suffering have become routinized, causes and perpetrators of 
violence have become identified as evil (malos). This is how the evil that the 
mamás speak about has invaded “existence at all levels, including personal daily 
life, communal living, and even the national character” (2016:21-2).  

In contemporary Equatorial Guinea, the backdrop of everyday life is eve-
ryday violence, both direct and structural. Humiliation, harassment, censor-
ship, and moral obliteration mix with arbitrary arrests, torture, and suspicious 
and/or untimely deaths, painted across a canvas of persistent rumors about 
poisonings and cannibalism by members of the state. Whereas these types of 
violence are by no means exclusive to Equatorial Guinea,68 the country’s his-
torical trajectory and cultural particularities have certainly determined their 

 
68 Social violence with even more harrowing instances of torture, disappearances, and state 
killings of civilians has been a documented fact in places such as Mexico (Mora 2017; Wright 
2019), Colombia (Raphael 2009), Brazil (Scheper-Hughes 1993; Smith 2013), Argentina (Isla 
2012), and Uruguay (Gatti 2014). In Israel, there is a documented history of the plundering of 
dead bodies (Boström 2009; Scheper-Hughes 2016). The horrific images of prisoner abuse cap-
tured by American soldiers in Abu Grahib (Gordon 2006; see also Caton 2010), as well as the 
growing number of cases of the use of deadly police force in combination with prejudiced racial 
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present-day manifestations. As witchcraft narratives merged the occult with 
wealth and state politics, witchcraft became the idiom through which 
Malabeños in general, and the mamás in particular, conveyed both the ruth-
lessness of greedy big men and national memories of political violence (see 
Ferme 2001:14). In the world of witchcraft, Silva (2016:38) reminds us, “the 
possibility of being dehumanized, violated, depleted, and consumed by an-
other, ruler or relative, is real.” Evil, defined in this context as “processes of 
interpersonal predation [that] lead, if not curbed, to suffering and death,” turns 
into political evil when “one or more individuals mercilessly prey upon oth-
ers” (2016:30-31). Equatoguinean politicians, just like the Zambian witches 
about whom Silva writes, appear in the mamás’ stories as “persons who have 
exited morality and become human predators” (2016:40). Such human preda-
tors are responsible for the sense of political and existential bioinsecurity in 
which Equatoguineans live (Scheper-Hughes 2016:292-3). 

Another particularity of Equatoguinean evil has to do with the ever-present 
threat of occult aggression and its relation to larger historical processes of state 
formation. In an effort to consolidate the state through centralization, Presi-
dent Macías’ regime promoted an ethos of betrayal, deceit, and unpredictable 
violence that, four decades later, lives on as a pervasive sense of mistrust. As 
Malabeños try to create a better future for themselves, many do so unwilling 
or unable to act out of empathy and recognition. Ávila Laurel (2011:56) sug-
gests that this generalized crippling of the people’s moral capabilities is a con-
sequence of “the animalizing nature of the dictatorship” (la naturaleza ani-
malizadora de la dictadura) – that is, a result of the way in which the 
Obiangnguemist brand of authoritarianism reduces people, through their 
moral enslavement or obliteration, to a sub-human level.69 

Malabeños’ inability or unwillingness to act out of empathy and recogni-
tion facilitated, in turn, their participation in ‘milder’ contemporary forms of 
state repression. The evil about which the mamás spoke no longer pertained 
only to politics as occult practices, but also to politics as the publicly visible. 
The discourse on traitors to the nation established the ground for types of vi-
olence in which people from all walks of life participated through mundane 
practices of censorship and disavowal, like kegs in a massive repressive appa-
ratus (Okenve 2009:153; Bayart 1993:237-238; see also Das 2007:160). Vio-
lence toward street vending mamás was part of a larger set of practices and un-
derstandings promoted by a generalized, state-sponsored disavowal of the lives 
of ‘bad citizens.’ Older female street vendors were not the only ones subjected 
to this type of repression. Any individual or group that contradicted the state’s 
traditionalist notions of ‘peace’ or ‘development’ suffered the same treatment. 

 
profiling in the United States, are also evidence that state terror can manifest in many ways – 
and that it is by no means a condition exclusive to the global south. 
69 See also “Male non-persons,” p. 141 in this thesis. 
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During my fieldwork in 2017-18, the four main groups affected were local ac-
tivists, political dissidents, the visible poor, and people who were part of the 
LGBTQ+ community (see e.g. Nchuchuma Mbasogo 2022). In this light, Mamá 
Esperanza’s words quoted at the beginning of this chapter, that municipal au-
thorities wanted street vending mamás to “stay at home and starve to death,” 
take on a more profound meaning. The fact that the authorities kept thwarting 
her livelihood without offering her any alternative means for survival was proof, 
in her eyes, that the government was trying to kill her (Mbembe 2003; Mbembe 
and Corcoran 2019). It comes as no surprise, then, that the mamás spoke of the 
harassment they suffered at the hands of the authorities in terms of envidia, an 
idea that implies notions of hatred, egoism, lack of solidarity, sabotage, and the 
will to kill others for the sake of destroying the threat that others posit to the 
envy-maker’s ego, lifeworld, and livelihood.  

Somehow forcing the mamás to cooperate in upholding the official narra-
tive of ‘unprecedented development’ might have been the ideal way to neu-
tralize the threat they posed, as human embodiments of conditions denied, to 
the integrity of state discourse. Even, however, if they never spoke or allowed 
themselves to be photographed by foreigners, such compliance would not be 
enough, because potential critics could still see the mamás “soiling” the streets 
of Malabo. To make these women physically invisible was therefore the au-
thorities’ method of choice to maintain the proud, public face of Equatorial 
Guinea as a modern nation, protecting the country from potentially delegiti-
mizing criticism from the international community. If the mamás – their rav-
aged bodies, their cheap clothes, their shabby tables, their clouded eyes, their 
toothless gums – were nowhere to be seen, the thorn that they personified, 
lodged in the side of Obiangnguemist public fiction, would disappear. 

The authorities’ dismissal of female street vendors in Malabo implied the 
denial of the existence of the reality that the women lived in. Both so-called 
good citizens and the authorities precluded for the mamás the possibility of de-
manding any kind of recognition, consideration, or redress, leaving them with-
out even the slightest possibility of social justice. In the mamás’ view, ‘good 
citizens’ and state authorities insisted on fostering for the vendors a situation of 
precarity based on the belief that destitution and helplessness (as correlative 
with the stereotypes of ‘poverty’ and ‘old age’) were the women’s natural con-
dition. Mamá Esperanza was convinced that “they would like to see me go ‘É! 
How am I going to feed my grandchildren? My poor grandchildren!’ They want 
us to get on our knees and go beg them!” In the eyes of ‘good citizens’ and the 
authorities, the mamás appeared as depersonalized, cardboard cutout stereo-
types of poverty, ignorance, and filth that needed to be scrubbed away. This 
reduction of their humanity to a faceless manifestation of a collectively disa-
vowed and repressed reality was the ultimate expression of the everyday evil 
that the mamás lamented had soured Equatorial Guinea to its very core. 
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5| Their price is far above rubies 

“Today more than ever, Equatorial Guinea needs virtuous women (Hoy más que 
nunca Guinea Ecuatorial necesita a mujeres virtuosas),” Father Santiago 
Bokolele declaimed. He was speaking at a Thanksgiving Mass commissioned by 
the Ministry of Social Affairs and Gender Equality in commemoration of African 
Women’s Day 2020. Father Bokolele exhorted his listeners to read the Bible, spe-
cifically Proverbs 31:10-31, a passage known as The Good Wife. “Who can find 
a virtuous woman?” the text begins. “For her price is far above rubies.” 

 
11 The heart of her husband does safely trust in her, so that 

he shall have no lack of gain.  
12 She will do him good and not evil all the days of her life. 
15 She rises also while it is yet night, and gives food to her 

household…. 
18 She perceives that her merchandise is good: her lamp 

does not go out by night. 
20 She stretches out her hand to the poor; yea, she reaches 

forth her hands to the needy. 
26 She opens her mouth with wisdom; and on her tongue 

is the law of kindness. 
30 Charm is deceitful, and beauty is vain: but a woman 

that fears the LORD, she shall be praised. 
 

At the end of the African Women’s Day 2020 Thanksgiving Mass, Minister 
of Social Affairs and Gender Equality María Consuelo Nguema Oyana gave 
a speech. She reiterated Father Bokolele’s exhortation that women should turn 
to the Bible. The Bible, Nguema Oyana suggested, teaches women that it is 
through work, discipline, and economic productivity that Woman (in the sin-
gular, la Mujer) honors her husband, cares for her family, and contributes to 
the progress of society (RREG 31/07/2020). 

The mamás with whom I worked were familiar with the values that reli-
gious and political leaders such as Father Bokolele and Minister Nguema 
Oyana considered determinant of Woman’s worth (el valor de la Mujer). The 
mamás disliked politicians – and many pastors – but they found the values that 
these leaders promoted compelling. Although individual mamás lacked a hus-
band and often declined their adult sons’ demands for support, this did not 
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seem to affect their self-image as ‘Good Wives’ in the biblical sense. Many 
months following the mamás taught me that they unequivocally regarded 
themselves as “women of worth” (mujeres de valor) in their own right, and 
for their own reasons. This dignified self-characterization, I realized, helped 
them cope with the violence to which they were exposed and which they talked 
about in terms of evil, as we saw in the previous chapter. 

This chapter explores how the mamás adapted and appropriated the na-
tional discourse on Woman. Because such discourse emphasizes ‘virtue’ (vir-
tud), I refer to it as ‘virtuous womanhood.’ Current Equatoguinean under-
standings of womanly virtue, however, have little to do with concepts such as 
purity, virginity, or piety. Instead, key feminine virtues include discipline, 
self-reliance, industriousness, and economic proficiency. I suggest that the 
mamás’ appropriated values such as these, that they adapted them to fit their 
current life situation, and that they used them to present themselves as strong, 
independent, morally sound senior female persons – that is, as direct opposites 
of the negative stereotypes to which ‘good’ citizens and authorities routinely 
reduced them. My examination of the mamás’ appropriations of ‘virtuous 
womanhood’ thus implies an understanding of virtue in the general ethical 
sense, as qualities of action or character that a person develops through life 
and that convey a certain moral value-meaning when deployed in particular 
situations (Foucault 1990:84; Lambek 2010a:18-9; Laceulle 2017:3).  

The chapter is structured as follows. First, I return to some of the works on 
relational personhood mentioned in Chapter 1 and describe philosopher 
Michel Foucault’s (1990) thoughts on morality and ethical subjectivation. 
Next, I account for the three discursive themes that suffused the national dis-
course on Woman. I then look at parts of Mamá Teófila’s life story to illustrate 
the development of a gendered moral subjectivity through the life course, 
demonstrating how moral subjectivity finds expression in the present, and ar-
guing that a particular kind of gendered moral subjectivity allowed the mamás 
to regard themselves as morally superior to the men around them. I subse-
quently tell the story of how Mamá Linda survived what she believed was a 
murder attempt by ‘kong witchcraft to show how the women foregrounded 
certain moral qualities when telling stories about their personal encounters 
with evil. Drawing inspiration from anthropologist Susan Rasmussen’s (2016) 
work on stories about informal moral testing among the Tuareg, I discuss the 
effects that the mamás’ self-portrayals as strong, morally sound, independent 
female persons had on their relationships with others. I provide a few brief 
examples of how the language of feminine virtue offered the mamás an idiom 
through which they could articulate political critiques, and I conclude by con-
sidering the question, implicit in philosopher Ifeanyi Menkiti’s (1984, 2004) 
theory of moral personhood, of whether by appropriating values that pertained 
to a normative feminine morality the mamás sought “(re)incorporation” into 
the community that marginalized them. 



 

 129 

From moral subjects to ‘women of worth’ 
In Chapter 1, I introduced philosopher Ifeanyi Menkiti’s (1984, 2004) concept 
of moral personhood. I recounted how, in Menkiti’s view, people become full 
persons through a process of “incorporation” into a given community, which 
implies the assimilation of communal values (1984:172). A person’s fulfill-
ment of duties results in her moral development and the acquisition of a moral 
status (1984:180). For Menkiti, moral personhood is the moral status that a 
person acquires within the community (2004:327). 

We also saw in Chapter 1 how other African scholars criticize philosophers 
like Menkiti both for portraying personhood as gender neutral and for ignoring 
inequality and injustice (Oyowe and Yurkivska 2014; Manzini 2017, 2018; 
Chauke and Segalo 2021). Classical anthropological studies of the person, of 
course, are vulnerable to similar critiques. Premised on structural-functionalist 
theories that presuppose stability and harmony as core features of the social 
structure, these studies were built on data that primarily reflected the worldviews 
of older men. Until the mid-1980s, such works on the category of the person 
neglected the violence of ‘the customary’ as a form of colonial domination, 
dismissing the fact that colonialists ruled through native authorities and said 
authorities’ despotic definition and enforcement of customary law (Mamdani 
1996; see e.g. Mauss (1985 [1938]; Radcliffe-Brown 1952; Read 1955; Fortes 
1973, 1987). Relational personhood appears in these studies as invariably 
anachronistic, androcentric, and hierarchical. 

One of the most influential scholars on the category of the person, anthropol-
ogist Meyer Fortes (1973), queried how individuals experience personhood, but 
he was unable to provide a satisfactory answer. “These questions are difficult to 
deal with and in many respects lie outside the range of an ethnographic ac-
count,” he concluded (1973:311). Fortes’ definition of “an ethnographic ac-
count” was the study of customary institutions and forms of organization in a 
traditional society. This narrow view of ethnography made it difficult for him 
to examine the processes by which people become moral subjects. A phenome-
nologically informed ethnographic approach that considered the relation be-
tween normative morality and moral subjectivity was still decades away. 

Certainly, the topic of how people enacted a particular moral code was not 
completely foreign to anthropology when Fortes was most active, between 1940 
and the early 1980s.70 Yet until the 1990s, anthropological studies of the person 
remained based on a division between individual and society – a division that 
corresponded, in many ways, to the actor/structure debate described in Chapter 1. 

                               
70 Early contributions to the topic are the ethnographically informed works of two moral phi-
losophers: Richard Brandt’s (1954) study of Hopi ethics and John Ladd’s (1957) analysis of 
ethical discourse among the Navaho. See Csordas (2014:142-51) for an informative account of 
the anthropological provenance of Brandt’s and Ladd’s respective works, a critical summary 
their scopes, premises, methods, and findings, and a general commentary on how they can in-
form contemporary anthropological studies of morality. 
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Philosopher Michel Foucault’s (1990) theories on power bridged, for anthropol-
ogists, the gap between subjectivity and ideology. In this sense, Foucault’s the-
ories made the anthropological study of how individuals experience personhood 
possible. Three decades after Foucault’s formulation, his ideas on ethical subjec-
tivation remain a useful starting point for a phenomenology of moral personhood.  

Foucault views morality as consisting of three modalities. First, morality is 
a moral code: “a set of values and rules of action that are recommended to 
individuals through the intermediary of various prescriptive agencies such as 
the family (in one of its roles), educational institutions, churches, and so forth” 
(1990:25). Second, morality is a set of practices: “the real behavior of individu-
als in relation to the rules and values that are recommended to them” (1990:25). 
Third, morality is a means of subjectification, a way of making oneself a legible 
individual. In this sense, morality is “the manner in which one ought to form 
oneself as an ethical subject acting in reference to the prescriptive elements that 
make up the code” (1990:25-6, my emphasis).  

Foucault’s three-fold model is useful to understanding how the mamás 
fashioned themselves as moral persons because it acknowledges that there are 
different ways to conduct oneself morally (1990:27). Some of these differ-
ences, Foucault writes, might have to do with “the mode of subjection” (mode 
d’assujettissement) – that is, with the way in which the individual relates to 
the moral code and feels compelled to enact it (1990:27). Other differences 
might concern the telos of the ethical subject, meaning the purpose that guides 
an individual’s actions (1990:27-8). Such purpose is materialized in patterns 
of conduct that develop through the life course and encourage an individual to 
orient towards certain values: “to a certain mode of being, a mode of being 
characteristic of the ethical subject” (1990:27-8). 

In Equatorial Guinea, virtuous womanhood is a moral code in the Fou-
cauldian sense, as well as a set of practices and a means of subjectification. It 
is a normative morality to which the mamás are compelled to relate. The fol-
lowing section describes what virtuous womanhood is in theory, what it en-
tails in practice, and how the mamás adapted it to fit their life circumstances. 
 

Virtuous womanhood 
When Maria Consuelo Nguema Oyana, Minister of Social Affairs and Gender 
Equality, endorsed Father Bokolele’s exhortations that all women should read 
the Bible, her endorsement reflected the alignment of interests between the 
Catholic Church and the Obiangnguemist state. This alignment corresponded 
to a historically fecund entanglement that combined at least three ideological 
themes: (1) what people loosely referred to as la tradición; (2) the living her-
itage of Francisco Franco’s National Catholicism; and (3) Guineano men’s 
representation of more modern discourses on gender equality.  

Let’s take each theme in turn. 



 

 131 

La tradición 
The concept of la tradición consists of a conglomerate of abstract, nostalgia-
imbued notions regarding an idealized Afro-Bantu way of life – one that sup-
posedly has become lost in time, due both to colonization and to people’s 
recklessness, and needs to be restored. La tradición is the Equatoguinean ex-
pression of the concept of “the customary” as described by Ugandan political 
scholar Mahmood Mamdani (1996). Mamdani describes the customary as “an 
all-embracing world” that allowed for the colonial definition of the African 
colonial subject as not a native but a tribesperson (1996:22). The customary 
made it possible for colonial regimes to rule through decentralized despotism 
via native authorities such as chiefs. In the sense that the customary allowed 
chiefs to fuse in their person all moments of power (judicial, legislative, exec-
utive, and administrative), the customary is also a central component of the 
centralized despotism that became characteristic of the Equatoguinean post-
colonial state (af Klinteberg 1978:18), just as it did in other radicalized Afri-
can states after independence (Mamdani 1996:23, 294, 286). Mamdani notes 
how the customary is a mode of domination. In Equatorial Guinea, la tradición 
certainly is that, a mode of domination facilitated by the process of “retradi-
tionalization” that President Macías initiated during his tenure and is still on-
going today (Okenve-Martínez 2007:349-378). Retraditionalization involves 
the supposed revival of institutions such as kinship ideology, clientelism, and 
witchcraft beliefs, as well as the appropriation or “Africanization” of more 
modern ideas and practices (Okenve-Martínez 2007:14).  

President Teodoro Obiang Nguema’s regime invoked la tradición to pro-
mote particular feelings of national unity, identity, authenticity, and appropriate 
African behaviors. Only after Equatoguineans returned to la tradición, so the 
claim went, was Equatorial Guinea going to rise as a strong African nation in 
proud opposition to white people and their polluting Western values. In the eyes 
of Equatoguinean feminist writer Trifonia Melibea Obono, the Obiangnguemist 
deployment of la tradición is an unequivocal expression of the otherwise con-
troversial notion of an African fascism given the totalitarian nationalist agenda 
within which it occurs (RM 30/04/2022; cf. Gupta 1972).71 

Equatoguineans are admonished to adhere to the dictates of la tradición by 
exalting their ethnic ascription (see also Mamdani 1996:110, 219-20, 284). 
                               
71 It is my understanding that Obono speaks about Nguemist politics as an “African fascism” due 
to the overlap between la tradición and the way in which the political parties of the Weimar Re-
public interpreted German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies’ (1957[1887]) idea of Gemeinschaft af-
ter WWI, arguably contributing to the rise of National Socialism (Bond 2013:33). Gemeinschaft 
was “a type of society characterized by the predominance of tradition, emotion, and instinct” (Ran-
ulf 1949:121; see also Berman 1998:103). National socialist writers contended that the very es-
sence of Nazism consisted in the re-establishment of Gemeinschaft as a form of life that had been 
destroyed by Gesellschaft – a culture of individualism, intellectualism, capitalism, industrializa-
tion, and modernity, the main outcome of which had been the disintegration of the family (Ranulf 
1949:121). Cementing the parallel between Equatoguinean tradición and German Gemeinschaft 
are the totalitarian nationalist agendas within which both notions have been mobilized. 
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Consequently, many people engage with the notion of la tradición by linking 
it to their own ethnic group, thus speaking about Fang tradición, Bubi tradición, 
Ndowé tradición, and so on. As regards Woman (la Mujer), however, there is 
little significant variation between ethnic groups when it comes to la tradición. 
The Bubi are matrilineal, and most Bubi that I know prefer to think of them-
selves as radically different from the patrilineal Fang. Yet the roles that Bubi 
women are expected to perform are not much different from the everyday tasks 
carried out by wife number X of a Fang polygynist – fetching water, cooking, 
giving birth, washing everyone’s clothes (Ichaicoto 2022).72  

As a loose discourse whose present-day mobilizations blurred whatever 
historical ethnic-specific underpinnings it might have had at one point, la 
tradición paints flat portrait of Woman. Woman is a fertile strong body dedi-
cated to the hard physical tasks associated with childrearing and homemaking, 
accompanied by a weak mind needing constant accompaniment and, as one 
man once put it, “rigorous advice” (fuertes asesoramientos) from her husband. 
Regardless of ethnic group, la tradición gendered women in three ways: fe-
male reproductive sexuality, domestic division of labor, and female subordi-
nation to men on the grounds of Woman’s alleged intellectual and moral 
‘weakness’ (la Mujer es un ser débil). 

The street vending mamás with whom I worked related to la tradición in 
complex ways. They grew up respectful of its dictates, they told me. But as 
they aged and observed that la tradición proved easily adaptable to the whims 
of their male kin (see Mamdani 1996:122), the women became increasingly 
skeptical. The most common reason for male breaches of la tradición had to 
do with money (see Cattell 1996:23). Fang men, for example, were notorious 
for misappropriating the bridewealth of their illegitimate daughters – money 
that, according to Fang kinship norms considering illegitimate children as 
‘property’ of their mother’s family, should have gone to the bride’s mother or 
to one of her sons instead.  

Men’s self-interested adaptations of la tradición are hardly surprising. Con-
trary to the pervasive claim that the customary refers to a definite, ancestral, 
Afro-Bantu way of life, the customary, of course, has no fixed meanings. What 
                               
72 Bubi feminist Anita Ichaicoto has poignantly denounced how Bubi men conveniently use the 
concepts of ‘matrilineality’ and ‘matriarchy’ interchangeably in an effort to project an image of 
the Bubi as an inclusive and benevolent ethnic minority, one that holds women to be fully em-
powered because their tradición (matrilineality taken as synonymous with matriarchy) recog-
nizes them as equal or even superior to men. According to Ichaicoto, Bubi leaders spread this 
narrative as a ‘cover up’ (tapadera) to gain sympathy from the West and support for their po-
litical cause, all the while keeping their male privilege intact and unquestioned at home. Ulti-
mately, the goal of the political cause within which Bubi leaders mobilize the trope of the em-
powerment of women is to snatch power away from the Fang, who, as opposed to the benevo-
lent Bubi, are defined as a tyrannical majority, excluding and exploitative of women given the 
tenets of Fang tradición (i.e. polygyny). In this way, Bubi leaders exploit the gender equality 
trope as a resource to gain international sympathy and credibility in what is ultimately a conflict 
between local tribal patriarchies. For more about how ethnicity-based political opposition looks 
more like attempts at rebellion than at revolution, see Nze Nfumu (2004:36). 
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colonial powers first privileged as ‘custom’ was an authoritarian, patriarchal 
notion that belonged to nineteenth-century conquest states, mirrored colonial 
practices, and was, in this sense, an archetypal colonial construct (Mamdani 
1996:22; see also Tamale 2005). Since the customary was never a single, co-
herent whole, it has always been defined by the people who find themselves 
in a position to enforce it (Mamdani 1996:299). The mamás, especially those 
who had been orphans, unmarried teenage mothers, young brides, and/or des-
titute widows at some point in their lives, despised the way men handily in-
voked la tradición as a way to gain advantages over women. 

 
Francoist National Catholicism 
The second discursive theme that suffuses national Equatoguinean discourse 
on Woman is the legacy of Francisco Franco’s National Catholicism, particu-
larly its ideal of feminine virtuousness as incarnated by the The Good Wife of 
Proverbs 31:10-31.73 Woman, whom sources of the Francoist era also speak 
of in the singular (la Mujer; see e.g. Villena and Cerdeño 2014:120), must be 
trustworthy, charitable, kind, and most importantly, industrious. According to 
the National Catholic ideal, the fruits of Woman’s labor (i.e. her economic 
proficiency) benefit her husband, provide prosperity for her family, and con-
tribute to the success of the nation.  

Until independence in 1968, formal education in Equatorial Guinea was 
run for the most part by Catholic missionaries and Catholic nuns as part of el 
Generalissimo’s colonial mission to ‘Hispanicize’ the territory (de Castro 
2013). The formative years of the street vending mamás with whom I worked 
unfolded toward the end of the colonial era, and with the exception of Fang 
Mamá Esperanza (who received her primary education from the village 
teacher, a polygynist man whom she married at age fourteen), all of the mamás 
received their primary education from Spanish nuns. 

After a girl completed her formal (primary) education, the mission of edu-
cating “native Woman” (Mujer indígena) befell the Spanish Guinea chapter 
of the Women’s Section of Franco’s party, the Spanish Phalanx of the Coun-
cils of the National Syndicalist Offensive (Stucki 2016:350).74 This political 
organization educated “native Woman” according to Francoist ideology: 
Woman at home, a good wife, a good mother, and a good Catholic. 

                               
73 In the years following the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), National Catholicism became 
Francisco Franco’s political instrument to ‘Hispanicize’ national culture, meaning to encultur-
ate people in what Falangists regarded as traditional Spanish values: Catholic cultural unity, 
morality, and canon law. According to education researcher Joan Domke (2011), Franco’s Fa-
langists were eager to “nationalize” Catholicism in order to legitimize their political and eco-
nomic power within the authoritarian state. For Catholics in Spain, the goal was to create a 
“Spanish totalitarian humanism” (Domke 2011:104-5). 
74 In Spain, the task of the Falangist Women’s Section (Sección Femenina) was to make Spanish 
Woman “the bastion of Home and the Homeland” (Villena and Cerdeño 2014:120). 
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Following the country’s independence from Spain in 1968, Fang public serv-
ant Francisco Masie Nguema (Macías) became the first constitutional president 
of Equatorial Guinea. Macías’ political party, the Partido Unificado Nacional 
de Trabajadores (PUNT), had its own equivalent to the Falangist Women’s 
Section. PUNT’s Women’s Section had to work with significantly fewer re-
sources (Nerín 2007:5), but this did not keep them from carrying on what they 
regarded as their ‘duties.’ Mamá Esperanza was part of this post-independentist 
Women’s Section. She remembered how, as members, she and her comrades 
used to march with sticks mimicking weapons, organize village parties for vis-
iting politicians, and perform group beatings of men who the women knew were 
mistreating their wives. Such activities were a far cry from the ones promoted 
by the Francoist Women’s Section. However emancipatory they might been, 
they are also evidence of the fact that Francoist forms of feminine militancy did 
not disappear after independence in 1968 but continued to be propagated, albeit 
in an “Africanized” way, through the PUNT’s Women’s Section. This “African-
ization” of Francoist feminine militancy was consistent with the process of “re-
traditionalization” that the country also underwent (Okenve-Martínez 2007:14). 

Like the discourse of la tradición, exhortations about National Catholic fem-
inine morality made the mamás vulnerable to the whims of their male kin. Their 
moral worth as women, and their desirability as wives, depended on their ability 
to work, make money, and “take care” (cuidar) of the men around them. Before 
marriage, the mamás had taken care of their fathers, uncles, brothers, cousins, 
and nephews. After marriage, the mamás took care of their husband, sons, and 
even sometimes their brothers, who retained certain privileges and often relied 
on their sisters for free domestic labor and financial support.  

Just as the mamás grew skeptical of la tradición as they got older, the way 
they related to the National Catholic ideal of feminine virtue also changed as 
they aged. The women no longer had male partners in their lives. Dissociated 
from normative domestic gender dynamics between husband and wife, virtues 
such as productivity and industriousness took on a new meaning. Lacking sup-
port from a male partner, lone older women translated the virtue of industri-
ousness into the virtue of economic self-reliance. Moral and economic types 
of capital merged into qualities that elderly women continued to interpret as 
markers of womanly value. The beneficiaries of such value, however, had 
shifted from their husbands to themselves. Their value and their worth now 
depended on how well the women were able to cater for their own needs. 

 
Men’s representation of gender equality 
The combination of la tradición and Francoist National Catholicism fore-
grounded Woman as a procreator, a good wife, a good mother, a good Catholic, 
an industrious laborer for the benefit of her husband, and a good citizen for the 
benefit of the nation. Such an image created a number of cultural artifacts.  
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Two important landmarks were built in Malabo dedicated to Woman: Plaza 
de la Mujer in the 1990s, and Plaza de E’Waiso Ipola in the mid-2000s. In the 
Bubi language, E’Waiso Ipola means “Woman, rise” (Mujer, levántate). Also 
in the mid-2000s, a popular RTVGE radio show, Cultura en casa (“Culture at 
home”), promoted knowledge about topics like domestic life, tradition, mar-
riage, and motherhood.75 After 2010, following criticism from activists who 
drew attention to the government’s ratification of international conventions on 
the subject of Women’s Rights, including the UN’s Beijing Declaration and 
Plan for Action in 1995, First Lady Constancia Mangue de Obiang became 
feverishly involved in many initiatives that were supposedly aimed at promot-
ing “gender equality” (igualdad de género). The national media covered the 
first lady’s activities with zeal, eagerly disseminating her rhetoric on “the em-
powerment of Woman” (el empoderamiento de la Mujer; GEP 07/07/2022).  

Feminist activists interpreted the first lady’s efforts as yet another attempt 
to clean up the country’s image in light of its international reputation as a 
corrupt, violent, undemocratic nation. Yet the first lady’s actions had conse-
quences. In 2012, the government changed the name of the Ministry of Social 
Affairs and Woman’s Advancement (Ministerio de Asuntos Sociales y Pro-
moción de la Mujer, MINESPROM) to Ministry of Social Affairs and Gender 
Equality (Ministerio de Asuntos Sociales e Igualdad de Género, MINASIG). 
That same year, national television saw the birth of women-dedicated shows 
such as En Femenino, which was hosted by renowned journalist Francisca 
Roka and featured interviews with women artists, writers, politicians, and law-
yers. Roka’s En Femenino was reportedly the first Equatoguinean television 
show to openly engage with the problem of gender violence in the country. 
The digital newspaper AhoraEG created the section Modelo de Mujer (“Model 
of Woman”), which consisted of profile interviews with women of a certain 
social standing who advocated for education, self-confidence, and entrepre-
neurship (AEG 2020). Then there was also Mujer Ideal (“Ideal Woman”).76 
Advertised on billboards, the radio, magazines, and television, Mujer Ideal 
was the most famous of all efforts to promote praiseworthy womanhood in the 
country. Its massive spread attracted the crème de la crème of Malabeño so-
ciety, including First Lady Constancia Mangue de Obiang. In 2021, the lead-
ership of Mujer Ideal organized the first National Women’s Assembly (Asam-
blea Nacional de Mujeres) with the full endorsement of the first lady in her 
capacity as “Honorific Godmother” (Madrina de Honor). The event gathered 
over forty high-profile women entrepreneurs, financers, politicians, educators, 

                               
75 The authorities cancelled the show in October 2012, after a guest criticized the President of 
the Supreme Court due to the man’s involvement in the expropriation of lands and demolition 
of private houses in the city of Bata. 
76 A private initiative created by Equatoguinean fashion designer Lucas Escalada, Mujer Ideal 
showcased a number of women selected for their artistic, academic, social, or political trajec-
tory through a yearly series of events, such as benefit dinners, concerts, motivational talks, and 
fashion parades.  
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diplomats, and representatives of influential international agencies (GEP 
17/06/2021). Activities included music, dance, panels, and discussions on top-
ics such as sorority, synergy, mentorship, economy, health, education, vio-
lence, decision-making, traditional culture, and, last but not least, Woman’s 
empowerment (GEP 19/07/2021a, 19/07/2021b).  

Equatoguinean men were apprehensive of the manner in which the phrase 
“gender equality” spread through the country accompanied by a state-spon-
sored rhetoric centered on “Woman’s empowerment.” At home, in schools, 
on the radio, at the pub, and on social media, men of all ages and walks of life 
invited themselves into the conversation. Fausto, a male lawyer in his 40s who 
taught at the Universidad Nacional de Guinea Ecuatorial (UNGE), explained 
to me the interest that Guineano men had in discussing the question of gender 
equality. “Woman in the African context is conceived as a weak being,” Fausto 
lectured me, “a being who needs to be continuously accompanied. To let her 
define herself and leave Man aside as a simple observer would be putting our-
selves [Africans] on the path to chaos. Woman needs not only conviviality but 
also rigorous advice (fuertes asesoramientos) from her life partner.” 

Fausto was clear about the reasons why women needed “rigorous advice” 
from men: “What the African Woman (la Mujer Africana) lacks is sensitization 
so that she can understand her own rights, because she misinterprets them.”  

When I asked Fausto how any woman could possibly misinterpret her 
rights, he told me that African Woman was ungrateful toward the men who 
favored her. She was also, he said, a drunk. “When she has been promoted by 
a man (cuando ha sido promocionada por un hombre), she then sees him like 
a less desirable object. She doesn’t know how to appreciate him. She also gets 
drunk all day on Women’s Day.”77 

Fausto’s thinking has precedents in the ethnographic record. Similar ideas 
permeate African conceptions of relational personhood as they appear in stud-
ies discussing the jural minority of women in relation to men. Anthropologist 
John Middleton (1973) studied the notion of the person among Lugbara people 
of Uganda. Lugbara believe that orindi, which Middleton translates as “soul,” 
is a spirit of responsibility that helps men control their desires as dictated by 
their adro, a life-animating “divine spark.” Women, Middleton’s informants 
                               
77 By saying that a woman has been promocionada (lit. promoted) Fausto means that she has 
been spoken on behalf of, recommended, or endorsed by a man, in front of other men, in order 
to help her achieve something (e.g. get a job). Fausto’s commentary is representative of the 
perception, rather extensive among Guineano men, that the only way for a man to keep a 
woman’s interest is by making sure that she remains dependent on his favors. The rhetoric that 
men “promote” women (promocionarlas) further indicates that men like Fausto regarded them-
selves as possessing the power to allow (or not) women advance. Such power often took the 
shape of money, which some men (foolishly, according to their peers) used to put their girlfriends 
through school. Since men like Fausto feared that women would lose interest in them if the women 
reached a certain status, a common strategy that such men employed to keep a woman around 
consisted in intentionally withholding from her any resources that might have helped her grow 
socially, professionally, or economically. Among women, the general perception was that men 
like Fausto were despots who suffered from a profound inferiority complex (están acomplejados). 
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claimed, lack orindi. This lack supposedly explains why women are incapable 
of controlling their whimsical behaviors. “Women are said to lack souls, to 
lack social responsibility, to be ‘things,’ and generally to be if not asocial be-
ings at least not as fully socialized as men… Essentially, women are individ-
uals but not ‘persons,’” Middleton writes (1973:496-7). 

The Guineano men I met and became acquainted with during fieldwork, 
my closest friends included, all tended to have, to a higher or lesser degree, 
the same attitude as Middleton’s Lugbara informants and Fausto. Guineano 
men saw it as their customary duty to be the teachers and guides of the women 
around them. Like a myriad of self-proclaimed little chiefs – or as another man 
once put it, like despotic “presidents each ruling over his own household (cada 
uno es presidente de su casa)” – Guineano men watched over the interests of 
their sisters, wives, and daughters, paternalistically (and, needless to say, con-
descendingly) “guiding them” (guiándolas).  

For men who believed in la tradición, watching over the interests of their 
kinswomen meant emancipating them from neocolonial “imported ideas” 
(ideas importadas) that threatened to destroy the harmony of their home and 
the essence of their Africanness. Fausto informed me that “African Bantu Man 
(el Hombre Africano Bantú) wants to preserve his identity, which currently 
finds itself very vulnerable given the question of gender equality, especially 
given the way in which the expression [‘gender equality’] has been embraced 
in our society.” When I asked Fausto how he thought that the idea of gender 
equality had been embraced in Equatoguinean society, he told me how “the 
term ‘equality’ has already been understood as a fight between Woman and 
Man, in which Woman must prevail. And this cannot be.” 

Men like Fausto felt that the idea of gender equality threatened both their 
customary role as wise advisors of Woman and the idea of their Afro-Bantu 
male identity. They regarded feminism as an open threat to social harmony, 
which they understood as complementarity, not actual equality, between the 
genders. “That’s why we [Equatoguinean men] ask those [male] defenders of 
feminism to sensitize Woman first,” Fausto told me, “to explain to her with 
transparency the meaning of equality [defined as gender complementarity], 
and what her role in society is.” 

Fausto was very clear about the role of Woman in present-day Equatoguin-
ean society. “In a situation as strained as the one that Guinea is going through 
on the economic front,” he explained, “in a relationship, both Man and 
Woman must fight to keep the family afloat. This is an auspicious occasion 
for Equatoguinean Woman (la Mujer Ecuatoguineana) to prove what she is 
capable of achieving in society. We [members of Equatoguinean society] hold 
these [women] who have their own little businesses and help their husbands 
in higher value than those who preach about gender equality at the beauty 
salon while waiting for Man to do everything.” 

Men like Fausto felt like they were “doing everything.” Guineana women 
may have disagreed, but that did not matter. Fausto spoke for society – men 
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were the ones who ultimately defined Woman, and individual women must 
“prove what she is capable of achieving in society.” Unsurprisingly, Woman’s 
most prominent role in contemporary Equatorial Guinea was, once again, that 
of stepping up as a successful provider for her family. 

Such is the third discursive theme that national Equatoguinean discourse 
on virtuous womanhood elaborates: the way men like Fausto interpreted the 
concept of gender equality. Since men were not the ones demanding rights 
equal to whatever rights they believed women might already enjoy, they did 
not feel obliged to perform any of women’s roles. If a woman wanted to de-
mand equal rights to men, she therefore needed to perform not only her own 
gender-specific roles but also the roles of her husband at home, the foremost 
of which was to be a dutiful breadwinner.  

The way men like Fausto interpreted the concept of gender equality made 
some women feel that demanding gender equality was, in fact, rather disad-
vantageous to Woman. Other women, particularly young professionals, were 
convinced that gender equality, which they understood as equal rights, equal 
opportunities, and equal access to resources, was the only way in which 
women could stop having to put up with kinds of violence that men (fathers, 
brothers, husbands, teachers, employers) subjected them to on a daily basis.  

Young women professionals understood that men’s representations of gen-
der equality, like their definitions of the customary, safeguarded male privi-
lege (Mamdani 1996:112; Tamale 2005:89). Yet only a handful of these 
younger women dared to openly call themselves ‘feminists.’ Men who, like 
Fausto, loaded the concept of gender equality with antagonism and hatred 
from women toward men, retained a strong discursive authority: they identi-
fied feminists as disruptive agents conspiring against communal values, the 
utmost expression of Equatoguineans’ Africanness. I have met many Guin-
eano men who shared Fausto’s concerns that to be a ‘feminist’ was synony-
mous with membership in a violent tribe-like club whose ultimate goal was 
the extermination of Man and the complete destruction of society. Guineana 
women who dared to “come out of the feminist closet” (salir del armario fem-
inista) were pejoratively referred to as ntangan, a Fang word that means 
‘white woman.’ Young women professionals were reluctant to call themselves 
‘feminists’ because they feared harassment, ostracism, and retaliation, both 
from the community and from their male relatives. The state’s rhetoric regard-
ing Woman’s empowerment also avoided the words ‘feminist’ or ‘feminism’ 
consistently, I believe, in the interest of not contradicting its public stance on 
Afro-Bantu traditionalism. In this context, Guineana feminist activists have 
noted how slogans like ‘the empowerment of Woman’ do nothing except con-
tribute to an exacerbation of gender inequalities, patriarchy, and authoritari-
anism (see Appendix 1). 
 



139 

Appropriating normative feminine morality: 
Mamá Teófila’s career in the “academy of suffering” 
Regardless of the aversion with which Equatoguinean men like Fausto en-
gaged with the idea of gender equality, the mamás with whom I worked, all 
of whom were struggling for independence as economically self-reliant sin-
gles or divorcees, continued to enjoy, at least in theory, a rather high status as 
women. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, the national discourse on virtuous wom-
anhood romanticized elderly street vending mamás as active, strong, suffering 
martyr-like figures of matronly self-sacrifice, paragons of strength and stoicism 
in the face of tragedy and economic adversity. Living up to this image was easy 
for the mamás. Industriousness, discipline, creativity, strength, and self-deter-
mination were all virtues with which the women identified personally because 
such virtues also corresponded with their work ethic as street vendors.  

Some mamás were particularly receptive to feminine Christian virtues. 
Their receptiveness, however, was not simply because they had been “incor-
porated” into a community that upheld National Catholic ideals (cf. Menkiti 
1984:172; 2004:327). Their receptiveness resulted from a series of experi-
ences that they had undergone in the course of their life. Mamá Teófila, for 
example, used to talk about her life as an “academy of suffering” (academia 
del sufrimiento). Implicit in this trope was the idea that the hardship she had 
experienced had taught her how to be a better person – more creative, more 
industrious, more charitable.  

Mamá Teófila used to say that her journey through the academy of suffer-
ing started, as we saw in the previous chapter, as soon as her body touched the 
ground after being born. In her life story, however, she emphasized two turn-
ing points. The first one occurred as she approached her thirties – it was then 
that she took to the streets to sell macará after her partner, Yago, a man twenty 
years her senior, accepted a job in the continental region and left her in Bioko 
with ten children to feed. The second took place when Mamá Teófila’s was 
reaching her fifties – it was then that her favorite daughter Dolores died, and 
the grieving mamá orchestrated the lynching of her witch uncle Kilinbilin, 
whom she blamed for Dolores’ death. Throughout the months that followed 
these events, Mamá Teófila became increasingly convinced that, by being in-
strumental in the murder of her uncle, she had unleashed his evil upon her own 
family. Her mother died of a “heart heavy with loss” one year after the lynch-
ing. Her house in the slums of Niumbili burned down soon after, and her sons’ 
paths seemed helplessly blocked: the young men seemed unable to “achieve 
anything in life.” When Mamá Teófila started to wake up in the middle of the 
night, terrified by the ominous sound of cackling and stomping on her metal 
sheet roof, she knew it was time to reach out for help. 

“I searched for God” Mamá Teófila told me, “because I saw that nobody 
else could help me.” 



 140 

Mamá Teófila’s search for God eventually took her to Pare de Sufrir (Stop 
Suffering), an evangelical church that, by the time we met, she had faithfully 
been attending for more than a decade.78 Since she joined the church, she told 
me, she had been performing what she referred to as a “life clean-up” (borrón 
y cuenta nueva). Mamá Teófila understood that, in order to move on, it was 
best to leave the past behind. “In life, you have to be careful how you walk,” 
Mamá Teófila preached to me one day. “If you tread and your foot slips into 
the mud, you have to pull it out. And then you keep walking” – here she paused 
– “as if it never had happened (Como sea que no ha pasado nada).”

Actively trying to live as if her past had never happened, sixty-two-year-old
Mamá Teófila was determined to live a virtuous life because she wanted to “die 
well” (Yo quiero morir bien). She told me that she felt compelled to help others. 
If Mamá Teófila’s disabled sister Estela needed a job, Teófila would ask around 
until she found her one. If a customer told Mamá Teófila that she and her chil-
dren were sleeping on the floor, the mamá would give the customer an old mat-
tress that she would have otherwise sold. If a customer tried to humiliate Mamá 
Teófila, for example, as the woman in the black Prado did by calling her an “igno-
ramus,” the mamá would choose to look away and forgive the person’s trespasses. 
She would still get angry, but she would not curse or seek retribution or vengeance. 

Mamá Teófila’s outspoken concern for the wellbeing of others had earned 
her the title of Mary Mother of Jesus (María Madre de Jesus) among her sons. 
This title elevated Mamá Teófila, in terms of virtuous womanhood, to the 
ranks of both the Virgin Mary and Equatorial Guinea’s First Lady (Obono 
2018:59). “My sons say that I am Mary Mother of Jesus,” Mamá Teófila told 
me one night, chuckling with pride. “That’s what they call me, they say, because 
even if I don’t know you, if you have a problem, if I can, I will help you.” 

Mamá Teófila’s concern with being and doing good was seemingly rooted 
in her conviction that evil surrounded her. “The people of this world are very 
evil,” she told me one day, out of the blue, after gracefully saying goodbye to a 
customer. “They are bad people. Evil. One’s family too. But the good thing is 
that we will all disappear. There will be no one left. That place to which we are 
going – nobody knows. Depending on what you sow, that is what you reap.” 

Mamá Teófila alluded to Galatians 6:7-8 regularly. She was particularly keen 
on doing so when talking about witchcraft as a means to attain money and 
power. Unsurprisingly, Mamá Teófila’s religious speech often turned into cri-
tiques toward state administrators. “If you sow bad things, that’s what you will 
reap,” Mamá Teófila told me on a different occasion. “If you spend your days 
eating other people’s money, that evil will also befall you. You misappropriate 
things that belong to people. What do you think that this will do to you?”  

78 The church’s Equatorial Guinea chapter was dissolved by presidential decree following its 
alleged disobedience to the government’s restrictions imposed on public gatherings issued in 
relation to the 2020 COVID-19 outbreak (see AEG 06/04/2020). 
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Male non-persons 
The “evil” that befell those who spent their days “eating other people’s 
money” was no secret to anyone in Malabo. Everyone suspected that the state 
bureaucrats who scrambled for money and jobs within public administration 
were invariably paranoid and/or depressed, engulfed as they were by envy, 
espionage, slander, sabotage, and the eternally looming prospect of ending up 
dead by poisoning or in Blaibich, the country’s infamous jail for political pris-
oners.79 People who worked for the state were regarded as either dangerous, 
sadistic individuals; as people who had gotten way above their heads and 
would eventually become insane; or as zombie-like subjects devoid of human-
ity (see also Geschiere 1997:117-9). Some of my friends, for instance, would 
refer to the suits of wealthy and powerful people as “coffin-jackets” (ataúd-
chaqueta). The expression alluded to the corpse-like state in which many of 
those who worked in the public administration seemed to function – barely 
thinking for themselves, barely social, barely human.  

The characterization that people in Malabo made of state workers was con-
sistent. During my first fieldwork in 2014, a young man assured me that eve-
rybody was waiting to be given a job within public administration because 
they believed that such a job would solve all their problems in life. But, he 
said, “in fact what it does is to reduce you to a subhuman level (te reduce a un 
nivel infrahumano).” A journalist friend of mine expanded on this. She said 
that people in power reduced ambitious men to a “subhuman level” by oblite-
rating their morals. This happened by asking the men to “hand in” (entregar, 
i.e. offer in sacrifice) their family members. “From within your home, they
will take what you love the most, because that is the only way to annul you as
a person and to make you function like a zombie, to serve them (En tu casa,
se cargan lo que tú más quieres, porque es la única forma de que tú te anules
como persona, y sólo sirvas como zombie para servirles a ellos).” The ‘kong
witchcraft-related trope of the “ties of blood” (lazos de sangre) was, in my
friend’s view, the means through which the powerful “destroyed the human-
ity” (destruyen la humanidad) of ambitious individuals, making them morally
weak and hence manageable, wieldy, obedient. People in Malabo mockingly
referred to politically compromised men as militontos, from “mil” (thousand)
and “tonto” (fool, idiot), a play on words for militante (militant), the term
commonly used by members of President Obiang Nguema’s PDGE party to
refer to each other (hermano militante).

If well-to-do state bureaucrats were “subhuman” beings, men who lacked 
a livelihood were “useless” (inútiles). When the mamás referred to men as 

79 In an effort to protect their interests, some would try to isolate themselves. Then, madness 
would slowly befall them. The paranoia and depression brought about for this reason was a 
common occurrence especially among the comebackees, i.e. young adults who, after having 
lived many years abroad (e.g. in Spain, England, or the USA), returned to Malabo and worked 
as public servants (Caballero 2015:84-96). 
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useless, what they meant was that usually the men were failed providers (see 
also Cornwall 2001, 2007). The mamás said that men were “useless” to also 
mean that they were unskilled lovers or that they had physical disabilities that 
interfered with their ability to work. The uselessness of men also had to do 
with the fact that they were not consistent in words and deeds. Men appealed 
to la tradición, for example, in order to justify the exploitation of women, but 
they failed to fulfil the duties that la tradición called upon them to perform as 
men – caring for the women and being adequate providers for their children 
and elderly parents (Obono 2017; see also Cattell 1996:23).  

According to the mamás, men’s self-serving inconsistency in words and 
deeds made them both useless in practice and worthless in the moral sense. In 
a more general way, the mamás portrayed “useless men” as failed moral per-
sons (Lambek 2010:47-63). Phrases like “Guineano man is not person” (el 
Guineano no es persona) so common among the mamás illustrate their view 
that Guineano men lacked morality (see also Hodgson 2016:254). Contrary to 
Fortes’ (1987:275-6) account that Tallensi men, irrespective of their actions 
or character traits, could never be stripped of their moral personhood (the latter 
understood as jural status and citizenship), the women with whom I worked 
based their stereotyping of men as non-persons on the conditions, attitudes, 
and behaviors typical among men in Malabo.  

A great number of those men were permanently unemployed (Mbembe 
2001:55-6).80 Some men spent their days in the street, drinking courtesy beers 
from acquaintances at the neighborhood pub, hustling around (buscando 
mambe), and reaching out to people in search for taskwork (destajos). Other 
particularly “useless” men also spent their days at the neighborhood pub, 
mostly using it as if it were the urban equivalent to the abaha, which in Fang 
means ‘house of the word’ (casa de la palabra). In Fang villages, it was the 
place where men gathered to discuss matters of public concern. Among the 
mamás, the perception that men spent their days at the pub as if they were in 
the abaha is linked to the men’s supposed inclination to gossip and to brag 
about their latest sexual exploits. Whatever little cash fell in the men’s hands, 
the women believed, was immediately spent buying sex from teenage girls. 
“They are all pedophiles,” a woman once told me with a dismissive snort. 
According to the mamás, such licentious sex lives gave “useless men” any 
number of sexually transmitted diseases, which they recklessly passed onto 
their wives at home. Those who did not have a wife, the mamás told me, pur-
sued older women out of purely economic interest.  

In the mamás’ accounts, the epitome of male immorality was elderly men, 
and more specifically, those whom people used to refer to as viejos okukut: 
                               
80 National agencies set the unemployment rate among men at 17.4% in 2018. However, the 
same sources state that 39.8% of the general population was inactive (INEGE 2018:129). The 
women with whom I worked lacked formal employment, but they were active in the informal 
economy. The women insisted that most men they knew were unemployed, but what they really 
meant was that the men were inactive and insolvent economically. 
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useless men whose male moral defects (envy, greed, lust, frustration, misery, 
arrogance, ignorance, and a disproportionate sense of entitlement) had only 
become exacerbated with age. These viejos okukut tended to live invisible 
lives in their now depopulated natal villages (see also King and Calasanti 
2013; Spencer 2014:32-3), often abandoned by their usually-resentful adult 
children who lived and worked in the cities.81 Abandoned in their villages, the 
men grew ever more bitter and “envious.”82 In the eyes of the mamás, these 
papás were not persons like they themselves were. In the mamás’ view, these 
men lacked morality, which they themselves had in abundance. The mamás 
anchored gender identity in virtues proper of normative feminine morality be-
cause their work ethic as street vendors allowed them to do so, but they also 
gave such virtues a specific function. They were the means through which the 
mamás routinely (re)constructed themselves not only as female persons but 
also as highly desirable ‘women of worth’ (mujeres de valor), the opposite of 
‘subhuman’ and ‘useless’ men.  

Mamá Roberta’s priorities 
Mamá Roberta is an example of how the vendors fashioned themselves as 
morally superior to the men around them. Malabo, like many other African 
cities, was a place where people who were destitute lived in close proximity 
to those who were wealthy. People along the socioeconomic spectrum inter-
mingled in the streets, clubs, and neighborhood pubs (see e.g. Ondo 2009). 
Street vending exposed the mamás to a wide range of people. Meeting ‘sub-
human’ public servants who stopped to buy something on their way home 
from their office at the ministerio was inevitable.  

One afternoon, as Mamá Roberta and I sat chatting in La Catedral, two men 
clad in stiff dark suits stepped out of a luxury SUV in front of Mamá Roberta’s 
little makeshift table. Mamá Roberta and I followed the men’s movements 
with our eyes.  

“Those who have a lot of money, they aren’t free,” Mamá Roberta com-
mented. “They are always like people who are in jail (Siempre están como una 

81 Much of the resentment that adult children felt toward their elderly fathers was a consequence 
of the suffering that the children had endured, along with their mothers, due to their father’s 
lifestyle when the old men were younger. Adult children retaliated against their father’s once 
reproachable behaviors by leaving them to fend for themselves when the men became depend-
ent in old age (see also Aboderin 2011a:216; van der Geest 2008:305). 
82 One of the characters most often accused of ‘making envy’ was the stereotypical old, destitute 
male whose children have grown to hate him because he did not give them a good life while 
growing up. The old man’s entitlement made hatred mutual, and since old men were tradition-
ally believed to be in possession of witchcraft, people explained all kinds of family misfortunes 
in terms of the witchcraft practiced by an ‘envious’ old man. Instead of defending themselves, 
many of these viejos okukut fought back by accepting witchcraft accusations in an effort to 
inspire fear and awe. Ageist superstition of this kind allowed people to justify the abandonment 
of the elders they did not want or could not afford to care for. 
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gente que están en la cárcel). They have money in their pockets, but they don’t 
have freedom in their bodies (Tienen dinero en su bolsillo, pero no tienen li-
bertad en el cuerpo).” 

Mamá Roberta’s remark turned poverty into a meaningful feature of her 
self-image, a marker of humanity in a context of human predators and zombie-
like, psychosocially enslaved, wealthier individuals. Unlike those whom the 
state had reduced “to a subhuman level,” fish seller Mamá Roberta remained 
in full possession of her ability to think, live, act, and speak out of her own 
volition, according to what she believed was right. And for Mamá Roberta, 
doing right meant not practicing witchcraft. 

On a different occasion, Mamá Roberta and I sat talking about how her 
sales were going that particular week. She told me that she had not been selling 
much, something that she attributed indirectly to her reluctance to use magical 
aids to boost her sales. “You know that here in Malabo there are women who 
don’t sell with the power of God,” Mamá Roberta said. “They use a [magical] 
chemistry. They might put things under their tables, use amulets, or throw 
powders. They use many [magical] things. But I don’t practice any of that. I 
always go with the power of God.”  

“Wouldn’t you like to increase your sales too?” I asked Mamá Roberta. 
“I don’t want to have anything to do with witchcraft,” she told me. “When 

God wants, I sell. The power of God always surpasses the power of witchcraft. 
Me, I have no relation with them [i.e. with the other vendors]. In church they 
tell us: ‘Don’t look at what other people do, put your faith in what you are 
doing.’ That’s what I follow. They might have their [magical] things, but they 
cannot subdue me. There is a lot of envy, but me being the way I am, I have 
no relation with them.”  

Mamá Roberta was not alone in claiming social distance from her peers as 
a means to assert her moral integrity. Since the evil done by people permeated 
society, all of the mamás with whom I worked were keen on emphasizing the 
frugality of their social lives as well as how selective they were when it came 
to their choices of friends and company, an attitude that one could attribute to 
their advanced age (see Tornstam 1997). Whenever the mamás spoke about 
how evil people were, what followed was usually a description of their own 
daily lives emphasizing how little to no social contact they had with anybody 
beyond the limits of close family and the basics of their businesses (see Ap-
pendix 2). Mamá Roberta suggested that she had no relation with the other 
vendors because her priorities in life were incompatible with the demands that 
fighting these women’s witchcraft with more witchcraft would impose on her. 
Like every single Equatoguinean I have ever met, Mamá Roberta was con-
vinced that the price of one’s economic advancement through witchcraft was 
usually the life of one’s family members.  

“I have no relation with them,” Mamá Roberta continued, referring to her 
fellow vendors. “I prefer to have my children, my grandchildren, over getting 
involved in witchcraft where they [i.e. the witches] will tell me: ‘Hey, you 
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have to hand over one of your grandchildren.’ You know that witchcraft starts 
like that. If you get involved and they ask for one of your children, you have 
to give it to them. If they later ask for one of your grandchildren, you have to 
give it to them.83 You will be handing over your family until you see that you 
are all alone.84 That’s witchcraft. Why would I get involved in that?”  

“I don’t know,” I told Mamá Roberta. “People supposedly do it for cash.” 
“You have to keep your grandchildren alive, so that when you die, you can 

go happy,” Mamá Roberta said. “Your grandchildren’s money will pay for 
their grandmother’s burial. They can make me a nice coffin or a cement house 
[i.e. a mausoleum]! But if I have killed my grandchildren, what could they do 
for me? (Pero si yo los he matado, ¿qué es lo que me van a hacer?) Who is 
going to bury me nicely?”  

Horror in the forests of Mongomo 
Mamá Roberta prioritized a proper burial over the prospect of becoming rich. 
The choices she made to safeguard her priorities (i.e. refraining from practic-
ing witchcraft in order to avoid being asked to offer her children and grand-
children in sacrifice) illustrates an important point: the mamás tended to ex-
press their moral subjectivity in situations where evil, or the possibility of evil, 
manifested in any form (Parkin 1985; Fassin 2005, 2008, 2012; Caton 2010; 
Csordas 2013, 2014). The mamás conception of evil, I argued in the previous 
chapter, arose from the convergence and mutual amplification of witchcraft 
beliefs and state violence. Stories about powerful Fang beyem witches, “sub-
human” state workers, and, to a lesser degree, the elderly men whom people 
referred to as viejos okukut, suggest that evil is a gendered realm of practices 
primarily performed by greedy men. The more personally threatening the 
women perceived the evil they encountered to be, the more pronounced their 
feminine morality became. Mamá Linda’s story epitomizes how this happens. 

In 2007, Mamá Linda was already in her mid-fifties. For twelve years, she 
had been living in a village in the district of Mongomo with a Fang male part-
ner and his kinsmen. Family relationships were tense. Mamá Linda was a Bubi 

83 The belief that elders murder their descendants in exchange for wealth is present in other 
parts of contemporary Africa. Anthropologist Linda van de Kamp (2011; 2012; 2016) docu-
mented similar allegations in Mozambique while studying the figure of the spirit spouse in neo-
Pentecostal churches of Brazilian import. Among members of these churches, allegations cir-
culated that “(grand)parents were selling their (grand)children to evil spirits through a feiticeiro 
[sorcerer] to become rich” (2016:352). The elders would go see a feiticeiro (sorcerer) and give 
him a girl (the spirit is male) to ‘feed’ the powers the sorcerer used to produce wealth for his 
clients. Van de Kamp comments that, in the Southern African region, “this spirit spouse that 
‘eats’ human flesh refers to the spirit of persons who have been appropriated or killed for the 
benefit of another person. This generally involves accumulating wealth at the cost of others, 
which points to witchcraft” (van de Kamp 2016:353). 
84 Mamá Roberta’s words are virtually identical to those that an unrelated elderly man used to 
explain the trope of the ‘ties of blood.’ See “You want to eat alone,” p. 104 in this thesis. 
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woman who had lost her father when she was a teenager and had never been 
married. She was used to doing whatever she wanted. She tried her best to 
adapt, however, to what she saw as Fang family dynamics – close interde-
pendence and an inflexible gendered division of labor. 

“One day there was a funeral in the village,” Mamá Linda remembered. 
“Among the Fang it is customary that every household brings some food to 
the house of the mourners. That day I went to the forest at around three o’clock 
in the afternoon, to a place I used to go to every day, to gather leaves with 
which to wrap the yucca. When I went into the forest, I saw a man. He told 
me: ‘If you take this path, you’ll come back sooner. If you take this other path, 
it’ll take you longer.’ I took the path that the man said would bring me home 
sooner, but I didn’t come back until fourteen days later.” 

“Really? So what happened to you?” I asked Mamá Linda.  
“This is what they call ‘kong, when they want to take you with witchcraft,” 

she told me. 
In the previous chapter, I described ‘kong witchraft as involving the killing 

of a family member in exchange for power and wealth. In order to understand 
Mamá Linda’s story, it is necessary to also account for what Equatoguineans 
believed happens to the ‘kong victim after she ‘has been taken’ (ya le han 
cogido). People believed that the souls of ‘kong victims are extracted from 
their bodies, which leaves them hollow but not dead. Some friends told me 
that these bodies are then sent to work abroad for a powerful person who has 
made a pact with a witch or who is a witch himself (see e.g. Bayart 1993:203-
4; Geschiere 1997:139; Comaroff and Comaroff 1993, 2002). Others said that 
the bodies of ‘kong victims are eaten by their killers during certain feasts and 
rituals. The fate of the souls of ‘kong victims varies too. Some believed they 
are transformed into a witch’s slaves or familiars, condemned to do the witch’s 
bidding in the spiritual realm. Others believed that their essence is incorpo-
rated into the bodies of those who consume them, and who thereby acquire 
some their victims’ capacities or boost their own. People regarded talented, 
charismatic individuals, and those who possessed a strong will, as particularly 
popular victims among those who practiced ‘kong. 

Mamá Linda proceeded to tell me that, during the two weeks she went 
missing in the forest, she survived by eating peppers and berries and drinking 
water from rivers that she found everywhere, whenever she felt thirsty, but 
later heard didn’t really exist. Other things that Mamá Linda saw – and had 
not been there – included massive flat gardens with twigs sticking out of the 
ground in thousands of perfectly aligned rows, like a war cemetery, but with 
standing sticks instead of headstones. While sleeping next to a swamp, Mamá 
Linda heard footsteps, keys jingling, locks opening, and doors that would open 
and close. She heard people living in the open roots of trees. The things Mamá 
Linda was hearing were frightening, but they were nothing compared to what 
she would see next. 
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Around the eighth day of her fourteen-day ordeal, Mamá Linda sat on the 
ground, leaning against a tree. She was starving. It was broad daylight, but she 
could not walk. She was too weak. A profound sense of doom came upon her 
as she doubted, for the first time, whether she would survive. In this exact 
moment, three humanoid figures approached her.  

“They came wrapped in black cloth,” Mamá Linda remembered. “Their 
faces were also covered. I could only see their rounded mouths and their tiny 
little eyes like cracks in the fabric.” 

One of the beings held a tray of yucca topped with chicharo fish in front of 
Mamá Linda’s eyes. “It offered me the food but I said no,” Mamá Linda recalled.  

Another being showed Mamá Linda a tray full of chicken wings. “It offered 
me the tray, and I said that I didn’t want any,” Mamá Linda told me.  

The third being extended a tray of atanga fruit to Mamá Linda.85 “And 
again I said that I did not want any of it,” Mamá Linda said. “Do you know 
what they said to me?” she continued. “Mwom wom womwom wom mwo 
mwomwo,” Mamá Linda imitated the sounds that the black clothed figures 
had made after she refused to eat what they had offered her. “It wasn’t a lan-
guage, but I understood that they were telling me: ‘If you don’t want to eat, 
don’t eat; but if you do want to eat, then eat.’”  

Mamá Linda might have been starving, but she did not yield. The three 
figures faded away, and she never saw them again.  

For six more days, Mamá Linda continued to eat peppers and berries, drink-
ing water from spectral rivers, crying and screaming in hopes that someone 
would hear and come to her rescue. 

An elderly woman eventually found Mamá Linda. The woman called for 
her husband, and together they took Mamá Linda to the hospital. When she 
was discharged two weeks later, Mamá Linda’s father-in-law took her to his 
house. There, the family took care of her until she recovered. 

Mamá Linda had no doubt about what had happened to her. She told me 
that her partner’s relatives had been ‘trying to take her’ (intentar cogerla) with 
witchcraft for over a decade because of her strength. “They wanted to subdue 
me, to treat me like their slave. They wanted me docile, but I’ve always been 
willful and they couldn’t break me, so they tried to kill me.” 

Several months after the incident, Mamá Linda’s Bubi relatives went to Li-
breville to consult a diviner in hopes of finding out what had happened to her. 
They were told that if Mamá Linda had eaten even a small bit of the food that 
the black-clothed figures had offered her, she would have never come back. 
Nobody could tell exactly who had tried to take her, but Mamá Linda suspected 
the man who suggested which path to take on the day she went missing. The 
man was Mamá Linda’s brother-in-law – a man who, according to Fang tradición, 
should have protected her as if she were one of his own wives. 

                               
85 Atanga is the fruit of the Dacryodes edulis and is known as African pear, bush pear, African 
plum, nsafu, or butterfruit. 
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Mamá Linda’s story provides a clear view of the image she had of herself. 
Virtues such as strength of character, courage, endurance, restraint in the face 
of hunger, and confidence in the face of doom allowed Mamá Linda to over-
come a life-threatening encounter with evil. Her story is similar to the tales 
that anthropologist Susan Rasmussen (2016) encountered while studying 
moral testing in relation to the construction of moral personhood among Tua-
reg people of Mali and Niger. Among the Tuareg, Rasmussen tells us, values 
such as respect, honor, and dignity are fundamental to people’s attempts at 
defining and resisting evil, which the Tuareg understand as deteriorating kin 
obligations and social relationships (2016:229-31). The situations where Tua-
reg moral tests reoccur are “those that feature negotiations and realignments 
of guilt and innocence in contests between generosity and avarice, and loyalty 
and betrayal” (2016:230-1). Tuareg stories about moral tests help people to 
cope with danger, uncertainty, and evil because they express ideals of mutu-
ally protective relationships between kin. Such moral tests and the stories 
about them, Rasmussen says, are a means to combat psychosocial suffering 
(2016:229; see also Larsen 2016:216-7). 

Stories like Mamá Linda’s, I suggest, helped the mamás to counter psycho-
social suffering too, albeit in a different way. Such stories show normative 
kinship ideals to be flawed and harmful rather than supportive and provided 
older women with the moral grounds necessary to sever destructive relations 
by exalting virtues such as autonomy and independence (see also Friedman 
2000). After her experience in the forests of Mongomo, Mamá Linda left her 
partner and returned to Malabo. Ten years later, she remained convinced that 
what had saved her was the strength of her character. “Me!” Mamá Linda 
yelled. “I do what I want! That’s why they wanted to kill me. But they could 
not do it – they did not have the strength. They felt hatred for me because I’ve 
always been willful. Did they want to mistreat me? I am not up for these 
things. I know the path – I took it and left them behind me.” 

They open their mouth with wisdom 
Severing social ties was an effective way to deal with evil in the Equatoguin-
ean context because evil operated through social relationships (van Beek and 
Olsen 2016:12). Leaving partners and refusing to socialize with one’s fellow 
vendors were two ways in which worthy women like Mamá Linda and Mamá 
Roberta dealt with the evil that they felt surrounded them. A third way of do-
ing so implied the renegotiation of one’s vulnerable position in relation to 
powerful evildoers and envy-makers. This the mamás accomplished by capi-
talizing on the National Catholic strand of virtuous womanhood. Biblical 
scripts were a powerful tool for admonishing evildoers, and no mamá was as 
versed in religious argot as Mamá Teófila, the mamá whose sons called her 
Mary Mother of Jesus. 
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“Many people won’t inherit the kingdom of heaven,” Mamá Teófila de-
clared one afternoon. “Why?” she asked rhetorically, and then yelled: “Be-
cause they don’t want to renounce eeeeevil! You have a thousand cars from 
here to there, and yet you cannot help the poor?! Just because your eyes are 
set on money, do you turn your head away from everyone else?!” Mamá 
Teófila’s little harangue occurred in the context of a conversation we were 
having about the infamous luxury sports car collection owned by Teodoro 
Nguema Obiang Mangue, the country’s Vice President and President Obiang 
Nguema’s eldest son (see BI 02/10/2019).  

Mamá Teófila’s used the idiom of religious virtue primarily to criticize the 
government. Her words about the Buena Esperanza social housing (viviendas 
sociales) project are another example. The Buena Esperanza project was orig-
inally aimed at providing better housing for the hundreds of people who had 
become homeless after the fire that ignited the slums of Niumbili in 2006. 
Both Mamá Roberta and Mamá Teófila lived in Niumbili when the fire broke 
out, and both of the mamás’ houses burned to the ground. Following the fire, 
the two mamás were put on a waiting list to be relocated to the Buena Es-
peranza development. Twelve years later, neither of them had received social 
housing. There were no houses left in the project because government offi-
cials, bureaucrats, and administrators acquired ownership of the properties and 
either gave them to their relatives or rented them out for profit.86  

“What am I going to take with me when I die?” Mamá Teófila asked, ad-
dressing a make-believe state official. “Nooooothing! You want to own eve-
rything yourself – what for?! You already have a good house and still want to 
own more than eight properties of social housing when there are others who 
do not even have a place to live?!? It is people’s greed – that is why we suffer!” 

Yet another example of how Mamá Teófila used religious speech to artic-
ulate political critiques arose from her account of an instance of interethnic 
violence she witnessed as she walked home from the market one day. She told 
me that the traffic outside the Mercado de la Libertad stood still. A taxi driven 
by a Bubi man was stuck behind a particular vehicle driven by a Fang man 
wearing a police uniform. The man in uniform gave the order to the taxi driver 
to back up, but the taxi could not move because other vehicles were stopped 
behind it. Amidst the mayhem of claxons and the loud music from blown-out 
speakers coming from the stalls of vendors who sold CDs and mp3-loaded 
USB sticks outside the market, the taxi driver yelled that he could not move. 
Upon hearing the tone with which the taxi driver had spoken to him, the man 
in uniform got out of his car, pulled the driver out of the taxi, and smacked 
him three times across the face. “He had to beat him because he was Bubi,” 

86 Subsequent social housing developments, as was the Buena Esperanza II, remained under 
control of the ruling family. The houses were assets that the first lady would sporadically ‘do-
nate’ as an act of charity to handpicked victims in highly mediatized circumstances (see e.g. 
GEP 06/09/2018; 28/12/2018). 
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Mamá Teófila reasoned. “But he shall know about the God of Israeeeel – Phar-
aohs’ time caaaame! Do not forget that! Pharaoh said that he was already God, 
but Pharaoh fellllllllll!”  

As far as Mamá Teófila was concerned, violent men who she saw as per-
sonifications of the state, as well as greedy state workers such as those who 
hoarded the social housing apartments, were the major causes of suffering for 
Equatoguineans in general and for women like herself in particular. In criti-
cizing such men in a religious register, Mamá Teófila fashioned herself a mor-
ally superior senior woman. Mamá Linda did the same thing. Upon returning 
to Malabo after her experience of being lost in the forests of Mongomo, Mamá 
Linda arranged for a four-day mass to thank God for her survival. She asked 
all her friends and relatives to attend, but few people joined her. Finding a 
place back in the community was difficult, Mamá Linda told me, because no-
body wanted to be anywhere near her. People were afraid of her, she reckoned. 
Many believed that she was already dead. This situation was difficult yet it 
also had unexpectedly empowering consequences. 

“Do you know how they call me in Mongomo? ‘Survivor’ (Superviviente),” 
Mamá Linda boasted. “That’s how they call me. The people from Mongomo 
fear me! (La gente de Mongomo me tiene miedo!).” 

Mamá Linda’s remark that the people from Mongomo feared her strikes 
me as deeply meaningful. Malabo might have been the capital of Equatorial 
Guinea, but the district of Mongomo in the province of Wele-Nzas, President 
Teodoro Obiang Nguema’s natal region, is the customary (and actual) seat of 
power in the country. Anyone who can claim having ties to Mongomo auto-
matically is associated with the highest spheres of politics, money, and influ-
ence. For an elderly street vending Bubi woman like Mamá Linda to say that 
the people from Mongomo feared her is exceptional. The mamá’s statement, 
however, has grounds in collective experience. Mamá Linda understood that, 
after what happened to her in the forest, even the most powerful Fang men 
(i.e. ‘the people from Mongomo’) had to fear her because she went through 
and survived what they used to kill their enemies and loved ones alike, namely 
the powerful ‘kong witchcraft. 

Who can find a virtuous woman? 
This chapter has explored how the mamás fashioned themselves as strong, 
independent, self-reliant female moral persons. It has done so by looking at 
the national discourse on Woman, virtuous womanhood, as a moral code in 
the Foucauldian sense. The purpose has been to shed light on the different 
ways in which the mamás conducted themselves morally. Some of these ways 
had to do with “the mode of subjection” (mode d’assujettissement), namely 
how the women, as individuals, related to the moral code (Foucault 1990:27). 
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The mamás assimilated many of the values associated with virtuous woman-
hood as part of their formal education, but their ways of relating to its norma-
tive feminine morality were highly personal. In Mamá Teófila’s case, it was a 
chain of life-altering experiences that moved her to “search for God” and find 
the tenets of virtuous womanhood meaningful. Mamá Roberta’s reluctance to 
entertain the prospect of attaining riches by witchcraft in order to ensure her-
self a proper burial shows how other ways in which the mamás conducted 
themselves morally concerned the telos of the ethical subject, meaning the 
purpose that guides her actions (Foucault 1990:27-8). Mamá Linda’s story is 
an illustration of how the mamás invoked certain virtues, namely moral qual-
ities of character and action, in order to safeguard their sense of moral person-
hood in situations governed by the possibility of evil (Parkin 1985; Csordas 
2013, 2014; Rasmussen 2016).  

In all cases, we see how the mamás transformed normative feminine moral 
values such as industriousness, discipline, and economic proficiency into vir-
tues such as self-reliance, strength, and independence, and how they deployed 
these virtues while managing everyday situations of exposure to inequality, 
gender violence, and evil. Stories about powerful Fang witches, “subhuman” 
state workers, and bureaucrats who hoarded and privately leased public hous-
ing properties, suggest that, for the mamás, evil is a gendered realm of prac-
tices primarily performed by greedy men. In this sense, the ways in which the 
mamás asserted themselves as female moral persons constituted a critique of 
gender relations. In a case similar to that which anthropologist Dorothy Hodg-
son (2016) encountered among Maasai pastoralists in Tanzania, the mamás’ 
characterizations of men as non-persons implied a position that men’s custom-
ary power is immoral. In taking such a position, the mamás, like Hodgson’s 
female informants, affirmed their own moral superiority, the unquestionability 
of their moral personhood (2016:254). If the experience of evil made the 
mamás feel humiliated, embittered, or crushed, these feelings did not last for 
very long. The moral superiority implicit in their self-portrayals as undefeated, 
strong, dignified women helped them cope with the denial of moral person-
hood that resulted from their identification with communal anti-values such 
as ignorance and poverty that I described in the previous chapter. Fashioning 
themselves as morally superior individuals allowed the mamás to address the 
harsh realities of social inequality and exclusion that evil rendered visible and 
to deal with its negative psychoemotional effects.  

The perspective I have applied in this chapter has combined ‘moral experi-
ence,’ which is a first-person perspective, and ‘moral code,’ which is a third-
person perspective (Csordas 2014:151). From the moral code or third-person 
perspective, the chapter has acknowledged that, as produced by three overlap-
ping political discourses supported by Afro-Bantu traditionalists, the Catholic 
Church in Equatorial Guinea, and the two Nguemist states (Macías’ and 
Obiang’s), the notion of virtuous womanhood emanated from male-dominated 
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realms of power. The chapter has also acknowledged that, insofar as it ema-
nated from such realms of power, the notion of virtuous womanhood is an 
ideological instrument of gender oppression. From the point of view of moral 
experience (first-person perspective), however, things become more compli-
cated. The specific situations in which the mamás invoked values pertaining 
to virtuous womanhood corresponded to the same male-dominated realms of 
power from which the code emanated. Even while the language of feminine 
virtue was oppressive, it also provided the mamás with an idiom to narrate 
collectively shared experiences of its antithesis. It opened a place of enuncia-
tion from which the mamás could spot, articulate, and discuss the many evils 
(males) that individual men and the state imposed upon good people. By em-
bracing seemingly dogmatic, Christian-tinted gender morality, and by setting 
it against the notion that witchcraft was the supreme means to power, the 
mamás firmly rejected the “retraditionalization” of national politics (Okenve 
Martínez 2007).  

Countering the discourses that denied them moral personhood by deploying 
values proper to a normative feminine morality, does not mean, however, as 
communalist conceptions of personhood in Africa suggest, that the mamás 
sought “incorporation” into the larger community (Menkiti 2004:328). On the 
contrary, the women constantly foregrounded their independence. They were 
proud of their readiness to sever social ties, leave partners, or refuse to have any 
relation with their peers if maintaining their sense of moral personhood de-
pended on it. In this sense, contrary to the notion of “incorporation” on which 
African communalist conceptions of personhood build (Menkiti 1984:172; 
2004:327), the women with whom I worked did not invoke values from a nor-
mative feminine morality to claim community membership. They invoked fem-
inine morality to separate themselves from their supposed community.  

Through presenting themselves as strong, independent, morally upright fe-
male persons, the mamás responded to, and dealt with, instances of everyday 
violence such as negative stereotypification, social exclusion, economic ine-
quality, gender prejudice, and authoritarianism. Implicit in their responses was 
always a division between themselves as gendered agents of good and more 
powerful others as agents of evil (Townsend et al 2006; Fassin 2008:334; 
Hodgson 2016:254). Much of the way in which the mamás structured their 
lifeworlds, as well as their sense of self as they moved through and aged within 
them, depended on maintaining this distinction. 
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6| La información 

Fruit seller Mamá Esperanza loved everything about her job. From going to 
the market each morning and gossiping with customers, to staying fit by lifting 
heavy buckets full of mangoes, to making her own money so that she could 
buy herself a steamed fish bundle for lunch if she wanted to – she loved it all. 
Mamá Esperanza tended her vending table from Monday to Saturday, from 
11:00 a.m. to 8:30 p.m. If she had anything left from the Saturday sell, she 
would set up her table on Sundays as well. If not, the mamá spent Sunday 
afternoons at her daughter María’s house. There, Mamá Esperanza passed the 
time chatting with her grandchildren or watching TV. But the mamá was picky 
regarding what she watched. She hated the national television and she espe-
cially hated the informativos – that is, the news segments. 

“I don’t watch that!” Mamá Esperanza spat when the subject came up. 
“When I’m done selling, I go home and watch my soap operas or Nigerian 
movies. The stuff they have here on TV....” Mamá Esperanza let out a loud 
raspberry, the ultimate expression of disdain. “Tomorrow they’ll go: ‘Eh, have 
you watched the news? They have said so and so.’ But all those things – they 
are lies. What they say is not what I see.” 

Like Mamá Esperanza and the overwhelming majority of my acquaint-
ances in Malabo, I never developed a taste for the national media. During my 
fieldwork in 2017-18, the Law of Press and Audiovisual Communication 
(much like the Penal Code) was virtually the same that came in force during 
the last years of colonization, the Franco era.87 The law made liable to censor-
ship all publishable information that state regulatory agencies considered to 
be “falsifying” or “distorting the truth.” The law also encouraged journalists 
to reveal the identity of their sources without the sources’ consent, thereby 
presenting journalists with ethical dilemmas and threatening sources with un-
wanted exposure. Journalists despaired. The Ministry of Information, which 
people referred to as the Ministry of Propaganda, controlled the Radio Nacional 

                               
87 Ley 6-1997, de prensa, imprenta y medios audiovisuales. Retrieved from: http://cesge.org/ 
index.php/leyes/category/3-penales-derechos-y-libertades?download=67:ley-6-1997-de-prens 
a-imprenta-y-medios-audiovisuales [accessed: 16/11/2021]. Código Penal Español de 1963 vi-
gente en Guinea Ecuatorial. Retrieved from: http://cesge.org/index.php/leyes/category/3-pena-
les-derechos-y-libertades?download=73:codigo-penal-espanol-de-1963-vigente-en-guine 
a-ecuatorial [accessed: 10/09/2021]. See also: Código Penal - Modificación de 1967. Retrieved 
from: http://cesge.org/index.php/leyes/category/3-penales-derechos-y-libertades?download=7 
4:codigo-penal-modificacion-de-1967 [accessed: 10/09/2021]. 
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and Televisión Guinea. Mass media not directly controlled by the state through 
this Ministry was personally owned by family members of President Teodoro 
Obiang Nguema. Eldest son and Vice President Teodoro Nguema Mangue 
(a.k.a. Teodorín) owned Asonga (radio and television). Gabriel Mbaga Obiang 
Lima, son of the president and the second lady (i.e. the polygynous president’s 
second wife, Celestina Lima), owned the satellite television channel Canal 
Sol.88 The Radio Nacional was decentralized (i.e. controlled by smaller, inde-
pendent offices in a handful of regions), but this was merely due to lack of funds. 
There had not been enough investment to enable it to reach the whole nation, 
even though the entire area of Equatorial Guinea is roughly equivalent to the 
size of Belgium or of the American state of Maryland.89 

As for the press, some newspapers such as Ébano were property of the 
state, while others, such as La Gaceta, had been unofficially expropriated by 
some of its big men. Other newspapers people regarded as owned by private 
individuals, but these individuals were, without exception, politically aligned 
with the state. The owner of El Lector, for example, was a high-ranking mem-
ber of the government party, and the newspaper had a policy of not publishing 
anything critical toward the state or the party. Online newspapers in vogue 
such as Revista Real Equatorial Guinea (RREG) and Ahora EG (AEG) were 
virtual extensions of the national media and reproduced much of the content 
that the government released through its institutional website, Guinea Ecua-
torial Press (GEP). “There is nothing here, not even a trash container, that 
doesn’t move controlled by the elite, and the elite is the father and everything 
that surrounds him – his wives, sons, brothers, cousins, friends, etcetera,” a 
journalist friend of mine explained. “The only media outlets that publish trust-
worthy things about [Equatorial] Guinea are Radio Macuto and Asodege be-
cause their founders live abroad and can publish whatever they want without 
fearing that they will be killed the next day.”  

The heavily censored contents of national media made everything reported 
there seem like absurdist fiction. “Yet another morning hearing lies, watching 
people talk on TV,” a student wrote on social media. “Sometimes I wonder 
whether we live in the same country.” 

The national news segments, or informativos, were particularly irksome to 
watch. For the most part, they were a militarized version of what in other 
places people refer to as tabloid journalism – sensationalist news presented in 
an easily digestible format characterized by little information and many im-
ages. The news was propaganda concerned not with state ideology but with 
shallow acts by politicians the media fawned over and portrayed as celebrities. 
The informativos followed the political elite’s most trivial doings: visiting 
                               
88 Canal Sol was considered a very important channel because it was the only Guineano televi-
sion channel that, unlike the Radio Nacional, Television Guinea, or Asonga, reached the entirety 
of the national territory. 
89 Radio stations such as La Voz de Kie Ntém in Ebibeyín (Río Muni) were local responses to 
this situation. 
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each other in a gesture of friendship, pompously arriving in Malabo after hav-
ing been abroad, announcing who had expressed their congratulations for the 
birthday of His Excellency (el cumpliaños). Smiling faces appeared in stiff 
black suits, green uniforms paraded themselves on red rugs, firm handshakes 
were traded in the vicinity of luxury cars and military vehicles. The informa-
tivos reinforced authoritarianism by visually aestheticizing it. They endowed 
(mostly male) officials with a mixed aura of envy-inducing glamour and in-
disputable authority. The pinnacle of this authority came perhaps through the 
coverage of the politicians’ interactions with attendees at their public events, 
especially in impoverished areas of the continental region. A typical scene was 
the politician handing over sacks of rice or a few pieces of frozen fish to those 
who attended their meetings. This act was portrayed by the media as magnan-
imous charity, but everyone I knew thought of it as a bribe. Mamá Esperanza 
never said so explicitly, but after months of listening to her, it was obvious to 
me that she despised the informativos because they showed how politicians 
shamelessly capitalized on other people’s misery.  

Mamá Esperanza was not alone in her distaste for the national news. Unless 
waiting to hear the official announcement about some acquaintance who had 
just been given a job within public administration (see also Geschiere 
1997:118), nobody I knew ever actually watched the news. But that hardly 
mattered, because the informativos were clearly not presented to inform. Ra-
ther, they seemed intended to perform. Nobody needed the news to stay up-
to-date regarding matters of public interest. People acquired information about 
the latest developments by other means. 

This chapter examines the ways in which women like Mamá Esperanza 
acquired and disseminated information about matters of public interest that 
would have never made it through the heavily censored national media. It does 
so by accounting for what people referred to as ‘making congosá’ (hacer con-
gosá). Congosá refers to the telling and re-telling of rumors and gossip. Based 
on the typology of Librevillian kongossa developed by Gabonese anthropolo-
gist Placide Ondo (2009), I analyze four examples of the congosá practiced 
by the mamás. First, I account for the congosá about ex-President Macías’ 
alleged recent passing in order to show how people gossiped in everyday con-
versation. Second, I explore how the mamás and their acquaintances gossiped 
about the relationship between President Macías and young Teodoro Obiang 
Nguema, challenging official versions of events, reshaping their understand-
ing of national history, and making sense of their violent present. Third, I de-
scribe the congosá about Vice President Teodorín’s ill-fated escapade to Las 
Vegas in May 2018 and illustrate how it gave people the grounds to articulate 
otherwise unsayable political critiques. Fourth, I investigate a rumor about 
Spain’s alleged project to take over government of the country following 
Equatorial Guinea’s 50th Anniversary of Independence and show how it al-
lowed those who believed it to envision radical change. Based on these four 
examples, I suggest that making congosá was a form of political participation, 
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an act of collective sense-making through which Equatoguineans reflected 
upon their past and explained their present. In the particular case of the mamás, 
I suggest that making congosá – and filtering congosá in order to produce 
what some referred to as la información (i.e. narratives and versions of events 
that people considered more accurate than those disseminated through the 
state-controlled informativos) – was also a form of civic engagement. It was a 
service they performed for the community in the interest of truth and part of 
their efforts to counter the powers that marginalized them. I conclude that 
making congosá was one way through which street vending mamás went from 
presenting themselves as virtuous women to performing as engaged citizens. 

 

Rumors and gossip in anthropological perspective 
The anthropological study of gossip goes back to the 1960s. Structural-func-
tionalist approaches dominated the field. Anthropologist Max Gluckman (1963) 
saw gossip as a contributor to community cohesion because it granted gossipers 
“the hallmark of membership” (1963:313). Anthropologist Robert Paine (1967) 
proposed a more individual-oriented view by suggesting that people engage in 
gossip in an attempt to advance their own interests (1967:280-3). Anthropolo-
gist Roger D. Abrahams (1970), in turn, tried to reconcile Gluckman and Paine’s 
seemingly opposing perspectives by contending that ‘community cohesion’ and 
‘individual interest’ in fact are not mutually exclusive: the larger narratives that 
give gossip its meaning might allude to a public morality and yet be mobilized 
for personal ends (1970:290; see also Cox 1970). 

Paine and Gluckman’s perspectives corresponded, in a general way, to those 
of the actor/structure debate, which I described in Chapter 1. The early bridging 
that Abrahams made between these actor- and structure-oriented perspectives 
would eventually pose the need to reassess the possibilities for political action 
on the fringes of official realms of power. Several studies addressed this chal-
lenge. Anthropologist John B. Haviland’s (1977a, 1997b) study of gossip 
among Tzotzil speaking peasants in a southern Mexican town treated gossip as 
a means to establish and learn cultural norms through the experience of others. 
Anthropologist James Scott’s (1985) study of everyday forms of class conflict 
in rural Malaysia established a framework in which rumors, gossip, and slander 
feature as ‘weapons of the weak’ – that is, as everyday forms of resistance 
(1985:282). Anthropologist Niko Besnier (1989) regarded Nukulaelae gossip in 
the Central Pacific as a strategy for collusion and manipulation, though he later 
would expand his analysis to show how gossip reiterated the articulations be-
tween emotions, morality, and politics (2009:2, 18). 

Over time, the anthropological study of gossip has diversified by merging 
itself with the study of rumors and the ways they operate, for example, in con-
texts of fear and social violence. Two well-known works on the subject are an-
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thropologist Nancy Scheper-Hughes’s (1992) account of rumors about disap-
pearances and organ theft among dwellers of a squatter camp in Brazil, and an-
thropologist Veena Das’s (2007) description of the panic rumors that circulated 
in Delhi following the 1984 assassination of Indira Gandhi. Building on the link 
between rumors and violence, subsequent approaches have studied the relation 
between witchcraft, sorcery, and gossip (Stewart and Strathern 2003). In Africa, 
scholars have often studied rumors and gossip in relation to the strategies that 
people deploy in an effort to deal with socioeconomic changes brought about 
by ‘modernity’ (Comaroff and Comaroff 1993; Geschiere 1997).  

Recent works on the subject of rumors and gossip in Africa document what 
they might mean to people in the face of uncertainty and danger. In his study 
of everyday life in war-torn Acholiland, northern Uganda, anthropologist 
Sverker Finnström (2008) found that rumors are efforts “to regain a sense of 
agency when war, destruction, and displacements leave [Acholi people] with 
the feeling that they are constantly being acted upon and that fixed meanings 
are imposed upon their social realities” (2008:171). Anthropologist Ulrika 
Trovalla (2016) documented rumors in the city of Jos, Nigeria, following the 
violence between Christians and Muslims that ensued in September 2001. 
“What makes rumors powerful and fearful is not whether they are true or not,” 
Trovalla tells us, “but the power they possess to shape the world – people’s 
perception and actions” (2016:188).  

A somewhat different approach to rumors and gossip in an African society 
is the one that anthropologist Tuulikki Pietilä (2007) presents in her mono-
graph about Chagga market women in Kilimanjaro. In Pietilä’s account, the 
moral standing of market women is openly questioned and debated in Tanza-
nia because the women’s increased economic resources conflicts with com-
munity-upheld gender ideals such as wifely subordination. Gossip occupies a 
central role in Chagga market women’s assertion of personal moral value, Pi-
etilä suggests, because it is through informal talk and by circulating stories 
about what motivates their actions that the women fashion their reputations as 
respectable, caring persons (2007:12).  

The study of gossip in Africa also merges with communication studies that 
focus on how people might rely on rumors for information in contexts where 
media is controlled by the state (Mbala Nkaga 1992; Bourgault 1995:201-3). 
Another line for the study of rumors and gossip in Africa builds on the per-
spective of participatory politics (Ellis and ter Haar 2004; Ondo 2009). An 
important work within the field is anthropologist Placide Ondo’s (2009) the-
orization of the West African type of gossip known as kongossa. Ondo’s work 
plays a fundamental part in my analyses of the mamás’ gossiping practices. 

In addition to Ondo’s, another theoretical work that informs my approach 
is South African philosopher Jason van Niekerk’s (2008) essay on what gos-
siping is, means, and can potentially do in a traditional African society. Gossip 
in such contexts, van Niekerk suggests, constitutes a form of community en-
gagement capable of fostering integration. The difference from approaches to 
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community integration in Africa as developed by previous work such as that 
by Menkiti (1984, 2004), however, is that, in van Niekerk’s view, gossip is 
not only enculturation or acceptance of community values. In addition, gossip 
also establishes a “transparent reputation economy” that functions as “a net-
work of reciprocal care” (2008:409-10).  

Gossip, van Niekerk says, “is an existential value” – it affirms the self’s 
presence in the world. It allows gossipers to gain knowledge about “how it is 
with people” (which is constitutive of their practical wisdom), and it provides 
them with the grounds to “more accurately assess and reflect moral character, 
constituting a kind of care” (2008:409-10). Aware of the fact that gossip and 
gossiping can provide fodder for negative stereotypes such as female idleness, 
ill will, and ‘echo chambers’ that make falsehoods look like truths by means 
of mutual reiteration, van Niekerk provides a character blueprint for the real-
ization of what he suggests are the existential values of gossip. “The virtuous 
gossip,” van Niekerk writes, “would avoid slander or inaccuracy to the best of 
her abilities… and be wary of gossiping for malicious reasons. She would be 
keenly aware of whether the recipient of gossip had a legitimate right to know, 
but understand that right in the extended context of a [transparent] reputation 
economy.” Van Niekerk’s virtuous gossip “would also flourish in such an 
economy, existing in a network of reciprocal care, relishing her increased un-
derstanding of how it is with others, and legitimately feeling not the slightest 
twinge of guilt in enjoying the existential kick of sharing gossip virtuously” 
(van Niekerk 2008:409-10). 

The mamás turn out to be excellent examples of van Niekerk’s “virtuous 
gossip.” Their motivations and the functions their gossip fulfilled, however, 
went beyond merely assessing and communicating moral character as a form 
of care. Their gossip had an important, if veiled, political edge. It consistently 
delegitimized state propaganda and opposed what the mamás spoke of as the 
evils (males) that plagued society.  

 

A national science 
The vox populi was a generous source of information in Equatorial Guinea. 
Malabeños might not have liked watching the news, but that didn’t stop every-
one from possessing what always seemed to me like an extravagant amount of 
information about what was going on in their country and their city. This was 
especially true when it came to important political developments, which every-
one discussed with both vigorous enthusiasm and seemingly bottomless 
knowledge about the private lives of the politicians involved. Whenever some-
thing happened, if I wanted to know what really was happening, all I had to do 
was go meet any mamá at her vending table. Few people in Malabo were as well 
positioned to obtain and disseminate information as were taxi drivers, bar per-
sonnel, and street vendors (Ellis and Haar 2004:39; Pietilä 2007:9; Ondo 
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2009§38). The mamás were inexhaustible sources of trustworthy news, or at 
least of news more trustworthy than anything broadcast in the informativos. This 
was yet another reason why Mamá Esperanza disdained the news segments on 
television. As a street vendor with privileged access to all kinds of more accurate 
and relevant information, she knew that the state-controlled informativos were 
anything but informative. “What they say is not what I see,” she mused. 

The first time I was privy to the kind of information that Mamá Esperanza 
possessed, but that the informativos would never report, occurred one after-
noon as we sat by her fruit table in the barrio of Las Flores. We were talking 
about how life used to be during Macías’s presidency (1968-79). I remarked 
that another mamá believed that even though Macías had been tried and sen-
tenced to death back in 1979, he had not been executed like the Military Rev-
olutionary Council, led by young Teodoro Obiang Nguema, had made every-
one believe. Taking little sips from her Fanta, Mamá Esperanza confided the 
other mamá was not mistaken. 

I present Mamá Esperanza’s words as she spoke them, without rephrasing 
them in the interest of intelligibility, with the purpose of giving the reader a 
feel of how people spoke while making congosá – omitting names, places, 
positions, and any details that might have served to explicitly identify the sub-
ject in question, and whose verbal utterance could potentially get congosá 
makers in trouble. It is worth noting that these omissions had no impact at all 
on people’s ability to understand congosá, since each rumor that circulated 
constituted its own little system of publicly shared understandings. Everybody 
knew exactly who the characters were in a specific story and what the general 
outline of the story was – in trying to elucidate the facts of the what, congosá 
took for granted the who and focused instead on trying to make sense of the 
how and why. 

“Macías has only been dead for two or three years now,” said Mamá Es-
peranza with striking confidence. “They [the Military Revolutionary Council] 
took him after the [1979] coup and sent him away. I don’t know if they sent 
him to the United States or any other of those countries [that have a history of 
cooperation with the Equatoguinean nation]. Macías was there. This person 
[Obiang Nguema] who is now there [i.e. in power], he knew that he [Macías] 
was there, in this other country. They took him, and they sent him away. He 
just died [recently].”  

“But mamá,” I said, “everybody knows that Macías died in 1979.”  
“Nooooo waaaaay! (¡Naaaaaaaaada!)” Mamá Esperanza shrieked, an-

noyed that I should dare to question what she knew to be an irrefutable truth: 
“Two or three years ago, he died just then.”  

“But how do people here know? For example, how do you know that Ma-
cías died only two or three years ago?”  

 “La información!” Mamá Esperanza bellowed, in a tone suggesting that 
she suddenly realized she was speaking to a fool. “When a person dies,” she 
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said impatiently, “it gets advertised. When there is a death, everybody gets 
word that the person has died.” 

Intrigued by Mamá Esperanza’s take on the rumor about ex-President Ma-
cías’ alleged recent passing, I asked the other mamás if also they had heard 
about it. From behind her little makeshift table close to La Catedral, Mamá 
Roberta confirmed the rumor. Candy seller Mamá Teófila also knew it to be 
true. When I asked her how she knew, the mamá chuckled and sucked her teeth 
in condescension. “The macutos!” Mamá Teófila yelled, as if she too thought 
she was speaking to a simpleton. “There are many macutos, no? The people!” 

Macuto refers to a person ‘who talks too much’. The word derives from a 
Spanish colloquialism, radio macuto, which alludes to “a nonexistent broad-
casting entity from which rumors and slander arise” (RAE 2020). Politically 
active Equatoguinean nationals in Spain (although not necessarily members 
of the opposition in exile, see e.g. EE 03/09/2018) have appropriated the term, 
making Radio Macuto the name of one of their most prominent online news-
papers.90 As a general term for rumors and gossip, radio macuto has several 
analogues in other African contexts.91 In neighboring Gabon, people refer to 
it as kongossa. 

The origins of the term kongossa remain elusive, but scholars tend to trace 
them to nearby Cameroon (Ondo 2009; Dougueli 2010; Tsoualla 2011). In 
Equatorial Guinea, people have made the term a verb: hacer congosá (to make 
congosá). Equatoguinean philologist Manuel Ondo Ndong attributes the early 
use of the word congosá in the country to the Krío ethnic group (personal 
communication). It first appeared in a celebratory song that Krío people sang 
after president Macías was ousted in 1979. “Congosá e don finis” – Congosá 
is over, Kríos sang in the Pichi language. Ondo Ndong told me that the song 
expressed people’s belief that, with the fall of President Macías, the climate 
of mutual surveillance, deceit, and accusations based on rumors and gossip 
that characterized life under his rule was coming to an end. The early use that 
Kríos gave to the term reveals a fundamental aspect of Equatoguinean con-
gosá: it has an inherently political nature. 

                               
90 Radio Macuto, The voice of the voiceless, https://www.radiomacuto.net/. On its website, ad-
ministrators gather and publish, often as fast as if they were doing live coverage, many of the 
rumors and non-official information that circulates in the streets of Malabo. How such rumors 
travel all the way to Spain, become ‘formalized’ through their re-formatting as news, and are 
subsequently read as if they were something other than mere rumors back in Malabo and beyond 
constitutes a clear example of the global reach of the information that spreads through informal 
networks, as well as of its potential for having further reaching political implications (see e.g. 
Besnier 2009:192-3; see also Bateson 1972:462). 
91 The phenomenon to which radio macuto alludes is known as radio kabi in Uganda (Finnström 
2008:168-9) and Radio Mall in Botswana. In Guinea, there is Radio Kankan. In Cote d’Ivoire, 
rumors spread through Radio Treichville, and in South Africa, through Radio Potato. In Central 
Africa, Congo Brazzaville, and Kinshasa, information spreads via Radio Trottoir (‘pavement’ or 
‘sidewalk’ radio) – a name that “nicely describes the phenomenon of modern, urban discussion of 
matters of public interest” (Ellis and Haar 2004:28; see also Mbala Nkanga 1992). 
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In his study Le «kongossa» politique ou la passion de la rumeur à Libreville: 
un mode de participation politique, Gabonese anthropologist Placide Ondo 
(2009) defines kongossa as an informal exchange of information, rumors that 
are “said in the street to accompany greetings, serve as a bargaining medium at 
the market, circulate at home in family conversations, or are shared at work to 
comment on the actions and decisions of leaders” (2009§1, my translation into 
English). The exchange of information implied in kongossa “tends to become a 
social norm for deliberation on facts and events.” The rumors and stories that 
circulate through these exchanges draw their topics from the private lives and 
public activities of political personalities. The merging of these two registers in 
kongossa is facilitated by the fact that, in Gabonese politics, much like in Equa-
torial Guinea’s, there is virtually no discontinuity between the public and private 
spheres (see Caballero 2015:51). The kongossa that people make about politi-
cians’ private lives contributes to the (de)legitimization of the politicians’ public 
actions, since it structures the perception of the political world by building or 
destroying the reputation of its actors (Ondo 2009:§5-6). Given how the stories 
it weaves reflect collective attempts at revealing, and at making graspable, the 
powers at play in society in order to discredit them, kongossa constitutes a form 
of political participation (Ondo 2009:§1). 

Based on his observations of how it played out in Libreville, Ondo developed 
a typology of traditional kongossa themes or arguments (2009§6-23). Such 
themes are also typical of Equatoguinean congosá (see Caballero 2015:58-70). 
The first theme is perversion, which establishes character, often in relation to 
sex and money. The second is treason, which includes tales of betrayal, di-
vorces, broken political alliances, and actors conspiring with foreigners 
against national interests. The third is plotting (or the complot, in Ondo’s ter-
minology), which accounts for mutual accusations between the ruling major-
ity and the opposition. The fourth is the secret side, which emphasizes health 
conditions or intellectual deficiencies that public profiles might want to keep 
hidden, as well as buried pasts, family secrets, and the like. The fifth theme, 
crimes and assassinations, can involve two elements: jealousy of a spouse or 
a lover, and retribution from the threatened power (usually members of the 
political establishment). The sixth is political appointments, which discusses 
the configuration of the government in relation to provinces or ethnic groups, 
usually motivated by their own interests in gaining access to power. The sev-
enth and final theme of kongossa is fetishism – as in witchcraft fetishes and 
pervasive beliefs. The grounds of this theme are popular understandings that 
politics, power, and wealth are inextricably linked to discourses on the occult. 
Synthesizing the idea that ‘politics is witchcraft,’ this seventh theme of kon-
gossa usually underlies the other six. 

The rumors and stories that circulate through kongossa can be spicy, satir-
ical, or comic (Ondo 2009§6). Sometimes people mix several rumors within 
the same story, with the resulting narrative overlaps revealing the constitution 
of local political imaginaries. In Ondo’s view, distinguishing the real from the 
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unreal in kongossa is irrelevant. The value of kongossa stories does not lie in 
their facticity but in what they reveal about their sources, insofar as such 
sources function as agents of (de)legitimization (Ondo 2009§6). 

In contemporary Equatorial Guinea, the best definition of congosá is per-
haps the one that circulated as a meme on numerous WhatsApp groups in Au-
gust 2019. Over a vivid green background, adorned with two emojis (‘face 
with tears of joy’ and ‘winking face with tongue’), the meme’s text read:  

 

 
 

“Congosá is the science that studies the life and relationships of other people. 
Its origin is unknown, but it is believed that it comes from Congo and Wele-
Nzas. It is the most practiced science in E. G. and more concretely in Malabo, 
where everybody is a scientist” (my translation). 

This playful definition of Equatoguinean congosá reveals two of its main 
characteristics. First, by stating that it studies the life and relationships of other 
people, it hints at one of its main functions in the context of Malabeño sociality 
– spreading rumors and making up stories in order to sabotage someone else’s 
career or romantic relationship was a common way to ‘make envy’ (hacer 
envidia) and hence constituted a formidable vehicle for the expression of what 
the mamás used to refer to as “people’s evil” (la maldad de la gente).  
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The second thing that the meme reveals lies in its mentioning of Wele-
Nzas, one of Equatorial Guinea’s eight administrative provinces. Malabeños 
considered the mainland province of Wele-Nzas, a friend explained, “the seat 
of government since forever.” People equated the province of Wele-Nzas with 
power because it included the district of Mongomo, President Obiang 
Nguema’s natal region (see Okenve 2009:151).92 The way in which people 
linked Wele-Nzas with centralized power also found expression in how 
Malabeños read the plate numbers of vehicles registered by drivers native to 
the Wele-Nzas province. These started with ‘WN,’ initials that people in Ma-
labo read as Washington del Norte (i.e. North Washington), drawing a parallel 
between Wele-Nzas as Obiang Nguema’s natal region and Washington DC, 
the seat of American political power. The fact that the words congosá and 
Wele-Nzas sound somewhat similar – both words have three syllables and are 
stressed at the end on the same vowel (a) – facilitated the drawing of this par-
allel. In any case, by mentioning Wele-Nzas as a plausible etymological root 
of the word congosá, the meme makes explicit a fundamental relationship be-
tween making congosá and addressing topics that pertain to contemporary 
Equatoguinean politics. Let’s see how this works in practice. 

 

“He was not as malicious as the one who is there now” 
Perhaps because of the mamás’ advanced age and keenness to talk about their 
own life experiences, a favorite theme of congosá among them was present-
day politics in relation to national history as they had witnessed it. The mamás 
found making congosá about this subject appealing because it allowed them 
and their fellow gossipers to make sense of the present by challenging domi-
nant narratives based on what they knew to be the truth according to their 
personal experience. One of the narratives that the mamás were particularly 
keen on challenging was the one that portrayed former President Macías as an 
evil man whose limitless violence had compelled his nephew to intervene, and 
that hence presented current president Teodoro Obiang Nguema as the great 
and undisputed liberator of the nation.  

“Ehhhiii, the Macías!” Mamá Esperanza sighed, somewhat enamored of the 
former president, whom she often described as “fat and handsome” (bubuto y 
guapo). “He was a man! People say that he was bad, but to me, the way that I 
see him, he was not as bad as this one [Obiang Nguema] who is there [in power] 
right now. The killings that happened during Macías’ time, it was this person 
[Obiang Nguema] who did them. He was already doing them [before he seized 

                               
92 “Power is so concentrated there,” my friend explained, “that anywhere else in the country the 
people [from Wele-Nzas] are treated in a special way.... They are generally classified as first-
class citizens.” The power associated with the province of Wele-Nzas is also visible in terms of 
infrastructure. Wele-Nzas has the only airport outside of the big cities (Malabo and Bata), a 
Catholic basilica, and high-end hotels. 
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power]. That poor man [Macías] was there [living in his village, Nzagayong, 
oblivious to the actions of his nephew]. He [Macías] was not as malicious as the 
one who is there now (No es tan malicioso que ese que está ahora).” 

Other people of Mamá Esperanza’s generation acknowledged and agreed 
with this version of events. One evening, I sat chatting with a mamá, whose 
name I will leave out here. An old man, a relative of hers, was visiting. When 
a noisy convoy of police vehicles passed by the mamá’s table, the three of us 
commented upon the increased military presence in the streets following the 
alleged coup attempt of December 2017. 

“All I know is that this will not last forever,” the old man said. “Macías did 
not last forever, and this one [Obiang Nguema] will not last forever.” 

“And we thought Macías was horrible!” said the mamá. 
“Do you know what he did?” the old man asked me. 
“Who? This one?” I asked the old man, wanting to confirm my understand-

ing that he was referring to President Obiang Nguema. 
“Yeah!” the old man said, re-positioning his body in the chair, visibly ex-

cited about the story he was about to tell us. 
“No. What did he do?” I asked him. 
“When he [Obiang Nguema] was young, as soon as he became comandante, 

he started killing everybody that he knew could oppose him,” the old man said. 
“The uncle [President Macías] was then living in his village, he was not living 
here [in Malabo]. When he eventually got the news of everything [i.e. when 
Macías heard about the killings], he sent for him [he sent for Obiang Nguema]. 
That’s when he [Obiang Nguema] went to Blaibich and released all his col-
leagues that he had jailed, and he said ‘Go get him!’ [i.e. go arrest Macías]. He 
didn’t go himself. Oyo [Riqueza] is the person who got Macías. And they [Oyo 
Riqueza and Obiang Nguema] ended up very bad. The two of them.”  

According to the old man’s story, the reason why young Obiang Nguema and 
his fellow Bubi officer Eulogio Oyo Riqueza “ended up very bad” was that they, 
along with other trusted peers, had entered into an agreement. They would take 
over power for only a few years in order to arrange political parties and new elec-
tions. Then they would hand over the government to the civilians elected. 

“But he’s Fang,” the old man continued, referring to young Obiang Nguema. 
“They [the other military officers] suspected he [Obiang Nguema] would do 
something like he did [i.e. try to stay in power indefinitely]. So when they were 
coming in the boat from Bata after catching the uncle [i.e. Macías], the other of-
ficials, all Fang, told Oyo that ‘Listen, when we get there, we have to arrest this 
guy [Obiang Nguema] too. Oyo, do something as commanding officer.’ They [the 
officers who arrested Macías] wanted to come and arrest him [Obiang Nguema]!”  

In the old man’s account, the officers whom Obiang Nguema had previously 
sent to Blaibich jail, and who now found themselves under Oyo Riqueza’s com-
mand following orders to arrest President Macías, wanted Oyo Riqueza to also ar-
rest Obiang Nguema because they suspected he would turn on them. Oyo Riqueza, 
however, refused to conspire against Obiang Nguema, his friend and superior.  
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“That’s why he [Obiang Nguema] always liked Oyo – it was he who saved 
him on that day,” the old man declared. “But at the end, he [Obiang Nguema] 
dissembled that crew. And then he started killing them, one by one. Yes. Now 
he put his son [Teodorín] where he is, the son puts the people he likes, and they 
are the ones enjoying it. But even people from within that family, they are not 
in any way happy [with how the country is being run]. At all, I can assure you. 
And then, with this whole thing that happened with the son….”  

“You have heard about that, right?” the mamá asked me. 
“Of course she has heard,” the old man said. “Who has not heard in Malabo?”  
 

What happened in Vegas 
In late May 2018, rumors began spreading in Malabo about the alleged deten-
tion of the President’s son Teodorín in the United States. Word that reached 
the mamás’ tables had it that American authorities had detained Teodorín in 
relation to the death of an American man with whom he, Teodorín, had been 
having sex while in a drug-fueled orgy in Las Vegas during what should have 
been an official state visit to the United Nations in New York. 

The Spain-based Equatoguinean online newspaper Radio Macuto (RM 
29/05/2018) recorded the rumor. “According to concordant sources, following 
the orgy in company of the General Secretary of the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs… and an American friend of his, the latter was found dead in a room of 
the luxurious hotel in which the men were staying… [Teodorín] has not re-
turned to Equatorial Guinea because he is being held in the US until federal 
authorities conclude their preliminary investigations.” 

Congosá raged. Teodorín’s detention was sensationally juicy. It involved 
the political jet-set, money, drugs, and not least, gay sex. When the rumor 
started spreading, however, nobody seemed to be speaking about it from any 
type of condemnatory stance. At the mamás’ tables, reactions were more like 
a face-palm followed by giggling, both amused and scornful. Vendors and 
customers alike relished speculating on the details. A female customer in her 
mid-forties believed that the man who reportedly had died, to whom people 
simply referred as un blanco (a white man), had not died of a drug overdose. 
She suggested that the man had probably died of internal bleeding, his intes-
tines ruptured, because Teodorín, she had heard, not only had an animalistic 
sexual appetite but also a monstrous penis. The gay element in the story had 
people’s long-held suspicions about Teodorín’s sexuality apparently confirmed. 
But surprisingly in a country where homosexuality is regarded as a polluting 
influence of white people, and one that is, for that matter, on its way to becoming 
criminalized (see GEP 04/07/2019), there was no explicit judgment attached to 
any of it. In fact, in most people’s accounts, Teodorín featured as a trickster-like 
figure who once again had fallen victim to his own shenanigans.  
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“If he hadn’t done this, he would have done something else,” Mamá Es-
peranza commented tartly as we made congosá on the heir apparent’s latest es-
capade. “He just got out of one [long legal battle over corruption charges] with 
France,93 and now he has done it again [facing possible manslaughter charges 
in the US]. Akeh! What is it that this boy wants to do? Today he does this, tomor-
row he does that. All those things he does, it is as if he likes piling them up.”94  

The mamás’ and their customers’ attitude as they made congosá about Te-
odorín’s sex scandal in Las Vegas might have been somewhat forgiving at 
first, but it started changing as people began feeling personally affected, in 
very concrete ways, by the scandal’s unsuspected consequences. 

Two weeks after the first rumors about Teodorín’s sex scandal in the US 
hit the mamás’ tables, Teodorín was back in Equatorial Guinea. Congosá cir-
culated in neighborhood pubs that that the unruly vice-president had paid 10 
million USD for his freedom. A man in his mid-twenties who, being unem-
ployed, used to hang out at the pub in the barrio La Caridad, explained to me 
that American authorities had retained the plane in which Teodorín had trav-
eled to the US. The aircraft, a Boeing 767, belonged to the Equatoguinean na-
tional air company but was frequently used by the ruling family as their personal 
air cab (RM 12/06/2018). The man also told me that since the plane had stayed 
behind in the US, neither Teodorín nor his mother, the first lady, had a way to 
fly around and run their errands. Congosá had it that, in order to solve their 
mobility issue, Teodorín and his mother had turned once again to the national 
air company – they ‘borrowed’ the planes that the company used for their many 
daily 45-minute commercial flights between the island and the continent (i.e. 
between the political and economic capitals of Malabo and Bata). This appro-
priation resulted in a complete flight paralysis – there were no planes left to fly 
these essential routes. People in both cities who depended on the airline’s ser-
vices were left stranded, their jobs and family lives put on hold indefinitely. 

Upon retelling the congosá that circulated about the lack of flights, a frequent 
customer to Mamá Esperanza’s table, a man in his early sixties, could not stop 
himself from venting his frustration with the way in which the country was being 
run. “This country is a fucking mess,” the old man said. “He [Obiang Nguema] 
doesn’t even know what the fuck to do about it. He has no idea…. There is no 
control…. No matter how you want to look at it, this is not going to end nicely.” 

As people’s frustrations rose, a new wave of congosá swept through the 
streets. People’s anger against the ruling family merged with hope for some 

                               
93 Teodorín received a suspended sentence of three years plus a suspended fine of €30 million. 
French authorities seized his properties in France and 17 luxury cars (TG 27/10/2017). 
94 Mamá Esperanza said that Teodorín liked “piling things up” because, a mere six months 
prior, in October 2017, the fifty-one-year-old “boy” had gotten away with practically a slap on 
the wrist following his trial in France (see note above). Less than six months after the May sex 
scandal in Las Vegas, in September 2018, Teodorín would be arrested again, this time by Bra-
zilian authorities, for being in possession of 15 million USD worth of cash and luxury watches 
(TWP 17/09/2018). 
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type of change as the country’s 50th Anniversary of Independence grew closer. 
In this context, the new wave of congosá was not about an individual’s death 
but about a country’s resurrection. People had started believing that Spain 
would return and reclaim the country as their own. 

 

The take over 
One evening, I was buying dinner at a grill close to the place where I lived. 
The woman at the grill in her late forties, whom I did not know very well, told 
me that she did not have any tomatoes to garnish my fish. There was a shortage 
of tomatoes in the island, she told me, and their price was sky-high at the 
market. I told her that I understood. The woman, however, seemed upset. She 
shook her head, sucked her teeth, and muttered something that I thought I had 
misheard: maybe things would be different when Spain returned. I asked the 
woman whether I had heard her right, but she refused to say more. She wrapped 
my fish in aluminum foil, wished me a good evening, and sent me off. 

The next day, I went to see Mamá Angie. Uncle Raymond, Mamá Angie’s 
younger brother, was helping her prep for the night sale. While Mamá Angie 
was mixing a salad, she complained about the shortage of tomatoes. This re-
minded me of my experience with the fish seller the previous night. I told the 
siblings about it and asked whether they knew what the woman had meant. 
Uncle Raymond explained it to me in this way:  

 
According to several people, in the majority of African countries, 
when they turn fifty years [as independent nations], depending 
on the conditions on which they signed their treaties of independ-
ence, they [the old colonialists] make an analysis of what you 
have achieved as a nation in those fifty years. You know that here 
we have not achieved anything (Sabes que aquí pues no hemos 
logrado nada). Everything there was at the time of independence 
no longer exists. The first condition that they [the evaluating 
Spaniards] gave [the Equatoguinean government] was a general 
amnesty – the amnesty that never came,” Uncle Raymond cack-
led, “because the decree is out but everyone is still in jail! They 
[the congosá-makers] say that the United Nations will come and 
put pressure on him [Obiang Nguema]. And if he doesn’t want to 
[comply], given that he has no results, we will see what they will 
do with us (Entonces ahora a ver lo que nos van a hacer). 

 
Mamá Angie was very excited about the prospect of Spain returning to set 
things right. On a different occasion, she told me, in a tone of complicity: 
“How I would like for that to happen. That the Spaniards take back [Equatorial] 
Guinea. Seriously. We are so fed up (Ya estamos hasta aquí). Every country in 



 

 168 

Africa, when they grant you independence, after fifty years, they come back to 
check up on you. They come to see what you have done. In Nigeria they did 
so. The Queen [of England] came to see what they had done. And if you have 
done okay, they let you continue [being an independent nation].” 

“And what happens if the country has not done so good? Have there been 
any cases of countries that fail the test?” I asked Mamá Angie. 

“If there are countries who haven’t done okay, they take whatever they 
want from them, yes.” 

“Like, which country?” I asked Mamá Angie. 
“A no sabí wich país ó (I don’t know what country),” Mamá Angie told me 

in the familiarity of the Pichi language. “But I think most of them have done 
okay. The only country that the neighbors mentioned the other day when we 
were discussing here by the street last Sunday, I think it was Cameroon. But 
don’t let me lie to you. I don’t want to lie. I don’t remember.” Mamá Angie 
paused briefly as if trying to remember and then went on. “But normally, if 
everything is running okay, they let you continue [being an independent na-
tion]. And if things are not going the way you promised, there are problems. 
Or they intervene to fix it [O hay arreglo, i.e. changes in policy and/or admin-
istration arranged and supported by the former colonial power].” 

Among all of the mamás, Bubi ethnic nationalist Mamá Teófila was the 
most excited about the prospect of Spain reclaiming ownership over the Isle 
of Bioko. “Right now, everybody is waiting to see what is going to happen,” 
she commented, obviously thrilled. “We’ll see what type of agreement they’ll 
reach. Because the whites signed some papers that said that, after fifty years, 
if the people [i.e. Guineanos] did not conduct themselves the way they should 
have done it, the white men would have to come back. That is what all the 
people are waiting for right now…. The white man (El blanco) has to come 
back because he is the one who colonized this island. It belongs to the white 
man. He is the one who has colonized it. He has to come back.”95 

The rumor about Spain’s takeover did not last very long. By the projected 
day of the takeover, on 12 October 2018, people found themselves completely 
immersed in the chaos and expectation that had become endemic as prepara-
tions for the 50th Anniversary of Independence took over major aspects of eve-
ryday life in the city – from being unable to buy gasoline due to shortages and 
seeing neighborhood pubs with three times their usual clientele, to families 
reunited with loved ones who, having been stationed as military, medical, or 
school personnel in the continental region, they had not seen for several years 
and were now in Malabo to march in the parade.  

The celebrations, perhaps predictably, turned out to be a disappointment. 
Instead of a national festivity, the 50th Anniversary of Independence took the 

                               
95 Despite how they sound, it is my informed opinion that Bubi nationalist Mamá Teófila’s 
words were not necessarily motivated as much by pro-Spain ideas as they were by anti-Fang 
sentiments. 
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character of a private party, a spectacle for President Obiang Nguema and his 
international guests only. The parade is perhaps the most vivid example of 
this. Preparations for the parade made people come by air and sea from all 
over the country so that they could attend the rehearsals, which resulted in the 
bizarre phenomenon of everybody participating in the parade but nobody ac-
tually seeing the parade. In trying to see it, even I ended up inadvertently join-
ing it. I was eventually spotted and sent away at one of the military controls 
located right before the bleachers, where 400-700 state officials and interna-
tional guests were seated comfortably under the shade, in front of the beach, 
enjoying the Anniversary of Independence at the Paseo Marítimo.  

The rumor about Spain’s alleged takeover died out relatively quickly, 
partly because it was clear to everybody that President Obiang Nguema was 
not going anywhere, but mostly because it lacked one of the main features of 
congosá: nobody could substantiate it through trustworthy personal sources. 

 

(Mis)Trust in one’s sources 
Like everyone else in Malabo, every mamá had her own informants, some 
more trusted than others. The most common trusted source were family mem-
bers who found themselves in a position of ‘being there and knowing’ (está 
ahí y sabe). ‘Being there’ meant being close to power, in personal proximity 
to the figures and realities that congosá addressed. Here it is important to re-
member that typical Equatoguinean family connections tended to cut across 
the entire socioeconomic spectrum. One of the mamás had an uncle in the 
Senate. Another mamá had a daughter married to a relative of the ruling fam-
ily. Yet another was sister to an ambassador. Since one of the main ways in 
which congosá traveled was top-down through family networks, the mamás’ 
family connections made the linkage between power elites and the streets pos-
sible through an overlapping of their domestic realms. 

When recounting the congosá about former President Macías’ alleged re-
cent death, Mamá Esperanza did not refer to it as congosá but as información. 
This means that, as far as the vox populi was concerned, the rumor had been 
verified through people’s family connections. Within the family circles of the 
mamás with whom I worked, the person who substantiated the congosá about 
Macías’ recent passing had been Uncle Raymond, Mamá Angie’s little 
brother. He gave credence to the rumor by adding an element that increased 
the plausibility of Obiang Nguema having spared Macías’ life back in 1979.  

Uncle Raymond knew, like everyone else, that in 1975, president Macías 
named his nephew, Teodoro Obiang Nguema, Vice Minister of Defense and 
Military Governor of Bioko. Obiang Nguema was, from then on, second in 
command and reportedly responsible for many of the arbitrary killings at-
tributed to his uncle. The relationship of loyalty between kinsmen Macías and 
young Obiang Nguema had engulfed the 1979 coup in a cloud of suspicion 
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from the start. The piece of information that Uncle Raymond used to substan-
tiate the congosá about President Macías’ alleged recent passing came from a 
letter that his father, Mr. Okeke Williams, had written to his daughter, Mamá 
Angie, shortly before his death while exiled in Nigeria. Having served as Head 
Minister of Justice during the height and decline of the Macías’ regime, Okeke 
was convinced that the 1979 coup had been a smokescreen to legitimize, in 
the eyes of the world from which Macías and Obiang expected aid, what in 
reality had been a pact of succession (see also Baynham 1980:65-6).96 For 
those who were acquainted with the rumor of Macías alleged recent passing, 
family knowledge of the kind that Uncle Raymond and Mamá Angie pos-
sessed thanks to the written testimony of their late father gave them enough 
credence to confirm that the loyalty between President Macías and young 
Obiang Nguema had not been broken in 1979. Ergo the nephew must have 
had protected the uncle. 

The mamás’ first and foremost reliable source of congosá, then, was their 
family members. Another trustworthy congosá network running parallel to 
family was gendered. All the mamás had a sister, daughter, niece, cousin, or 
female friend who had heard about so-and-so because of her close (and usually 
illicit) relationship with a man who ‘was there and knew.’ A common denom-
inator among these men was their profession – they were police or military 
officers, but many were also high-ranking public servants. Female lovers were 
quiet listeners in police vehicles, bars, and bedrooms. They had privileged ac-
cess to male intimate spaces established by the men themselves to facilitate 
their lives ‘on the side,’ as well as to conduct illegal exchanges such as polit-
ical favors, contract deals, and bribes. Domestic and informal realms of power 
are very important in terms of truth and credibility of congosá (Ondo 2009§30). 
And the role that female lovers played in the spreading of congosá was signifi-
cant. The ways in which gossiping merged with promiscuity in Malabo did not 
go unnoticed. A friend once told me that in Equatorial Guinea rumors spread as 
fast as HIV, explicitly linking rumors with sexual activity. The fact that female 
lovers tended to be much younger and considerably less well-off than the men 
they dated made them a reliable conduit for congosá as it traveled from man-
sions and police vehicles all the way down to the mamás’ tables.  

Besides family members and female acquaintances, the mamás’ third most 
trusted source of congosá was their neighbors. The perceived reliability of the 
congosá made by one’s neighbors was mainly due to a fact that we have en-
countered before – namely that in Malabo, like in other African capital cities, 
people from all socioeconomic backgrounds lived in the same areas and min-
gled at the same pubs and clubs (see Ondo 2009§29). Everybody had a neigh-
bor who ‘was there and knew,’ or was neighbor to someone who had a family 
member in such a position of knowing. 

                               
96 For more of Mr. Okeke William’s thoughts on the 3 August 1979 coup, see “The Great Owl,” 
p. 62 in this thesis. 
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Family members, female friends, and neighbors were thus the mamás’ 
most reliable sources of congosá. The further away sources moved from those 
personal domains, trust began thinning out – people’s skepticism merged with 
the sense of mistrust that permeated social life. Mamá Esperanza, like Mamá 
Teófila, warned me on several occasions not to confide in anyone who would 
approach me asking questions. “There are these men, listening (Están estos, 
escuchando),” Mamá Esperanza told me. “Do not get close to any Guineano. 
They will make you believe that they want to be your friends, but they have 
come to listen, to spy on you (Ha venido a escuchar, a espiar).”  

Whereas the Krío people sung, in their 1979 celebratory song apropos the 
ending of the Macías’ regime, that congosá (as a means for betrayal, surveil-
lance, and deceit) was finally over, the truth was that congosá no ba finis – the 
treacherous aspects of congosá did not die with the fall of President Macías. 
Four decades later, in 2018, state-sponsored espionage was still so common 
that Mamá Teófila spoke about it as a regular job – there were people (usually 
men) who talked and listened in order to spy and accuse in exchange for a 
paycheck. Mamá Teófila referred to these men as “professional traitors” (trai-
dores profesionales).97 

The professional traitors about whom Mamá Teófila spoke were every-
where. They wore plain civilian clothes (see Okenve 2009:154) but were eas-
ily identifiable by the thick and often broken black radios (gotas) that they 
carried. They patrolled the neighborhoods on foot, and like the regular police, 
they often stopped people, especially foreigners (black men and white people 
of both sexes), asking to see identification and residence permit. The men 
would question their impromptu detainees about their doings and unasham-
edly ask them for chopmoní (in Pichi, fig. money to eat) in exchange for look-
ing the other way if the detainees were unable to show their papers or if the 
permits had expired. Whenever the ‘professional traitors’ were not harassing 
people, they sat at the neighborhood pubs for hours on end, both eavesdrop-
ping and casually intervening in people’s conversations. Acting in accordance 
with the norms of conviviality at the pubs, as soon as they started drinking, 
the men started talking. They would openly brag (fanfarronear) about being 
agents of the secret police (agentes de la policía secreta), and whatever infor-
mation they might have been in possession of immediately became public 
knowledge. Very few people, however, found the stories that these men told 
credible. Everyone knew that they were instrumental for the efforts that the 
state was supposedly making to misinform the people. In late December 2017, 

                               
97 In a context of widespread poverty, however, not even Mamá Teófila, a rabid critic of the 
state, dared to condemn these men. The mamá once explained to me how “They, the traitors, 
are working as that [i.e. as spies] so that they can eat their daily bread. Because if you don’t 
betray [other people’s trust in order to get a reward], what are you going to eat?” Mamá 
Teófila’s statement is a veiled critique: she suggests that guilt for people’s ‘treachery’ lay ulti-
mately with the state, as it both caused the ‘hunger’ from which people suffered and failed to 
create the conditions in which they could find a more dignified way to earn a living. 
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for example, when unfamiliar customers and men in civilian clothes carrying 
the characteristic black heavy radios started roaming the streets warning peo-
ple about a coup attempt in progress, the mamás sat back and quietly observed. 
From the beginning, some mamás believed that the congosá these men were 
making about the alleged coup was nothing but a smokescreen that the gov-
ernment was trying to put up in an effort to justify the mass arrest of members 
of Citizens for Innovation (Ciudadanos por la Innovación – CI), a political 
party of the opposition (RM 05/01/2018).  

The mamás’ attitude toward the self-proclaimed agents of the secret police 
was, generally speaking, one of mistrust and antipathy. Yet they also knew 
how to handle the agents. One evening, one of these men showed up at Mamá 
Teófila’s table asking questions about what we were doing. Mamá Teófila 
went quiet and lowered her eyes, pretending she was busy frying macará. I 
told the man that I was working on a project about how it is to be an old woman 
in Malabo. In an authoritative tone, the man asked to see my passport and 
research permits.  

While the man examined my documents, Mamá Teófila did something I 
did not expect: she broke her silence and launched into a loud, dramatic rant 
about how she was sick with malaria and typhoid, how she had a terrible high 
fever, how she felt chills and pains in her entire body. Mamá Teófila yelled to 
the man that she wanted to go home but could not do so because she had to 
work to feed her grandchildren. She cried out loud that she had not received 
her full salary as a cleaning lady that month because her boss had ‘eaten’ the 
money. She let him know that she was desperate because she had no husband, 
her sons were unemployed, and she had absolutely no one who could take pity 
on her and help her economically. At this point, both the man and I suspected 
that Mamá Teófila was going to ask him for money. She did not. Yet the pos-
sibility of her doing so was enough to make the man nervous. He immediately 
returned my papers and disappeared with the same promptness with which he 
had showed up. Once the man was out of sight, Mamá Teófila went on another 
rant, this time about the constant harassment, intimidation, and power abuses 
that the Bubi were suffering at the hands of the Fang. After a few minutes, it 
became clear to me what Mamá Teófila had done: she had averted danger by 
presenting herself as a destitute, self-sacrificial mother rather than a politically 
aware (and potentially compromised by working with a foreigner) woman 
street vendor. 

During fieldwork, I met and became acquainted with at least three self-
proclaimed agents of the secret police. One of these men was a frequent cus-
tomer at Mamá Angie’s grill business. Like his peers, whenever the man was 
around, instead of listening carefully, he would talk excessively. The man was 
an insufferable blowhard, but he also used to warn Mamá Angie and other 
customers whenever something happened in the area. For example, on New 
Year’s Eve 2017-18, the man was patrolling the neighborhood and came to 
Mamá Angie’s grill with the news that the coup attempt was still unfolding. 
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He told Mamá Angie that there was a massive security display around the 
Presidential Complex and recommended that she spread word that nobody 
should approach that area because the military had orders to shoot anyone who 
breached the perimeter. The man’s recommendations turned out to be more or 
less true; a few days later, I heard, from the cleaning lady at the aparthotel where 
I lived, that two teenagers had been badly beaten by the military because they 
had come too close to the guarded perimeter of the Presidential Complex. 

When I told Mamá Esperanza about Mamá Angie’s soi-disant secret police 
customer, I asked her whether she thought it was possible that the people the 
state paid to spy, and the people who spread rumors to inform and warn others, 
might actually be the same people. Mamá Esperanza did not dare to draw any 
conclusions. She was hesitant to attribute any altruistic intentions to men 
whose livelihoods depended on exposing others to the police. Mamá Es-
peranza did not like these men, and she was skeptical of the stories they 
spread. She had her own ways to determine the truth in the congosá she heard. 

 

Making congosá, producing información 
Dismissing local radio and television news but not having any knowledge or 
the technological resources (e.g. a phone with internet access) to participate 
in the distribution of information via social media, Mamá Esperanza embraced 
the national science of congosá with enthusiasm. By the nature of her work, 
Mamá Esperanza was exposed to all kinds of rumors and stories circulating in 
the streets, and much of what she learned grew exponentially based on the 
sheer number of people that she met every day in and out of her selling point. 
To appreciate the extent of her exposure to gossip and rumor, consider a nor-
mal day in Mamá Esperanza’s life:  

Mamá Esperanza did not have running water at home, so in order to wash 
every morning, she had to go and get water from a public tap. To get to the 
tap, there was always a queue. While Mamá Esperanza waited, she would chat 
with her neighbors. After washing and dressing, Mamá Esperanza would take 
a taxi to Mercado de la Libertad. This trip took around 20 minutes. On her 
way to the market, she collected updates on whatever had happened during 
the night (accidents, street-gang-related incidents, and the like) from the taxi 
driver. At the market, while waiting for the trucks that came loaded with newly 
harvested products (and news) from Bubi towns scattered all over the island, 
Mamá Esperanza talked with other vendors. The women exchanged their cur-
rent knowledge on topics like product shortages and their latest confrontations 
with the municipality. Once at her vending table two hours later, Mamá Es-
peranza began her selling routine, which consisted of nine full hours of greet-
ing passersby, engaging in casual conversation with people from the neigh-
borhood, talking with customers, and gossiping with the sellers nearby – 
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twelve other women who had more or less the same daily routine (and as many 
contacts) as Mamá Esperanza herself.  

Mamá Esperanza was aware that she knew more gossip than many. She 
made a conscientious effort to discern facts from the bulk of noise in which 
rumors came wrapped before she spread them any further. When it came to 
making congosá herself, Mamá Esperanza considered that she performed a 
moderating function.  

“The things that they [i.e. the government] do, they are not going to tell,” 
Mamá Esperanza said to me one day, warming to her favorite theme of criti-
cizing the authorities, this time through the hold they had on the national me-
dia. “The true information is the one that one hears out here, in the street. A 
person comes up, and she says so and so. There comes another person, he says 
so and so. [And so I think:] ‘Ah, so this thing is going like this and this!’ If I 
hear three or four people [saying the same thing], that means that it has hap-
pened, that it is true…. If I see that all of these stories boil down to the same 
thing, then that thing is not a lie.”  

Throughout several months of participant observation and countless long 
conversations, a more complex picture of Mamá Esperanza’s position toward 
the truth in congosá slowly emerged. It became clear to me that, whenever a 
new rumor hit the streets, people would come to Mamá Esperanza’s table to 
buy fruit and make congosá, often telling different versions of the same story. 
Mamá Esperanza would listen to all of these different versions, comparing 
them while also paying attention to how many people would say the same 
thing. Those two aspects – that is, similarities in content and number of 
sources – were Mamá Esperanza’s two main indicators of truth in congosá. A 
third indicator was character judgment. In Malabo, as I mentioned previously, 
people from all socioeconomic backgrounds lived in the same areas. It was 
common for well-to-do men to stop by and buy things like fruit or bitter kola 
nuts (bitakola) from the mamás’ tables. As a regular part of the mamás’ daily 
experience as successful sellers, the women judged their customers’ character 
based on whether they were courteous in their manners (e.g. through greetings 
and titles), generous in their giving (e.g. if they allowed the women to keep 
the change), or greedy and aggressive if they tried to bargain. Whenever 
Mamá Esperanza made congosá about someone she had met, her way of un-
derstanding and re-telling rumors and stories was informed by the impressions 
with which that person had left her. 

The version of the story that Mamá Esperanza would disseminate was the 
one that she assembled after having assessed the indicators of truth that she 
detected in and between other people’s versions of the same rumor. By cross-
referencing people’s different versions of the same rumor, by keeping tabs on 
the number of people who had come up with versions that matched each 
other’s, by comparing the outcomes of these two analyses with her own char-
acter judgments, and by combining the resulting elements into her own final 
version of the story, Mamá Esperanza made a clear distinction between the 
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congosá she heard and the información she spread. What Mamá Esperanza 
used to refer to as la información, in this sense, was filtered congosá – infor-
mation that resulted from critically assessing the sources and contents of ru-
mors and gossip. Certainly, Mamá Esperanza’s method gets us no closer to 
‘the truth’ than any of the versions she may have heard (see Burt 2001). It 
does show, however, Mamá Esperanza’s commitment to gossip responsibly. 
By trying to counter, to the best of her abilities, the epistemic biases of gossip, 
Mamá Esperanza gossiped in a virtuous manner (van Niekerk 2008). 

 

From virtuous women to engaged senior citizens 
Ondo suggests that distinguishing the real from the unreal in stories that cir-
culate through Gabonese kongossa is irrelevant because the value of such sto-
ries lies in the fact that they point to sources of political delegitimization 
(2009§6). Of course, Ondo’s position is important when we study kongossa 
anthropologically. But from the mamás’ point of view, assessing the veracity 
of congosá was important. Street vending activities granted the women virtu-
ally unlimited access to the polyphony of vox populi that satisfied, through 
congosá, many of its desires for information. This overexposure, though, pre-
sented challenges. Since the political nature of congosá made its stories a mat-
ter of public interest, and since people relied on congosá to get news, the 
mamás took congosá seriously. Yet given the many agendas attributable to its 
abundant sources, the women had to remain critical of the stories they heard. 
Responsibility in the form of cautious trust toward one’s sources and a healthy 
critical stance toward those whom the state paid to listen (and perhaps also to 
talk) was necessary to make congosá in a responsible manner.  

Mamá Esperanza’s method to transform congosá into información is a 
good example of how some vendors tried to gossip virtuously. Again follow-
ing van Niekerk, by ‘virtuously’ I mean a way that was safe and enjoyable for 
the mamás, productive for the people who listened to them, and conducive to 
the establishment of a “transparent economy” (van Niekerk 2008:410). 
Among the women with whom I worked, however, such “transparent econ-
omy” extended beyond the exchange of information about people’s moral 
character; it also included alternative versions of history grounded on commu-
nal experience as well as uncensored interpretations of present-day political 
occurrences that impacted people’s lives, as the case of the flight paralysis 
illustrates. In a context of surveillance, mistrust, and lack of reliable news, 
such a “transparent economy” had the potential to act like a “network of mu-
tual care” (van Niekerk 2008:410). 

Like Mamá Esperanza, there were those who used the term información to 
mean something different from everyday congosá, regardless of whether they 
spoke of congosá as news or as malicious gossip. Other people did not neces-
sarily recognize that Mamá Esperanza was providing información and not 
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congosá, although the mamá’s positionality appealed to others as a marker of 
truthfulness due to her privileged exposure and the unbiasedness attached to 
her apparent lack of stakes in talking politics (tok politik). The mamás, let us 
remember, were identified with stereotypes that signaled not only disempow-
erment but also normative feminine morality (e.g. self-sacrificial mother-
hood). One reason why street vendors were able to make politically sensitive 
congosá without attracting much attention to themselves was the brief, not-
intimate-yet-not-impersonal format of most of their everyday interactions. 
Another reason is that they averted danger by strategically complying, when 
the occasion so required, with the negative stereotypes to which people rou-
tinely reduced them. The mamás would have never acknowledged such acqui-
escence, but I witnessed this on several occasions. Recall normally vociferous 
Mamá Teófila’s Oscar-worthy portrayal of a stereotypical, destitute, helpless 
mamá (“Ahhh, I have no husband! My sons are unemployed! I have no one 
who could take pity on me and help me out!”), put on for the benefit of the 
‘agent of the secret police’ who was looking through my documents at her 
selling table. This is but one example. 

Ondo suggests that the variety of topics in kongossa is symptomatic of a 
socio-political crisis and that making kongossa prevents apathy (2009§1-2). 
From this point of view, partaking in the circulation of rumors and gossip as 
a means to critically assess and debate matters of public concern constituted 
one of the very few ways of doing grassroots politics under the rule of President 
Teodoro Obiang Nguema and his ruling party, the PDGE (Okenve 2009:156). 
The stories that circulated through congosá provided the mamás and their fel-
low gossipers with a framework for the public reexamination of political dis-
course as well as the grounds for the articulation of otherwise unsayable po-
litical critiques. Congosá about the Vice President’s sex scandal in Las Vegas 
and the flight paralysis that followed illustrates this function of congosá. Dis-
cussions about the relationship between President Macías and young Teodoro 
Obiang illustrate how making congosá was also an act of collective sense-
making through which people challenged state narratives and official versions 
of events, reshaping their understanding of national history, and explaining, 
in the process, the violence of their present. The rumor about Spain’s alleged 
takeover further exemplifies how making congosá stimulated the collective 
imagination and allowed Equatoguineans, a people whom historian Enrique 
Nzang Okenve (2009) has described as “self-repressed” (2009:153), to envi-
sion possibilities for radical change.  

As a group activity through which people discussed matters of public con-
cern, making congosá presented the mamás with the opportunity to engage in 
at least two prosocial behaviors key to life satisfaction in old age: social in-
volvement and civic engagement. Later life researchers Elizabeth Midlarsky, 
Eva Kahana, and Alexander Belser (2015) define prosocial behaviors as a 
range of activities in which older adults become involved, motivated by em-
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pathetic concern, religious obligation, or a sense of duty (2015:415-6). Proso-
cial behaviors in later life might include charitable giving, environmental ac-
tion, social involvement, and civic engagement in general (see also Hudson 
2006). In the case of the mamás, social involvement implied the strengthening 
of their networks by maintaining collaborative ties with their most trusted 
sources (Feinberg et al 2014). Civic engagement implied trying to counter the 
state’s information embargo in a participatory way. Insofar as Mamá Es-
peranza’s transformation of congosá into información implied “taking action 
on behalf of the collective” (Perrineau 1994), it also qualified as activism in 
old age. Mamá Esperanza was basically a fact-checker. Nobody asked her to 
perform this service, and nobody paid her either. Mamá Esperanza’s regula-
tory function was a service that she, a politically aware and healthily skeptical 
elderly woman, provided for the community in an effort to sift through both 
the abundance of talk and the lack of reliable news. What Mamá Esperanza’s 
civic engagement expressed is somewhat similar to what social worker 
Michèle Charpentier and her colleagues (2008) detected while studying activ-
ism among senior women in Quebec, namely a refusal “to be excluded from 
the spaces of citizenship” (2008:356). Using a liberal concept of citizenship 
might be problematic in postcolonial African contexts (Mamdani 1996), yet 
no word comes closer to encapsulating both the intention and the effect of 
Mamá Esperanza’s actions. Countering the information embargo in a partici-
patory way represented a common good that, in its realization, also meant 
Mamá Esperanza’s realization as a concerned and engaged Equatoguinean 
senior citizen.  

While making congosá, the mamás performed civic engagement, and they 
did so responsibly, in consideration of their unique positionality, access, life 
experience, and ethics of engagement with the world. In this sense, it is pos-
sible to conclude that just as the mobilization of normative feminine morality 
allowed the mamás to fashion themselves as virtuous women, making congosá 
and transforming it into información provided them with the means to perform 
a kind of engaged citizenship. By virtue of the conviction and enthusiasm with 
which they did so, they challenge us to rethink what we understand as possi-
bilities for political agency in contemporary Equatorial Guinea. 
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7| “Your body asks for it” 

Mamá Linda and Mamá Teófila had known each other for as long as they 
could remember. The two women were born in neighboring Bubi villages, and 
their extended families were so intertwined that the women regarded each 
other as kin. Mamá Linda and Mamá Teófila had also been next-door neigh-
bors for over a decade – whenever the mamás were not working, they kept 
each other company and talked, as best friends do, about their personal doings 
(contar sus cosas).  

Mamá Linda and Mamá Teófila were complete opposites in appearance. 
Churro vendor Mamá Linda, aged sixty-five, was tall, slim, and muscular. She 
was proud of the fair complexion that she had attained after many years of 
using bleaching creams. She wore bright clothes that enhanced her physique, 
particularly her breasts, and she sported nail polish and long hair extensions 
that fell in dark blond curls over her strong, well-rounded shoulders.  

Linda’s friend and neighbor Mamá Teófila, aged sixty-two, was utterly un-
interested in any such things. She kept her short, gray, natural afro hair cov-
ered with a headscarf that invariably mismatched her kaba, a typical West 
African calf-long, semi-circular dress in colorful printed cotton fabrics that, 
with little variation in style, was Mamá Teófila’s daily outfit of choice.  

Mamá Linda and Mamá Teófila were opposites in personalities too. 
Whereas Mamá Linda came across as a soft-spoken, deeply empathetic, flir-
tatious daydreamer, Mamá Teófila was a loud, self-proclaimed God-fearing, 
man-hating Bubi ethnic nationalist. If Mamá Teófila ranted about God, men, 
or the government, Mamá Linda rolled her eyes and said that her friend was 
being unreasonable, narrow-minded, and stubborn, all of it summarized by the 
word cabezuda (“hard headed”). Mamá Teófila would answer Mamá Linda 
by declaring her to be a Bubi betrayer and a hopeless cause, a woman who had 
“forever lost herself for having loved too much those undeserving Fang men.” 

Mamá Linda never contradicted Mamá Teófila’s judgments on the subject 
of her love life. Mamá Linda agreed that, when it came to love, she indeed had 
been unfortunate.  

“I have given birth to children, but I have never been married to a man,” 
Mamá Linda told me on the very night I first met her, at her friend Teófila’s 
vending table in Piña Street. “A man who marries me, no. Suitors, yes. A man 
can take me home to live with him for a while, but then he does some stupid 
thing, and me, I cannot stand stuff like that, so I leave him. That is how I live. 
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Me, without a husband, without a suitor, sliding through life. Looking for a 
way to eat. Looking for a way to pay my electricity bill.”  

With a coquettish flick of her head that made her earrings jingle and her 
hair extensions rustle, Mamá Linda then made a remark about her age and 
revealed one of the reasons why she engaged in street vending. “I am as old 
as I am,” she said. “I am in business so that I can try to beauty up myself…. I 
have suffered a great deal my whole life. That is why you now see me spruced 
up like a señorita. I doll up myself like a señorita to see if….” 

Mamá Linda did not finish the sentence, but I understood exactly what she 
meant. Across the Spanish-speaking world, and in the most basic sense of the 
term, a señorita is a beautiful, blossoming young woman eligible for marriage. 
Mamá Linda was dolling up as such to see if she could get herself a man. 

This chapter explores how older female street vendors in Malabo engaged 
with the prospect of love, sex, and domestic partnerships in later life. It de-
scribes the conflicts that the vendors experienced, as well as the limitations 
that the historical, social, discursive, familiar, and material arenas in which 
they moved imposed on them. Inspired by the work of feminist scholar Sylvia 
Tamale (2005), anthropologist Sjaak van der Geest (2006), and sociologist 
Signe Arnfred (2020), this chapter aims at challenging persistent stereotypes 
of African older women as sexless beings. It also engages with the critique 
that social gerontologists Barbara Marshall and Stephen Katz (2012) make 
about the sexualization of old age as potentially leading to a “re-naturaliza-
tion” of gender – that is, back to an understanding of gender as somehow bio-
logical instead of socially constructed. The senior women with whom I 
worked wanted to have sex but had been discursively and socially neutered by 
ideas about how female sexuality ought to be limited to reproduction. The 
purpose of the chapter is to show how their argument that sexuality in later 
life is a natural part of being Woman constitutes a strategic move toward a 
kind of desired sexual emancipation.  

The chapter is structured as follows. I start by providing an overview of 
the anthropological literature on the topic of female sexuality in later life. 
Then, I describe Equatoguinean conceptualizations of womanhood and man-
hood, as well as the symbolic capital that men and women mobilized in an 
attempt to establish advantageous relationships, paying special attention to the 
ways in which the asset of a woman’s economic self-sufficiency actually re-
sulted in an exacerbation of her disadvantage within marriage. Next, I account 
for the external challenges that the mamás faced on the sexual and romantic 
fronts. I explain what ‘having a man at home’ entailed, the supposed lack of 
sexual skill among Guineano lovers, popular misconceptions surrounding the 
effects of sex on the bodies of women, the prospect of sex with younger men, 
feelings of shame at the thought of having one’s sexual behaviors exposed, 
and the changing functions of the aging female body as the mamás reflected 
upon them. I go on to describe some of the women’s attitudes toward the sub-
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ject of self-pleasuring practices and technologies, and I conclude by summa-
rizing how the women resolved the conflicts that ensued from the clash be-
tween their individual wills, hopes, and the limitations that their bodies and 
living situations imposed on the performance of their sexual agency. 

Older women and sex in Africa 
While the sexuality of older women in places like Canada, the US, and Aus-
tralia has been the subject of some research, I have been unable to find studies 
that discuss the sexuality of senior African women in any significant length or 
detail (Drummond et al 2013; Stahl et al 2019, Fileborn et al 2015). What little 
we know comes from peripheral observations made by researchers who doc-
ument HIV-related risks (Maxmen 2016; Schatz and Knight 2018; Tanyi et al. 
2018) or who study the sexual and/or reproductive lives of young women 
(Richards 1956; Llewelyn-Davies 1981). Two common images that emerge 
from this literature are, first, of older women as unsuspecting participants in a 
large-scale pathological play (e.g. Chikonzo et al. 2018), and second, of older 
women as androgynous, manlike, “sexless” beings (see e.g. Spencer 2014:47). 
The characterization of older women as sexless is not meant pejoratively. On 
the contrary, anthropologists have noted how in postmenopausal women, a 
decrease in feminine attributes tends to correlate with an increase in social 
status. Anthropologist Janice Boddy (1989) describes how women in northern 
Sudan are thought to become progressively less fertile and ‘drier’ as they age, 
earning the status of “outrageously forthright old ladies renowned for their 
earthy wisdom and considerable ability as social manipulators” (1989:176-7; 
see also Amadiume 1987:69). Anthropologist Maria Cattell (1992) says that 
Samia older women in rural western Kenya empower themselves by refusing 
to remarry and by portraying themselves as part of a community of “saved 
Christians” – female elders who live by the principle of “praising the Lord and 
saying no to men.” 

Regardless of the social advantages that the occlusion or erasure of their 
sexuality seems to result in for women in many places globally (see e.g. Lewis 
1941; Skultans 1970; Flint 1975; Poole 1981; Collier and Rosaldo 1981:285, 
306; Sidi 1990:134-5; Marshall and Katz 2012:228-9), the idea that older Af-
rican women are sexless is inaccurate at best and a misogynist misconception 
at worst. This is what Ugandan feminist scholar Sylvia Tamale (2005:89) ar-
gues in her discussion of Baganda women’s sexual culture in relation to the 
institution of the Ssenga (paternal aunt) and her erotic teachings. Tamale doc-
uments the lively and highly adaptive presence in urban settings of the Ssenga 
in Kampala within a larger history of repression of female sexuality in Africa: 
repression that has resulted from regimes of surveillance, control, and inflex-
ible customary laws created by colonialists and African patriarchs as a re-
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sponse to earlier colonial conceptions that regarded African peoples as hyper-
sexual (Tamale 2005:89; see also Schmidt 1991; Mama 1996). These regimes 
limited female sexuality to being about reproduction (Tamale 2005:89; see 
also Musisi 2002) – a consequential limitation, one that resulted in the discur-
sive “invisibilization” (Herzog 2020) of the sexuality of postmenopausal Af-
rican women.  

It goes without saying that African older women are sexual beings – many 
are interested in sex, and many engage in sexual activities with others and with 
themselves. There is abundant evidence of their knowledge about and interest 
in sex. Older women educate young girls and brides-to-be on sexual inter-
course and eroticism (Richards 1956:50, 132, 154; Silberbauer 1963:18; Ta-
male 2005:93-4); they perform vital roles during sex initiation rituals (Llew-
elyn-Davies 1981:343; Boddy 1989; Fair 2009:68); they engage in sexual acts 
with each other within the context of marriage-related ceremonies (Arnfred 
2011, 2020); they engage in extra-marital affairs (van der Geest 2006:220-1, 
225); and they guide their younger kinswomen’s projects to seduce older men 
for economic gain (Groes-Green 2013). Culture sociologist Signe Arnfred 
(2020:334-5) realized that the African older women she worked with were 
“masters of sexuality.” While conducting a group interview on the subject of 
initiation rituals with elderly Makhua women in northern Mozambique, Arn-
fred was taken aback by her informants’ playful demeanor and suggestive 
dance moves as they spoke. Arnfred remarked that “sexuality was obviously 
an area where these women not only felt at home and at ease but experienced 
power and joy” (2020:334-5).  

Arnfred’s realization represents a milestone for the study of third age fe-
male sexualities in Africa. Research conducted by anthropologists Laura Fair 
(2009) in Zanzibar and Mark Hunter (2009) in South Africa provides insights 
into the romantic lifeworlds of African elderly men and women as expressed, 
for example, through affectionate gift-giving and the decoration of their living 
spaces. Fair mentions that elderly Zanzibari wives “still perfume their rooms 
with aromatic incense and sprinkle jasmine flowers on the bed” (2009:82). 
Despite such intriguing observations, however, the actual desires, sexual prac-
tices, anxieties, and intimate hopes of older women largely remain a void in 
the literature.  

There are several reasons for this lacuna. A main problem is that much 
sexual behavior is invisible. Normative behaviors in Africa, such as hesitancy 
to express any kind of mutual affection in public, may reinforce the idea (and 
give researchers the impression) that sexual desire and sexual activity are in-
compatible with old age (van der Geest 2006:212). Another obstacle is peo-
ple’s attitudes. Anthropologist Susan Rasmussen (2001) comments that Tua-
reg men and women find it acceptable for older persons to marry or remarry 
and that, in such weddings, there is “a tacit recognition of the continuing sex-
uality of older persons” (2001:296-7). Yet elderly marriageable Tuareg “re-
main culturally distanced from the imagery of sexuality and romantic love” 
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because sex in old age is regarded as incongruous, anomalous, and “shameful” 
(Rasmussen 2001:296-7). Anthropologist Sjaak van der Geest’s (2006) docu-
mented a similar attitude among the Kwahu in Ghana, where people view the 
idea of sexual intercourse between elderly people as embarrassing. “It seems 
an almost universal, super-cultural ‘fact’ that a ‘normal’ elderly person is not 
or should not be interested in sex; and should certainly not show his/her inter-
est nor speak about it,” he writes (2006:212). Another deterrent, then, is ac-
cess. Anthropologist Serena Owusu Dankwa (2020:178-9) suggests that older 
women with same-sex interests in Ghana feel that they have to maintain a 
certain image of discretion and respectability. This respectability involves not 
revealing anything about their sex lives (cf. Wekker 2006:17).  

Yet another challenge is the complex, multilayered composition of the 
concept of third age female sexuality. It is difficult to untangle, both for re-
searchers and also certainly for individual women themselves, things like 
sexual behaviors, affective orientation, gender identity, norms and relations, 
cultural ideas surrounding elderhood, embodied limitations, disembodied 
hopes, and so on. 

However challenging it might be, though, research on third age female sex-
ualities in Africa would not only render visible the life experiences of women 
who remain invisible in many ways, but it would also contribute to the diver-
sification of contemporary cultural gerontological theory on gender in relation 
to sexuality in later life. Gerontologists have known for quite some time that 
sexual desire does not disappear as a person grows older (see Deacon et al. 
1995; DeLamater and Sill 2005). Scholarship that seeks to define what it 
means to age in a ‘healthy,’ ‘successful’ way have included sexual activity as 
one of their markers (Goodson 2010; Vares 2009). This identification of sex-
ual interest with ‘successful aging’ is controversial.98 A critique worth high-
lighting is one raised by social gerontologists Barbara Marshall and Stephen 
Katz (2012). In Marshall and Katz’ account, post-traditional (i.e. late-capital-
ist, usually Western) societies live in a “post-ageist” culture in which com-
modified lifestyles, anti-aging technologies, and medicalization promise “to 
liberate bodies from the limits of chronological age.” In the process, these dis-
courses and the practices that animate them generate contradictory discourses 
on what it means to grow older (2012:223). Such discourses give rise to an 

98 Some scholars point to the fact that the idea of sexual involvement as an indicator of ‘successful 
aging’ has risen in a rather specific sociocultural context of mixed ageism and commodified life-
styles and denounce the economic forces behind it: ever-expanding markets for anti-aging tech-
nologies and medicalization aimed at increasing sexual function that risk creating further inequal-
ities in later life. Others argue that the expectation of sexual activity might put unnecessary pres-
sures on some elders, especially on the frail or the significantly disabled. Yet others argue that old 
people should be entitled to preserve the freedom that they might have obtained after unburdening 
themselves from gender-related constraints proper to their reproductive years. This latter stance is 
documented in the anthropological literature. After a lifetime imbued with norms and genital pain 
inflicted upon her body as a sign of her gender, Boddy’s stereotypical Hofriyati older woman 
sought, through aging, “to deobjectify herself, to assert her subjectivity” (1989:177). 
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idea of “ageless aging,” which implies “the timeless and coercive upkeep of 
unvarying functionality, permanent performance, unfailing memory and un-
ceasing activity” (2012:224-5). Marshall and Katz suggest that the idea of 
“ageless aging” imposes expectations of functionality and penetrative and/or 
heterosexual performance in aging bodies and, while doing so, also re-en-
trenches or “re-naturalizes” conventional notions of sex and gender (2012:224). 
Such re-naturalization implies going back to the essentialist idea that gender 
is somehow biological instead of socially constructed. 

Marshall and Katz’s argument is important, and their concerns are certainly 
justified. Yet the notion of “ageless aging” and the perils it entails remain, as 
they themselves acknowledge, a feature of “post-ageist” culture in late-capi-
talist societies (2012:225-6). In many non-Western societies where gender ste-
reotypes and expectations remain more firmly entrenched in customary as-
sumptions, and where there are fewer counter-discourses to orient towards, 
defining third age female sexuality in relation to a certain re-naturalization of 
gender can have different kinds of meanings and consequences. It might turn 
out to be a strategy to open up spaces in which older women can assert their 
sexual agency. 

The main dilemma 
For Mamá Linda and other older women in Malabo, the chances of finding a 
man with whom they could establish a romantic relationship were slim. A life 
expectancy as low as 57 years among men (WHO 2023) and the impacts of 
Equatorial Guinea’s political history contributed to this fact. As I mentioned in 
Chapter 2, many men from the mamás’ generation as well as previous genera-
tions fell prey to alcoholism during colonial times because Spanish plantation 
owners would pay part of the laborers’ wages in low-quality wine (Klinteberg 
1978:4; see also Botey 2009). The men who dodged alcohol abuse later became 
vulnerable to political violence (Sundiata 1990; AI 2019). Most men in the 
mamás’ age group were either dead, exiled, disabled due to a lifetime of perilous 
working conditions, or living in their now depopulated natal villages, often 
abandoned by their usually resentful adult children. In Malabo, the very few 
older men who still hung on were busy in pursuit of younger women.  

Making Mamá Linda’s and other women’s hopes of finding a suitable ro-
mantic male partner even more difficult was also a long history of contested 
gender relations. The general perception among women in Malabo was that 
traditional patterns of a gendered division of labor that included women’s 
roles as producers and traders had ended up turning men, as husbands, into 
unreliable members of any household, irrespective of ethnic background (Sipi 
Mayo 2018:23; Clark 1995:103, 338). According to Mamá Linda, Guineano 
men had grown excessively dependent on their wives’ money and work. “Hav-
ing a man at home” (tener un hombre en casa) has become a real burden for 
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many Equatoguinean women. Mamá Linda told me, for example, how females 
now mostly constituted her native Bubi village of Kupapa because for at least 
two or three generations, despite having upheld the ideal of a traditional mar-
riage at some point in their lives, numerous local women had decided to forego 
relationships with men entirely.  

“Many women in my village chose to not have a husband,” Mamá Linda 
told me. “If you go there now, many women are still choosing not to have one. 
Why? Because of lack of support from the men’s side. If I am going to have a 
husband, is it going to be me the one who has to support him?” Mamá Linda 
shook her head. “I cannot have a man for whom I have to provide every day. 
He should be able to help. In fact, I prefer to live alone.” 

Why was Mamá Linda dolling up like a señorita, trying to get herself a 
man, if she admittedly preferred to live alone?  

Why? Because it cannot be that, when I sell 500 XAF [1 USD], 
I come home with soap, petroleum, salt, food for the two of us, 
and tomorrow the man hangs his feet, like your brothers-in-law, 
the Fang.99 Many men do not work, and there they are, all day 
long, “Kra kra kra kra!” [the sound of senseless noise]. They ex-
pect from a woman that things will be like this: that she cooks 
and they sit down to eat. This is why the women from before 
were asking for what they were asking: not to have any men. 
Even today, this exists. Do you see Mamá Teófila? I am the one 
who tells her that a woman cannot live without a man. Because 
it depends. Many women become sick because of lack of sex. 
There is an age, yes, that forbids it. Not that it ‘forbids it’ – your 
body itself tells you that it no longer has [the strength to do it]. 
But if you have not reached that age yet, you have to have a man 
with whom, at least once a week, you can have sex. Your body 
asks for it. Mamá Teófila says that she does not care about sex. 
But do you know what is happening now? Teófila is saying that 
since I have been telling her so much about this, she will look 
into it, because she has three men out of whom she can choose…. 
And she still has time, because to live alone is not right. 

For Mamá Linda, older women needed “to have a man at home” to provide 
them with affectionate company, economic support, and sanctioned sex. Inso-
far as he could offer these things, the mamás imagined being with a man as an 
important part of what it meant to be happy as a woman (Wardlow 2006:128). 

99 With “your brothers-in-law, the Fang,” Mamá Linda (a Bubi woman) refers to all the brothers, 
cousins, friends, and close male acquaintances of a Fang man I briefly dated, as well as to her 
own several ex-partners (all of whom had been Fang) and those men’s brothers, cousins, 
friends, and close male acquaintances. 
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“I’m not going to lie to you, Adela,” Mamá Teófila once told me in a heartfelt, 
humble tone profoundly uncharacteristic of her belligerent self. “There’s not 
one single woman in this world who wouldn’t like to share her life with a 
good, loving partner.”  

Many conversations on the subject explicitly supported what is discernable 
from Mamá Linda’s and Mamá Teófila’s words. The only sexual-affective re-
lationships that the vendors desired and aspired to have were those that they 
could establish with a man within the realm of the domestic – a partner or a 
husband (van der Geest 2006:225). Yet all of the mamás with whom I worked 
were either singles or divorcees. Did this mean that they did not have a sex life? 

As Marshall and Katz have described, ageing bodies are “sites for the nat-
uralization of political agendas, social norms and cultural values – including, 
first and foremost, those regarding gender” (2012:229). This insight suggests 
an entry point to my exploration of third age sexuality in the Equatoguinean 
context. The task is first to account for how local assumptions regarding gen-
der and reproduction shape the sexual culture in which women live and act. 
Second, it is to examine how that sexual culture both blocks and facilitates 
older women’s possibilities to assert their sexual agency. 

Money makes men, babies make women 
In Malabo, the discourses and practices associated with third age sexuality had 
an intractable gender bias. The roots of this bias lay in people’s general con-
ceptualizations of womanhood and manhood. Manhood, for instance, was a 
matter of sexual prowess, but more importantly, it was a question of economic 
resources. This meant that, in the eyes of many women, elderly men who had 
at least some money at their disposal appeared as highly desirable lovers and 
partners, regardless of their sexual prowess. When Mamá Roberta’s younger 
brother Jaime was a boy, he used to wet the bed, which infuriated his father. 
One night the man tied Jaime’s penis with a rope. This reportedly caused a lot 
of swelling and left Jaime with permanent damage. Jaime could not have coital 
sex and never fathered any children. Working as a fisherman, however, he had 
some income, and this attracted a partner. Mamá Roberta knew about her 
brother’s sex life because she and his partner, a woman in her fifties, used to 
talk about it. Jaime would “touch [the woman] with his finger, or with his 
tongue – whatever he could do, he would do,” Mamá Roberta told me. As I 
mentioned in Chapter 3, Jaime became paralyzed following a fall while he 
showered. After this happened, he could no longer work and instead required 
full-time care. At that point, his partner abandoned him.  

Another example of manhood conceptualized as money is Mamá Es-
peranza’s uncle, who was much older than she was. The man, a senator, was 
physically impaired and sat in a wheelchair. Yet this did not prevent him, a 
polygynist, from acquiring a new twenty-something wife. The man might not 
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have been able to move from the waist down, but at the time I met her, his 
new wife was visibly pregnant with what everybody referred to as the young-
est of the senator’s twenty-plus children. 

Whereas people conceptualized manhood predominantly in terms of eco-
nomic resources, womanhood was synonymous with motherhood and thus 
with reproduction. Family gossip about someone’s barren wife invariably por-
trayed infertile women as abhorrent beings of a sub-human kind. A case in 
point was that of my twenty-nine-year-old friend Ramona. Over the course of 
five years of marriage to husband Esteban, Ramona had had several miscar-
riages. This made her the object of a vicious slandering campaign from 
Esteban’s family. They declared her an unfit wife, urged Esteban to leave her, 
and went around spreading the rumor that either Ramona or someone in her 
family had offered her uterus in a pact of witchcraft. Ramona seemed incapa-
ble of giving birth to a living child, so she was no longer considered a woman. 
Her in-laws saw Ramona as the consort of a jealous male demon mermaid 
who was eating the couple’s unborn babies in an act of revenge toward his 
rival, Ramona’s human husband (see de Kamp 2016:351-2).  

The idea that womanhood was synonymous with motherhood and thus 
with fertility fostered the assumption that a woman’s sexual life had the same 
duration as her reproductive years. This assumption, in turn, had two major 
consequences for women. On the one hand, it resulted in the belief that once 
a girl had her first period, she was now in Equatoguinean terminology a “fuck-
able” (follable) woman out there to be “conquered” (conquistada) by a proper 
man – that is, a man whose manhood correlated with the economic resources 
he commanded.100 On the other hand, it resulted in the discursive and social 
neutering of postmenopausal women. Since menopause was biology and biol-
ogy was nature, people regarded the alleged sexual neutralization of older 
women as indicative of women’s subordination to men in a natural gender 
order of sorts. The very public way in which seemingly forever potent old men 
like Mamá Esperanza’s elderly senator uncle kept on courting, marrying, and 
apparently impregnating younger women contributed to the realization of the 
belief of men’s natural sexual superiority in discourse as much as it did to the 
sexual nullification of older women in practice. This was so because, as older 
men – papás who until then had remained the husbands and domestic partners 
of older mamás – were set on “conquering” younger women, their aging wives 
tended to grow tired of feeling disrespected and usually parted ways with 
them. Given that marriage was the only context in which a woman was entitled 

100 This led to older men with money sexually preying on pubescent and young teenage girls 
from disadvantaged backgrounds, often with the blessing of the girls’ family, who saw in the 
whole affair a sanctioned path to their own economic benefit. While an increasing number of 
people had started to openly denounce this type of behavior as pedophilia, the practice remained 
widespread and was seen as normal. For a brief yet vivid description of how Fang girls are 
encouraged by their families to pay for their own expenses by asking for money from men in 
exchange for sex as soon as the girls get their first menstruation, see Obono (2018:38; 45). 
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to sex (see also Clark 1995:338; Tamale 2005:90; Wekker 2006:46, 149), 
older women who were single, widowed, or divorced were perceived as lack-
ing such an entitlement. But they also could not afford to sleep around without 
ruining their reputation as ‘women of worth.’ Being postmenopausal, they 
could not express their sexual appetite somehow protected by the positive val-
ues that Equatoguineans attached to female reproductive sexuality – values 
that overrode, in the case of younger women, the Catholic stigma of female 
promiscuity. After many months of observations, I realized that the absence 
of perceived entitlement and the absence of possible justification (predomi-
nantly reproduction) produced the widespread idea that older women did not 
have a sex life. The discursive neutering of older women was complete – sex 
was not something appropriate for non-partnered older women to have, ask 
for, or even desire.  

The inappropriateness of an older woman’s sexual desire was evident in 
the fact that those who fully acknowledged that they wanted to have sex strug-
gled to find the grounds on which they could vindicate their sexual appetite. 
Whenever señorita Mamá Linda talked about what she once referred to as her 
“cravings for a man” (ansias de un hombre), she would invariably try to justify 
her wanting by invocating medical concerns. “Many women become sick be-
cause of lack of sex,” Mamá Linda used to tell me (see also van der Geest 
2006:225; Wekker 2006:151-2). 

In spite of the pervasive belief that older women did not have a sex life, all 
of the women with whom I worked regarded themselves as sexual subjects, 
and they asserted that sexual desire did not disappear as they grew older (see 
also van der Geest 2006:224-5; Pietilä 2007:137). Clearly, the problem was 
that people – older men included – failed to recognize the sexual and affective 
capabilities of older women. A plausible reason for this is the fact that people 
no longer saw women as such after menopause. 

When I asked Mamá Teófila whether she still had her period, for example, 
her answer was an acrimonious “No, I no longer have it. I am a man now.” 
The ‘man’ that Mamá Teófila had allegedly become after menopause, how-
ever, harbored the intimate hope to become someone’s wife. I will elaborate 
on this in the following section. For now, I would like to emphasize that the 
conceptualization of womanhood in terms of reproductive sexuality influ-
enced the way older women experienced and expressed their gender identity. 
The senior women with whom I worked found it important to express their 
femininity, and they did so more emphatically than did younger women. 
Among the vendors, everyday enactments of what Mamá Roberta once re-
ferred to as “the handsomeness in latter time” (la guapura en el último tiempo) 
included the use of jewelry, braids and hairstyles with colorful hairbands, wigs 
and hair extensions, beautiful shoes, coordinated handbags and headscarves, 
scented talc, eau de toilette, and nail polish on fingers and toes. 

People’s conceptualization of womanhood in terms of reproductive sexu-
ality also resulted in that, when a postmenopausal mamá refused to give up on 
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the prospect of having sex, people regarded her as someone who refused to 
give up on being a woman. Mamá Roberta made this point clear to me: “If 
you see women my age going around having men, [it’s because] they don’t 
want to stop being woman” (no quieren dejar de ser mujer). Postmenopausal 
sexuality and gender identity were intrinsically intertwined, which might 
sound obvious but is not. We must remember that in Equatorial Guinea, as in 
other places globally, people think of older women as sexless, androgynous, 
or man-like beings (see e.g. Lewis 1941).  

Why vendors like Mamá Linda wanted to stop being regarded as suppos-
edly sexless seniors becomes clearer once one sees at what stage of the life 
course they found themselves. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, all the women 
with whom I worked were in their early to mid-sixties, transitioning from late 
adulthood to full seniority. Each of them oscillated between presenting them-
selves as a female elder or ‘mamá’ (a venerable mother and grandmother) and 
being ‘woman’ (a female heterosexual affective subjectivity and a body that 
existed, felt, had needs, and functioned beyond the social structures and emo-
tional entanglements that sprung from the demands that her children and 
grandchildren set upon her). As ‘woman,’ the vendors were emotionally fertile 
heterosexual persons, desiring and desirable. Women like Mamá Linda felt 
fully entitled to hope for a proper man and thus the sex life, companionship, 
love, and economic support that they were convinced they deserved. Wanting 
or feeling deserving of something, however, did not make the path to its real-
ization any easier. The mamás’ conflicted individual wills, in conjunction with 
the limitations imposed on them by the historical, social, discursive, and ma-
terial arenas within which they moved, created a backdrop against which is-
sues of gender, old age, companionship, support, and sexuality had to be con-
stantly negotiated (Chauke and Segalo 2021). How did the vendors, both as 
older mamás and as desiring women, carry out the project of realizing (or 
willingly renouncing) their most intimate desires? 

The transactional nature of everything love-like 
Sex was important to the vendors. They talked regularly with each other about 
it, as Mamá Linda and Mamá Teófila did. They also talked about sex with me 
– they told me about their experiences, their hopes, and their sorrows. “It’s
been two years and two months since I last had a man,” Mamá Linda confessed 
to me one afternoon, in a tone of mixed irritation and melancholy. “The more
you want to think that ‘This man is getting older now, his temperature will
start going down’ – the higher it gets. That is why I say that men don’t see
themselves growing old. The older they get, the more they want to behave as
if they were boys.”

Most men in Mamá Linda’s age group seemed to want nothing to do with 
women of their own generation. The papás were busy in their pursuit of younger 
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women who were willing to establish sexual relationships with them for cash. 
In the anthropological literature, this is known as transactional sex (Cornwall 
2002; Leclerc-Madlala 2003; Luke and Kurz 2002; Luke 2003; Cole 2004; 
Haram 2004; Wekker 2006; Hunter 2002, 2007; Swidler and Watkins 2007; 
Maganja et al. 2007; Newell 2009; Groes-Green 2013; Stoebenau et al 2016). 
The concept means a sexual exchange for money, usually implying both vul-
nerability and dominance; the one who accepts money for sex, usually a 
woman, risks dependency on the man, but she also possesses what he wants – 
her body – and therefore occupies a position of power (Wekker 2006:149-50). 

In Malabo, transactional sex was a feature of a more encompassing com-
modification of sexual, affective, and conjugal bonds that was the result of 
two sociopolitical and economic processes: the ethnification of power in favor 
of a male Fang (polygynous) small elite, and the effects of the oil boom that 
the country experienced in the 1990s. This thorough commodification of sex-
ual and affective relationships gave rise to the feeling that in Equatorial 
Guinea, as many people told me, “love no longer exists.” What they meant 
was that sex in particular, and personal relationships in general, had become 
commodities that could be bought and sold, consumed, guided by people’s 
desire for personal economic gain. The ever-growing list of titles that 
Malabeños used to conceptualize their opposite-sex relationships in terms of 
economic exchange is a testament to this commodification. For example, peo-
ple used the terms yogurín / yogurina (lit. ‘little yoghurt’) to refer to a young, 
fresh sexual partner, usually in his/her early to mid-teens – a toyboy or its 
feminine equivalent, imbuing him/her with connotations of being tasty, cheap, 
and good for the health of his/her buyer (see Appendix 3). 

Another significant aspect of the commodification of sexual and affective 
relationships in the country was the fact that the transactional aspect was not 
limited to sex, nor were women the only cash recipients of such transactions. 
Economically impotent Guineano men of all ages also tried to place them-
selves at the receiving end. In exchange for women’s money and labor, these 
men would offer their prospective female partners access to coveted symbolic 
types of womanly capital, the most valuable of which was only accessible 
through marriage (see Pietilä 2007:137). Marriage was, in this sense, an enor-
mously valuable social and moral asset that only men had the power to bestow 
upon a woman – a belief rooted in the pervasive idea that it was men who 
married women, not the other way around.101  

The most coveted type of womanly capital accessible through marriage 
was arguably the virtue of uprightness. If a woman happened to have had chil-
dren out of wedlock, or if her children had different fathers, ‘having a man at 
home’ would help raise the status of the woman and her otherwise ‘bastard’ 

101 In all likelihood, this widespread notion has its roots in Fang discourse on gender; in Fang 
culture, it is men, not women, who pay the dowry (nsoa) that formalizes marriage. See Richards 
(1956:50) for an account of similar conceptions of marriage among the Bemba. 
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children (bastardos). Mamá Teófila’s case is a good example of how female 
uprightness attained through marriage, as a female virtue of a public kind, was 
something that not even the most “woken” women (espabiladas) could refrain 
from coveting. 

When Mamá Teófila was almost fifty, she and her partner Yago, a man 
twenty years her senior, split up after nearly two decades together. Mamá 
Teófila was convinced that her uncle Kilinbilin’s witchcraft caused Yago to 
leave her. One year after the breakup, Teófila’s house in the barrio of Niumbili 
burned down. As Teófila struggled to find a new place to live, she found a 
new partner, a Bubi man in his fifties by the name of Leandro. Leandro worked 
for an oil company and made good money, but he had nothing to his name, 
Teófila knew, because he would spend it all on women and liquor. When Teófila 
and Leandro became a couple, everything they had was owned by Teófila: a 
bed, a couple of gas burners, an old TV. Since Leandro had access to credit in 
different houseware stores via his employer, the couple soon bought a washing 
machine, a new television, and modern gas equipment. One night, six years 
into their relationship, Teófila and Leandro had a vicious fight over Leandro’s 
excessive drinking. Teófila went to her village to cool off and when she came 
back, she discovered that Leandro had emptied their house. Leandro left 
Teófila, she believed, so that he could carry on with his lifestyle of womaniz-
ing and drinking. Soon after, Leandro lost his job because of his alcoholism. 
Finding himself unemployed and with no steady woman who would cater for 
his needs, Leandro begged Mamá Teófila to take him back. This she was will-
ing to do, on one condition. 

“I have told him, ‘If you and I have to get back together, what we will have 
to do is very simple,’” Mamá Teófila recounted. “‘When you are outside the 
courtroom, with the judge and the witnesses, you call me! If you want us to 
get back together now that we are older, we go to the courtroom, we get mar-
ried, and in that moment I tell you, ‘Now I will be your slave until death.’” 

Hardworking, charitable, and sexually restrained, Mamá Teófila regarded 
herself as a proud, strong, and independent virtuous woman. Yet given the 
“bad luck” (mala suerte) that she had always had in love, she was adamant 
that she hated men (Yo odio mucho a los hombres). The mamá was not both-
ered by the immorality of this hate because, in her view, men were not even 
people. “Guineano man is not person” (El guineano no es persona), she told 
me on countless occasions, as if this were the only plausible explanation for 
the promiscuity, compulsive lying, and a myriad of other behaviors that Guin-
eano men engaged in and that she saw as profoundly immoral (see Ikuenobe 
2017:565). Why would man-despising Mamá Teófila even consider the pos-
sibility of marrying a man with whom she already had a terrible history?  

A mother of eleven, Mamá Teófila conceived her first five children with 
five different men. “I was a hen – I left eggs everywhere I went” (Yo era gal-
lina – dejaba huevo cada sitio que iba) was the mamá’s usual way of putting 
it. Mamá Teófila would often bring up the fact that her first five children all 
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had different fathers as a marker of shame and disgrace, constrasting her past 
choices with the religious virtue that she had professed since the death of her 
eldest daughter, Dolores. Within the larger context of womanly pride, the in-
stitution of marriage represented for the mamá some form of public redemp-
tion to her past as a ‘hen’ and thus retained for her a strong allure. Mamá 
Teófila refused to give up hope of calling herself a married woman one day 
because she believed that any “woman of worth” (mujer de valor) should 
“achieve marriage” (lograr matrimonio) during her life, entering at least one 
of the three types of marriages that existed in Equatorial Guinea (ethnic tradi-
tional, civil, and religious). Being already sixty-two years old, she had not 
achieved any type of marriage yet – a quiet blow to her intimate sense of wom-
anly worth in relation to the virtues that made up her self-image.  

Women of worth 
Some women, like Mamá Teófila, were willing to buy into the moral and social 
capital aspects of marriage despite the contempt that they felt toward men. 
Women who had once been married, and for whom marriage no longer had any 
allure, tended to avoid the whole idea like the plague (Clark 1995:339; Terborg 
2002:213 in Wekker 2006:140). In the eyes of these skeptical older women, 
marriage was useless primarily because men were no longer willing, nor able, 
to make any significant economic contributions to their households. Everybody 
knew that when it came to gaining access to a man’s money, his lovers were in 
a much stronger position than his wife. Given the costs of food, school fees, 
rent, and the always unpredictable electricity bill, to say that the cash flow be-
tween husband and wife was permanently low would be an understatement.  

Unnerved by their situation at home, many married women in their child-
rearing years would take to the streets to sell fruit, vegetables, bread, and other 
goods in order to help pay the bills because their husbands’ reported salary 
was never enough. During my fieldwork, the general perception that I encoun-
tered was that it was the work of women, not the contributions of men, that 
kept Equatoguinean households afloat (Sipi 2018:22, 36).  

As the roles within the Equatoguinean household changed, so too did the 
glue keeping households together. Insofar as it hinted at prioritization and sex-
ual exclusiveness (given that, if a man had no lovers, his money was not being 
spent ‘outside’ his home), the Spanish verb amar (“to love,” primarily in a 
romantic way) had become synonymous with “to provide for” (see van der 
Geest 2006:216, 222). This meaning, identical to the one anthropologist Mark 
Hunter (2009:136) encountered while studying affectionate exchanges from 
men to women in South Africa, is also its antipode – it is Equatoguinean 
women who have become loving providers, not men. Mamá Esperanza once 
told me how “marriage has changed because the man does not love, the woman 
is the only one who loves…. If a man sees that you have money, that you make 
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your business, he accepts you…. That is why, if it had been up to me, my 
daughters would have never gotten married.” In the eyes of the mamás, the 
devaluation of marriage and partnership was a result of the devaluation of the 
worth of men as providers (Clark 1995:339; Cornwall 2001:70, 81).  

While there is no doubt that the pressing economic situation in which many 
Equatoguinean men did in fact find themselves was the product of a series of 
complex historical, sociopolitical, and macroeconomic processes, men in con-
temporary Malabo spoke about their seemingly inescapable condition of insol-
vency in rather simplistic, one-size-fits-all terms. Irrespective of age, ethnic 
background, or factual acquisitive power, Guineano men regarded themselves 
as blameless victims of a perpetual state of precarity they referred to as la crisis. 
When a woman demanded that a man paid his dues (e.g. money for food, rent, 
and school fees), a common way for him to dodge her request was by uttering, 
in a highly dramatic tone of despair, the maxim: ¡Hay crisis! (‘There’s crisis!’; 
see also Mbembe 2001:146-8; Hollander 2014). 

Given that Guineano men lived in a permanent state of crisis, people found 
it perfectly natural that, when it came to the prospect of finding a suitable 
female candidate for marriage or domestic partnership, Guineano men meas-
ured the attractiveness and marriageability of a woman in terms of her capacity 
to work and make money (Cornwall 2001:75). A highly desirable woman was 
the one who, besides not being a burden to her already economically victim-
ized prospective husband, was in fact in a position to ‘help him’ (ayudarle).  

The notion of a woman economically ‘helping’ her husband was part of 
the three ideological themes that shaped national discourse on virtuous wom-
anhood: la tradición, the Francoist National Catholic ideal of “The Good 
Wife,” and the male representation of contemporary discourses on gender 
equality. Let us remember how, according to men’s interpretation of gender 
equality, in order for a woman to be entitled to demand the same rights en-
joyed by men, she first needed to fulfill not only her own roles at home but 
also the roles of her husband. Given the triple discursive background that jus-
tified what were presented as uncontestable values associated with ideal wom-
anhood, the notion of a woman economically ‘helping’ her husband went 
largely unproblematized. Yet the general acceptance of the idea that a 
woman’s worth depended on her ability to make money had less-than-empow-
ering consequences.  

Mamá Esperanza’s twenty-eight-year-old daughter Daisy had been mar-
ried for almost two years. When speaking about Daisy’s married life, Mamá 
Esperanza did so with mixed admiration and concern. “My daughter doesn’t 
stop. She sells this, she sells that. That’s why her husband now loves her, be-
cause she makes –” Here Mamá Esperanza rubbed her right thumb on the mid-
dle and index fingers of her right hand, a gesture that meant ‘cash.’ “If he saw 
that she didn’t make money, he wouldn’t have a reason to love her. The men 
of today love depending on a woman’s [economic] movement. A woman who 
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does not do business, nobody loves her. That’s why I say that marriage no 
longer gives a woman anything” (see Cattell 1996:23-4).102  

Among the mamás, the idea that a woman’s desirability, marriageability, 
and lovability depended on her capacity to make money had two significant 
effects. First, as Mamá Esperanza suggested, it fostered the conviction that 
marriage and partnership no longer provided a woman any significant eco-
nomic support. Second, it gave them the terrible certainty that, since they were 
economically independent thanks to their street-vending businesses, the very 
few men who courted them did so out of purely economic interest. Sixty-two-
year-old Mamá Roberta was perfectly aware of the dubious nature of men’s 
romantic interest in women her age. “Men like to take advantage of women,” 
she explained. “They look at what [economic] position you are in, or if you 
are a hardworking woman, and they take advantage of you. If you see a mamá 
who has a husband with whom she has not been since her youth, it is because 
the man is taking advantage of her. If he is not profiting from the mamá, he 
cannot be with her.” 

Like Mamá Roberta, all of the mamás with whom I worked believed that 
the very few older men who approached them with romance in mind did so 
out of purely economic interest. In exchange for the mamás’ money and labor, 
men like Mamá Teófila’s ex-partner Leandro could offer them moral and so-
cial types of womanly capital (e.g. uprightness) attainable only through mar-
riage and domestic partnership. Implicit in the transactional nature of these 
relationships was the asset of sex within a context of respectability. Yet the 
burden of having to take care of a man at home was no guarantee that a woman 
would get the sexual satisfaction to which she would be supposedly entitled.  

“They don’t know how to fuck” 
My friend Marcela, a forty-year-old highly educated public servant, was born 
in Douala, Cameroon, to Guineano parents and grew up in Spain. Marcela had 
never been married, nor was she interested in ever getting married. Marcela 
was, however, ‘not alone’ (no está sola) – she kept a boyfriend in London and 
another one in Madrid. By the time she and I met during my fieldwork, 
Marcela had been living in Malabo for eight years. In all that time, she had 
had sex with three different Guineano men only a handful of times.  

102 If the worth, desirability and ‘lovability’ of a woman depended on her capacity to provide for 
herself and her household, once a woman was married, she was more or less obliged to keep 
making money in order to ensure that her husband kept loving her. This situation, bad as it was, 
created an even more damning paradox: the more money that a worthy woman brought into her 
home in order to keep the love of her husband, the less money that her husband needed to bring in 
and thus the more cash that he had to spend ‘out,’ usually on other women. Guineano men, it turns 
out, were not innocent victims of a permanent state of crisis – they were lousy providers at home 
because most of their money went to financing their lives ‘on the side’ (see Elé Nzang 2018:96). 
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One night, while we were having a beer at Mamá Angie’s grill, Marcela 
started to complain about her sex life. “Guineanos?!” Marcela screamed, lift-
ing her long, thin arms up in the air. “Nothing! They are monkeys. They don’t 
know how to fuck (¡Nada! Son monos. No saben follar).” Twenty-four-year-
old Perla, my friend and assistant (who was in a common-law marriage at the 
time and had been so for the best part of her adult life), let out a loud laugh 
upon hearing Marcela’s judgment. “True that!” Perla clapped. “That’s how 
they are. They don’t know that sex encompasses everything.”  

As our conversation evolved that night and the many that would follow, a 
more nuanced picture started to emerge from Perla and Marcela’s words. In 
Perla’s view, Guineano men were bad in bed because they did not know what 
intimacy was (Obono 2018:24). In Marcela’s view, Guineano men were bad 
in bed because they were unskilled lovers whose idea of sex was of using a 
woman’s body as an artifact to please themselves. 

“Marcela says that Guineano men don’t know how to fuck,” I told Mamá 
Esperanza a couple of days later as we chatted by her table in Las Flores. The 
mamá burst into loud, high-pitched laughter.  

“She is telling the truth!” Mamá Esperanza clapped, as Perla had done a 
few nights prior. “They don’t know how to [make] love… They do it like that 
[i.e. fast, mechanic, emotionless], and then? To sleep! Á’kieh!” Mamá Es-
peranza made a gesture of confusion and disappointment, pretending to be an 
aroused lover being let down in bed. “There are men [elsewhere] who know 
how to do it,” Mamá Esperanza continued. “They caress you, kiss you, and 
then you fall asleep together! But the men from here?!” She let out a long, 
loud raspberry. “From Bata to Malabo, from Añisok to Gabon! That is how 
men are – they don’t know how to touch…. One has to know the body of the 
other! The man has to know the body of the woman, so that he can go there. 
Not being all ‘Me me me me me!’ That doesn’t give [a woman] anything!”  

The claim of a problem with Guineano men also surfaced in comments that 
some of my closest Guineano male friends, my brodas (in Pichi, ‘brothers’), 
shared with me. Whenever my brodas saw me stressed or in a bad mood, they 
would tell me, half-jokingly and half-seriously, that I was not being properly 
served in bed. They would mockingly call me malfollada (lit. ‘badly fucked’) 
and suggest that I tried to find myself “a good strong black man that can give 
you more than just little tickles like the ones white boys do.” In the male col-
lective imagination of which my brodas were repositories, Guineano men ap-
peared as strong, proud, macho studs who measured their success in bed by 
how well they were able to display their stamina – which was to say their 
ability, as one of my brodas once put it, to “realign a woman’s chakras.” By 
realigning a woman’s chakras, my broda meant ‘to fix’ her whenever she was 
‘unaligned’ or ‘out of line’ with the standards of attitudes and behaviors that 
a man believed proper to women.  

In the eyes of the mamás, the displays of stamina through which Guineano 
men measured their sexual success were mere acts of sloppy braggadocio. Like 
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Marcela, Nigerian born Mamá Angie refused to take any Guineano men as lov-
ers. “They don’t know how to make love,” she told me. “Fang men grab you by 
the tits (El hombre fang te aguanta las tetas). And if instead of grabbing you 
here [i.e. by the waist], he grabs you by the tits and starts going like this with 
your tits….” Mamá Angie parodied a man’s violent humping, rolled up her 
eyes, and fell flat on her chair, indicating with her arms that her breasts were 
now all long and saggy. This gesture was full of significance, rendering visible 
another very common view about sex – namely that men used the bodies of 
women as artifacts to please themselves and, by doing so, also destroyed them. 

The idea that too much sex with men would destroy a woman’s body was 
widespread in Malabo. People believed that an exceso de sexo was as bad for 
a woman’s health and as much a contributor to premature aging as was alco-
hol. “You can see girls of twenty-three, twenty-four years of age – if they 
stand next to me, you wouldn’t guess that they’re girls,” Mamá Linda assured 
me. “They are so worn out! Drinking. Exceso de sexo.” Too much penetrative 
heterosexual intercourse was detrimental for women’s bodies (Wekker 
2006:154; Gilleard and Higgs 2013:88), but so was total abstinence. Mamá 
Linda was sixty-five-years-old, and her body was, in her own words, “asking 
for it.” She reckoned that a woman, regardless of whether she was in her fif-
ties, sixties, or seventies, never stopped feeling “cravings for a man” (ansias 
de un hombre) (Gilleard and Higgs 2013:109; Sandberg 2015:220). Certainly, 
Mamá Linda’s inability to address her sexual needs had nothing to do with her 
bodily strength or her capacity to feel desire. 

Desire killers 
According to the vox populi, when an older woman did not “have a man at 
home” and she wanted to have sex, she would look for teenage boys (chavalitos) 
who were willing to accept the mamá as their madura (mature woman) and pro-
vide her with sex in exchange for money and gifts. Whereas people who partook 
in congosá (gossip) insisted that this was relatively common, I never encoun-
tered any such cases. On the contrary, the women with whom I worked found 
the idea of having sex with younger men repellant for several reasons.  

When I asked Fang Mamá Esperanza whether the coupling madura-chav-
alito was as common as people believed, she confirmed, with disgust, that 
“there are some [older women] who keep going [for sex] with [men who could 
be] their grandchildren.” The incest connotations implicit in the young men’s 
age was what appalled her. Annobonesa Mamá Roberta, in contrast, saw the 
madura-chavalito coupling as all-around stupid. Accustomed to understand-
ing sexual-affective relationships as transactional, Mamá Roberta saw no 
long-term tangible benefit to hooking up with younger men. Instead, she con-
demned young men who “profited” (aprovechan) from older women in this 
type of relationship (see Wekker 2006:133).  
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Yet another reason why the mamás found relationships with younger men 
to be pernicious was their belief that the young men were riddled with sexually 
transmitted diseases because they were also sleeping with girls their own age 
– girls who had become infected by sleeping with older men (Maxmen 2016;
Stoebenau et al 2016; see also Elé Nzang 2019:78-79). Older men, who in
light of the mamás’ rejection of younger men as potential partners should have
appeared a more suitable alternative, were, in this sense, just as unfit. The
promiscuous lifestyle of their male peers made the mamás envision the men
as walking repositories of sexually transmitted diseases – a belief seemingly
grounded on the logics that the older a man was, the more women he had slept
with and thus the more diseases he carried. Mamá Esperanza believed this was
certainly the case with her ex-husband, a polygynist Fang man in his seventies
by the name of Ponciano.

When she and I met, Mamá Esperanza had been divorced from Ponciano 
for almost two decades. During my fieldwork, Ponciano made contact with 
Mamá Esperanza and their adult children in Malabo. Abandoned by the last 
and youngest of his seven wives, Ponciano lived alone in a village close to the 
border with Cameroon and was in desperate need of medical attention. All 
Mamá Esperanza knew was that Ponciano had been urinating blood for a 
month and complaining of ulcers in the genital region. When I asked Mamá 
Esperanza what she thought her ex-husband’s condition might be, her answer 
was a blunt: “He doesn’t want to stop going with women.” 

The STD problem103 seemed inescapable given the lack of condom usage 
among men and women of the mamás’ generation. The absence of a healthy 
condom culture had other repercussions too. Disdain for condoms and a gen-
eral unfamiliarity with other contraceptive methods was detrimental for 
women with late-onset menopause. Mamá Esperanza was in her late sixties 
and calculated that her period had stopped only a few years earlier. The 
mamá’s foremost reason for giving up sex had been, besides the risk of catch-
ing a STD, her fear of actually becoming pregnant. 

Certain changes taking place within the vendors’ multi-generational house-
holds were also playing against the women’s desires. When their sons and 
daughters reached adolescence, new roles and rules of engagement came into 
play at home. Most prominent among these was the gradual invisibility and 
subsequent clandestinity to which a mother who was single, widowed, or di-
vorced had to start confining her sexual behaviors. Mothers did this in order 
to avoid the risk of becoming subjected to moral condemnation from their 
sexually aware teenage children. Biblical virtue remained the rod by which 

103 In 2016, HIV/AIDS amounted to 36.7% of all new STD cases registered by public hospitals. 
After HIV/AIDS, the most common STDs were syphilis (19.8%) and Hepatitis B (14.4%). 
HIV/AIDS also constituted the number one cause of death in the country (22.4%), followed 
only by malaria (14.6%). Among people who were 60 years of age or older, HIV/AIDS was 
reportedly the fourth most common cause of death (10%), preceded by other unspecified deaths 
(21%), generalized sepsis (17%), and cerebrovascular diseases (14%) (INEGE 2018:70-72). 
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everyone measured aging women. Keeping their feminine moral integrity un-
questioned had been necessary for the mamás to retain any semblance of au-
thority over their increasingly rebellious teenage progeny. 

The material conditions of their multi-generational home were another factor 
that motivated single, widowed, or divorced mothers of teens and young adults 
to hide their sexual behaviors. Usually an architecturally ramshackle structure 
made of semi-permanent materials such as wood and aluminum roofing sheets, 
the average Equatoguinean multi-generational home consisted of a small 
kitchen and two interconnected rooms (bedroom and living room) in which 
grandmothers, adult children, and grandchildren mingled, did homework, 
watched TV, ate, and slept. The mamás had no personal space. Bringing lovers 
home would have meant parading them in front of everybody. For older women 
who, as a result of the ideas and processes through which society ‘neutered’ 
them, were not even entitled to desire, having their sexual behaviors exposed 
would have resulted in a profound feeling of shame (van der Geest 2006:219). 

Bringing a man home might have been out of the question for many older 
women, but so was going to visit a man where he lived. Given cultural con-
ceptions surrounding their gender, men had to have even their most basic 
needs (e.g. cooking and washing) catered for by women. Single men of all 
ages invariably lived together with their sisters, daughters, granddaughters, 
and nieces, or at the home of any female relative who, usually moved by pity, 
would agree to take care of them (cuidarles). Yet in stark contrast to the 
mamás’ case, the fact that old men also tended to live in multi-generational 
households had little impact on their access to space and opportunities to ex-
press their sexuality. 

It was common knowledge that when older men wanted to have sex, they 
did so with younger women (chavalitas) who, unlike the mamás, were not 
overly concerned with safeguarding the integrity of their publicly virtuous fe-
male persona. In practice, this meant that older men and younger women could 
engage in sexual activities with relative openness. When they could afford it, 
older men would take their younger lovers to one of the many dilapidated 
aparthotels that, doubling as low-budget, long-term housing for Cameroonian, 
Malian, and Burkinabe immigrants, dotted the outskirts of Malabo. Men who 
could not afford to pay for a hotel room would meet their chavalitas in the dim-
lit backrooms of pubs and discotecas. Those who owned a car, or could borrow 
one, would drive around with their lovers, eventually parking in some dark, 
sparsely populated area. Older men who had a more or less stable long-term 
relationship with a given woman would feel free to go see her at her home, 
usually between 1:00 p.m. and 4:00 p.m., the time reserved for lunch and siesta, 
and often with the excuse of eating the food that the woman had cooked for 
them. Since the women that older men took as lovers were invariably younger, 
whatever children these women might have had would still be little – the women 



 198 

did not have to hide their lovers from them yet.104 It was enough for these young 
mothers and the men who visited them to give the children a few coins along 
with the instructions to go play somewhere else in the neighborhood. This free-
dom would be lost as these younger mothers’ kids came of age. 

No shame 
For some women, the prospect of shame was a powerful desire killer. Yet 
there were also women who felt no shame at all. Sixty-three-year-old Mamá 
Angie was one of them. When I asked Mamá Angie at what age she thought 
that women in Malabo started to feel that pursuing a sex life was shameful, 
she reacted with scandalized offense.  

“Me? I don’t have sex because I don’t want to!” Mamá Angie yelled at me 
but rectified immediately. “And because I haven’t found a man with whom I 
would like to have it. Shame? No. Why? It’s my life. I don’t pay attention to 
anyone’s face. I go to my room [with a man] and that’s it. If they [i.e. her 
family members] don’t like it, they can go fuck themselves.” 

Mamá Angie lived with her younger brother, Uncle Raymond, and four 
nephews and nieces, all of whom were either teenagers or young adults. Two 
things made Mamá Angie different from other women. First, she did not have 
any children of her own, so she did not have to enact virtuous motherhood in 
order to retain moral authority over anyone. Second, by living in her grandfa-
ther’s old mansion, she had her own bedroom with a door she could lock. 
Sixty-three-year-old Mamá Angie also did not feel sex-related shame because 
living with her younger brother Raymond, a relatively healthy single man in 
his fifties, she often found herself exposed to newer sexual technologies that 
aroused her curiosity. 

“Once I saw [a condom] in Raymond’s bedroom,” Mamá Angie told me. 
“It didn’t look bad at all! It was a condom, but different from those that I 
knew…. The texture was different…. It had some bumpies. And then [Ray-
mond] had also a liquid. It was some gel, I suppose. Lubricant. It smelled 
reaaaaally nice. There are new things now, different from those that there were 
in my time.” 

Given her living conditions and carefree attitude, Mamá Angie could have 
been having as much sex as she wanted, yet she was having none. Like Mamá 
Roberta, Mamá Angie would often complain about her body not being what it 
used to. One afternoon, as we sat talking in her living room, Mamá Angie 
started lamenting about how much she would have liked to have a boyfriend.  

104 These younger women sometimes lived alone, subsidized by their lovers. Women of child-
rearing age who lived in multi-generational households were, more often than not, stay-at-home 
moms and enjoyed a few hours of privacy while children were in school and other adult house-
hold members were at work. 
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“Ah! I wish I had a boyfriend, but….” She grabbed her belly with both 
hands and shook it, rolling her eyes and showing her tongue, making an ex-
pression of being disgusted by her excess weight. “I used to have one guy. He 
wasn’t a boyfriend but he was a friend….” Mamá Angie made a dramatic 
change of subject: “Another thing I notice is that, when I take all my meds, 
one of those medicines gives me a runny stomach.”  

Mamá Angie suffered from chronic diarrhea induced by metformin, a med-
ication for diabetes. Another element of aging that worked against desire was 
thus not disability, illness, menopause, shame, or living conditions, but weight 
gain and changing bodily function due to other age-related ailments (van der 
Geest 2006:224). The conditions hampering the mamás’ possibilities for sex 
were many (Fileborn et al 2015). This was true when having a sex life meant 
having intercourse with men. Yet fortunately for the mamás, there were other 
things out there. 

Battery-driven boyfriends 
“Are you telling me that once a woman is no longer fertile, sex stops being 
important?” I asked Mamá Esperanza, who sat next to me by her vending table 
laden with mangoes and guavas, drinking a Fanta.  

“That’s right,” Mamá Esperanza replied.  
“But what happens with pleasure? Does it no longer matter either?” I insisted. 
“It does not matter, my daughter!” Mamá Esperanza told me in a conde-

scending tone. 
Triggered by what I perceived as a hint of self-doubt in Mamá Esperanza’s 

voice, I blurted out, “One learns how to….” But before I finished my sentence, 
I stopped. I suddenly realized that the subject of female masturbation was most 
likely taboo and therefore off-limits.  

Mamá Esperanza, though, was nobody’s fool, and she understood exactly 
what I had meant. She burst out in her loud, playful, high-pitched laughter. 
Encouraged by the good humor with which Mamá Esperanza had met my un-
finished allusion, I decided to take the risk and raise the question by using a 
euphemism made famous by Niurka Marcos, an outrageous Latin celebrity 
who first became known in the early 2000s for her vedette dancer career, her 
aggressive personality, and her scandalous love life.  

“In Mexico there is this woman,” I told Mamá Esperanza, “a very shame-
less woman,” I emphasized, “who once said that, when she was no longer 
having sex with her husband, she would, she said, ‘make love to myself’… 
(‘hacerme el amor solita’).”  

Mamá Esperanza cackled and repeated my last words like an echo: “…to 
myself!” Her spasmodic guffaws, her unwillingness to look at me in the eye, 
and the way in which she rearranged the mangos on her table in order to appear 
busy, still laughing in full blush, seemingly wishing for a customer to come 
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save her from this conversation – all this completely gave Mamá Esperanza 
away, and it was not necessary, at least this first time, for me to ask any further 
questions. 

Mamá Esperanza might have laughed with gusto, but the notion of female 
self-pleasure was definitely not foreign to any of the women with whom I 
worked. Amidst a lot of blushing and nervous laughter, four out of five of 
them indicated to me, directly or indirectly, that they did in fact engage in self-
pleasuring practices. One day, for example, Mamá Linda and I sat talking 
alone in the little terrazzo of a Nigerian eatery close to her home. Our conver-
sation revolved, as it often did, around useless men (inútiles). Mamá Linda 
complained, as she often did, about her three years of abstinence. Addressing 
the tone of despair in Mamá Linda’s voice as she talked, I asked her how she 
felt about it.  

“Well, when I feel like doing it...ah!” Mamá Linda replied, immediately 
stopping herself.  

“Do you entertain yourself? (¿Se entretiene sola?)” I asked Mamá Linda, 
smiling with complicity.  

“Yes, I do entert.... Ah, Adela!” Mamá Linda blushed, broke in a nervous 
laughter, covered her face with both hands, and shook her head in an affirma-
tive gesture that lasted no more than a second or two, but before I could figure 
out what question to ask next, Mamá Linda brought our conversation back, as 
she always did when trying to justify her sexual appetite, to the more legiti-
mate arena of the medically sanctioned. “It is something that many doctors 
have told me, you know, that this [abstinence, lack of sexual stimulation] can-
not be, because it brings many illnesses to women.” 

Apart from flickering at the edges of our conversations as a consequence 
of the occasional ‘slip of the tongue,’ the topic of self-pleasure among elderly 
women in Malabo might have remained untouched had it not been for shame-
free Mamá Angie.  

Six months into my fieldwork, I went through a mild depression. The excite-
ment of the first months had worn off, and a terrible physical and mental ex-
haustion had set in. I had recently broken up with a man I had briefly dated and 
spent much of my time barricaded in my room, writing field reports and feeling 
drained. The mamás saw me going through this phase and empathized in a pro-
tective, motherly manner. One day, Mamá Angie came to visit. Seemingly con-
cerned with my wellbeing, Mamá Angie enquired whether I was eating well. 
Then she asked whether I had brought a dildo with me from home in Sweden.  

According to Mamá Angie, dildos were impossible to find in Malabo. She 
herself, however, remained hopeful. Sandy and Josie, her older sisters, trav-
eled to the US relatively often to visit eldest sister Rose. Mamá Angie had 
been asking her sisters to buy her a dildo because she knew that they could 
easily do it – and she knew that Rose, who had been living in the US for the 
past thirty years, had a drawer full of dildos in her bedroom. 
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“How do you know that Rose has so many dildos?” I asked Mamá Angie 
with genuine curiosity.  

“Because Sandy tells me,” Mamá Angie said. “We talk, you know? And 
she tells me, ‘Your sister gets plenty!’ [i.e. plenty of ‘dick’]”  

Mamá Angie’s talk about dildos gained momentum when, a few weeks 
after our first conversation on the subject, I heard from one of my brodas that 
a friend of his had just opened what could very well have been Malabo’s first 
sex shop.105 When I told Mamá Angie the news, she first jumped for joy but 
then became concerned. She told me that she was worried it would be inap-
propriate for her to go into the shop. Would I go into the shop for her? Of 
course, I told her.  

A week later, I crossed the threshold of the new sex shop. It was a three-
by-three-meter room with dark blue walls and a display cabinet exhibiting a 
few faux fur handcuffs and some bottles of massage oil.  

“Is this all you have?” I asked the clerk, a Guineano man in his late twenties. 
“This is all that’s left,” the clerk told me. Only a few days after its opening, 

the shop had already completely sold out its stock of dildos.  
Upon seeing my disappointment, the clerk told me that the shop owner, my 

broda’s friend, was leaving for Spain within the next few days with the purpose 
of restocking. I gave the clerk my number and asked him to call as soon as the 
merchandise arrived. The man promised that he would. I thanked him and left.  

During the weeks that followed, my conversations with Mamá Angie con-
tinued. Encouraged by Mamá Angie’s wish to own a dildo as a means to attain 
sexual gratification as an older woman in a context of male good-for-nothings 
(los hombres no sirven para nada) and commodified relationships, I brought 
up the subject among the other mamás. Between nervous laughter and consid-
erable blushing, three of the four mamás with whom I was able to have that 
conversation indicated that they were willing to try what Mamá Angie and I 
had started to refer to as “battery-driven boyfriends” (novios de baterías) – men 
of sorts that, unlike Guineano men, made hardly any noise, wouldn’t drunk-
enly broadcast their sexual conquests at the pub, and were ‘up and ready’ 
whenever one needed them. 

Sixty-five-year-old señorita Mamá Linda was very excited about the pro-
spect of owning a dildo. But she also immediately sensed the danger. “Wait!” 
Mamá Linda interrupted as I was telling her about the sex shop. “Do you know 
what the problem will be now? That a lot of men will no longer have women, 
and they are going to outlaw it, because when the girls get word that these 
dildo things exist, I’m sorry for men.”  

105 According to my informants, the selling of sex toys in Malabo had been taking place since 
time immemorial but in a very discreet manner, sometimes in the back rooms of Chinese hard-
ware stores, other times in handovers from close acquaintances who brought the merchandise 
back from personal travels to and from Spain. When I asked my contacts whether the newly 
opened shop was the first of its kind, nobody could really confirm it or deny it. 
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I promised Mamá Linda that if I managed to find any of those ‘battery-driven 
boyfriends,’ I would buy one for her before Guineano men tried to outlaw them. 

Still excited about the news of the existence of the dildo, Mamá Linda was 
eager to share the news with her life-long friend and neighbor Mamá Teófila. 

“Adela has killed me with laughter up there! (¡Adela ya me ha matado con 
risa allá arriba!)” Mamá Linda said to Mamá Teófila, who was frying macará 
at her vending table in Piña Street in an unusually good mood. “She says that 
there are battery men who console women,” said Mamá Linda, playfully using 
the verb ‘console’ after the Spanish word for dildo, consolador (‘consoler’). 

Upon hearing her friend’s revelation, Mamá Teófila started cheering. “Tell 
me! Tell me more! Maybe that man I can have!”  

Romantic status: work in progress 
Ugandan feminist scholar Sylvia Tamale (2005), summarizing the entire field 
of sexuality studies since Foucault (1990), observes that “sexuality is a site for 
the production of hegemonic gender discourse, presenting both constraints 
and opportunities for empowerment” (Tamale 2005:96). Discourses on old 
age can destabilize cultural foundational assumptions on gender, tightening 
the constraints and magnifying the opportunities that sexuality presents. Ven-
dors like Mamá Angie and Mamá Linda struggled to assert themselves as fe-
males who are entitled to want and to dream as well as to desire love, com-
panionship, and reciprocal economic support – and sex. The ways in which 
the women did so might have been contradictory at times – Mamá Teófila 
hated men yet wanted to marry Leandro – but ambivalence gave them discur-
sive leeway. All the vendors agreed that they were too old to take care of a 
man, yet they also agreed that, because they were women, it was only natural 
to keep desiring a man. Their position as elders allowed them to reject gender 
roles, while their self-ascribed identity as women allowed them to embrace 
heterosexual sexuality. In Mamá Linda’s view, having “cravings for a man” 
was such a natural part of “being woman” (ser mujer) that, if neglected, could 
cause “many illnesses.” Women like Mamá Linda justified their efforts to as-
sert themselves as sexual subjects through a discourse that naturalized gender. 
Shaped by the experience of old age, the vendors articulated and enacted their 
gendered identities in ways that suited their physical, social, material, emo-
tional, and existential needs. Sexual pleasure, moral capital, economic sup-
port, and affectionate companionship were some of the needs to which the 
women’s naturalization of gender responded. 

Considering these needs, the prospect of not having a partner seems to have 
resulted in a longing among the women: a restlessness and a pressing will to 
address things unfinished. These feelings seemed rooted primarily in the dif-
ficulties they faced when trying to fulfill their sexual needs in a practical man-
ner. Regardless of how desirous the women felt, their experiences with past 
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husbands, boyfriends, and lovers made them fairly certain that a male Guin-
eano partner was unlikely to ever satisfy them sexually. The question of fe-
male self-pleasure was relevant in this context. The vendors’ curiosity and 
positive disposition toward trying new sexual technologies, such as “battery-
driven boyfriends,” confirms previous findings on older women’s willingness 
to deterritorialize desire by removing it from the arena of penetrative hetero-
sexual intercourse, envisioning it instead within the realm of the private, ade-
quate, permissible, and pleasurable (Gilleard and Higgs 2013:110-1; Sandberg 
2015:221-2).  

The vendors’ narratives and practices regarding sexuality functioned as a 
kind of counter-discourse in Equatoguinean society. On the one hand, they 
allowed older women to question dominant assumptions about postmenopau-
sal sexuality. On the other hand, they gave the women discursive space to 
define the terms in which they wished to live their lives. For women discur-
sively and socially neutered by cultural assumptions surrounding menopause, 
claims that gender and sexuality are natural features of the female body 
amounts to an act of subversion that challenges a history of colonial and cus-
tomary patriarchal repression (Tamale 2005; Chauke and Segalo 2021). Inso-
far as it implies vital human entitlements such as hope (Marcel 1951:52-3), 
the vendors’ enactment of their gender identity, entangled as it was with post-
menopausal sexuality, represented a modality of resistance. I interpret this en-
actment as one way the women actively tried to stop the world from nullifying 
them as older persons.  

As a final observation, one can note that by dolling themselves up as seño-
ritas, by hoping to call themselves married women one day, or by waiting for 
the opportunity to purchase a dildo, aging women street vendors in Malabo 
experienced the prospect of sex, love, and partnership as an ongoing project. 
The contradictions that arose from the collision of the women’s embodied, 
social, and material limitations (such as age-related ailments, men’s prefer-
ence for younger women, and living conditions) with their disembodied, im-
manent hopes did not diminish the women’s investment in this project. Sexual 
and emotional fulfillment was an important part of their lives, and this was so 
regardless of how bleak their prospects for achieving that fulfillment might 
have been. The sex shop, for example, never restocked. The mamás did not 
get their dildos. Yet four years after I left Malabo, when I speak with Mamá 
Linda or Mamá Angie on the phone, they sometimes remind me that next time 
I come I must bring them their “boyfriend” (hay que traer mi novio). The 
women’s commitment to these “battery-driven boyfriends,” much like Mamá 
Teófila’s marriage to Leandro, continues despite setbacks and unfulfilled 
hopes. What nourishes hope is an underlying faith in some kind of divine jus-
tice; the vendors saw themselves as highly desirable ‘women of worth’ who 
had suffered their fair share and were therefore entitled to aspire to be happy.  

This does not necessarily mean, of course, that the women were unhappy 
as they were. As long as the burdensome expectations of unreciprocated self-
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sacrifice implicit in the mamá title remained in the background, the women 
were content with letting their relationships with children and grandchildren 
define them for others. As mamás, the vendors lived the public life of female 
elders, sexually neutral and virtuously self-contained. As mujeres, however, 
and contrary to the belief that older African women are not interested in sex, 
the vendors talked with each other about their sexual concerns, wanted men, 
pleasured themselves, and dreamt about their romantic futures – futures they 
imagined and looked forward to with mixed wistfulness and glee, however 
caught up they remained in their bittersweet present. 
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8| Everyday aging 
amidst everyday violence 

Shortly before I left Malabo in late December 2018, Mamá Teófila said to me: 
“God willing, all your paths will open. All those things you came looking for 
in this place, you will do good work with them. And then, one day, you will 
be there, in your country. Make sure that you don’t forget us. Tell yourself: ‘I 
shall not forget these women,’” she giggled in fake self-condescension, “‘be-
cause they have suffered like martyrs of Mount Calvary.’” 

“That is because we are women,” interjected Mamá Linda, who was sitting 
next to us. “We have had a bad start in this world, and now that we have this 
age… (Hemos empezado este mundo mal, y ahora que estamos a esta edad…).” 

Mamá Linda left her sentence unfinished, but Mamá Teófila and I under-
stood what she meant. If being born a woman in Equatorial Guinea was a bad 
start to life, aging in the country made an already precarious situation worse 
(Beal 1969; Mupedziswa 1999; Dannefer 2003; Grenier et al 2017). To the 
basic facts of gender-related disadvantage, resentment, mistreatment, and cer-
tain forms of exploitation at home, one must add ageist prejudice, stigma, de-
personalization, and harassment from the state and the community that gath-
ered around the state to ‘eat’ from it. 

This thesis has documented the array of everyday forms of violence to 
which elderly women street vendors like Mamá Linda and Mamá Teófila were 
exposed and how they coped. The vendors’ attempts at renegotiating their re-
lationships with relatives in the face of care needs, their self-fashioning as 
women of worth, and their performance of a kind of engaged citizenship 
through the making of congosá and the spreading of información are only a 
few examples of how, for the mamás, coping involved a constant assertion of 
themselves and an endless struggle to be treated as persons. 

In this concluding chapter, I offer a synthesis of how the mamás’ ideas and 
practices of personhood worked to shape what they regarded as their ideal 
future – a future they would have liked to live. What dreams, projects, and 
hopes did the mamás harbor? What conclusions can we draw about the 
mamás’ experience of old age by considering the nature of those dreams and 
projects? In what ways do the mamás’ ideas of their ideal future challenge or 
expand current understandings of personhood in Africa?  

The chapter is structured as follows. I start by summarizing the study’s key 
insights and use them to critique the principle of normative relationality in 
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prevailing African conceptions of the person. I then present ethnographic evi-
dence regarding the mamás’ plans and hopes for the future. Next, I consider 
some of the most prominent gerontological debates on the subject of autonomy 
and argue that the women with whom I worked strove toward a kind of autono-
mous personhood. After explaining the ways in which the notion of autonomy 
appealed to the mamás, I conclude by suggesting that, among elderly women 
street vendors, upholding autonomy as an ideal represented more than just a 
means to cope with the challenges of aging under conditions of precarity and 
lack of support – it was a virtue associated with their gender, a capability devel-
oped with maturity, a palliative to social suffering, a response to forms of age-
ism concealed under supposedly emancipatory narratives, and a more encom-
passing rejection of re-traditionalized national politics. 

 

Tensions, moral agency, and personhood 
I have aimed at contributing to the humanistic strand of African gerontology 
committed to examining how individuals experience their lives as they grow 
older (Ferreira 1999:1). By focusing on meanings, emotions, interactions, and 
identities, my general purpose has been to understand how elderly women street 
vendors who lived and worked in Malabo articulated their life situations, created 
moral value, and lived their lives. I have placed the subjectivity of these women 
at the center of my analysis, and I have explored their lifeworlds in an effort to 
shed light on how they experienced and enacted personhood at the intersection 
of old age, gender, and routinized forms of violence in an authoritarian state. 

Besides being an authoritarian state, Equatorial Guinea is also a ‘retradi-
tionalized’ society. For this reason, I have engaged with the question of per-
sonhood from the perspective of African communalism and its derivate prin-
ciple of normative relationality.106 My theoretical starting point has been the 
work of philosopher Ifeanyi Menkiti (1984, 2004). Menkiti understands per-
sonhood as the moral status that a person acquires within a community rooted 
in the fulfillment of moral obligations and the respect that doing so confers. 
Menkiti’s theory rests largely on the assumption that compliance with com-
munal values fosters harmonic living and that people comply with such values 
because they are motivated by a sense of duty (1984:180). Much of the ethno-
graphic evidence that I have presented through this study, however, conflicts 
with such an understanding of personhood.  

                               
106 African communalism refers to a form of social organization in which people live together 
in a closely-knit community and arrange most aspects of their lives cooperatively based on 
shared ideas regarding kinship, morality, beliefs, and aspirations (Ikuenobe 2016:447). In the 
Equatoguinean context, cooperation (which in practice meant uncritical compliance, acquies-
cence, or even plain obedience) was key for attributing or denying personhood. Those who were 
unable or unwilling to abide by state-sponsored communal values were denied moral person-
hood on the grounds that they were ‘traitors’ to the nation. See “Of ‘reigning peace’ and ‘un-
precedented development’” p. 116 in this thesis (see especially pp. 118-9). 
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At the most basic level, the functionalist premise that compliance with 
communal values fosters harmonic living renders Menkiti’s theory ill-
equipped to account for how moral personhood is conceived, acquired, as-
cribed, denied, and enacted in societies structured by various forms of every-
day violence.107 In the Equatoguinean context, everyday violence derived, to 
a significant extent, from state-sponsored discourses on Afro-Bantu tradition-
alism. First President Macías and then President Obiang Nguema were self-
proclaimed Pan-Africanists who promoted the revival of customary institu-
tions such as kinship ideology, clientelism, and witchcraft beliefs. As we saw 
in Chapter 4, witchcraft beliefs and practices, along with a decades-long his-
tory of politically motivated violence, have irrevocably shaped Equatoguine-
ans’ way of thinking, feeling, and acting toward each other. 

The effects of “evil” on people’s conceptions of themselves and others – on 
their actual understandings of what being a person entails – were considerable 
and consequential. People’s compliance with communal values dismissive of 
everything and everyone who might “soil the image” of the nation resulted in 
the mamás being denied dignity and respect despite the high status they should 
have enjoyed as elders. Mamá Teófila once remarked, “Those people who 
drive in their big cars, they think that because you go on foot, you are an ani-
mal, you are not person – the one who drives that big car is the one who is 
person (porque tú que andas, tú que eres un animal, tú no eres persona – ese 
que está dentro de ese coche grande sí que es persona).” Mamá Esperanza 
said something similar, telling me once how people in Malabo “look at some-
body else and it seems like they haven’t seen her, like she is not people, not 
human like themselves (miran a la otra y parece que no lo ha visto, que no es 
gente, que no es hombre como él).”

Everyday violence emanated from discourses on Afro-Bantu traditional-
ism also because, as we saw in Chapter 5, the Obiangnguemist state deployed 
the loose notion of la tradición as an instrument to promote nationalism, fore-
ground identity, and encourage appropriate African behaviors that countered 
the polluting effect of “imported ideas” from the West. Discrepancies between 
state-enforced discourse and informal social practices created everyday tensions 
that the mamás, in their quest to be treated as persons, tried their best to address. 

                               
107 The fact that it is difficult to think of a society (‘traditional’ or ‘modern’) that is not struc-
tured, to some degree, by such types of violence calls into question the theory’s grounds. Cer-
tainly, Menkiti’s normative conception of the person is “descriptively true of many African 
cultures,” including Equatoguinean society (Ikuenobe 2017:554). Normative cultural represen-
tations, however, seldom reflect actual social experiences. Guineano men and wealthy individ-
uals might agree that moral personhood is a social status that one acquires, for example, by 
joining the public administration. Yet as we saw in Chapter 5, the mamás tended to regard men 
as ‘non-persons’ and public servants as “subhuman” beings (infrahumanos). Discrepancies of 
this kind between normative cultural representations and actual social experiences support the 
critique that La Fontaine (1985) and Oyowe and Yurkivska (2014) make of communalist, nor-
mative concepts of the person concerning the fact that an empirically grounded concept of moral 
personhood is invariably intersected by gender and class.  
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Similar tensions arose from incongruities between normative gender ex-
pectations and people’s actual ability to meet them. In Chapter 3, we saw that 
the mamás’ alleged duties and supposed entitlements were determined by the 
position that they occupied, as women, in the local moral economy. The duties 
that people attributed to women involved performing customary roles as care-
givers and providers. As mothers, women were expected by their family mem-
bers to be self-sacrificial, endless sources of nourishment, care, and support. 
Conflicts ensued between women’s self-appraisals and the demands that their 
relatives kept placing on them. The senior women with whom I worked, for 
instance, consistently complained that their relatives ignored the challenges 
that the mamás faced and did not recognize that the women had priorities (e.g. 
providing for oneself and one’s mentally-ill son was more important than be-
coming a fulltime caregiver for a disabled brother). Older women tended to 
reject their relatives’ demands and stick to their own judgment. They also 
tended to prioritize their own needs on the grounds that they, too, were per-
sons – individuals with entitlements justified by a life-long history of (usually 
unreciprocated) care and support. Mamá Teófila’s words are an apt illustration: 
“I have to live my own life…. I cannot go on like this.... I too have the right to 
rest. To enjoy. To have a good time. To travel!” Women like Mamá Teófila con-
stantly questioned and sometimes flat-out rejected what others – who believed 
that the women’s compliance was merely a fulfillment of duty – kept asking of 
them. Such attitude defies the idea that “African societies tend to be organized 
around the requirements of duty” and that duties take precedence over rights 
(Menkiti 1984:180). 

Whatever tensions they tried to address, the mamás did so through moral cre-
ativity (Wall 2005). This manifested primarily in two ways: narratively, in the 
form of stories that framed emotion-infused moral judgments; and performa-
tively, as meaningful, statement-like actions. When confronted with her eldest 
brother Pedro’s demands that she became a fulltime caregiver for their disabled 
brother Jaime, Mamá Roberta threatened to expose what she considered her 
brother’s mistreatment of her. No matter how legitimate Pedro’s demands might 
have seemed in the context of the local moral economy, Mamá Roberta judged 
they were unfair. Mamá Angie tried to set personal boundaries between herself 
and her overentitled teenage foster children, nieces, and nephews. She did so, 
among other things, by storing food in a massive industrial fridge, moving the 
fridge into her bedroom, and keeping the bedroom door locked. 

Mamá Angie’s and Mamá Roberta’s ways of dealing with the tensions 
characteristic of family life were unequivocal responses to the prospect of 
feeling coerced or abused. Such responses suggest that moral personhood is 
inseparable from the creative enactment of the moral subjectivity that the 
women had cultivated through the life course. Certainly, the women cultivated 
such a moral subjectivity in relation to a normative gendered morality, namely 
the national discourse on Woman that I refer to as virtuous womanhood. The 
women’s moral subjectivity, however, was hardly the result of merely having 
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assimilated a set of normative communal values (cf. Menkiti 1984:172). Cases 
such as Mamá Roberta’s and Mamá Angie’s show that dealing with everyday 
tensions in a morally creative manner did not involve figuring out the best way 
to acquiesce to people’s demands, but, instead, doing what they judged was 
good, right, or fair in specific situations.108 

From this perspective, a normative moral code and its manifestation in the 
local moral economy, what a philosopher like Menkiti (1984:173) calls “the so-
cial rules by which a community lives,” played a rather minor role in the mamás’ 
experience of their moral personhood. What played a vital role was how the 
women related to such a code – whether they found it personally meaningful. In 
Chapter 5, we saw that the mamás adapted some of the tenets of virtuous wom-
anhood to fit their life circumstance. We also saw that the women invoked cer-
tain virtues – qualities of character or action that signal moral worth – to protect 
their sense of dignity and self-respect. As Foucault says, there are different ways 
to conduct oneself morally, and the women with whom I worked are a case in 
point (1990:27-30). That Menkiti’s “social rules by which a community lives” 
played only a minor role in the mamás’ experience of moral personhood be-
comes evident when we consider the fact that, while trying to conduct them-
selves morally, the women sometimes contradicted widely upheld communal 
values. Nowhere in the ethnography is this clearer than in the women’s attempts 
at disengaging from their role as eternal mothers. 

 

“I am worth a lot” 
Mamá Angie, a woman whom a former employer once described as having an 
“utter lack of regard for authority,”109 was sick and tired of quarreling with her 
twenty-seven-year-old nephew and foster son Joey. Three weeks had passed 
since their latest argument about Joey’s idleness and aggressive behavior, and 
despite living under the same roof, the two were still not speaking to each other. 
Neither of them had any intention to concede or reconcile. Whenever Joey and 
Mamá Angie walked past each other at home, they ignored each other’s pres-
ence. The rage of the conflict, so hot at first, had boiled down into a thick fog of 
anxiety that saturated everything around them. One afternoon when Mamá Angie 

                               
108 Whereas Menkiti (and Equatoguinean society in general) appear to be deontologists (i.e. 
actors concerned with an ethics based on duty and obligation), the mamás behave like virtue 
ethicists: their stories and practices reflect an emphasis on moral character development and the 
contextual adequacy of their actions. 
109 Warning letter to Angie Williams. Lagos, Nigeria, 30/09/1981. Original document in my pos-
session. A warning letter is a document that an employer sends an employee when the former 
considers the latter to be exhibiting undesirable behavior. The warning letter sent to Angie Wil-
liams addressed the fact that, having been granted a one-week absence permit, Angie had not 
shown up at her workplace for three weeks following the death of her father, Mr. Okeke Williams. 
The document came into my possession as part of a package of personal letters that Mamá Angie 
entrusted to me with the purpose of conducting further research on her life and her family. 
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was prepping for the evening sell, I asked her how she felt. She started venting, 
as she often did, about her sadness and frustration over her situation at home. 

“Children, one’s children, they are very ungrateful,” she told me as she 
chopped an onion. “My mother used to say that we women are like a pipe 
through which children fall into this world. That once a child has slid out of 
you, you no longer have anything to do with him, and he no longer has any-
thing to do with you. A child, she used to say, might end up sliding into the 
sewage, but you can’t pull that child back into you. You will have to say good-
bye to him, because that kid will be gone.” 

Mamá Angie’s recounting of her deceased mother’s words affected me 
profoundly. They contradicted everything I had ever heard on the subject of 
motherhood, both while growing up in Mexico and while doing fieldwork in 
Equatorial Guinea. In the African context, Mamá Angie’s words also contra-
dicted the widespread assumption that people did not think about themselves 
primarily as individuals but rather as inseparable parts of their clans and fam-
ilies (Obono 2022; see also Nzegwu 2001). Another unsettling feature of these 
words was their enduring relevance. Reportedly uttered by Angie’s mother, a 
woman who had first become a mother in the 1940s, Mamá Angie had never 
forgotten them. And more than fifty years later, they seemed to summarize her 
own experience as a mother. 

During the weeks that followed my conversation with Mamá Angie, I 
found myself thinking constantly about what she said. Women as drains, chil-
dren who land in the sewage, what saying goodbye to them means – the im-
ages haunted me. I wondered how significant they were and if other women 
would find them relatable.  

The opportunity to find out presented itself soon enough. One afternoon, I 
found myself sitting on the living room couch in Mamá Linda’s little one-bed-
room house in the barrio 5 de Junio. We were discussing how Mamá Linda’s 
adult children, and her friend Mamá Teófila’s adult children, sometimes dispar-
aged them because the children’s friends mocked them for having street vendor 
mothers. Their own children’s dismissive attitudes towards their mothers made 
no sense, Mamá Linda told me, because instead of helping their mothers leave 
the streets, their sons constantly drained them of money. This is the context in 
which I told Mamá Linda what Mamá Angie had said to me.  

Mamá Linda listened with a deep expression of melancholy on her face. 
“Our children, they know that they’re already outside of us,” Mamá Linda 

said once I had finished. “They know we can’t shove them back in. That’s 
why they take us for fools (Por eso nos toman el pelo). My children look at 
me like a thing that has no value. But I am worth a lot (Mis hijos me miran 
como una cosa que no vale. Pero yo valgo mucho).” 

Sentiments like these led the senior women with whom I worked to attempt 
to stop playing the role of eternal mamás – self-sacrificial, inextinguishable 
sources of nourishment for others. In practice, not being a mamá implied ceasing 
to give money to adult children, refusing to take care of their own grandchildren 
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or other relatives’ children, making themselves unavailable when their male kin 
demanded that they become caregivers, and refusing to perform certain kinds 
of unpaid labor that their children and relatives expected them to. Whenever 
Mamá Teófila’s sons left their children at her house for her to babysit, she would 
deftly disentangle herself from the responsibility by asking a younger church-
going neighbor to take the kids with her to church instead. After a decade plead-
ing for the love of her estranged daughter, Mamá Linda began declining the 
daughter’s invitations to visit because she felt that her daughter was using her 
as a domestic worker. Mamá Roberta kept adopting destitute children, but she 
passed over the everyday practical concerns of raising them to her daughter Ce-
cilia, who also was raising a few children of her own. Mamá Angie fought her 
relatives’ attempts to involve her in their children’s daily care. She avoided 
holding babies, and when a relative tried to pass on a child to her, she would 
fake a cough and excuse herself, saying she had a cold. 

Disengaging from the role of eternal caregivers and providers, however, 
came at a price. Older women who lived in multi-generational households and 
actively refused to enact the cultural script of self-sacrificial motherhood in-
variably found themselves estranged from their family members. This situa-
tion left many of these women having to consider where they might go when 
they could no longer fend from themselves, lacking, as they knew they would, 
support from their families (see Rasmussen 2016:239). 

 

Where to go 
Mamá Angie, who had no living children of her own and who was engaged in 
perpetual quarrels with her foster-son Joey, her alcoholic niece Sola, and her 
always-unreliable teenage nieces, considered that a better future necessarily 
had to include migrating to a different country (see e.g. Blakemore 1999; 
Torres 2015). 

“You know,” Mamá Angie confided one night as we sat chatting by her grill. 
“If I were alone, I would disappear. I would go somewhere where nobody 
knows me – into thin air! But it is not possible because I am an age when I need 
somebody by my side. The kids I have raised, my nephews and nieces, not one 
of them will be my side when I need them.” 

“Do you really think so, mamá?” I asked. 
“Yes,” Mamá Angie said, closing her eyes and nodding with resignation. 

“There will be no one. That’s why I want to try and not be here. I have another 
niece in London, and she wants me to come live with her. She says, ‘Auntie, if 
you come to London, I’ll stick by you until the end.’” 

Mamá Angie did not want to go to London merely to have her niece take 
care of her. Family support would have been good, but it was the possibility of 
gaining access to adequate institutional geriatric care that sustained her dreams 
to migrate (cf. Baldassar 2007:276). 



 

 212 

“I would like to be in London because if my niece can no longer take care 
of me, I will go to a [care] home,” Mamá Angie explained to me in her perfect 
English. “But if I’m here in Africa, they won’t even look at me as a person. 
They will treat me badly, and I won’t have any good medical assistance. In 
London, when the time comes to go to a home, I will go to a home. But here 
in this place, which home would I go to?” 

For older women in Mamá Angie’s situation (and for elderly people in 
general), the prospect of a future in a country like Equatorial Guinea that lacks 
senior care institutions is frightening. The National Institute of Social Security 
(INSESO) had attempted to enforce the Social Security Law (Ley de Seguri-
dad Social, Decreto número 104/1.984, de fecha 10 de Marzo), but the provi-
sions such law made regarding old age were only related to pensions.110 For 
the mamás, the possibility of receiving a pension was out of the question. They 
had spent their lives working within the informal economy. And since most of 
the women were also single or divorced, they could not obtain a widowhood 
pension either.111 Lacking family support and ineligible for welfare, many el-
derly women were forced to stare destitution in the face. 

 

Alternative communities 
Confronted with the prospect of destitution, some elderly women sought to 
reinforce their informal support networks through active participation in com-
munities that included trusted neighbors, fellow churchgoers, and even (alt-
hough not very often) other women street vendors. The mamás’ tables were 
                               
110 Access to pensions was limited because the National Institute of Social Security (INSESO) had 
been embezzled by its administrators (GEP 13/06/2022). Also, the number of old age-related pen-
sion recipients was heavily weighted towards men, which is hardly surprising given that men made 
up the bulk of the paid workforce, especially government jobs. In 2016, the total number of people 
registered at the National Institute of Social Security (INSESO) was of 67,646 men and 22,847 
women – this in a country with a population of 637,197 men and 588,180 women (INEGE 
2018:138, 55). Out of an estimated population of 74,000 individuals sixty years of age or older 
living in the country, the total number of old age pension recipients was 3,394 in 2017. Of those, 
2,125 had been granted in relation to formal retirement, and 1,269 were due to widowhood 
(INEGE 2018:138). These numbers are not remarkable for the region. In sub-Saharan Africa, only 
seven countries provided comprehensive old-age pension schemes: South Africa, Botswana, Le-
sotho, Mauritius, Namibia, Senegal, and Seychelles (Aboderin 2011:218). 
111 The type of pension to which legally married women were entitled when their husband died. 
How much money widowhood pensions provided depended on the salary once held by the de-
ceased husband, as well as on the number of weeks he had been registered by his employer at the 
INSESO. I never met a woman who was a recipient of such a pension. Trying to assess how much 
money a widowhood pension might offer would be wild speculation. The fact that only 1,269 
women in the entire country were receiving a widowhood pension in 2017 might give readers the 
impression that the whole idea of a widow’s pension was ridiculous. My informed opinion is that 
such low numbers corresponded to two conditions. First, very few men from the mamás’ socioec-
onomic strata had access to formal employment that would warrant them inscription by an em-
ployer at the INSESO. Second, as explained in Chapter 1, aging women tended to leave their 
partners or divorce their husbands, which means that many elderly women have bypassed the 
chance to become widows proper and thus to receive a widowhood pension. 
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spaces where the women found themselves exposed to evil and humiliation, 
but they provided the means to make a living, and they were also places where 
the women sometimes managed to establish solidarities. Mamá Esperanza, for 
example, had very bad eyesight due to cataracts. Exacerbating the problem 
was the fact that street lighting was perpetually out of order in the neighbor-
hood where she lived and worked. Mamá Esperanza’s need for better light 
while selling created a relationship of care and cooperation between her and 
the middle-aged Chinese couple who ran the hardware store in front of which 
Mamá Esperanza would set up her table after nightfall. 

During the months I spent with Mamá Esperanza, I witnessed how forms 
of respect and kindness that grew out of the fact that Mamá Esperanza was an 
elderly woman characterized interaction between her and the Chinese couple. 
Affectionately, Mamá Esperanza used to refer to the couple as her “Chinese 
friends” (mi amigo chino, mi amiga china). 

The compassion and solidarity that the couple showed toward Mamá Es-
peranza manifested in many ways. While their store was open, the couple al-
lowed one of their employees, a young Malian man, to help Mamá Esperanza 
move her table. The wife would offer Mamá Esperanza dried fruits and sweet 
potatoes whenever eating them herself, and the husband would often bring 
small trinkets, such as plastic food containers, as “gifts for the mamá.” The 
couple would also give Mamá Esperanza things that they could no longer sell 
at their store: torn rugs, stained curtains, water-damaged notebooks. Mamá 
Esperanza would take these objects home for her own use, sell them, or give 
them away as gifts to her acquaintances. 

In addition to the networks they established via their businesses, the most 
common alternative community for the mamás was the church (Cattell 1992; 
Krause and Bastida 2011; Kodzi et al 2011; Fonchingong 2013:194; Hodgson 
2016:260; van de Kamp 2016:357-8).112 All the mamas I worked with were 
regular church attendees except for Mamá Angie, who told me how her mixed 
Krío/Bubi background had made her swing between Methodist and Catholic 
churches all her life, ultimately exhausting her interest in institutionalized re-
ligion. The other four mamás all attended Christian churches of different de-
nominations and socialized in church for two or three hours every Sunday after 
mass. Mamá Esperanza loved dressing up for the occasion: she would wear 
long, glamorous Western pink party dresses that she bought second-hand at 
the Las Flores street market. All of the women said they enjoyed going to 

                               
112 The mamás’ business-related networks tended to be limited to people who lived or worked 
close to their selling points: neighbors and owners of shops nearby on whom the mamás relied 
for shelter when it rained, for access to toilets, and for getting change. As a rule, the mamás 
avoided becoming personally acquainted with women who sold at the markets. The mamás 
thought of themselves as lone entrepreneurs, and they valued their freedom to buy from whom-
ever they wanted, which allowed them to prioritize low costs over moral obligations toward 
specific vendors. During shortages, the mamás sought access to products via their gendered 
personal networks (e.g. sisters, nieces, cousins, sisters-in-law). 
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church to pray, sing, and meet people, but none of them was as big a church 
enthusiast as Mamá Teófila, whose sons called her Mary Mother of Jesus. 

As I discussed in Chapter 5, Mamá Teófila’s church affiliation represented 
a way for her to perform a “life clean-up” (borrón y cuenta nueva). It also 
opened up for her the possibility of establishing relationships based on a form 
of kinship different from the one whose demands she had to deal with at home. 
Mamá Teófila’s church family was mainly composed of her “siblings in 
Christ” (hermanos en Cristo). The most important way in which positive in-
terdependence manifested among the members of Mamá Teófila’s church-
based community was the practice, or the institution, of djangué (Sipi 2018; 
Fonchingong 2013). Also known as “tontine,” djangué was a trust-based sys-
tem of money saving and lending. In it, a small group of people paid in an 
equal sum of money as many times per month as there were people participat-
ing (so, if there were four people, everyone would pay in the same amount 
each week – a total of four times a month). Each time the participants made a 
payment, one member of the group would receive the total sum pooled, and 
this would continue in a cycle until everyone had a turn to receive the money. 
The understanding was that nobody would stop making payments until each 
participant had had the opportunity to collect. 

In Malabo, the institution of djangué fulfilled the important function of 
strengthening civility through the promotion of trust, responsibility, and com-
mitment toward one’s fellow djangué participants across familial and ethnic 
boundaries. For older women street vendors, simultaneous participation in two 
or three djangués was a reliable way of saving money (see also Valenciano-
Mañé 2020). In Mamá Teófila’s case, djangués allowed her to maintain eco-
nomic stability. Mamá Teófila spent more than half of her daily income of ca. 
8,000–10,000 XAF (16–20 USD) on food for her household and the perishable 
products she needed to make the sweets she sold (ripe bananas, milk, eggs). 
The rest she would invest in her three djangués. Her three djangués, in turn, 
allowed her to pay both the rent and her grandchildren’s school-related ex-
penses, as well as to buy the more expensive goods she needed to prepare her 
merchandise (20 kg sack of flour, 5 kg sack of sugar, several liters of oil). 

This circle of saving mostly in order to cover her basic expenses provided 
frugal Mamá Teófila with the means to meet her immediate needs and to control 
her spending. She told me that having her money perpetually invested in several 
djangués kept her from splurging on unnecessary things like fresh fish instead 
of frozen or smoked fish, finer rice, or expensive olive oil to eat at home. Lack-
ing cash for the better part of the month meant that she had to endure privations, 
but when her time to collect finally came, the rewards that Mamá Teófila reaped 
were not negligible. Mamá Teófila’s three djagués combined could give her up 
to 100,000 XAF (ca. 200 USD) every month. Best of all, by never having any 
money at her disposal, she could honestly tell her sons that she truly lacked cash 
to give them whenever they came to her begging. 
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The enthusiasm with which the mamás partook in their djangués as a 
means to save money (and to keep such money out of sight) was also moti-
vated by their conviction that economic independence was of vital importance 
for living a life free of humiliations as they grew older. Saving was a way to 
fight the prospect of destitution and its attendant associations of violence (van 
der Geest 1997; Cornwall 2002; Chamlee-Wright 2002; Schröder-Butterfill 
and Marianti 2006; Daher, Rosati and Jaramillo 2022). Not all of the mamás 
could afford to save as much as they wanted to, but all of them understood the 
role that money played in the possibility of seeing their hopes and plans for 
the future materialize.  

Among women who lived in multi-generational households, the ultimate 
purpose of their saving was to be able to live in a house of their own: the 
women dreamt about getting away from the ruido (noise) and calor (lit. heat, 
fig. suffocating annoyance) that they felt characterized life in their families. 

 

A house of one’s own 
“I’m not going to lie to you, Ade,” Mamá Teófila said to me with her mouth 
full of macará, her signature banana snack. “I don’t know how it is for other 
women, but me, I don’t expect anything from my family. I’m going to start 
looking for a house so that I can get away from them. I no longer want to live 
with my family. I want to be at some distance from my sons. I want to be 
independent. My things. I want to be away from my family.”  

Living in a house of one’s own was the dream of women who, like Mamá 
Angie and Mamá Teófila, were economically independent yet found them-
selves entangled in wearisome relationships of dependency at home. As far as 
these women were concerned, getting away from one’s family was a form of 
self-care (Tornstam 1997; Carstensen, Isaacowitz and Charles 1999). They 
understood, however, that living completely alone was not really an option. 
At age sixty-three, Mamá Angie confided that she had stopped locking the 
door while going to the toilet “just in case” something happened to her – a fall, 
a heart attack, a stroke. For this reason, Mamá Angie’s dream house included 
another person who could keep an eye on her. This person must not, under any 
circumstances, be a family member. But Mamá Angie did not want her ideal 
companion to be a mere employee either. Mamá Angie wanted “a woman [in 
her late forties or early fifties], if she’s a foreigner even better, who came here 
[to Malabo] to work and has no place to stay – she can stay with me, in her own 
bedroom.” Mamá Angie’s ideal companion would be motivated by a sense of 
mutual solidarity, by positive interdependence. Care would arise as a shared 
moral understanding mobilized in a context of mutual benefits and communal 
coping, not from individual economic interest or from burdensome obligations 
imposed by unrealistic cultural or familial expectations. 
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A house of one’s own was a very important element in the vendors’ dreams 
of a better life (see also Carruth and Smith 2022:98, 103-4; Moguerane 
2018:155-6). Pervasive assumptions regarding the wellbeing of the elderly in 
Africa assert that the family is traditionally – and thus ideally – responsible for 
their elders’ care (AU and HelpAge 2003). Yet the senior women with whom I 
worked rejected this idea. They understood that such exhortations of “the fam-
ily” actually referred to female relatives. In Chapter 3, we saw how, in Mamá 
Roberta’s view, her eldest brother Pedro was dodging his responsibility to take 
care of their disabled brother, Jaime. Women like Mamá Roberta knew that the 
expectation that care should come from within the family actually obligated them 
as women to take care of others. But who would take care of them?  

In order to take care of themselves, the elderly women I came to know 
ardently desired to spend the last years of their life living independently from 
their families (cf. Cattell 1997; cf. Møller and Sotshongaye 1999; cf. Arnfred 
2020:332). Dreaming about and working toward the project of living in a 
house of their own with an adequate companion represented a source of effer-
vescent hope for many mamás. For others, living the dream had not turned out 
quite as they had expected. Mamá Linda and Mamá Esperanza had been living 
by themselves for a number of years and, while it is true that both women 
seemed to feel much better physically and mentally than younger Mamá Angie 
and Mamá Teófila, the two women also had to deal with the precarities inher-
ent to living in Malabo’s poorest barrios, which was all they could afford as 
elderly single women. In Mamá Linda’s case, the issue went beyond precarity 
and was a matter of downright danger. Her little two-room cement house had 
a metal sheet roof. One of the metal sheets had become loose, and when it 
blew with the wind, it sometimes touched the powerlines dangling from the 
electricity pole next door. The result was that Mamá Linda received shocks of 
various magnitudes whenever she touched her light switch. Realizing that the 
voltage from the powerlines was very unstable, Mamá Linda worried that one 
day she might be electrocuted.113 

Despite such known difficulties, the dream of living in a house of one’s 
own remained strong in the vendors’ imagination. Keeping it in place were a 
number of other dreams, smaller perhaps, but just as meaningful – desires for 
a life that the women envisioned as one that they would live on their own 
terms. With the exception of Mamá Esperanza, who greatly disliked being 
indoors and was determined to keep selling for as long as she could walk, all 
the women I knew wanted to retire from their street vending activities. Mamá 
Teófila dreamed of opening a little grocery store (abacería) after quitting her 
macará business. Mamá Linda hoped that one day the father of her children 
                               
113 Fires due to voltage spikes were endemic in Malabo. Overloaded (and overheated) power-
lines, faulty electrical installations, substandard construction materials, low quality household 
appliances, and house proximity due to poor urban planning all heightened risk exposure. In 
the slums of Niumbili, hundreds of houses had burned down on three separate occasions (in 
2006, 2013, and 2019). 
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would ask her to join him in Spain. Mamá Angie envisioned herself either 
with her niece in London or as the boss of her own grill business, which some-
one else would tend for her. “I’ll be inside my house,” she used to tell me 
chuckling, “watching my films and drinking my champagne.” 

Mamá Angie, Mamá Linda, Mamá Teófila, and Mamá Esperanza could 
all afford to fantasize about, and make provisions for, an ideal future. Mamá 
Roberta, however, could not. The first words out of Mamá Roberta’s mouth 
when I raised the subject of retirement were not about her. What worried her 
was her son Braulio, who suffered from an undiagnosed mental disorder that 
looked like paranoid-schizophrenia to my uneducated eye. “If I had the 
means, I would take my son to a place where they could treat him,” Mamá 
Roberta told me. Then she added that she would like to leave Equatorial 
Guinea and be reunited with her eldest daughter and youngest son, both of 
whom lived in Europe. Mamá Roberta explained that she could never leave 
Braulio behind, not as long as he depended on her – and this, given the lack 
of state-run, long-term care facilities in the country, meant forever. Mamá 
Roberta was bound to remain her adult son’s caregiver until her death, his 
death, or until she became, like her late brother Jaime, significantly disabled 
due to the ailments of old age. 

 

Beyond normative relationality 
In contemporary African communalist conceptions of the person, the principle 
of normative relationality implies strong interdependence. Such interdepend-
ence is premised on the existence of robust social and familial networks ani-
mated by normative solidarity and the steady performance of normative roles. 
Yet as we saw in Chapter 3, solidarity of the kind attributed to the extended 
family in Africa was largely a myth in Malabo. Economic hardship and per-
sonal indispositions made people unable or unwilling to meet expectations for 
care and support. Among elderly women who had no choice but to depend on 
unreliable family members for help while performing certain tasks, the facts 
of (inter)dependence were a permanent source of stress and anxiety. Indeed, 
much of the evidence I have presented in this study suggests that a significant 
part of what the mamás’ regarded as suffering was caused by how they were 
treated by people with whom, according to Afro-Bantu tradición, they should 
have had supportive and reciprocal relationships (see Rasmussen 2016:235). 

As unmet expectations of solidarity gave rise to disappointment, resent-
ment, a sense of inadequacy among economically impotent young men, and 
feelings of desertion among elderly mamás, family relations deteriorated 
steadily. Obviously, such state of affairs thwarted older women’s possibilities 
for flourishing. Mamá Angie, as we saw also in Chapter 3, felt that she did not 
have a family, and sometimes she wished she would die. In Malabo, where 
economic precarity and decaying kin relations were tangible everyday facts, 
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the principle of normative relationality that accompanies communalist African 
conceptions of the person was a major contributor to social suffering. 

The hopes, dreams, and plans for the future that elderly women street ven-
dors harbored, as well as their projects aimed at relieving the pains of the pre-
sent, had a strong component of autonomy. Such autonomy, however, does not 
correspond with the Western neoliberal idea of unfettered individualism. In or-
der to understand the difference between autonomy and individualism in rela-
tion to the mamás’ experience, one needs to look, first, at what autonomy stands 
for within the larger context of gerontological discourse, and second, at the con-
text-related reasons why the mamás found the idea of autonomy appealing. 

 

Autonomy in gerontological thought 
The notion of autonomy in gerontology is rooted in a decades-old focus on 
life satisfaction and morale, current expressions of which are research on qual-
ity of life and wellbeing (Chappell 2009:140). Philosophers of aging trace the 
conceptual foundations of the ideal of autonomy in later life back to Kant’s 
notion of human beings as rational subjects capable of judgment, choice, and 
self-determination (see e.g. Scarre 2016:93).  

Current gerontological debates on autonomy, however, build primarily on 
policy-oriented definitions of the term. The most influential of such defini-
tions is the one that the World Health Organization (2002) advocates through 
its policy framework for “active aging.” Active aging refers to “the process of 
optimizing opportunities for health, participation and security in order to en-
hance quality of life as people age” (2002:12). In the context of active aging, 
“autonomy is the perceived ability to control, cope with and make personal 
decisions about how one lives on a day-to-day basis, according to one’s own 
rules and preferences” (WHO 2002:13). The WHO definition of autonomy 
builds on the assumption that elderly people’s ability to maintain independ-
ence determines their quality of life. For the WHO, autonomy in old age is 
linked to issues of long-term care and social justice, where social justice 
means upholding “older persons’ rights to maintain independence and auton-
omy for the longest period of time possible” (2002:53, 21). 

Defined as it may be by policy frameworks, gerontologists engage with the 
concept of autonomy in various ways depending on their field. Environmental 
gerontologists, for instance, study how elderly people interact with their living 
spaces. These gerontologists tend to deal with autonomy in relation to agency, 
seeing autonomy as corresponding to the experience of freedom in initiating 
one’s behavior. For them, the central component of autonomy is choice 
(O’Connor and Vallerand 1994; Wahl and Oswald 2016). Gerontologists who 
work within the field of elder care, however, understand autonomy primarily 
in the context of ethics – they tend to conceptualize autonomy in relation to 
processes of decision making in cases where the elderly person appears to 
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have diminished capacities, as in the case of patients with dementia (Gilleard 
and Higgs 2016; see also Randers and Mattiasson 2004).  

Cultural gerontologists deal with identities, social norms, lifestyles, and 
cultural representations of later life. In the global north, they tend to identify 
autonomy with a sense of self-determination that people gain as they get older, 
particularly after finding themselves freed from everyday pressures associated 
with paid labor and family duties (Bildtgård and Öberg 2017; Freund et al 
2009). A dominant idea in cultural gerontological discourse is that older 
women gain autonomy because menopause liberates them from gender con-
straints (Greer 1992:378; Gott 2005:22). As we saw in Chapter 7, the experi-
ences of Equatoguinean elderly women street vendors challenge this idea, and 
the fact that African women continue caring for their adult children and grand-
children way beyond their reproductive years is well documented (Ardington 
et al 2010; Aboderin and Hoffman 2017). In any case, cultural gerontologists 
reckon that, along with self-determination and agency, autonomy is a central 
component of empowerment theory (Hooyman et al 2016:431-2). In cultural 
gerontological discourse, autonomy supposes “a will preoccupied with the ac-
tivity to shape one’s circumstances rather than passively fall prey to them” 
(Mack 2016:155).  

Whether a philosophical principle or a marker of a policy-dictated ‘active 
aging,’ the notion of autonomy in later life is the subject of several major ger-
ontological debates. Critical gerontologists argue that autonomy is a predom-
inantly Western ideological construction that does violence to the realities of 
old age (see e.g. Cruikshank 2009:16; Holstein et al 2011:xiii). Such critique 
is often expanded to address the fact that neoliberal policies prioritize 
“choice,” and autonomy corresponds with a process that places responsibility 
for success or failure on individuals rather than on systems of power relations 
(Willis 2010:389; Westerhof and Tulle 2007:243). Critical gerontologists 
have also interpreted autonomy as an expression of a neoliberal agenda aimed 
at cutting welfare-related costs by placing responsibility on elderly individuals 
at the peril of dismantling informal support networks and localized cultural 
practices of intergenerational solidarity (Sánchez and Hatton-Yeo 2012:280).  

Gerontological critiques of autonomy that highlight the threat it poses to 
intergenerational solidarity tend to be grounded on the idea that, in non-West-
ern societies, relationality and communal values take precedence over the will 
and choices of individuals (Hofstede 1980; Triandis 1995; Summerfield 
1996).114 Such an idea has resulted in the belief that acting according to the 

                               
114 This idea, which has become common knowledge in the fields of health and elder care, has 
its modern roots in cultural psychologists Shweder, Much, Mahapatra, and Park’s (1997) work 
on suffering. For Shweder and colleagues, suffering is a psychological experience that is 
framed, explained, and dealt with differently in different cultures. Cultural explanations of suf-
fering vary depending on whether a culture’s moral code is shaped by an ethics of autonomy, 
community, or divinity. The ‘ethics of autonomy’ corresponds to cultures built on the notion of 
individual rights, freedom, and justice. The ‘ethics of community’ is proper to societies organized 
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norms that govern the cultural group to which an elderly person belongs will 
promote the person’s sense of wellbeing. In this sense, culture-based geronto-
logical critiques of autonomy present a problem similar to the claims of Afri-
can communalist notions of personhood: they dismiss the value that autonomy 
may hold in non-Western ‘traditional’ contexts where economic precarity and 
strained family relations have turned normative relationality into a contributor 
to social suffering.  

Remarkably, it appears as if the only context in which gerontological stud-
ies recognize the value that autonomy holds in relation to the suffering of el-
derly persons is in cases that explicitly fall into the category of elder abuse 
(see e.g. Holstein et al 2011:193-212). Elder abuse appears as the result of 
intentional mistreatment or neglect, the kind an anthropologist would call “di-
rect” or “personal” forms of violence (see also Galtung 1969:170-1). More 
nuanced, indirect, routinized, structural, and culturally embedded forms of vi-
olence that underlie older people’s experiences of suffering, and that a con-
text-sensitive notion of autonomy might help ameliorate, tend to pass unno-
ticed or undiscussed in studies that explicitly engage with the question of au-
tonomy in later life.  

A possible reason for this may be that culture-based critiques of autonomy 
often arise from studies conducted in East Asia, particularly in Japan. In the 
Japanese context, strong institutions, legal provisions, economic stability, and 
deep-seated religious and philosophical traditions such as Confucianism argu-
ably converge and lay out a firm foundation for the practice of filial piety – 
the moral obligation of adult children to respect and take care of their elderly 
parents (Hashimoto and Ikels 2005:437-8).115 But Japan is hardly representa-
tive of non-Western societies. Lacking equivalently strong institutional, spir-
itual, ideological, material, and legal preconditions, people in most nations in 
the east and global south cannot possibly aspire to live up to the standards 
reportedly maintained by the Japanese.116 

When it comes to Equatorial Guinea, discarding the idea of autonomy in 
later life on the grounds that it is merely a Western ideological construction – 

                               
by social hierarchy, duty, and loyalty. The ‘ethics of divinity’ governs cultures that give promi-
nence to notions of purity, sanctity, and “the natural order of things” (see also Mesquita, de Leer-
snyder and Boiger 2016). The conclusion that gerontologists have drawn from Shweder and col-
leagues’ work is that non-Western people tend to be guided by an ‘ethics of community.’ In the 
field of elder care, such a conclusion translates into the idea that, when dealing with non-Western 
people (patients, users, clients), the prominence of an ‘ethics of community’ might mean that that 
the tenets of an ‘ethics of autonomy’ (e.g. a patient’s right to be informed about terminal illness) 
might lose importance if the elderly person contradicts the wishes of their family. 
115 Japan is the highest-ranking non-Western nation when it comes to the social and economic 
wellbeing of the elderly – it occupies the 8th place out of 52 countries in the Global AgeWatch 
Index, a tool that ranks countries according to the social and economic wellbeing of older people 
(HAI 2015:4). The countries that rank higher than Japan are Switzerland, Norway, Sweden, Ger-
many, Canada, the Netherlands, and Iceland. After Japan, the countries with the highest ranking 
are the USA, the United Kingdom, Denmark, New Zealand, Austria, Finland, and Ireland. 
116 For a more nuanced account of how such standards play out in practice, see Danely (2014). 
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an “imported idea” in Obiangnguemist rhetoric – risks giving fodder to na-
tionalist discourses that enable and mask structural violence, normalize prac-
tices of elder neglect, and allow for the reproduction of social injustice. Au-
tonomy, as we have seen, is an important component of the mamás’ hopes, 
dreams, and plans for the future. Shedding light on the difference between 
individualism and autonomy in relation to the mamás’ experience now re-
quires that we look at the particular reasons why the mamás found the idea of 
autonomy appealing. 

 

Why autonomy appealed to the mamás 
Whereas autonomy in the global north tends to be conceived as a masculine 
trait, individualistic and rationalistic (Mackenzie and Stoljar 2000:3; Fried-
man 2000:35), Equatoguinean national discourse on Woman portrayed auton-
omy-associated values, such as economic independence and self-reliance, as 
paramount feminine virtues. Elderly women street vendors in Malabo found 
the prospect of autonomy compelling primarily because of their self-image as 
“women of worth” (mujeres de valor). As older persons, the vendors thought 
of economic independence as protection against humiliation, which they as-
sociated with dependency in old age. From some perspectives, equating a hu-
miliation-free old age with autonomy is hardly a step toward emancipation – 
one could always argue, with critical gerontologist Margaret Cruikshank 
(2009:16), that “being able to accept dependency with grace” is what “learn-
ing to be old” is all about. Yet the mamás found autonomy-related values that 
pertained to ‘virtuous womanhood’ appealing, and they adapted them to fit 
their current life situation. I interpret the mamás’ appropriation of such values 
as evidence that, in contemporary Equatorial Guinea, the seemingly dogmatic 
notion of ‘virtuous womanhood’ constitutes, in fact, a strong ideological basis 
for the notion of autonomy to grow, for women and across the life course, as 
an ideal. 

The desire for autonomy that the senior women with whom I worked ex-
pressed through their dreams, plans, and hopes for the future was likely also 
the result of their psychosocial development as older adults. According to psy-
chogerontologists Freya Dittman-Kohli and Daniela Jopp (2007), aging brings 
about changes in people’s perceptions of their own needs as well as changes 
in their feelings and valuations of self and others (2007:271). As maturity 
makes it possible for individuals to gain insight into such changes, feelings of 
dependency on others’ opinions and judgments may wane while, at the same 
time, self-confidence regarding one’s choices of values, standards, and pref-
erences may grow (2007:270). Self-confidence may make older adults less 
inhibited about acting in accordance with what they judge is right, true, or fair. 
For the mamás, and particularly for those who, like Mamá Linda and Mamá 
Teófila, had undergone a certain moral or spiritual transformation as the result 
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of life-altering events, behaving consistently with their revised personal val-
ues and standards was a question of dignity and self-respect. In this sense, the 
moral subjectivity that the mamás cultivated through the life course, along 
with the self-insight and self-confidence that they obtained with maturity, 
likely compelled the mamás to think of themselves, reason, and behave as au-
tonomous persons.  

Feminist scholar Marilyn Friedman (2000) has written that the exercise of 
autonomy has the potential to disrupt social relationships in which women his-
torically have found some kind of security (2000:39). Friedman asserts, how-
ever, that the socially disruptive quality of autonomy can be an asset for women 
who live in contexts of oppression (2000:46). In gerontology, foundational ap-
proaches such as activity theory and its derivate notions of ‘successful’ and ‘ac-
tive aging’ have established as a fact that the wellbeing of elderly people de-
pends largely on their social integration (Havighurst 1961; Rowe and Kahn 
1987, 1997, 1998; WHO 2002). The mamás’ experiences problematize this 
view. The culturally ingrained element of self-sacrifice implicit in Equatoguin-
ean women’s primary position as mothers and grandmothers meant that, for men 
and youths, women were hardly entitled to demand any form of reciprocity from 
those whom they cared for and supported (cf. Hashimoto and Kendig 1992). 
Autonomy appealed to the mamás because it represented a palliative to the pains 
of unreciprocated support and coercive family relations – it granted women the 
possibility of choice, and as I have shown, some women chose to put a certain 
distance between themselves and their family members. 

Because the idea of normative relationality in the Equatoguinean context 
was largely the result of an Afro-Bantu traditionalist discourse promoted and 
enforced by the Obiangnguemist state, the mamás’ struggle for autonomous 
personhood can also be interpreted as a response to authoritarianism. President 
Obiang Nguema’s power, as we saw in Chapter 4, rested on a clientelist appa-
ratus that exhorted certain types of supposedly mortal dependency. Through 
so-called “ties of blood,” the alleged Fang witches in power purportedly de-
stroyed the humanity of ambitious individuals, morally and economically en-
slaving such individuals as a means of keeping them politically subservient. 
As people’s talk about “subhuman” state workers has illustrated, the kinds of 
dependency fostered by the Obiangnguemist state curtailed individual auton-
omy and resulted in the loss of personhood (see also Walker 1982). In this 
context, being an autonomous person was both a practical means to preserve 
one’s sense of integrity and individuality and an ultimately political stance.  

Regardless of whether they found expression through the language of evil, 
virtue, or congosá, the mamás’ covertly political critiques illuminate the link 
between autonomy, personhood, and critical thinking – the latter being particu-
larly important in totalitarian contexts (Arendt 2003). For Dittman-Kholi and 
Jopp, “autonomy implies that compliance with a large range of social norms 
is reflected on critically and may give way to individual freedom” (2007:270). 
As expressed through their critiques, the element of autonomy in the mamás’ 
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experience of personhood endowed them with a sense of agency, control, and 
the option to refuse participation in normalized, predatory kinds of sociality. 
From this point of view, the kind of autonomous personhood toward which 
the mamás strove arguably had the power to defy what Equatoguinean writer 
Juan Tomás Ávila Laurel (2011:56) has referred to as “the animalizing nature 
of the dictatorship” – its systematic reduction of people to a “subhuman” level 
through the obliteration of their moral capabilities. 

The element of autonomy in the mamás’ enactments of personhood was also 
a response to the type of ageism that they experienced as result of the state-
sponsored narrative of ‘unprecedented development.’ In Chapter 4, we also saw 
how the state equated social advancement with infrastructural transformation, 
and how ‘good citizens’ tended to identify elderly women street vendors with 
anti-values such as filth, backwardness, and ignorance. Sadly, this state of af-
fairs is not new or exclusive to Equatorial Guinea. Anthropologists of aging in 
Africa are familiar with the fact that ideas about modernization tend to contrib-
ute to the upsurge of discourses that denigrate aging (Sagner 1999a:2; Sanger 
and Mtati 1999:411). They are also familiar with the fact that elders might 
choose independence as a means to escape new forms of social violence repro-
duced by youths (Makoni and Stroeken 2002:11; Okemwa 2002:178).  

The identification of older people with conditions that contradict notions 
of advancement and development demands that we reevaluate the role that 
traditionalist assumptions regarding the high status of African elders play in 
concealing contemporary forms of ageism. In Chapter 3, we saw that authori-
ties’ indifference toward the prospect of establishing institutional geriatric 
care was often justified by arguments about how such institutionalized care 
was un-African. Implicit in this argument was the expectation that old Equa-
toguinean people should content themselves with whatever their families were 
willing to give them. The idea that there might be elderly people who had no 
one to care for them, either because their families neglected them or because 
they found life at home intolerable, was never considered by Equatoguinean 
politicians who dilated on the topic. Traditionalist identitarian discourses that 
portrayed elderly persons as cherished repositories of wisdom, and that the 
state deployed in an effort to distance itself from the West, built on assump-
tions that ultimately resulted in the practical neglect of the very same elders 
whom they sought to exalt.  

Politicians’ indifference regarding welfare for the elderly had particularly 
grim implications for elderly street vending mamás. Suggesting that senior 
women should accept the care offered by their families relegated the women 
to embracing humiliation, unfairness, and gender prejudice. Denying the 
mamás the possibility of autonomy by means of foreclosing any alternatives 
to their current situation callously disregarded the women’s own assessment 
of their needs and ignored the legitimacy of their desire to be treated with 
dignity, as persons (Parish 2014:44; see also Taylor 1985:97).  
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They had a bad start in this world, and now...  
This thesis has shown what happens when normative understandings of duty 
collide with people’s actual ability to fulfill them. It has argued that the ten-
sions that arose from such collisions influenced elderly women’s perceptions 
regarding the nature of entitlements, the locus of their moral worth, and their 
experience of personhood.  

For the women with whom I worked, being a person had nothing to do with 
the status of the male gerontocrat evoked by la tradición, nor with the devotion 
with which Catholics everywhere are supposed to treat their maternal figures. 
For the mamás, being a person meant living and being recognized as both a 
female body and a gendered subjectivity capable of feeling, thinking, and act-
ing in accordance with her own inclinations (affective and sexual), moral con-
science, political convictions, and ideas about fulfillment.  

Being recognized as a person in the sexual and affective sense required that 
people came to terms with the idea that women function in ways that exceed 
the demands that their children and grandchildren impose. Being treated as a 
person in the sense of a moral conscience demanded that people assumed the 
fact – obvious in practice yet blatantly denied by local discourses portraying 
African women as morally and mentally “weak” – that women in general, and 
elderly women in particular, indeed are human beings capable of judging what 
is fair and good for themselves and for others. Being acknowledged as a per-
son with political convictions implied the possibility of asserting oneself as an 
agent capable of critical thinking, a citizen whose value lay beyond the forms 
of political dependency and coercive clientelism that the state promoted. Fi-
nally, being regarded as a person meant being recognized as entitled to pursue 
whatever projects one might find meaningful, as well as the prospect of a bet-
ter life, whatever ‘a better life’ might mean in light of one’s life trajectory and 
the challenges posed by one’s current life situation.  

From a purely phenomenological point of view, being an old female person 
in Equatorial Guinea meant inhabiting a turbulent arena in which a woman 
finds herself struggling for agency in situations and experiences related to 
womanhood, sexuality, love, labor, family duties, moral imperatives, adher-
ence to (or withdrawal from) tradition, as well as (in/inter)dependence with 
respect to one’s family, ethnic group, larger society, and life in the streets of 
a country governed by authoritarianism. The ‘mamá’ subjectivity grows out 
of this experience and embodied knowledge.  

The embodied element of such knowledge, namely the mamás’ experience 
of later life with its possibilities and limitations, drove them to seek autono-
mous personhood. Whether as an ideal associated with their gender, a capa-
bility developed with maturity, a palliative to social suffering, a rejection of 
authoritarianism, or a response to forms of ageism concealed under suppos-
edly emancipatory narratives, the ways in which autonomy appealed to the 
mamás highlight the fact that autonomy can only be realized through social 
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relationships (Friedman 2000:40-1; Meyers 2000:164-5). Such is the differ-
ence between individualism and autonomy in relation to the mamás’ experi-
ence; they did not deny that they needed others, as their wish to live in a house 
of their own with an adequate companion illustrates, nor did they realistically 
expect that others would stop needing them completely. What the women 
wanted and were continually trying to achieve was a change in the quality of 
their social relations. They did not want to feel coerced by their relatives or 
deserted when refusing to comply with demands they deemed unfair. The ven-
dors assessed such demands through a dynamic clear to the ethnographer: 
whereas their position as elders made it possible for them to question the place 
that they occupied as women within the local moral economy, their identity as 
women allowed them to challenge ageist misconceptions and (re)claim their 
dignity as elderly persons.  

From the point of view of the senior women with whom I worked, autonomy 
and community membership were not mutually exclusive. In this regard, it is 
worth noting that, however important its achievement might have been, the suc-
cessful renegotiation of their social relations was not a prerequisite for the ven-
dors to experience autonomous personhood and social attachment. Many of the 
critiques that the women articulated, for instance, tended to be suffused with 
anger. A moral emotion linked to violations of the ethics of autonomy,117 anger 
is also, anthropologist Barbara Myerhoff (1978) explains, “a powerful indica-
tion of engagement between people, the very opposite of indifference” 
(1978:184). Anger allows older persons who live in precarious situations “to 
deny that they are helpless victims of circumstance” because, by demonstrating 
opposition, “one is asserting that he or she has some degree of resistance, au-
tonomy, and power over oneself and possibly others. It is a basic form of re-
maining attached” (1978:184). From this perspective, the anger-infused criti-
cism that the self-proclaimed “women of worth” with whom I worked consist-
ently directed toward their families, the government, and society in general ap-
pears to have been both a means through which they asserted themselves as 
autonomous persons and an expression of their refusal to be marginalized. 

Elderly women street vendors have an active presence in the public sphere, 
and they live in permanent struggle against the powers that shape that sphere. 
They resist the municipality’s attempts to invisibilize them, and they work hard 
to provide themselves with what neither the state nor the people around them 
offer – economic support, proper care, dignity, respect. One of the wealthiest 
nations in the world today, Equatorial Guinea gives no consideration to the 
women who, through their daily commercial activities, helped to feed the 

                               
117 According to Rozin, Lowery, Imada, and Haidt (1999), whereas anger corresponds to the 
‘ethics of autonomy,’ the moral emotion linked to violations of the ‘ethics of divinity’ is disgust, 
and the one associated with violations of ‘ethics of community’ is contempt (see also Mesquita, 
de Leersnyder, Boiger 2016). 
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young nation during the many years “when there was nothing” before the dis-
covery of oil (Caballero 2015:42). Street vending mamás have been perma-
nently shortchanged. The women with whom I worked, however, did not wait 
for people to start treating them as persons or for the government to reform its 
“evil” ways. As the women aged, they continued to expect nothing from those 
who actually might have made things better for them. These mamás suffered, 
to use Mamá Teófila’s words, “like martyrs of Mount Calvary,” but they kept 
doing something, going somewhere with their plans. The nation that mis-
treated them, in contrast, stood there in “envy,” morally crippled (Ávila Laurel 
2011:56), mired in a deep sense of social stagnation (Ocha’a Mve 1985:40; 
Okenve 2009:153). Both the government and society routinely ignored the 
human potential that these senior women mastered and expressed through 
their remarkable work ethic and their creative forms of engaged citizenship. 
What the proud traditionalist Afro-Bantu nation of Equatorial Guinea has lost 
in the process of neglecting elderly women street vendors is one of the things 
that, like other custodians of Africanness, it praises itself for holding most 
dear: the life and dignity of its elders.  
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Appendix 1 
‘Woman’s empowerment’  
and the exacerbation of patriarchy 

As I described in Chapter 5, one of the themes that shaped the national dis-
course on Woman was the way that men like lawyer Fausto represented the 
concept of gender equality (igualdad de género). The men expressed a pro-
found disavowal toward the idea of ‘gender equality’ and the first lady’s rhet-
oric, which emphasized “the empowerment of Woman (el empoderamiento de 
la Mujer),” only deepened their vexation. 

The attention that high-ranking politicians appeared to give the subject of 
gender equality might have irritated many men, but women who self-identi-
fied as feminists (feministas) were not impressed. These women were skepti-
cal of policymakers’ alleged efforts to protect women’s rights. Some of the 
feminists I had the opportunity to meet told me not only that politicians’ treat-
ment of gender issues lacked any semblance of intersectionality but also – and 
far worse – that such efforts were largely a sham. 

In the eyes of the feminists, politicians’ actions concerning women’s rights 
were a shallow response to pressure from the international community. Such 
pressure aimed at making the Obiangnguemist state comply with certain 
agreements that it previously had ratified. According to the feminists, the 
Obiangnguemist state had agreed to implement a number of policy recommen-
dations, including those contained in the 1995 Beijing Declaration and Plat-
form for Action, but it had done so merely as a means to project an image of 
commitment and collaboration regarding international policy trends. Guin-
eano policymakers, the feminists contended, had no interest in understanding 
what ‘gender equality’ meant according to the treaties that the state was ex-
pected to implement. Politicians’ disregard had given rise to a system of gen-
der quota within the state – a system that built on preexisting structures of 
nepotism, clientelage, and patrimonialism. 

According to the feminists, big men had started to place their wives, lov-
ers, sisters, cousins, and daughters in positions of relative power, and they 
were doing so for two reasons. First, big men had to comply with the gender 
quota recommended by their bosses, powerful men whose place higher up 
in the hierarchy depended on how well those in charge kept up appearances 
of willing cooperation with international organizations of prestige. Second, 
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big men were keen to expand their nets of political influence, a dangerous 
ambition in totalitarian Equatorial Guinea. Yet by placing their wives, lov-
ers, and kinswomen – women they could control – in positions of relative 
power, big men could expand their influence in a way that seemed non-
threatening to the ruling family. The kinswomen of big men, ‘empowered’ 
though they might have seemed, were women after all, and in 2018 Malabo, 
the thought of a woman becoming influential enough to orchestrate a coup 
was certainly laughable.  

The ‘empowered’ kinswomen of big men were not perceived as a threat 
to the status quo also because, contrary to Fausto’s idea that women who are 
“promoted” (promocionadas) by their husbands and lovers are unapprecia-
tive of the favor, these newly appointed stateswomen had taken office fully 
aware that in order to maintain what they now had (a status, an income, and 
a lifestyle), they had to pledge obedience to the men who had ‘helped them 
climb’ (ayudarlas a subir).  

Another reason why these supposedly ‘empowered’ stateswomen were not 
perceived as a threat is the fact that, concerned with the possibility of losing 
their position, they were careful not to use their alleged influence to benefit 
other women. “These [newly appointed stateswomen] do not move a finger 
for the women who are outside the realms of power,” a feminist declared, fur-
ther explaining that such stateswomen actually sided with their patrons on is-
sues that affected lower-class women in crushingly negative ways. When I 
asked the feminist to give me an example, she related to me that a couple of 
years ago, when the government approved the law that forbade pregnant girls 
from attending public education (Orden Ministerial No.1 18/07/2016), it was 
those ‘empowered’ stateswomen who appeared on television defending the 
law on the grounds that banishment from school would discourage girls from 
getting pregnant. The incompetence was evident – these stateswomen were 
criminally oblivious to the fact that the girls affected by the law were minors 
and that pregnancies among them were evidence of rape.  

In Malabo, sexual abuse of minors, particularly girls and trans girls and 
boys, was a significant and widely-known problem. It was also common 
knowledge that abusers were usually family members or schoolteachers (see 
e.g. AEG 03/11/2020; AEG 06/05/2022). Very few people, however, were 
willing to discuss the subject openly, much less denounce it. Those who ap-
peared willing to do so were, as a rule, women who had had a challenging 
upbringing but also had managed to attain an education. Some of these women 
had a family member (a little sister or a cousin, una hermanita or una primita) 
who had been abused. Others were themselves survivors of abuse. These 
women’s efforts to speak up, however, were routinely repressed.  

As I explained in Chapter 4, the Obiangnguemist state tried to counter its 
inherent vulnerability by avoiding exposure to criticism. The state did this by 
protecting its image, which meant (1) spreading the narratives of ‘reigning 
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peace’ (paz reinante) and ‘unprecedented development’ (desarrollo sin prec-
edentes), and (2) protecting such narratives through ‘milder’ forms of repres-
sion such as humiliation, harassment, censorship, concealment, and deperson-
alization. Given their sensitivity to criticism, state authorities and policymak-
ers had the habit of downplaying the gravity of certain social problems. Re-
garding the problem of sexual abuse of minors, the general attitude was that, 
in Equatorial Guinea, it was no bigger a problem than in any other country. 
This claim may have been false, but it did not matter. The women who dared 
to speak out received, as did other groups of ‘bad citizens’ such as political 
dissidents, the LGBTQ+ community, and the visible poor, the treatment of 
‘traitors’ to the nation: disavowal, harassment, discredit. “When a woman who 
has no influence steps up and says that in Equatorial Guinea men rape minors, 
they [statesmen in general and stateswomen in particular] automatically label 
her a ‘bad feminist’ (mala feminista).” Bad feminists were bad because they 
spoke about things that attracted foreign criticism. The ‘good feminists’ (buenas 
feministas), in contrast, worked instead to protect the good name of the nation. 

Examples of ‘good feminists’ were the supposedly ‘empowered’ kinswomen 
of big men. For these ‘good feminists,’ as for the state, protecting the good name 
of the nation implied repressing dissidence. Guineana stateswomen reportedly 
suppressed any feminist discourse that challenged their own discourse or the 
state’s. They did so arguably to protect their discursive authority over gender-
related issues, but also to secure their own position within the state hierarchy. A 
‘bad feminist’ explained: “The [big] men who put these women there [in posi-
tions of relative power] have told them that we, the daughters of poor families, 
the moment we gain notoriety, we will take away their jobs and leave them with 
nothing…. The first torturers of feminists in Equatorial Guinea are women too, 
and women with state jobs (Las primeras torturadoras de feministas en Guinea 
Ecuatorial son mujeres, y mujeres con cargos).” 

This is how Guineana stateswomen’s rhetoric concerning ‘the empower-
ment of Woman’ serves as a vehicle for self-legitimation above all. It is a trope 
that justifies why the kinswomen of big men occupy positions of power, a 
privilege that subsequently allows big men to expand their own influence 
through women whom they can control. In order to not lose their privileges, 
‘empowered’ stateswomen must show obedience to the big men they are in-
debted to, even if doing so requires supporting state policy that damages the 
rights of other women. This uncritical obedience, motivated by self-interest 
and personal economic gain, cements the overlap between the system of gen-
der quota in the Obiangnguemist state and preexisting structures of nepotism, 
clientelage, and patrimonialism – an overlap that deepens class and gender 
inequalities, reinforces patriarchy, and exacerbates authoritarianism. 
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Appendix 2 
They don’t mix with ‘evil’: the mamás’ social selectivity  

Whenever the mamás spoke about how evil people were (e.g. how people hated 
their own family members, practiced witchcraft as a means to attain riches, or 
enjoyed humiliating the poor), what followed was usually a description of their 
own lives emphasizing how little social contact they had with anyone beyond 
the limits of close family and the market visits necessary for their businesses. 
Implicit in the mamás’ narratives of virtuous social containment was the idea 
that, by not mixing with larger society, there was no room in their lives for the 
possibility of participating in or being subjected to people’s evil. 

 

“Normally, I don’t go anywhere” 
ADELAIDA:    —You were telling me that next year you want to put some 

distance between yourself and a lot of people because you’re 
fed up and you’d like to be left alone. 

MAMÁ ANGIE:—Mhh. [Mamá Angie nods] 
ADELAIDA:     —What is it that you are sick and tired of? 
MAMÁ ANGIE:—I have a lot of enemies. There’s a lot of people who envies 

me. For no reason. Because I don’t know why they would 
envy me. Most of them are much better off than me. They 
live better than I do. They have cars. They have almost eve-
rything. I don’t. 

ADELAIDA:     —Your enemies, mamá. Who are they? 
MAMÁ ANGIE:—People around me. 
ADELAIDA:     —Family members? 
MAMÁ ANGIE:—[Mamá Angie nods] For no reason. They see me – and they 

hate me. 
ADELAIDA:     —Has it always been like that? 
MAMÁ ANGIE:—It has always been like that. I don’t know why. 
ADELAIDA:     —And when you say that next year you want to distance your-

self from them – do you think that you’ll be able to do so? 
Will they stay away from you?  

MAMÁ ANGIE:—I hope so. Well, normally I don’t go anywhere. I go to the 
market and I tend my business, and that’s all. 
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ADELAIDA:     —So you don’t see them very often anyway. 
MAMÁ ANGIE:—[Mamá Angie shakes her head no] Many times, I go in a taxi 

and I see something and I say, ‘When did they build that?’ And 
the driver says ‘Señora, that has been there for a very long 
time.’ I say, ‘Has it? I had not seen it.’ There are many parts of 
Malabo where I have never been, nor am I interested in seeing 
either. I want to focus on my work, my home, and save a little 
money to do something. I don’t know what though. 

 

“I prefer this over going out” 
ADELAIDA:          —So the women at [La Catedral] use [magical] powders, 

amulets, and put [witchcraft-related] things under their 
tables [in order to boost their sales]. 

MAMÁ ROBERTA:—They put things there, only they know what. Some of 
them carry it in their purses. They can come and throw 
[some powder] at your back, like that woman did the 
other day, the one who talks too much. Pancha. That 
woman, when she comes, she goes ‘Mi mamá! Mi 
mamá! Mi mamá!’ I say, when you answer her, it feels 
as if she takes everything from you, she steals your en-
ergy, she robs you from your power, everything that she 
can, she takes. That’s why sometimes she comes and 
greets me, but I don’t greet her back. There are some 
people who call me out, but the day that my heart 
doesn’t want to, I don’t respond. 

ADELAIDA:            — Have you witnessed any big arguments or fights among 
the other vendors?  

MAMÁ ROBERTA:—Uuuuuu! A lot, eh! A lot. They fight for no reason. 
Right now, you can be there, tending to a customer, and 
they will go ‘You don’t sell with the power of God!’ 
They fight among themselves, but I sit quietly on my 
chair, and don’t get involved. 

ADELAIDA:           —But why do they fight? Is it because of envy? 
MAMÁ ROBERTA:—Yes! Because of envy. ‘You have more customers than 

I do!’ But, as I’ve told you, when I sell, I’m only behind 
my own table. If it’s not because I have to [pee], or be-
cause I have to go throw something in the trash, or be-
cause I want to buy myself something to drink, I don’t 
move, and I don’t have any dealings with [the other 
vendors]. I go to sell – I come back home. If I sell or 
not – I don’t want to have any dealings with them. 
That’s how I do. That’s how I live. I prefer to hang out 
with my grandchildren, with my children, because we 
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are family. I usually don’t go out. If I can be with my 
children and grandchildren, I do that – they dance, we 
eat, I look at them, I watch them play. When the time 
comes, I go back home, and I sleep. That’s what I do. 
On Sundays, some time ago, I used to go out and meet 
my sisters and have a beer with them. But then I saw 
that ‘Ah, it’s always me the one who reaches out to 
them – When will they reach out to me?’ So I stopped 
doing that. Now I spend Sundays at home, watching 
TV, or I buy a liter of wine and some coke and I tell my 
children, ‘Let’s eat! Let’s drink!’ We drink it, and pip 
[onomatopoeia of one’s head falling] – to sleep. In 
peace. I prefer this over going out. I can also tell my 
daughters that I will go see them – I go there, we hang 
out, they buy me something to drink, I eat well, I take 
a nap. When the time comes, I go back home. Or I sleep 
there – at the end of the day, [their home] is also my 
home. That’s all I do. I don’t go out a lot. 

 

“It is very hard for me to do anything wrong” 
One day a woman came here to buy rompemuela [lit. ‘tooth 
breakers’, fig. hard coconut cookies]. You know how I keep 
my buckets closed, right? [Mamá Teófila points with her fin-
ger to her covered plastic buckets; I say ‘Yes.’] Well she left 
it like this [Mamá Teófila lifts the lid to one of her buckets 
and leaves it halfway open]. So I asked her: ‘If I come to your 
store, or to your bar, would you like me to do the same to 
you?’ And she says ‘No! It’s a human thing to err! You can 
make mistakes too.’ So I told her, ‘You know what? I’m not 
gonna lie to you. I am nobody. I do make mistakes. But before 
I make a mistake, I always calculate. Because I say, ‘Oh, God. 
I don’t want to do things in a way that can make this person 
mad. Guide me! What can I do, so that I don’t bother her? I 
beg you.’ So I told the woman ‘Me? For me to commit a mis-
take, one has to see. Because one, I don’t drink, I don’t smoke, 
I don’t have any girlfriends [to party with], I don’t hustle 
around, I don’t do any of these things. After I’m done selling 
– I go home, take a shower, and I go to sleep. Tomorrow 
morning – after I shower, I’ll go to work again. It is very hard 
for me to do anything wrong.’ — Mamá Teófila 
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“This is how your mamá does – every day of my life” 
If you go to a big man and ask him for money, if you go there 
and beg, he is going to brag about it. He is going to brag, ‘Oé, 
I have money!’ Aaa! ‘That beggar has come to me for money!’ 
Or he will say, ‘She has come to beg for food!’ Me, for my own 
sake, for me alone, I will never do those things. I don’t want to 
know about any of that. I’m not there, you see. Your mamá is 
here, in peace. Looking [for a way to live]. When I sell, if I 
want to eat, I buy the food that I myself feel like eating. And 
then I go to sleep. When I stop selling, at 8 or 9 [in the evening], 
I will go to my daughter. If she has cooked that day – she’ll 
give me food. When I’m done eating, I go to my little house. 
There, I sleep. Äaá. I can plug in my TV – I listen to music or 
watch a soap opera, or anything else that I myself feel like 
watching. If I see that I feel sleepy, I pull the covers – and I 
sleep in my own bed. Just like this. This is the life of your 
mamá. This is how your mamá lives. Wherever you go, you 
will never hear that ‘Your mamá has done this or that! She has 
spoken ill to such and such! She has said this and this! She has 
been [gossiping] at someone else’s house!’ Never. Nothing like 
that. I end my selling for the day – I go home. From home – I 
come back to sell. If I go to the market – from the market I 
come here, and from here I go back home. If it’s Sunday, I go 
to church – and after church, I go back home. This is how your 
mamá does – every day of my life. — Mamá Esperanza 
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Appendix 3 
Malabeño sexual–affective relationship titles 

 
Term 

 
Translation 

 
Meaning 

 
 
 

yogurín / yogurina 

 
 

‘little yoghurt’ 

 
A young, ‘fresh’ sexual 
partner, usually in his/her 
mid-teens; a boy-toy or its 
feminine equivalent. 
Connotations of being tasty, 
cheap, and good for the 
health of its buyer. 
 

 
 

amigo / amiga 

 
 

‘friend’ 

 
A male acquaintance who 
‘helps’ a woman with 
money in exchange for sex. 
A woman who gives sex to a 
man in exchange for his 
economic ‘help.’ 
 

 
 
 

chico / chica 

 
 
 

‘boy’ / ‘girl’ 

 
Chico (‘boy’) is a semi-for-
mal boyfriend, same age 
group as his chica (‘girl’). A 
chico usually has no money 
but retains some symbolic 
economic obligations, espe-
cially toward his chica’s 
younger siblings and circle 
of friends. A chica provides 
her chico with sex. 
 

 
novio / novia 

 
‘boyfriend’ / ‘girl-

friend’ 

 
Novio (‘boyfriend’) is a for-
malized chico, a young 
woman’s (novia) prospec-
tive husband in front of her 
family. A novio has more 
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significant economic obliga-
tions than a chico, especially 
when it comes to his novia’s 
school fees, clothes, and 
personal care items (creams, 
nails, and hair extensions). 
 
A novia provides her novio 
with sex and a high status by 
making herself look good. 
How high a novio’s status is 
depends on how much 
money he is willing to in-
vest in his novia’s looks. 
 

 
 
 

marido 

 
 
 

‘husband’ 

 
For younger and married 
women, a marido is the man 
whom they have married 
and whom they expect to 
work and pay for their per-
sonal expenses (clothes, hair 
and nails…), as well as the 
everyday expenses of their 
household (monthly rent, 
services, food, and chil-
dren’s school fees). A 
marido’s economic obliga-
tions are also obligations to-
ward the family of his wife. 
 
For middle-aged and unmar-
ried women, a marido is a 
relatively stable sexual part-
ner with social and eco-
nomic obligations toward 
her and her household inde-
pendently of whether he 
lives with her or not. In ex-
change for his economic 
support, the women cook for 
their marido, give him sex, 
and often have children with 
him. 
 
For women of all ethnic 
groups, if the marido hap-
pens to be Fang, the word 



 

 236 

alludes to a prospective po-
lygynous long-term sexual 
partner with social and eco-
nomic obligations toward a 
woman and her household – 
obligations that the marido 
might or might not be able 
(or willing) to fulfill. In ex-
change, the women cook 
and give him sex. 
 

 
 

amante 

 
 

‘lover’ 

 
Amante (‘lover’) is a sexual 
partner who is already in a 
socially and economically 
committed relationship with 
someone else. A relationship 
between amantes is not reg-
ulated by fixed economic 
obligations but is secured 
through gifts, courtesies, 
and the symbolic coverage 
of a woman’s beauty-related 
expenses (creams, nails, and 
hair extensions). The status 
of a male amante correlates 
with how much money he is 
willing to invest in the looks 
of his lover. A male amante 
might entice his female 
lover by giving her money 
that she could use for her 
household, thus proving 
himself as a worthy marido 
(even if he is not serious 
about becoming so). 
 
In exchange for gifts and for 
covering her beauty-related 
expenses, a female amante 
provides her lover with sex. 
 

 
 

chobanda 
 

from the Pichi ‘chop’ 
(to eat), the Fang 

 
 

Lit. ‘to eat at home’ 
Fig. ‘income machine’ 

 
A term of relatively new us-
age in Malabo, it is the 
name by which a young 
woman (chavalita) refers to 
the man who spends all his 
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preposition ‘á’ (indi-
cating place or direc-
tion), and the Fang 

‘ndá’ (house) 

money on her. The only sex-
ual appeal of a chobanda is 
the money that he is willing 
to spend on a girl. 
 
Figuratively, chobanda re-
fers to a male as a bank au-
tomat whose ‘buttons’ the 
chavalitas press in order to 
get the cash out until the 
machine empties or crashes 
– that is, until the man gets 
broke(n). 
 

 
 
 

maduro / madura 

 
 
 

‘mature man’ 
‘mature woman’ 

 
Maduro is a man in his mid-
fifties or older whom a 
younger woman allows to 
seduce her in exchange for 
gifts and money, a concept 
similar to the Western con-
cept of ‘sugar daddy.’ Peo-
ple do not consider women’s 
relationships with maduros 
shameful, so such relation-
ships can be public. 
 
Madura is any woman older 
than the man with whom she 
is in a sexual liaison. A ma-
dura gives the younger male 
money and gifts in exchange 
for sex. People consider re-
lationships of this kind to be 
shameful for the woman; 
thus, such relationships are 
usually kept secret. 
 

 
 
 

chavalito / chavalita 

 
 

‘young man’ 
‘young woman’ 

 
People in their mid-teens 
who provide maduros and 
maduras with sex in ex-
change for money and gifts. 
 

 
mi posin 

 
‘my person’ 

 
A title used in affectionate 
liaisons, usually sexual but 
not necessarily, as a marker 
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of belonging between peo-
ple whose relationship is at 
least partially known within 
a circle of friends. Courte-
sies and symbolic economic 
exchanges are welcome but 
do not constitute fixed obli-
gations. 
 

 
 

hermano / hermana 
(Pichi: broda / sista ) 

 
 

‘brother’ / ‘sister’ 

 
A close acquaintance of the 
opposite sex with no sexual 
entitlements. 
 
The only titles that, perhaps 
because of an incest taboo, 
do not imply sexual  
relations. Economic  
exchanges are welcome. 
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