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1. Matters of ‘Coincidence’ 

Turning and turning in the widening gyre 
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world. 

 
With this quote from William Butler Yeats’s poem ‘The Second Coming’, 
the Nigerian author Chinua Achebe (1986) opened his first, now classic, 
novel Things Fall Apart, and it could serve just as well here. Just as 
Achebe’s novel dealt with uncertainty, incomprehensible presents, and 
unpredictable futures, so, too, does this work. The violence that broke out 
in the Nigerian city of Jos on Friday, 7 September 2001, and which came 
to be known as ‘the crisis’, threw a once-familiar city into disarray and 
confusion.  

In comparison with other cities in Nigeria, Jos has often been depicted 
as relatively peaceful, a place where all of Nigeria’s different religious and 
ethnic groups live together in harmony. Tellingly, Plateau State – one of 
Nigeria’s thirty-six states – of which Jos is the capital, bears the motto 
‘Home of Peace and Tourism’. The inhabitants of Jos experienced the 
crisis as a rupture of this peaceful past. With time, ‘the crisis’ came to be 
viewed as a turning point in the state, the start of a cycle of escalating 
violence that to date has brought with it repeatedly renewed violent hos-
tilities and, in 2004, the declaration of a state of emergency that lasted six 
months. 

On that Friday in 2001, a cleansing from within began as Muslims in 
mainly Christian areas and Christians in mainly Muslim areas were tar-
geted. By the next Thursday, when the fighting ceased, thousands of 
homes, businesses, churches, mosques, and other buildings had been de-
stroyed. There were estimates that between 1,000 and 3,000 people had 
been killed, and many others were missing (see Bawa & Nwogwu 
2002:110; Danfulani & Fwatshak 2002:249; HRW 2001:10; IRIN 
2004). 

The crisis left the inhabitants of Jos not only with a landscape scattered 
with burnt-down houses, lost family members, and missing friends, but 
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also with new neighbours. A pattern of moving was established in which 
the religious predominance in different areas was strengthened as mem-
bers of the majority religion moved in while the others moved out. Jos 
came to be redefined into Muslim- and Christian-‘controlled zones’ (Dan-
fulani & Fwatshak 2002:253). A landscape of fear and ownership claims 
emerged in which Christian-dominated areas received informal names like 
‘New Jerusalem’, ‘Jesus Zone’, and ‘Promised Land’, while Muslim-
dominated areas were named ‘Sharia Line’, ‘Angwan Musulmi’, ‘Afghani-
stan’, ‘Jihad Zone’, ‘Saudi Arabia’, and ‘Seat of [bin] Laden’ (see Danfu-
lani & Fwatshak 2002:253; Harnischfeger 2004:446; Murray 2007).  

As a ‘critical event’, the crisis brought new modes of action into being 
at the same time that these very actions came to redefine what had before 
been taken for granted (Das 1995:6). Places that had been possible to live 
in before no longer were so. Areas and times that had previously been 
experienced as safe no longer were so. New no-go areas and no-go times 
emerged. In places where one had felt at home before, one was now a 
stranger or even an intruder. Former friends became enemies. 

These were times when previous rules were thrown into confusion. 
What a place was and how to behave to gain entry to it, which gates were 
secure to pass, which roads were safe to walk down, or whom to trust 
appeared as highly unpredictable issues. As life in Jos became increasingly 
hard to predict, people searched for different ways forward. They con-
stantly tried out new interpretations of the world. What was held true 
yesterday was quickly discarded and replaced by today’s truths, only to be 
rewritten with the truths of tomorrow. The world was experienced as 
moving with increasingly speed, and Jos’s inhabitants found themselves 
more and more having to manoeuvre in unpredictable environs coloured 
by fear and anger. 

At the time, I was working with some of Jos’s practitioners of what 
was perceived as ‘traditional’ medicine relative to the more ‘modern’ 
Western medicine, and like the rest of the city’s inhabitants, they often 
had to deal with a lack of discernible logic behind unfolding events. On 
the other hand, the skills and tools that the practitioners possessed were 
becoming increasingly valuable for the inhabitants of Jos as a whole. As 
diviners, they had special skills to predict futures that were becoming 
more and more obscure. They possessed incantations and spells to influ-
ence futures that were ever more dreaded. At the same time, with fears of 
and hostility against the others turning into daily companions of life in 
Jos, the practitioners’ expertise in healing relationships that had taken a 
wrong turn, creating invisible poisonous forces that could act at a dis-
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tance, and composing protective medicines against threats generally seen 
as uncontrollable, grew in importance. 

Medicine was a means to grasp the obscure and intangible – that which 
otherwise was hard to get a grip on. This was a rewarding entry when it 
came to understanding life in the Nigerian city of Jos, because it brought 
to the forefront issues and processes that would otherwise have remained 
in the background. The practitioners’ work concretised processes, and 
their struggles magnified questions, of importance for the city as well as 
the Nigerian nation as a whole. As anthropologists Sjaak van der Geest 
and Susan Reynolds Whyte wrote, paraphrasing Claude Lévi-Strauss, 
medicines were ‘“good to think with” in both a metaphoric and a meto-
nymic sense’ (1989:345). 

When I returned to Jos after the crisis of 2001, it was evident how 
deeply the clashes had affected the practitioners of traditional medicine, 
like everybody else. Family members, friends, and homes had been lost, 
and many of them found themselves forced to move to less hostile 
neighbourhoods. The problems they tackled were the same as those of all 
people in Jos, but their line of work forced them to deal with those prob-
lems even more directly than others had to. In this work I will use the 
daily lives and work of the practitioners of traditional medicine whom I 
have come to know during my fieldwork in Jos as a starting point to deci-
pher life in Jos in the aftermath of the crisis in 2001, and also to explore 
larger wholes: life during times characterised by feelings of uncertainty, 
fragmentation, fear, and conflict – in Jos as a city and Nigeria as a nation. 

At the core of the thesis are the processes that were forming the emer-
gent city of Jos and its inhabitants. Its theoretical inspiration is pragma-
tism. At its heart lies the interaction between the individual and his or her 
surroundings. In the words of the pragmatist John Dewey: ‘The processes 
of living are enacted by the environment as truly as by the organism; for 
they are an integration’ (1938:25). Importance is placed on what people, 
places, events, rumours, myths, names, roadblocks, violence, laws, medi-
cine, poison, mobile phones, photographs, documents, clothes, etc. did 
rather than what they were. 

Through this work run two principal theoretical ideas – firstly, that life 
is a constant becoming. The world as a whole is on the move; it is an un-
folding affair that emerges out of interaction. As soon as a specific mo-
ment emerges, it disappears; it is forever moved into the past, never to be 
repeated again. ‘For that which marks a present is its becoming and its 
disappearing’, wrote the pragmatist George Herbert Mead (1932:1). 
While the world was experienced as moving faster and faster, the practi-
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tioners I accompanied on their daily movements through Jos were con-
tinually re-interpreting the world – what it had been, what it was, and 
what it was going to be. In his work The Philosophy of the Present, Mead’s 
basic argument was that reality always exists in a present, and with every 
new emergent present a new reality comes into being, with its own 
unique past and future. Hence, new images of the past and the future as 
well as the present are made anew out of what is there in every emergent 
present (1932:1, 23, 29, 48). 

The second idea is a corollary of the first, namely that life is fundamen-
tally uncertain. The scars left by the Jos crisis of 2001 brought uncertainty 
to the forefront, and in people’s stories the notion that things could no 
longer be understood and predicted was continually repeated. Dewey’s 
basic argument in The Quest for Certainty: A Study of the Relation of Knowl-
edge and Action was that scholarly thinking has been obsessed with a quest 
for certainty. Since outcomes of practical actions are always uncertain, this 
meant that theory was privileged in relation to practice and knowledge in 
relation to actions (1930:10, 26ff., 30). 

The situation in Jos made these predicaments especially poignant. The 
world emerged in all its uncertainty and fearfulness. With uncertainty, 
ambiguities, inconsistencies, and confusion being a basic part of life for 
the practitioners as well as for the inhabitants of Jos in general, an ap-
proach that assumed certainty, stability, and coherence appeared to be at 
risk of concealing more than it clarified. To understand how people’s lives 
unfolded in their daily struggles and movements, uncertainty rather than 
certainty was a more rewarding starting point (see Jackson 1989:3; Wi-
kan 1990:33f.). 

The Union 
Many of the approximately two hundred practitioners of traditional medi-
cine I have worked with in Jos have been members of the Nigerian Union 
of Medical Herbal Practitioners (NUMHP), Plateau State Branch. Even if 
things changed to a certain degree with internal conflicts in the union and 
the arrival of new, competing associations on the scene, this was unques-
tionably the group that organised most practitioners in the Jos area before 
the crisis of 2001. On the other hand, the union’s functions were not 
particularly clear. Although it was argued that membership in the union 
guaranteed the quality of a practitioner’s work, no tests or evaluations 
were performed before anyone was accepted as a member. The union’s 
most important work seemed to be calling meetings and collecting mem-
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bership fees. The union did not function in any strict way as a trade union 
– in the sense of working for its members’ greater common interests. It 
appeared more as a place of individual interests – a place to gain knowl-
edge of other practitioners’ medicines, to obtain membership certificates 
that could be put on the wall at home for increased prestige, to find allies 
in constantly ongoing power struggles, and to facilitate access to external 
cooperation partners such as the Ministry of Art and Culture, the Ministry 
of Health, and the Pharmacology Department of the University of Jos. 

As an official association – the Nigerian Union of Medical Herbal 
Practitioners – the union in Jos was presently registered at the Ministry of 
Sport and Culture. Since its founding at the beginning of the 1980s, the 
union had moved from emphasising ‘tradition’ to ‘medicine’. When it was 
first established, the NUMHP had been connected to the Ministry of Art 
and Culture, which gave the members an office at the Cultural Centre in 
Jos. One member described the centre as a place were people doing tradi-
tional things were brought together, and since the union was doing just 
that, the ministry had asked that the union be represented in the cultural 
centre. During this period, the union had an elected leadership and the 
members regularly held meetings at the office. Its cooperation with the 
Ministry of Art and Culture ended in 1985 when that ministry was moved 
under the Ministry of Culture and Tourism. 

From the perspective of medicine, collaboration between the Univer-
sity of Jos and the NUMHP had begun back in 1982 with a psychology 
professor who was interested in traditional cures for psychological ill-
nesses. He soon realised that his own area of interest was only a small part 
of all the work that the practitioners carried out and encouraged one of 
the professors in the pharmacology department to look into the herbal 
aspects of the medicine. At the time, the practitioners still had an office at 
the cultural centre, but when they lost it they were given an office at the 
pharmacology department. Over the years, the collaboration with the 
pharmacology department has developed: practitioners are being eco-
nomically compensated for delivering herbs for analysis, and there are 
several series of published scientific articles to show for it.1 

                                                      
1 Published studies have been done, for example, on seeds used by practitioners of traditional 
medicine as contraceptive remedies (Das et al. 2000; Isichei et al. 2000; Okwuasaba et al. 
1997; Viola & Anekwe 2001), leaves used for family planning in and around Jos (Nwafor & 
Okwuasaba 2001), bark traditionally used for treatment of liver diseases (Ladeji & Okoye 
1996), seeds traditionally used as prophylactic medicine against the effects of snakebites 
(Aguiyi et al. 2001; Uguru et al. 1997), leaves used by traditional midwives for inducing 
labour and menstruation (Uguru et al. 1995; Uguru et al. 1998; Uguru et al. 1999), roots 
used for family planning and for their anti-inflammatory properties (Nwafor & Okwuasaba 
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Since the mid-1980s, then, the members of the NUMHP in Jos have 

had an office at the University of Jos. Although there was competition 
between members over access, the office became a meeting point for prac-
titioners with different ethnic and religious backgrounds. Weekly union 
meetings were held and members participated in large numbers – some-
times the office was totally full with as many as thirty or forty members. 
The motto of the union in Plateau, stated on all letterheads of official 
union documents, was ‘United to Cure and to Protect’, and its constitu-
tion stated that it is ‘non-political or religious and is not at all interested in 
partisan politics or religious dogmas and beliefs of its members, and there-
fore matters of politics and religion are strictly banned from being dis-
cussed at its meetings and in all its deliberations’ (NUMHP 1981:4). 

With the crisis in 2001, issues of both politics and religion were given 
increasing prominence within the union in Jos, and new divisions and 
borders emerged among its members, just as in the landscape of Jos. The 
Nigerian Union of Medical Herbal Practitioners, Plateau State Branch, 
split into two factions. What had been a meeting point for people became 
marked by distrust. Former friends became enemies. As a result, the 
weekly Tuesday meetings rarely took place, and if people were called to a 
meeting it was not uncommon that not a single person, including the one 
who had called the meeting, showed up. There was nothing regular about 
the weekly meetings anymore. 

A Divided Nation, City, and Union 
Like the borders in the landscape and the crisis itself, the emergence of the 
two factions of the union reflects an intermingling of ethnic and religious 
divisions, which in large part echoes national conditions. As early as Nige-
ria’s birth as a nation in 1914, an inherent split between the North and 
the South was present when the British Protectorate of Southern Nigeria 
was joined with the Protectorate of Northern Nigeria to form the colonial 
Nigerian state. Through the idea of indirect rule – rule through native 
authorities – different areas and ethnic groups were ruled in very different 
ways (Mustapha 2002:157, 159), a factor that has had important conse-
quences for the character of the Nigerian nation to this day. For example, 
while the Western system of schooling remained strikingly absent in the 
Muslim North, both schools and the missionary presence came to make 

                                                                                                                    
2003), and leaves used for respiratory infections and abdominal disorders (Amos et al. 
1998). 
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their marks clearly in the South. Such factors came to strengthen the di-
chotomy between a Muslim North and a Christian South (see Hackett 
1999:539; 2003:53; Mustapha 2002:160; Ojo 2007:177f.). 

In 1939, the southern part of Nigeria was divided into two units. Each 
of the three regions was tied to one of Nigeria’s three largest ethnic 
groupings – the Muslim Hausa-Fulani in the North, the Christian Igbo in 
the South-East, and the Christian and Muslim Yoruba in the South-West. 
These divisions eventually came to be viewed as natural divisions (Musta-
pha 2002:157, 160). Nigeria has subsequently come to develop along ‘a 
tri-tendential trajectory’: the North/South divide, the three colonial re-
gions, and the multi-polarity played out by Nigeria’s hundreds of different 
ethnic groups (Ibrahim 2000:51).2 

Being located almost in the geographical centre of Nigeria, Jos has in 
many ways become a meeting point for these trajectories. As a city, it has 
been depicted in terms of ‘extreme heterogeneity’ (Plotnicov 1969:61) – 
as a microcosm of Nigeria where all its ethnic groups are represented 
(Adetula 2005:212; Plotnicov 1969:268). Currently a city that might 
have over one million citizens,3 Jos was founded in 1915 after the British 
found tin in the area, and with the growing tin industry, Hausas from the 
north, followed by Yorubas and Igbos from southern Nigeria, migrated 
to the area. The groups perceived as local, on the other hand, were among 
the last to enter Jos as settled residents (Plotnicov 1972:4, 7). Even by the 
early 1960s, only 671 of the city’s total population of around 50,000 
belonged to this category (Smedley 2004:18f.). 

Although the term is used with varying content, the Middle Belt – of-
ten used to refer to the region in which Jos is located – has been con-
strued principally in opposition to conditions in southern and northern 
Nigeria (Sharpe 1986:35). It has been emphasised that this region is 

                                                      
2 As there are no reliable statistics and no agreement on what criteria to use, estimations of 
the number of ethnic groups in Nigeria vary widely, but a figure commonly quoted is 250 
(see Adebanwi 2009:352, 261; Gordon 2003:xv, 2; Mustapha 2003:2; Rotberg 2004:7, 
15; Suberu 2001:3). There are, however, four major ethnic groups. The Yoruba are esti-
mated to make up about 21%, the Hausa 21%, the Igbo 18%, and the Fulani 9% of Nige-
ria’s total population. (Gordon 2003:2). 
3 Because the released results of the 2006 census – the most recent in Nigeria – only included 
figures from the national level down to the state level (NPC 2007:206f., 209), reliable 
statistics for the contemporary population of Jos are nonexistent. Hence, all recent estima-
tions are highly unreliable as well as varied. A provisional census in 1990 put the population 
at 496,409 (Adetula 2005:212), and in 1993 it was estimated to be close to 650,000 (Tay-
lor 1993:36). The official website of Plateau State puts the population of Jos at about 
1,000,000 (Plateau State Government 2004a). During a visit to the Jos Metropolitan De-
velopment Board in 2007, I was told that the board had previously estimated that 1.5 mil-
lion people lived in Jos but that there now might be over 2 million. 
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home to a vast number of ethnic minorities and is a place of great diver-
sity (Ishaku 2002:224; Okpeh 2008:31), but also that its location be-
tween northern and southern Nigeria has brought with it that it is here 
that the tensions between Christianity and Islam acquire their most com-
bustible force (see Alemika 2002:9f.; Best 2002:273f.; Okpeh 2008:31; 
Tyoden 1993:19, 103): ‘More than anywhere else in the Nigerian Federa-
tion, it is in the Middle Belt that the uneasy meeting of Islam and Christi-
anity takes place’ (Best 2002:274). 

The Middle Belt is one of the places in Nigeria where the fusion of 
ethnicity and religion can be seen most clearly. The two have become 
connected in the name of ‘indigeneity’ (Suberu 2001:17). Christianity and 
ethnic groups perceived to be ‘indigenes’ are on one side, and Islam and 
groups perceived as ‘settlers’ are on the other (Falola 2009:280; Yoroms 
2002:27f.). In Jos the term settler has been used by perceived indigenes 
especially to refer to early Muslim Hausa-Fulani immigrants to the city, 
along with other derogatory terms like ‘non-indigene’, ‘stranger’, and 
‘invader’ (Adetula 2005:216). These labels, in contrast to the term indi-
gene, are not used by people to describe themselves but to describe oth-
ers. No one wants to be a settler. On the other hand, the now almost 
entirely Christian Berom, Anaguta, and Afizere are the ethnic groups who 
regard their ‘traditional lands’ as converging in Jos (Danfulani & Fwat-
shak 2002:245f.), and the state has recognised as indigenes of the town 
(Higazi 2007:74). 

The situation in Jos echoes the recurring dynamics in Africa between 
firstcomers and latecomers, described by Igor Kopytoff, in which only 
firstcomers can claim authority as ‘the owners of the land’. A way for 
latecomers to deal with this is to redefine ‘primacy of occupation’ into 
who introduced social order – who ‘civilised’ the previous ‘savagery’. In-
herent in this relationship is an authority conflict between when a land 
was first settled and when a currently existing society was founded (Kopy-
toff 1987:53-61). While the Christian indigenes base their claim to Jos on 
the fact that they are the traditional owners of the land, the Muslim 
Hausa-Fulanis base their claim on the fact that they founded the city. 
These arguments form a basis for ‘dual ownership’ – one of land and one 
of properties (Zangabadt 1983:13; for an extended discussion, see Egwu 
2004:251-274). 

The crisis of 2001, with what reports and articles usually refer to as 
‘Christian indigenes’ on one side of the violence and ‘Muslim Hausa-
Fulani settlers’ on the other, is one of many expressions in Jos of the proc-
ess in which religion and ethnicity have come together in the distinction 
between indigenes and settlers. The two groups are formed by a combina-
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tion of characteristics, and there are many people in Jos who do not fit 
into these stereotypes, such as Christians who are not indigene or indi-
genes who are Muslims. However, this does not mean that the distinction 
has not also influenced their lives. It has been part of forming the emer-
gent city of Jos as a whole and its inhabitants’ lives as well.  

In this context, the Nigerian Union of Medical Herbal Practitioners, 
Plateau State Branch, was no exception. In 2003 – with my first return to 
Jos after the crisis – Jibril,4 a Muslim practitioner who was Ankwai, one of 
the smaller ethnic groups that were seen as indigene to Plateau State,5 
explained that 

there are now an indigene traditional herbalists, Plateau State and a Hausa 
traditional herbalists, Plateau State. There is only supposed to be one Ni-
gerian Union of Medical Herbal practitioners in the State that is nationally 
recognised. However, because of the internal conflicts the Hausas have 
now brought themselves out and organised an election. This election is not 
recognised by the indigene herbal practitioners, so we now have two fac-
tions in the Union. 

 
Especially in urban areas, the Hausa, Fulani, and other smaller northern 
ethnic groups have intermixed through the centuries to such a degree that 
the term Hausa-Fulani is used (Gordon 2003:13ff., 30-36). However, the 
man or woman on the street in Jos generally used the term Hausa, and 
not Hausa-Fulani, to refer to people who were Muslims, spoke Hausa, 
and were Hausa or Fulani or belonged to any of the other smaller ethnic 
groups that are regarded as having their origin further north in Nigeria. 
In other words, the fact that one of the factions was generally referred to 
as the ‘Hausa faction’ did not mean that it consisted only of people who 
were Hausas, but of people perceived to be Muslims from the north. As 
indicated in the names given to the two factions, it was common to refer 
to the two groups in terms of religion, ethnicity, or indigeneity alone – 
like ‘those Hausas’, ‘those Muslims’, ‘those settlers’, ‘those indigenes’, 
‘those Beroms’, or ‘those Christians’ – rather than all three or any two 
characteristics (see also HRW 2005:21f.). These terms were used inter-
changeably to depict a world that was becoming increasingly divided 
according to the clustering of indigeneity, religion, and ethnicity. 

                                                      
4 Information about practitioners who recur in several chapters can be found under ‘Short 
Biographies of Selected Informants Mentioned in the Text’. 
5 Today there is a long list of ethnic groups that are officially perceived as indigene to Pla-
teau State. Among them are Berom, Nges, Tarok, Geomal, Youm, Montol, Rukuba, Challa, 
Jarawa, Atem, as well as others (FMIC 2005). 
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The emergence of two different factions in the union told tales of lar-

ger wholes – of life in the Nigerian city of Jos, where divisions, tensions, 
conflicts, and fears were growing in importance. On one level, the union 
was broken up into a ‘Hausa faction’ and an ‘indigene faction’; on another 
level, Jos was comparably divided into Christian and Muslim areas. As 
there was a fight over ownership of the union, so was there over Jos be-
tween Christian indigene groups and Muslim settler groups.  

The following story revolves around a union meeting that showed in a 
very direct way how Jos and life had changed for the city’s inhabitants. 
The story depicts how the world was experienced at the time and how 
people struggled to find ways forward in an environment where neither 
the past nor the present was easily deciphered and the future was equally 
hard to foretell. 

A Union Meeting 
As I upon my return to Jos in the beginning of 2004 walked towards the 
union’s office at the university, worried by people’s constant warnings 
about how the city had changed, I was hoping to find the members at 
their weekly Tuesday meeting. Going through the union had appeared to 
be a way of meeting a larger mixed group instead of selecting specific 
individuals, something that could create feelings of distrust. But as events 
unfolded it became clear that things had become far more complicated.  

To my disappointment I found the building totally empty and the door 
of the union office locked. Still, I was glad to see that the union’s big 
metal signboard was still standing next to the door. Attached to the door 
was a sheet of A4 paper headed ‘Consultant Herbalists’, followed by the 
list of weekly consultant hours, which, I would later on learn, not a single 
practitioner was following at the time. At the bottom of the paper three 
familiar names – Hadiza, Jibril, and Mai Lafiya – were listed as ‘consultant 
herbalist doctors’. All three had been part of the inner circle of the union 
since its establishment. Mai Lafiya, a Muslim Hausa man in his eighties, 
had once been chairman of the union and Jibril, now a man in his sixties, 
had long been the union’s secretary. Hadiza, a Christian Rukuba (a group 
regarded as indigenes in Plateau State) woman in her sixties, who had 
initially inherited the skills of a midwife but with time had acquired cures 
for almost everything, had become the only practitioner who was regu-
larly compensated by the pharmacology department as a consultant herb-
alist. 
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When I returned some days later, the door was open and Hadiza was 

there. Happy to see each other, we started talking in our own mixture of 
English, Pidgin English, Hausa, and body language. Since very early in 
Jos’s history, Hausa had been a lingua franca in the area (Isichei 
1982:254; Tyoden 1993:26), and although it is still the most important 
language, English and Pidgin have also to some degree become lingua 
francas in the region (Plotnicov 1969:63). Even if Hadiza’s and my blend-
ing and switching of languages reached levels not attained in the general 
conversation in Jos, it was a common trait. 

As we settled down in the union office, Hadiza told me that Ibrahim, 
the old chairman of the union who had been in office before the crisis in 
2001, had left Plateau. Ibrahim, who was a Muslim Hausa man, had been 
greatly affected during the crises. His house had been burnt down and 
two of his sons had been killed. He had subsequently moved further north 
in Nigeria. He had enjoyed the support of different ethnic and religious 
groups in Plateau State, and when he held meetings at the union office 
members had participated in large numbers compared to the present, 
Hadiza explained, clarifying why not a single person had attended the last 
Tuesday meeting. She added that with Ibrahim gone, the union was left 
without a chairman but that they were soon going to hold a new election 
for their leadership. 

Hadiza then suggested that we continue on to her home in Gada Biyu, 
one of the areas in Jos inhabited predominantly by indigene Christians 
and referred to as ‘New Jerusalem’ (Danfulani & Fwatshak 2002:253). 
She rented a room in a compound with ten rooms. In the inner courtyard 
she had a shed where she kept her herbs. Almost as soon as we had settled 
down in her room, which was furnished with a bed and a sofa, Jibril en-
tered. He seemed to be really upset over something, but at first he did not 
mention what it was. Instead he told us that some weeks ago he had 
helped Houwa write a letter to me.  

Houwa was a Muslim Fulani woman in her fifties, who as a girl had 
had a sickness in her stomach, believed to be caused by spirits. She had 
been cured through an initiation into bori, a group of practitioners who 
obtained medicines through spirit possession. Although she had not 
started working with the spirits and giving medicine until her menopause, 
she had become a very prominent practitioner and she carried the title bori 
queen of Jos. Under Ibrahim’s leadership of the union she had been the 
treasurer. Jibril explained that Houwa had wanted to contact me, but as 
she did not possess the skills of writing she had turned to him, who could 
read and write and was fluent in both Hausa and English. He concluded 
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by saying that Houwa would be very happy now that her friend had re-
turned.  

He then changed the subject and started recounting what had made 
him so upset. The day before, the ‘Hausa faction’ had held what according 
to him was an ‘illegal election’, to which none of the ‘indigenes’ had been 
invited. He showed me a paper with a list of people who had been 
elected. Since he had already been moving around showing it to a lot of 
different people, this paper was quite ragged. He commented, ‘See, they 
are all Muslims’ – a good example of how one characteristic of the oppos-
ing constellations in Jos at the time could be used to refer to the whole 
divide. In this case Jibril, himself a Muslim, referred to his opponents in 
terms of being Muslims.  

To make things worse, Houwa, whom Jibril had just a few weeks ago 
helped write the letter, was listed as the state chairlady. Friends had made 
plans behind his back. Relations between people had become blurred. An 
election had taken place in the union without any notification or invita-
tion to him – a person who had long been at the core of the union’s poli-
tics. He was no longer the unquestionably elected secretary of the 
NUMHP and, according to him, there had to be another election where 
the ‘indigenes’ were represented as well. 

After listening very attentively to Jibril, Hadiza invited us both to a 
meeting the following morning at eleven o’clock in her home. We both 
agreed to attend and Jibril disappeared from the room at the same speed 
with which he had arrived. 

In the morning the gathering people started organising chairs in a 
semicircle in Hadiza’s inner courtyard. People were seated and a small 
table was placed in front of Jibril, who took notes on single sheets of pa-
per, but he had no official function as a secretary at this meeting. As it 
started, everybody was encouraged to introduce themselves and the 
woman sitting next to me wrote down our names in an exercise book that 
Hadiza had brought out. We were fourteen persons present. Jibril was the 
only one among us who had a Muslim name, and except for him all the 
other participants were Rukuba. It became clear that Jibril and I had been 
invited to participate in a meeting initially planned for Rukuba practitio-
ners only. 

An hour into the meeting, to my and Hadiza’s surprise, Houwa en-
tered the compound and joined the meeting. Following some quite for-
mal speeches by Jibril, Hadiza, and Houwa regarding their relationship to 
me, food was served. Everybody received a bowl of rice, vegetable soup, 
and a piece of meat on top, together with a lemonade. Afterwards we all 
gathered in the inner courtyard, since the photographer who had been 



 

 

23 

 
called for had arrived. We all arranged ourselves with the photographer’s 
help. Hadiza had invested a lot of energy and money, and it was apparent 
that this meeting was important to her. After the photo session, people 
started to disperse, and Houwa left as soon as she had arranged with Jibril 
and the photographer to receive her copies of the pictures. 

Some days later it became apparent that the meeting had brought with 
it some quite severe and unexpected consequences for Jibril. ‘The visit of 
the queen took the issue out to the Hausa area’, he told me as he de-
scribed how Houwa had gone, after the meeting, to inform the Hausa 
faction that he was trying to form a separate union in Plateau State. The 
Hausa faction in turn had reported it to the Police Force Criminal Inves-
tigation Department, which had requested that Jibril appear before it. The 
police had asked him why he was trying to split the NUMHP. He had 
responded by asking them who it was that had dissolved the union in the 
first place. He had argued that the old leadership of the NUMHP was still 
serving and questioned who had authorised this new election. 

Confused about why Jibril had invited Houwa to the meeting in the 
first place, I asked him. A bit upset, he said, ‘I did not know that they 
were going to start an indigene group and were going to discuss it there 
in that very day’. When he met me in Hadiza’s house, he had understood 
that the letter he had written for Houwa was no longer of importance and 
had gone to inform her that I had arrived and that we had agreed to meet 
the next day at Hadiza’s house. He claimed that he had not known that it 
was going to be a big meeting: 

If I had known, I had never invited her, because she is with the other fac-
tion. When she came for the meeting and met all the people, you know she 
left that meeting in a hurry, because this meeting was to gather funds so 
that they could swear in that other arm of the Nigerian Union of Medical 
Herbal Practitioners. When she left she thought that I had organised the 
indigene people to a meeting in Hadiza’s house. So she told the others that 
I had established another faction and this was the message that they took 
to the police station. 

 
What other people had been planning or doing had been hidden under a 
veil of obscurity. Jibril continued by asserting, ‘The whole thing was just a 
coincidence. I was trying to help her to meet you and when she came to 
see you she also met the other people’. 

Jibril’s conclusion highlighted that life is as much about being 
‘thwarted, conflicted and thrown by contingency and circumstance’ as 
having ‘intentions and purposes’, to quote Michael Jackson (2005a:xiii f.). 
He had not been able to decipher what was going on in the present and 
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foresee the consequences of his actions, but even afterwards he still had 
trouble understanding the logic behind all the events. The experienced 
reality no longer followed familiar causality patterns. There was no under-
lying logic to be deciphered – it was just a ‘coincidence’. 

Methodological Choices: To Move with Others 
The situation in the union echoed processes that were forming life in the 
Nigerian city at large – a life that emerged as ever more fearful, uncertain, 
unpredictable, and non-logical. After the crisis of 2001, ‘emergency’ and 
‘disorganisation’ became two words that were used over and over among 
the practitioners I worked with to depict and deal with not just the union 
but also the city as a whole. People struggled to find their bearings. 
Rather than being stable, these were times when people’s interpretations 
and plans came forth as steadily shifting and things, people, and places 
appeared in their constant indeterminate becoming. 

This work is based on three periods of fieldwork spent in Jos, all in all 
eighteen months between 2000 and 2007. The fieldwork was conducted 
from October 2000 to January 2001, December 2003 to September 
2004, and February 2007 to August 2007. The approximately two hun-
dred practitioners of traditional medicine with whom I have worked have 
almost exclusively lived in the city of Jos, the surrounding countryside, or 
nearby urban areas. Their ethnic and religious belonging have been as 
diverse as those of the city itself, a fact connected in large part to my hav-
ing been introduced to the practitioners in Jos through the Nigerian Un-
ion of Medical Herbal Practitioners. 

Accordingly, the languages the practitioners spoke varied just as much. 
In addition to the three lingua francas (English, Hausa, Pidgin), many 
other languages are spoken in Jos, such as Igbo, Yoruba, Fulani, Berom, 
and Rukuba, but these languages are generally understood or spoken only 
by people who are born into these ethnic groups. Since not all practitio-
ners spoke the same lingua franca, several of them could not communicate 
directly with each other. It was therefore not unusual that discussions 
were translated as a natural part of the dialogue. During my work in the 
field, most conversations have been in English, but mixed with some 
Hausa and Pidgin words. While on some occasions I have used a transla-
tor, most of the time other people present – family members, neighbours, 
or other practitioners – have, when needed, become part of the conversa-
tions and translated between English and whatever other language was 
being spoken. 
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Before the crisis, during my first fieldwork, I had visited the practitio-

ners in their homes, where more or less formalised interviews took place. 
When I returned to Jos in 2003 and experienced the very shifting and 
fluid field where ideas were persistently questioned and paths of actions 
were constantly redirected, that approach no longer appeared fitting. To 
understand what was important for people on their paths through Jos, it 
became imperative to strive towards becoming a participant – to move 
with people in the directions that they were heading. As Jo Lee and Tim 
Ingold argued, people ‘find their feet by walking with others, and not by 
reading over their shoulders’ (2006:83). To move with people on their 
daily business in Jos as events, actions, and interpretations unfolded be-
came a way to gain an understanding of the very fluid and contradictory 
reality that people were experiencing (see Anderson 2004; Kusenbach 
2003). The grounded movement brought forth the unimagined and the 
unplanned, since the accidental, incomprehensible, and fragmented were 
just as much a part of the walks as the planned and intended movement.  

As these were times when conflicts between practitioners were intense, 
I inevitably became part of them. The practitioners had their own ideas 
and agendas. Their struggles for acknowledgment naturally came to in-
volve me, both when it concerned their medicine and in relation to union 
positions and factions, as well as different organisations of traditional 
medicine – issues particularly touched upon in the chapter ‘Making 
Things Real’. 

Still, accompanying people on their movements through Jos became a 
way to gain an entrance to their lived realities and to their paths, both in a 
physical sense and in the sense of their directions through life. Paths came 
to be connected with conflicts within the union. A newly elected chairman 
had to be visited, new disputes arose that had to be sorted out, important 
meetings came up, allies had to be created in the Ministry of Health or the 
university’s pharmacology department, and people were reported to the 
police and taken to court. Other times, someone had become ill and 
needed to visit the hospital, get advice from a spirit, obtain an amulet, or 
buy vitamin C. Life was in a constant unfolding, and moreover, actions 
and movements had directionality. Actions had to be seen in relation to 
the situations in which they were acted out, without which they made no 
sense. By moving with people in their directions, I came closer to under-
standing what was at stake for them in any given situation, and also, be-
yond that, what they were trying to do, what they were hoping for, and 
what they feared (see Whyte 2002:171f.; Wikan 1992:472f.). 
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The aim here is to bring forth Jos through the many complex and con-

flicting trajectories that were forming it as well as its inhabitants. By fo-
cusing on how the city shaped the actions of its inhabitants on the one 
hand, and how they shaped the city on the other, emphasis is placed on 
the world as an unfolding, uncertain, and contested affair. This interaction 
calls forth a city and its inhabitants on the move, and also the situatedness 
of the present – its uniqueness, its constant becoming and disappearing. It 
makes it clear that there can be no final depiction of the world. With every 
new footstep a new reality comes into being. 

The ethnography presented in this work will alternate between describ-
ing general processes that were forming the city of Jos and stories of indi-
viduals’ paths through Jos. In this moving between large and small, the 
same processes are played out in the particular as well as in the larger 
wholes. The picture conveyed, I hope, is composed of situated unfolding 
events and struggles, placed within moving contexts. 

Outline of the Work 
The initial chapters of this work focus on the emergent city, and on proc-
esses that were forming it in the aftermath of the crisis of 2001.  

Jos had a violent past, but contrary to this, the city’s inhabitants as well 
as researchers, policymakers, and journalists kept repeating a narrative of a 
peaceful land, climate, and people. The chapter ‘A Home of Peace’, fo-
cuses on how this narrative shaped people’s understanding of Jos’s past, 
present, and future, and also of the crisis in itself, by making certain histo-
ries visible and others invisible. Instead of being connected to previous 
violence, the crisis was experienced as a break with a peaceful past. The 
crisis brought with it a sense of loss and bewilderment. An experienced 
lack of peace and organisation came to characterise life in Jos, and disor-
der became the expected order of things.  

With the Jos crisis of 2001, people’s patterns of movement changed 
drastically and so, too, did Jos. The chapter ‘Competing Prayers’ reflects 
upon how an increasingly religious and compartmentalised landscape 
emerged, in which religiously associated clothes, buildings, zones, no-go 
areas, and no-go times became more and more prominent. It brings out 
how a fight over Jos was going on through blocking and erasing move-
ments, actions, and traces of the perceived others, using tools such as 
roadblocks, loudspeakers, and the burning of buildings. Thus it was a 
landscape that emerged out of non-movement as much as movement, 
absence as much as presence. 
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The chapter ‘Poisonous Movements’ continues to explore the signifi-

cance of the absent. Charting the highly diversified medical landscape in 
Jos, the chapter revolves around a fear of harmful forces – poison, needles 
sent through the air, adulterated medicine and foodstuffs, evil phone 
numbers, infectious rumours, and violence – entities that crossed the bor-
ders which separated people. What they had in common was that their 
point of origin was veiled; the aggressor behind them was absent. They 
were felt to move uncontrollably, as though by their own agency, and to 
be impossible to detect before it was too late, when they had already 
reached and affected their victim. These moving forces were just as consti-
tutive of the emergent landscape as the processes of compartmentalising 
outlined above. 

At the time, people increasingly felt that they were caught in circum-
stances and threatened by forces beyond their own control. If the previous 
chapter focused on these forces, the following, ‘The Court System as 
Counter-Medicine’, brings out how people in Jos, and in the Nigerian 
nation as a whole, tried to deal with and protect themselves from these 
highly obscure poisonous forces that could cross borders and find you 
anywhere. In the chapter, which unfolds around the story of a court case 
between two practitioners in Jos, tools to counter these forces are sought 
in the law and the court system. In the end, these tools emerged as just as 
obscure as the forces in themselves. 

As places were put in opposition to each other, it became increasingly 
hard to cross between them, and people became increasingly aware of 
how they needed to act if they entered the places of the other. The chapter 
‘To be Part of a Place’ unfolds around how some of the practitioners 
struggled to preserve or regain access to the university grounds and the 
office the Nigerian Union of Medical Herbal Practitioners had there. In 
order to do that, they employed different tools. They modified the way 
they described their work, changed the clothes they were wearing, and 
tried to verify their connection to the place through documents. But as in 
the previous chapter, the tools yielded outcomes which proved to be am-
biguous and unpredictable. 

Among the practitioners there was a constant search for different tools 
that would bring forth desirable futures in the form of orderliness, suc-
cess, health, peace, security, and the like. This quest is the focus of the last 
chapters. After the crisis, there were constant feelings of emergency and 
the sense that the world was not as ordered as it once had been. The un-
ion was no exception. The chapter ‘Making Things Real’ revolves around 
how practitioners tried not only to organise the union but also to bring 
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things into existence through the use of paper in various forms. No mat-
ter fake or real, documents and photographs appeared as very powerful 
tools to bring forth realities wished for. 

The chapter ‘Wishful Doing’ comes together around an illness story 
and brings out how people’s relation to their surrounding was character-
ised rather by a tentative, explorative, experimental, and wishful doing 
than by well-informed and calculated actions. When previous cures failed, 
the past was reinterpreted in order to find new cures for the future. 
Rather than being absolute cures, medicines in this context emerged as 
incantations for futures hoped for.  

The final chapter, ‘The End of the End Time’, brings forth how trust 
in the future was hanging on a thin thread, to the extent that people be-
lieved that the world literally was approaching its final days. To some, the 
fate of Jos lay in the hands of the practitioners of traditional medicine. If 
they could come together and perform the needed sacrifices and prayers, 
there was hope. But all the conflicts had made it difficult to unite. At the 
same time that its inhabitants were raising their voices for peace, Jos was a 
city split between deeply conflicting imaginaries.  
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2. A Home of Peace 

Pam, a practitioner of traditional medicine and a Berom man in his sixties 
who had been born and lived his whole life in the Jos area, once told me 
that there was no place in Nigeria that had such a good climate as Jos. He 
added that this was why the white man liked Jos so much. Located on the 
Jos Plateau, the city enjoys a relatively cool and therefore favourable cli-
mate, and among researchers, too, this has been seen as one of the reasons 
so many people – both Africans and Europeans – have settled there or 
visited the city for recreational purposes (see Danfulani & Fwatshak 
2002:243; Plotnicov 1969:30ff., 298; 1970:272; Wulfhorst & Musa 
2007:51f.). This notion about the weather echoes in many different 
voices. Plateau State’s official website, for example, claimed: ‘Plateau 
weather remains the coldest and this weather condition accounts for the 
concentration of expatriates in the State compared to other States of the 
federation’ (Plateau State Government 2004b).  

Weather was a constitutive part of how Jos was perceived. Pam ex-
plained that in other places in Nigeria there is ‘all hotness’ and that it is 
only in Jos that the weather is this good for the human body. The cool 
weather makes women fertile and increases the number of red blood cells, 
he said: the count for a person living in Jos will be much higher compared 
to a person who lived in a hot place, because, in Pam’s words, ‘the hotness 
always tamper with the red blood corpuscle’. In a similar manner, the first 
Europeans who arrived on the Plateau called attention to its favourable 
climate: ‘Its bracing atmosphere led to the belief that it was one of the 
healthiest places in West Africa’ (Plotnicov 1969:30). 

As Pam went on to narrate, he made it clear that the cool weather was 
not only good for people’s bodies, but it also made people cool and Jos a 
peaceful place. The land on the Plateau is ‘a good land; no earthquake, the 
land is hard’. But if you went further north in Nigeria, the inside of the 
land was soft and earthquakes easily occurred. The land of Jos was not 
prone to emotional outbursts. For Pam, the characteristics of the climate 
were reflected in the peaceful ways of the people and the land. 
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Pam’s depiction of Jos as a peaceful place with a peaceful population 

was just one of many versions of the same grand narrative of the city and 
the state that was retold by the person in the street, newspapers, the radio, 
researchers, and government organisations. A researcher at the University 
of Jos concluded: ‘It was against the backdrop of the peaceful nature of 
the over fifty-four ethnic groups [living in Plateau State] that the Nigerian 
Road Safety Commission gave the state the motto: “Home of Peace and 
Tourism”’ (Danfulani 2006:2).  

To use a concept from M. M. Bakhtin, the idea of the home of peace 
functioned as a ‘chronotope’ – a focal point from which Jos’s past, land, 
and inhabitants were narrated – an organising centre that gave the narra-
tives meaning. As in a novel, it served as the crucial point from which 
scenes unfolded (Bakhtin 1994:250). Through it, Jos’s past and present 
and Jos as a place were merged together in the notion of a peaceful land 
and a peaceful past – the ‘spatial and temporal’ were fused into one whole 
(ibid.:85). When the violence in 2001 broke out, it was given meaning in 
relation to the same notion of a home of peace. The crisis was experienced 
as a rupture of Jos’s past as a home of peace, a point of view that was 
expressed in such words as: ‘Unlike other parts of Nigeria, which have 
experienced inter-communal violence with tragic regularity, Jos, until 
September 2001, had always been viewed as a peaceful city’ (HRW 
2001:5). It was concluded that ‘Plateau State, previously known as a rare 
haven of peace in Nigeria, has repeatedly flared up along religious and 
ethnic lines since then’ (Manby 2004:181). As violent outbreaks contin-
ued, the crisis of 2001 came to be viewed as turning point against which 
renewed hostilities were portrayed (Higazi 2007:69ff.; HRW 2005:6; 
Je’adayibe 2008:167f.). Thus, after new clashes in 2008 the violence was 
described in these terms: ‘If antecedent are to go by, the present crisis may  

All cars registered in Plateau had the state’s motto on their number plates. The 
word ‘peace’ was likewise echoed in many other contexts in Jos. 
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just be added to a number of crises’ (Achi & Nkwocha 2008:2); ‘Jos is 
known for ethno-religious crisis’ (Audu & Ajakaye 2008); and ‘Jos has 
seen repeated bouts of inter-communal violence’ (BBC 2008b).  

Jos was no longer what it once was. After renewed violence in January 
2010, Atiku Abubakar, the former vice-president, said in an interview that 
he ‘regretted that Jos, a city once known for its beauty, clement weather 
and peace, has become notorious for mindless bloodletting and chaos’ 
(Abimaje & Abuja 2010). Similarly, after violence in March the same 
year, a news article headed ‘Jos Crisis – When a Mining City Becomes an 
Eternal Killing Field’ concluded: ‘The once peaceful plateau has trans-
formed into a battle zone, where human lives are slaughtered at irregular 
intervals. Time was when Jos was famous for its tin mines. But today it is 
notorious as killing field’ (Kumolu 2010). 

Even if Plateau State experienced some of the bloodiest and most pro-
longed violence in its history since Nigeria’s move from years of military 
government to a civilian one in 1999 (Higazi 2007:69), and Jos became 
in many ways a hotspot for ethno-religious conflicts in Nigeria (Adetula 
2005:229; Last 2007:608), the image of the city remained connected to 
the same notion of a home of peace, although it did so by telling a story 
of an estrangement from such a past and place. 

A History of Violence 
The chronotope of a home of peace made certain aspects of Jos’s past, its 
land, and its inhabitants stand out, while others were relegated to the 
background. It highlighted how selecting one thread also means ignoring 
others that might possibly turn the story in another direction (Whyte 
2008:98). As Christopher Tilley once observed: ‘Whatever we remember, 
and the manner in which we remember, we get a different past, a different 
sense of place, and a different landscape every time’ (2006:29). The no- 
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tion of the home of peace was connected to forgetting as much as it was 
to remembering. Despite popular claims, the violence that had struck Jos 
was not unprecedented in the city’s past (Higazi 2007:74) – there was a 
past of violence that was not narrated. The crisis of 2001, as well as peo-
ple’s patterns of relocation that followed in its aftermath, were part of 
practices that were as old as Jos itself. Like the Nigerian nation, the city 
has been divided between a North and a South since its foundation, and 
tensions have flourished. 

According to Leonard Plotnicov, who did fieldwork in Jos in the be-
ginning of the 1960s, Jos even held ‘the dubious distinction of having 
provided the setting for the very first urban riot between ethnic groups in 
Nigeria’ (1972:6). He noted: 

The politically explosive nature of Jos has been recognized and commented 
on by many observers and certainly by the colonial administration, which 
periodically reported on the situation from 1920 onward. Unfortunately 
for its victims, the history of Jos provides many instances of what we now 
euphemistically call ‘civil disturbances’, many of which can be directly at-
tributed to the city’s combustible mix. (Plotnicov 1972:4) 

 
Even during the city’s early history, the British colonial administration 
identified Jos as a potential trouble spot (Zangabadt 1983:5). Keeping 
different groups separate was believed to be important, since the idea was 
that their intermingling would create problems (Smedley 2004:24). In 
the 1930s, in her book Native Administration in Nigeria, Margery Perham 
observed that there were four ‘sharply divided’ classes of people in Jos: the 
Europeans, the southern Christians, the Hausa-Fulani Muslims, and lastly 
the ‘local pagans’, who only visited the city (Perham 1962:151). 

With its very foundation, the urban centre of Jos was divided into two 
separate administrative units: the Native Town and the Township. The 
boundary between these two units was demarcated by the Bauchi Light 
Railway line, which was completed in 1917. In the Township, the Euro-
peans and Asians settled in a ‘reservation’ apart from most Africans. The 
aim, however, was not only to keep Africans and non-Africans separate, 
but also to maintain a social as well as residential and administrative seg-
regation between southern and northern Nigerians. With the different 
colonisation patterns bringing with them that southerners had received 
Western education and ‘modern’ occupational skills to a higher degree 
than northerners, the skilled workers and their families were defined by 
the British as alien and, as such, were residentially segregated in the 
southern part of Jos: the Township. The Hausas, on the other hand, who 
had been living in this area, had already been relocated by 1915 to the 
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northern part of Jos. This northern part had previously been known as the 
‘Hausa settlement’ and was now officially designated as the Native Town. 
Through the divide between the Native Town and the Township, the 
illiterate northerners in the Native Town were kept separate from the 
educated southerners in the Township (see Bingel 1978:6, 8; Plotnicov 
1969:41f., 50; Zangabadt 1983:2).6 

It was not until 1974, with the creation of the Jos Metropolitan De-
velopment Board (JMDB), that the administrative divide between a 
Township and a Native Town was formally dissolved (Fantur 2006:ii; 
JMDB 2005:4). Many have argued that the separation of different groups 
in Jos, which the British introduced in order to maintain the peace, in-
stead came to form the basis for the recurring violence there. It enforced 
ethnic and religious animosities between southerners and northerners 
(Isichei 1982:267f.; Plotnicov 1969:269; Zangabadt 1983:1f.).  

In 1945, the growing tensions came to manifest themselves in the first 
large riot in Jos. Hausas and Igbos fought each other for two days and at 
least two people were killed, many were injured, and a great deal of prop-
erty was damaged. The Igbos, who arrived in Jos from the South during 
the Second World War, settled mostly in Sarkin Arab, a ward in the Na-
tive Town, to such a degree that it was occasionally referred to as the ‘Ibo 
Quarter’ at the time. As the Native Town had originally been a Hausa 
settlement, friction now arose between these two groups. Sarkin Arab also 
came to be the area where the greatest damage to houses could be seen 
after the 1945 riot, which started at the market near the railway station 
separating the Native Town from the Township (Plotnicov 1971:298-
302). 

After the riots of 1945, Igbos tried to protect themselves, and as a re-
sult many of them moved from the Native Town to the Township, a pat-
tern that would intensify even more in 1953 as a reaction after the riots 
against Igbos in Kano, a city further north. From 1953 to 1959, the 
number of southerners living in the Township increased from around 
6,000 to 13,000 (Bingel 1978:9, 11; Plotnicov 1971:305). With this 
growth, the Township area was extended and new plots were allocated. 
Of 200 plots that were allocated during 1956, 110 were given to Igbos 
(Bingel 1978:11f.).  

During this time, many southerners living in other northern townships 
gravitated towards Jos, where they felt relatively safe (Bingel 1978:11). 

                                                      
6 It should be noted that the British administration’s wish to keep groups perceived as na-
tives and non-natives spatially segregated is nothing unique to Jos, but a pattern that ap-
peared in cities all over Nigeria (Fourchard 2009). 
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Viewed as ‘the most cosmopolitan city of the Muslim North’, as one de-
piction had it, Jos became ‘a safe haven for Christians in the North’ (Tay-
lor 1993:33). But this was not to last. In 1966 the ‘massacre’ of Igbos 
took place. According to Plotnicov, this was by far the worst and most 
tragic of all the occurrences in Jos (1972:4). He wrote: ‘Probably there 
will never be an accurate count of the number of people killed then; but in 
Jos the count was large enough to require the excavation of mass graves 
with bulldozers provided by local tin mining companies’ (ibid.:12). A 
conservative estimate put the number of people killed in Jos and Bukuru, 
a town thirteen kilometres south-west of Jos, at 1,500 (Anthony 
2002:103). Others described how Igbo families were butchered at the 
Bukuru railway station (Steed 1991:19). 

It all started with a military coup in January 1966 – six years after in-
dependence in 1960. The coup was considered mostly to benefit Igbos, 
and rumours about a planned all-Igbo rule of Nigeria circulated. In July a 
countercoup issued from northern Nigeria and after this coup, anti-Igbo 
violence escalated in cities all over the northern region. Jos and Bukuru 
were no exceptions to this (Anthony 2002:56-80, 86-113, 249; Plotnicov 
1972:5, 10; Steed 1991:19). The violence would eventually push Nigeria 
into a civil war. The Republic of Biafra in the south-east, where most of 
Nigeria’s Igbo population lived, declared itself an independent state in 
May 1967. The Nigerian Civil War, or the Biafran War, between Biafra 
and Nigeria, started in July 1967 and lasted until January 1970, when the 
Republic of Biafra ceased to exist. 

The main target of mob violence in Jos and elsewhere in the North at 
the time was the Igbos. They received the same treatment from their fel-
low Christians as from Muslims. Plotnicov emphasised that the people 
who rioted against Igbos in the North were always the locals. Thus in 
Hausa areas the aggressors were Hausas, and in other areas, such as Jos, 
they were Beroms and Hausas. In the case of Jos, the British administra-
tion’s basic idea had been that the town should be ruled by the ‘proper 
natives’, but since the absence of the perceived local groups was so marked 
until after the Second World War, the British had turned instead to the 
Hausas (Plotnicov 1972:4f., 7). In the Native Town, from 1914 to 1952, 
Hausas came to hold the most important administrative posts. Thereafter, 
however, the British administration started to transfer this power to the 
perceived ‘proper natives’, especially the Beroms (Plotnicov 1969:47f.; 
1972:7; see also Adetula 2005:227; Higazi 2007:76). Although the 
Beroms had started to gain political control over Jos at the time of the 
Igbo pogroms, they still shared the power with the Hausas, with whom 
they had reached some mutual accommodations. One of the results of this 
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relationship was that Hausas and Beroms joined forces and attacked the 
Igbos in Jos in 1966 (Plotnicov 1972:9). 

With the 1966 violence spreading over northern Nigeria and with the 
ensuing war, people started to relocate. At the beginning of October, after 
the attacks began in Jos, surviving Igbos tried to leave the town by air-
plane, train, road, and on foot (Anthony 2002:249). The period between 
1966 and 1969 was marked by a decrease in both population and busi-
ness. According to accounts, over 4,000 southerners, mainly Igbos – of a 
city population of about 100,000 – left the town (Bingel 1978:16). By 
mid-1971, it was estimated, 3,000 Igbos had returned to Jos (Anthony 
2002:178), but for many of them, this return was not unproblematic. 
Many buildings in the Native Town that belonged to Igbos had been 
destroyed or were now illegally occupied (Bingel 1978:16). Of 1,446 
houses abandoned by Igbos in 1966, only 74 had been returned to their 
owners by 1970 (West Africa 1970:658). 

Places changed; many of the Igbos who had returned to Kano after the 
civil war left Kano for good after a dispute between Christians and Mus-
lims in the city in 1991. A few relocated to Jos and other places in the 
more religiously mixed Middle Belt of Nigeria (Anthony 2002:10). Be-
fore the crisis in 2001, Jos was the fastest growing city in Nigeria, accord-
ing to the National Electric Power Authority. Umar Danfulani and Sati 
Fwatshak, two scholars at the University of Jos, connected this increase to 
people once again seeking refuge in Jos from conflicts in the North 
(2002:244; see also Adetula 2005:229, 231; Harnischfeger 2008:129; 
HRW 2001:5). 

At the same time that Jos was regarded a safe haven by some, tension 
was rising between perceived settlers (mainly Hausa-Fulani, Igbo, and 
Yoruba), who held the economic power,7 and perceived indigenes 
(Berom, Anaguta, and Afizere), who had the political control. In an arti-
cle written just before the crisis of 2001, Simon Davou Mwadkwon of the 
University of Jos argued that the conflicts between these two groups had 
been the breeding ground for religious, ethnic, and political tension in the 
city for quite some time (2001:58f., 64). In a tone of surprise he noted: 
‘Despite heightened tension, overt violence did not occur until April 12th, 
1994’ (ibid.:67), when it was ignited by a fight over appointments of 
political positions in Jos North Local Government. 

Plateau State is currently divided into seventeen different local gov-
ernments, with Jos and surrounding areas divided into Jos North, South, 

                                                      
7 For a detailed description of the economic domains in which the perceived settlers domi-
nated, see Egwu (2004:221-236). 
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and East Local Governments. Jos North contains both the most populous 
areas and the most active business districts in the city. Thus it is an area 
that is of great importance to control (see Danfulani & Fwatshak 
2002:247; Higazi 2007:79; HRW 2001:5). As it is also the area of the 
city that counts the largest community of Hausa-Fulani (Adetula 
2005:231), the division of Jos into Jos North and Jos South in 1991 was 
seen as favouring the Muslims. Their percentage of the population came 
to be much higher in Jos North than it had been in the preceding Jos 
Local Government Area (Higazi 2007:80). In his thesis, which used Jos 
as a case study, Samuel Gabriel Egwu concluded: ‘The “indigenous” eth-
nic groups perceived it as a ploy by the “settler” Hausa who, it was be-
lieved, had used their “connections” to carve out Jos North as an exclusive 
sphere of influence’ (Egwu 2004:11, see also 204-210). 

In 1991, a Muslim became the first chairman of Jos North. Then, in 
1994, another Muslim (once again belonging to an ethnic group per-
ceived as settlers) was appointed to the post (Adetula 2005:227; Higazi 
2007:80). Among the indigenes this was interpreted as a claim that Jos 
belonged to the settlers and that they wanted to turn it into an ‘Islamic 
centre’. On April 5, indigenes marched through Jos singing war songs, 
and besieged the scene of the swearing-in ceremony. As a result, the gov-
ernment stopped the newly appointed chairman from taking office. The 
Muslim community of Jos responded by organising protests that eventu-
ally led to violence that resulted in loss of lives and a Jos on fire 
(Mwadkwon 2001:59, 67f.; see also Adetula 2005:227-228; Egwu 
2004:10f., 244-251, 275; Higazi 2007:80). The violence of 1994 was 
later followed by new tensions after appointments in both 1996 and 1998 
(HRW 2001:5). 

The concept of indigeneity has been formally recognised by the Nige-
rian constitution since 1979 (Adebanwi 2009:254). A person is regarded 
as an indigene in the state from which his or her ethnic group is perceived 
to originate. At the same time that the present constitution, which dates 
from 1999, grants freedom from discrimination based on ethnicity and 
place of origin, it also states that the government should reflect the federal 
character of the country8 – official positions should be allocated according 
to the composition of the Nigerian nation’s population. The constitution 

                                                      
8 The Nigerian federation has seen a long process by which more and smaller states have 
been created as ethnic minority and majority groups have sought political autonomy and 
access to resources and positions (Suberu 2001:81). In 1963 the then newly independent 
country went from a three-region to a four-region system. In 1967 this system was replaced 
by a division of the nation into twelve states; in 1976 they became nineteen, in 1987 twenty-
one, in 1991 thirty, and in 1996 thirty-six (Ibrahim 2000:50; Suberu 2001:15). 
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says nothing about who is an indigene in a state, but the concept has been 
used in specific states to privilege certain groups over others (Adebanwi 
2009:352ff.; Manby 2004:177f.). These privileges include such things as 
access to state schools, lower school fees, scholarships, government em-
ployment, and political positions (see Global IDP Project 2003:3f.; Hi-
gazi 2007:72; HRW 2005:8; Manby 2004:178; Suberu 2001:6, 109). 

The distinction between ‘indigene’ and ‘non-indigene’ goes back to the 
British administration’s distinction between ‘natives’ and ‘strangers’ (Bach 
1997:338). Although it has its own unique expression in Nigeria, the 
turning of ‘yesterday’s natives into postcolonial settlers and postcolonial 
natives’ is part of a pattern that reappears across Africa (Mamdani 
2001:660). Democratisation processes have many times brought with 
them a renewed stress on ‘autochthony’ and ‘belonging’ (Geschiere & 
Gugler 1998:313; see also Geschiere & Nyamnjoh 2000). Since the re-
turn to democracy, it has become increasingly difficult for non-indigenes 
to attain political positions in Plateau State, while indigenes have been 
favoured (Higazi 2007:90; see also Ostien 2009:17). For many, it is 
almost inconceivable that someone other than a perceived indigene and 
Christian could become the governor of Plateau State or attain any other 
high democratically elected position. As important positions in both Pla-
teau State and local governments have gravitated towards becoming 
dominated by Christian indigenes, this has brought with it experiences of 
marginalisation and feelings of bitterness (HRW 2005:7). Jos North has 
become ‘the hottest spot’ for these conflicts (Adetula 2005:231). 

With the return to democracy, election campaigns have become inter-
woven with ethnic and religious conflicts – worsening already-present 
tensions (Reno 2004:219). The Jos crisis of 2001 has been seen as one of 
many expressions of this (see Adetula 2005:229; Manby 2004:181; Reno 
2004:232). Like the most recent previous conflicts, it was connected to 
controversy over a political appointment in Jos North. In August 2001, 
before the crisis erupted in September, Mukhtar Muhammad – perceived 
as a Muslim settler – was appointed by the federal government as the 
poverty eradication coordinator in Jos North. His appointment was 
strongly opposed by groups of Christian indigenes (see Danfulani & 
Fwatshak 2002:248; Egwu 2004; Je’adayibe 2008:166f.; Wulfhorst & 
Musa 2007:48), and a ‘war of words’ was launched (Adetula 2005:228).  

Muhammad received several death threats from indigenes who de-
manded that he vacate his position (Bawa & Nwogwu 2002:111). As the 
tension in Jos continued to rise, the protests from the indigenes were 
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responded to and leaflets started to circulate under the name of Hausa-
Fulani Youths, stating things like: 

‘Yes, the loss of a few families wouldn’t bother us. After all for every single 
Anaguta’s [indigene] life and their allies; there are thousands of other 
Hausa-Fulanis. Let’s see who blinks first’. ‘Death is the best friend of 
Hamas. Be rest assured that we will do it even better’. ‘The seat is dearer to 
us than our lives. In that case, do you have the monopoly of violence?’ 
‘Blood for blood. We are ready’. (HRW 2001:5f.)  

 
In a press conference that took place on 31 August, the (Christian) Pla-
teau State Youth Council stated: 

The constitution of Nigeria allows ‘any’ citizen of the country to live in any 
place of his/her choice, therefore any person or group of persons is/are 
welcome to stay in Plateau State. Equally the constitution recognizes the 
rights of the indigenes place as the owners of that given place. Funny and 
insulting that a Hausa/Fulani man from Bauchi, Kano, Katsina etc who is 
looking for pasture and trade ‘settled’ in Jos among the indigenes of Afiz-
ere, Anaguta and Berom only to wake up one day to lay claim to a place 
leased to them for peaceful co-existence. (HRW 2001:6) 

 
In May 2002, violence between Christian indigenes and Muslim settlers 
once again broke out in Jos North in connection with the local primaries 
of the People’s Democratic Party (PDP). Over one hundred people at 
least were estimated to have been killed (HRW 2003:23f.). To the frus-
tration of Muslim leaders, no local government elections were held in Jos 
North in 2003. The governor of Plateau State, Joshua Dariye, who was a 
Christian indigene, instead appointed an allied Christian indigene as ad-
ministrator of the area (Higazi 2007:85; see also Ostien 2009:27). In 
2004, certain groups in Jos argued for changing the electoral districts of 
Jos North to prevent the inhabitants from electing leaders in the future 
whom they saw as Muslim settlers. As a testimony to the atmosphere in 
Jos at the time, Dariye, in an interview less than two months before a 
state of emergency was declared in 2004, proclaimed: 

From the on-set, let me say it again, as I have before that Jos, capital of 
Plateau State, is owned by the natives. Simple. Every Hausa-man in Jos is a 
settler whether he likes it or not. In the past, we might not have told them 
the home truth, but now we have… They are here with us, we are in one 
state but that does not change the landlord/settler equation, no matter how 
much we cherish peace… Our problem here today is that… the tenant [is] 
becoming very unruly. But the natural law here is simple: if your tenant is 
unruly, you serve him a quit notice! ... This unruly group must know that 
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we are no longer willing to tolerate the rubbish they give us. The days of 
‘over tolerance’ are gone forever. All of us must accept this home truth. 
(HRW 2006:45)9 

 
The tensions between Christians and Muslims in Plateau State reached a 
peak with the violence in Yelwa and Shendam in the southern part of the 
state in February through May 2004, during which hundreds of people 
were killed (see Higazi 2008:118; HRW 2005:1, 10). Olusegun 
Obasanjo, who had been elected president of Nigeria in May 1999 at the 
same time Dariye became governor of Plateau State, claimed that the 
situation was ‘near mutual-genocide’ (Obasanjo 2004). On 18 May he 
declared Plateau State in a state of emergency. Dariye and his deputy were 
suspended for six months, and retired General Chris Ali was appointed 
administrator of Plateau State. 

In 2008, after governors having appointed a series of different indi-
genes (mostly Beroms) as chairmen of Jos North Local Government, it 
was finally time for local government elections. While the Christian indi-
genes largely supported the PDP, the perceived Muslim settlers chiefly 
backed the All Nigeria People’s Party (ANPP). A description from one of 
the inhabitants of Jos stated: 

The pastors were preaching in the churches that everyone should go out to 
vote, that they must not vote for any Muslim, the Muslims are infidels and 
we must not have them ruling over us. They want to Islamise the place. 
Don’t vote for any unbeliever. We have voted for them before, they have 
disappointed us. Everybody should pray, get out to vote. (Ostien 
2009:30) 

 
From the Muslim side, similar, yet opposite, calls could be heard. ‘Some 
Muslim preachers were saying: if you are in PDP or vote for PDP you are 
a pagan. Some would say: if you vote PDP who is not a Muslim you are a 
pagan’ (Ostien 2009:30).  

As results of the ballot counting started to reach people on the streets, 
violence once again broke out in Jos. There was no consensus on why the 
trouble started or how, but it was connected to perceived ballot rigging 
and who was perceived to be winning. Later, as the violence spread, it 
was announced that PDP candidates had won chairmanships in all of the 
state’s seventeen local governments, including Jos North (see HRW 
2008; 2009:7f.; Ostien 2009:31ff.). 

                                                      
9 Dariye was criticised for this statement and later issued a statement saying that the report-
ers present had misquoted him (Murray 2007). 
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‘Competing claim over urban space and the claim to be indigenous of a 

locality are today again, as in the colonial past, strictly connected’ (Four-
chard 2009:214). The Jos crisis of 2001, as well as the violence that fol-
lowed in its wake, was connected to preceding events. Even if at certain 
periods people had sought refuge in Jos from turmoil in other parts of 
Nigeria, hostility between different groups was nothing new there. The 
separation of different ethnic and religious groups, the divide between the 
North and the South of Nigeria, and the divide between a north and 
south of Jos – as well as the violence and fear connected to these divisions 
– had been manifesting their presence since the very founding of Jos at the 
beginning of the twentieth century. But despite these patterns, this was 
not the history that was narrated or invoked in Jos.  

An Absence of Peace 
With the violent aspect of Jos’s past not spoken of, and the inability of the 
peace narrative to make sense of the changes, the only fixed point to refer 
to was the crisis itself. It became its own reason; nothing outside it could 
serve to explain how it had come about. The crisis in 2001 was experi-
enced as a rupture without previous warning. People’s shock was under-
lined in depictions such as ‘Violence suddenly erupted between Christians 
and Muslims in a city where diverse communities had coexisted peacefully 
for years’ (HRW 2001:2). ‘The case of violence in Plateau State came as a 
surprise to most Nigerians since it has traditionally been known as a 
peaceful area’ (Doyle 2004). The crisis did not make any sense; it was 
reduced to being a singularity outside any logic. 

Emanuel’s mother and father moved to Jos from the south of Nigeria 
back in the 1920s. Their move was connected to Emanuel’s father’s work 
as an interpreter in the local court. They settled down and built a house in 
Jos, and all their children were born there. In 1966 – the year before the 
civil war started in Nigeria – Emanuel was supposed to start secondary 
school. But the plans changed because his parents no longer felt it was 
safe to stay in Jos. As a result, Emanuel spent almost three years without 
any schooling. Still annoyed, he told me how his classmates had gone far 
ahead of him by the time he and his family returned to Jos in 1970; while 
his friends were finishing secondary school, he was still in form one. The 
forced relocation had strained the family’s economy, and there had been 
no funds to support further academic studies, and Emanuel described 
with disappointment in his voice how, with his certificate in his hand, he 
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had left secondary school with no other option than continuing with the 
herbal work he had inherited from his mother. 

When I met Emanuel, he was married and had five children who were 
all living with him in Jos and were going either to school or to the univer-
sity. He had been practicing medicine for twenty-three years and referred 
to himself as a Chief Doctor, and he saw himself as the leader of all the 
Igbo practitioners in Plateau State. What occupied Emanuel’s mind in 
2004, even if he still lived the losses that the violence in the 1960s had 
brought him, was the difference between before and after the crisis in 
2001. He emphasised the discrepancy between the peace that had reigned 
before and the state that Jos was left in now. 

Under Ibrahim, the former chairman, Emanuel had been the Igbo 
chairman of the Nigerian Union of Medical Herbal Practitioners 
(NUMHP), Plateau State Branch. However, with the two new factions 
emerging on the scene after the crisis and different elections taking place, 
things were no longer so clear. Annoyed at the ‘illegal election’ that had 
been carried out by the ‘Hausa faction’, Emanuel tried to sort out when 
an election in the union was supposed to take place. As the last election 
had been in November 1999, and as one was meant to be held every 
fourth year, he concluded that there should have been one in November 
2003. But because the crisis had affected 
so many things it was not yet possible to 
have an election. The former Hausa chair-
man had barely escaped death, for in-
stance, and too many others had also left 
town. Referring to the ‘illegal election’, 
Emanuel concluded that they had to make 
sure there was ‘peace in the house’ before 
they could start to elect people.  

He went on to describe how the union, 
compared to now, had previously been a 
place without discrimination and conflicts. 
They had met regularly at the university 
and had different workshops. People from 
the Hausa group, the Igbo group, the Yoruba group, and the indigene 
group had all taken part, but now no one came. The union was no longer 
organised. What Emanuel described was the difference between before 
and after the crisis. For him it was the crisis that had shattered the peace 
and introduced all these factions and the lack of trust and peace.  
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For him, as for many others in Jos, the crisis came to be understood in 

relation to its consequences rather than its causes. Instead of an interest in 
identifying what had brought about the crisis, there was much discussion 
about its effects. Jos became the kind of place where people made sense of 
events ‘not by constructing an explanation of what happened but by offer-
ing accounts of its impacts, traces, and signs’ (Stewart 1996:158). 

For many of Jos’s inhabitants, things emerged as mere ‘coincidences’, 
and the expected order of things became disorder. Crisis became ‘a frame 
of action’ – a social fact, a point of departure for understanding the world 
(Vigh 2008:11f., 15). Henrik Vigh has argued for a move from focusing 
on crises as singular events that people cope through, to viewing them as 
pervasive contexts, an ongoing experience that people cope in. Rather 
than placing an event of ‘crisis in context’ it becomes a matter of seeing 
‘crisis as context’ – seeing it as a condition, a state of affairs, a persistent 
circumstance of fragmentation (ibid.:8ff.). 

For Emanuel, meetings, elections, and other events – or the lack of 
them – were made sense of in relation to a disorganised world, a world of 
lack. As crisis became context, the previous world of peace that had been 
taken for granted was thrown into doubt, which in turn brought forth 
feelings of loss (Vigh 2008:16). The peace messages of the local radio 
station, ‘Peace 90.5 FM stereo’, that were incessantly broadcast out over 
Jos echoed with feelings of a peace that was not there. Streets sprinkled 
with stores, clinics, and posters with ‘peace’ in their names, filled with cars 
with the state motto ‘Home of Peace and Tourism’ on their number plates 
and bumper stickers spelling out different peace messages, called to mind 
a peace that had disappeared. It was a city that was marked by something 
it was lacking. For people in Jos it was the current situation – the felt 
absence of peace and organisation – that needed to be dealt with, not the 
decades of recurring conflict that had marked the city’s past. 
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3. Competing Prayers 

Idris’s shop consisted of one room, which was part of a row of connected 
shops. The store was quite small and his stock of second-hand mattresses 
filled nearly the whole space. Idris was a Muslim Fulani man in his sixties 
who had been born further north and was just passing through Jos to stay 
for a week in the 1960s but ended up settling down in the city. Besides 
his business in the centre of Jos, he also practiced traditional medicine. He 
described himself as a mallam, a person who works with the Koran when 
making medicines. Looking out from the doorway of his shop on this day 
in 2004, we could see not only Enugu Street, one of the busiest streets in 
Jos, but also the Friday Mosque, the town’s main mosque. Idris reflected 
that presently only Muslims were living here in the centre. He and three 
visiting friends all agreed that from Terminus – the roundabout in the 
centre of Jos – to Angwan Rogo, a ward in the northern part Jos, the 
inhabitants were predominantly Muslim. On the south side of Terminus, 
however, chiefly Christians resided. 

With the crisis of 2001, many of the people I knew either moved away 
from Jos, like Ibrahim, the former chairman of the union, or within Jos, 
to areas where they felt safer. Idris was one of the latter. Before the crisis 
he had lived in Jenta Adamu, a mainly Christian area to the west of central 
Jos. During the crisis his house was destroyed and he moved to Angwan 
Rogo, where he rented part of a house. The new place was conveniently 
close to his business, but considerations of safety had been decisive. There 
were still some Christians who had their businesses here, but they would 
come during the day and leave before nightfall. As part of this trend, 
many Igbos in Jos who used to live where they had their business were 
choosing instead to live in areas where they were in the majority (Higazi 
2007:84). 

While Idris had moved to Angwan Rogo, other practitioners I knew 
had moved away from Angwan Rogo after the crisis; Isaac was one of 
these. He had been born in a village in southern Nigeria in the 1940s and 
moved to Jos in 1997. Newly arrived in the city, he settled in Angwan 
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The main mosque along Enugu Street. 
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Rogo. I found it a bit strange that he – a newly arrived Igbo and Christian 
– had ended up in a mainly Muslim area. Nevertheless, his business as a 
traditional medicine practitioner had been going well and he had many 
customers in the neighbourhood. But during the crisis, Isaac’s house was 
burnt down and he moved to the south-western outskirts of Jos, an area 
inhabited mostly by Christians. In 2004 he explained that he felt safer 
there but that business was not going well at all. When I returned to Jos 
in 2007, Isaac had left the city and moved his business elsewhere. 

With the crisis of 2001 the Red Cross estimated that 60,000 people 
had been displaced (IRIN WA 2001). A week after the violence subsided, 
the number of displaced people had decreased and was estimated to be 
around 15,000 (Global IDP Project 2002:76). In its footsteps a new 
housing market emerged in which Christians and Muslims traded houses 
with each other to be able to live in safer areas. As Muslims who had lived 
in Christian-dominated areas moved to areas perceived as Muslim, and 
vice versa, the homogeneity of different areas was strengthened (see also 
Egwu 2004:32; Je’adayibe 2008:171). Just like the previous conflicts in 
the city, the crisis of 2001 did not create patterns of movement that chal-
lenged previous segregations of people but, rather, reinforced them. 

‘The Taskscape Made Visible’ 
The landscape is ‘the world as it is known to those who dwell therein, 
who inhabit its places and journey along the paths connecting them’, 
wrote Ingold (1993:156). It is through engagement with the environ-
ment that the world becomes known to its inhabitants, but this engage-
ment also structures the world; people’s dealings and journeys are part of 
the world’s becoming as a whole (ibid.:164). To refer to the entire en-
semble of these movements and activities, Ingold used the concept of 
‘taskscape’. The landscape and the taskscape emerge within the same cur-
rent of activities. The landscape is the taskscape in embodied form: ‘a 
pattern of activities “collapsed” into an array of features’ (ibid.:162). ‘Just 
as the landscape is an array of related features, so – by analogy – the task-
scape is an array of related activities’ (ibid.:158). The network of paths 
and tracks in the landscape is, in other words, ‘the taskscape made visible’ 
(ibid.:167). 

Throughout the entire history of Jos different people have inhabited 
very different places and have had very different patterns of movement 
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within Jos. As a city, it has essentially been formed by who is – and who is 
not – living in a particular area or walking down a certain street. It is an 
urban landscape in which places have continually been shaped by the ab-
sence as much as the presence of certain activities, people, and buildings. 
It is the relationship between the taskscape and the landscape that I want 
to bring forth here – people’s patterns of movement: their daily activities 
and a landscape that with every new footstep emerged as increasingly 
contested. 

Located on the Jos Plateau, stretched out in a north-south direction in 
the basin of the Delimi River, Jos has been, since its foundation in the 
beginning of the twentieth century, divided in two religiously, just like 
the Nigerian nation. As Jos was divided into the Native Town and the 
Township, there was a separation in Jos between a Muslim North and a 
Christian South. In 1952, over 84 per cent of the African population in 
the Township were Christian, in contrast to the Native Town where over 
63 per cent of the population were Muslim (Plotnicov 1969:75f.). There 
are no reliable estimates regarding the current religious and ethnic com-
position of Jos,10 but the city is still in many ways characterised by a Mus-
lim North and a Christian South, as the majority of the Muslim popula-
tion of Jos resides in the northern side. 

Already with the division between the Native Town and the Township 
a separation between different people was in place, and the settlement 
patterns of newcomers to Jos tended to reinforce these divisions – they 
favoured people and neighbourhoods they felt comfortable with (Plotni-
cov 1969:50). Additionally, the dividing line between the Native Town 
and the Township was enforced by different building codes and sanitary 
regulations. In the Township, for instance, the codes did not match the 
Muslim tradition of purdah, female seclusion. However, the separation 
was maintained not only through cultural factors but also through eco-
nomic ones. Compared to the Christian southerners, the Muslim north-
erners generally had lower incomes that prevented them from residing in 
the Township, where building restrictions made it more expensive to 
build and where land was more costly (Plotnicov 1969:50; 1970:273; see 
also Bingel 1978:11).  

In the Township, houses were made of concrete building blocks and 
the minimal standard for roofs was galvanised iron sheets, while the regu-
lations in the Native Town were more relaxed and houses were built of 
mud bricks and thatched roofs (Plotnicov 1970:273). Sen Luka Gwom 

                                                      
10 The last census to include religious and ethnic affiliation was in 1963 (Adepoju 1981:35; 
NPC 2007:206). 
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Zangabadt described how the Township, with its tarred roads, was re-
served for ‘enlightened Africans’, while the Native Town resembled the 
run-down areas of apartheid South Africa (Zangabadt 1983:49). While 
reports in 1945 praised the Township for having houses that were solidly 
constructed, the Native Town did not receive the same praise; instead, 
complaints were directed at the congestion of its centre. Towards the end 
of the 1970s the differences in building standards still existed, and com-
pared to the Native Town, the Township had a better city plan, with 
maintained roads that allowed comfortable access to its houses (Bingel 
1978:8f.). Today, differences in housing styles, similar to those that once 
existed between the Native Town and the Township, can be found be-
tween richer and poorer areas of Jos. Compared to more wealthy and 
formally planned areas, the streets in poorer, non-planned areas such as 
Angwan Rogo are narrower and often unpaved; many are impassable for 
cars and are more like walking paths (see Obiefuna & Agbo 1999:197-
200). 

People’s different movements and activities had left very visible traces 
in many different domains, but one of the areas in which they were highly 
noticeable was within the educational system in Jos. All over Nigeria edu-
cational institutions have functioned as principal sites for playing out reli-
gious identities and rights (Hackett 2003:47). Even if ethnicity – at least 
in the past – generally formed the grounds for more controversies in the 
nation, religious differences have always dominated when it comes to the 
educational system. Religious teachings in schools as well as religious 
control and ownership of schools have long been an area of conflict be-
tween Christians and Muslims. Over the years there have been a number 
of violent clashes over religious uses of spaces and symbols, such as the 
location of crosses, churches, mosques, and praying grounds and the use 
of religious school uniforms on university and college campuses in Nige-
ria (see Falola 2009:171f., 175-187; Hackett 1999).  

The spread of Christianity and Western education went hand in hand 
and was part of forming a separation of people. On the national level, the 
relation between educational difference and religious affiliation was ob-
served as far back as the 1930s. ‘Thus Christianity is generally accompa-
nied by some measures of education, or, at least, of literacy. Muhamma-
danism can generally show a fair sprinkling of such literacy as the Koran 
schools provide, while “animism” generally goes with complete illiteracy’ 
(Perham 1933:425). The missionary presence in the southern part of 
Nigeria and its absence in the north was made very visible in the Nigerian 
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census of 1931, where the southern provinces were reported to have 
2,786 Christian schools and no Muslim schools and the northern prov-
inces had 236 Christian schools and 33,426 Muslim schools (ibid.:426). 

Also in Jos, children attended different schools according to religious 
and ethnic belonging. As early as 1926 a government school had been 
established for the benefit of the children of educated Nigerians from the 
South and from other African countries; in addition, there were four mis-
sion schools. The total number of pupils in Jos at the time was 456, and 
of these, only 5 per cent were from the North of Nigeria (Ames 
1972:314). Around the same time there were 84 Koranic schools with a 
total number of 476 students (Morrison 1975:458). 

In 1962, almost 62 per cent of the students in the township school 
were Igbo and 15 per cent were Yoruba. In the native authority school, 
on the other hand, almost 51 per cent were Hausa and 29 per cent Fulani. 
No southerners attended the native authority school, and fewer than 8 per 
cent of the students in the township school were northerners. In addition 
to this divide, there was a clear separation according to the religious af-
filiation of schools. In the Islamiya post literacy school, for example, al-
most 80 per cent were Hausa or Fulani, and in the Roman Catholic 
school almost 82 per cent were Igbo (Plotnicov 1969:78f., 81). 

The pre-primary and primary schools in Jos are still often based on 
both ethnicity and religion (Mwadkwon 2001:63; see also Adetula 2005), 
and their names contain religious markers (Egwu 2004:258; Zangabadt 
1983:67f.). In travelling through the streets of Jos, one passed through a 
landscape dotted with schools that bore religious names and were domi-
nated by children from certain religious backgrounds. This was a pattern 
that appeared to be steadily increasing. 

Once in 2007, when we had spent a whole day walking through Jos, 
Jibril observed that there where schools everywhere and added that they 
were all either Christian or Muslim. The schools in Jos followed the same 
pattern as the churches and the mosques. Jibril explained that just the way 
you might find five churches and three mosques in one area and in an-
other you might find five mosques and three churches, you would find 
Christian and Muslim schools. Jos was a landscape full of striking church 
buildings of many different denominations, as well as mosque buildings, 
marked-out praying grounds, and mosques built as part of private homes 
(Danfulani 1998:344f.). Jibril clearly did not find this a good thing. He 
saw the growing number of churches, mosques, and religious schools as 
manifestations of the tensions in Jos. 
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Almost immediately when you entered an area you would be able to 

decipher what religion was dominant. This dividing line was extremely 
obvious in some areas, such as Babale, a small village just outside Jos. The 
road coming out of Jos heading towards Bauchi divided the village in 
two, with Muslims living on one side of the road and Christians on the 
other. One day when we were passing from the Muslim side to the Chris-
tian side, Jibril commented that on the Christian side there were burukutu 
(traditional beer) places, money lending, beer parlours, and hotels that 
you would not find on the Muslim side. There you would instead find 
praying grounds. People’s different activities left very visible traces in 
different areas, traces that had increasingly acquired religious connota-
tions.  

Danfulani has suggested that in Jos there is a culture of ‘religious eve-
rything’:  

Everywhere, religion is seen either in the numerous numbers of religious 
monuments, churches and mosques, or in institutions such as schools and 
hospitals, vehicles, and the many properties that bear the names of reli-
gious organizations. This is exhibited on bill boards, over radio and televi-
sion, and in the print media. (Danfulani 1998:344) 

 
Not only schools, but also hospitals, clinics, financial institutions, and 
different forms of stores carried religious names. Jonathan, a Christian 
man in his forties who had lived most of his life in the Jos area, described 
one day in 2007 how there were religious signboards covering Jos with 
messages such as Blessed Bookshop, God’s Supermarket, Arabic Eye 
Clinic, and Our Saviour Eye Clinic. This had not always been the case, 
however: things had changed in Jos, he declared. 

When he was younger, in the 1970s and the 1980s, there had been a 
lot of cultural activities and parties, but today these kinds of activities 
were seen as improper. People preferred to go to church, and all activities 
were organised by different churches. Jonathan connected the change and 
the appearance of all the religious signboards to a religious strife and 
awareness that had started in Jos during the 1980s but had really taken off 
during the 1990s. Jonathan supposed that there were currently more 
churches than bars in Jos. He compared it with Cameroon, where there 
were more bars than churches but where it was still more peaceful than 
Nigeria. In Jos, and in Nigeria as a whole, everyone was going to church 
or to the mosque, yet crime, armed robbery, and corruption were still 
getting worse. 
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Signboards and school uniforms as parts of an increasingly religious landscape. 
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The religious strife that Jonathan observed corresponded with national 

processes. With independence in the 1960s, ethnicity was clearly experi-
enced as the most disruptive force, but since the late 1970s religion has 
become a competitor, dividing communities all over Nigeria (Falola 
2009:2) – as well as the nation itself. As part of global religious processes 
that have been sensed all over Africa (Ahmed 2008:vii f.), there has been a 
steady growth of both Christian and Muslim revivalist groups in Nigeria 
(see Loimeier 1997; Marshall 2009:2; Obadare 2004b:178; Westerlund 
1997). Simultaneously, religion has come to play a more central part in 
Nigerian society as a whole, and in its footsteps an increase in religious 
tension and division followed (see Abdu 2002:143, 162; Falola 2009:2f.; 
Hackett 2003:48, 51; Mu’azzam & Ibrahim 2000:63f.; Suberu 
1997:401). Politicians started looking for supporters along religious lines. 
In mosques, churches, and other venues across Nigeria, there was a ‘vio-
lent verbal warfare’ that anticipated the religious riots that were to follow 
(Falola 2009:2, 175).11 

Nowadays, there is a constant religious battle over Nigeria’s public 
space and an ongoing struggle for souls, attention, dominance, and access 
to state resources. The other has increasingly become demonised, and 
attitudes of intolerance and suspicion have come to dominate the relation-
ship (see Hackett 2003:51, 62; Obadare 2006a:667ff., 674f.; Ojo 
2007:175, 186); both sides ‘conjure the devil in the name of the other’ 
(Marshall 2009:230). As indicated by the increasing number of religious 
signboards, in post-military and democratic Nigeria religion has increas-
ingly become an intertwined part of everyday life (Obadare 2004b:177). 

Dressed Presence 
Entering a taxi in Jos, you would often be able to tell if the car belonged 
to a Christian or a Muslim by looking at the rear view mirror. Hanging 
from it would commonly be either a Christian Rosary with a cross or 
Muslim prayer beads or an amulet with a Koranic verse. In addition, dif-
ferent vehicles were very often decorated with religious stickers (Danfu-
lani 1998:344). Trucks were painted with religious symbols that showed 
the religious affiliation of the owner. In Jos, as Innocent Chiluwa ob-
served in his study of vehicle stickers in southern Nigeria, religious stick-
ers outnumbered all other forms. The stickers quite literally brought the 

                                                      
11 Starting at the beginning of the 1980s, Nigeria came to experience numerous religious 
crises (see Ali 2002:97; Falola 2009:3; Hackett 2003:51; Je’adayibe 2008:156; Mustapha 
2002:171f.). 
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religious tension between Christianity and Islam in Nigeria to the surface. 
They were part of the struggle to propagate one religion above the other, 
as Chiluwa noted (2008:384f.). People’s movements in Jos had become 
clad in a very visible way with religious messages.  

Sara, a Berom woman in her forties who has lived her whole life in the Jos 
area, once commented on the growing presence of religious markers in the 
way people dressed. She started by telling me that Berom girls used to wear 
garments of soft, braided grass; one part had covered the bottom and the 
other the front part. The men, on the other hand, had worn only a penis 
sleeve. This was what Berom had been wearing ‘traditionally’, up to the 
1960s at least (see also Morrison 1975:417; Smedley 2004:19). Today, how-
ever, you would only see these kinds of clothes when people performed tradi-
tional dances. She added that Berom also used to wear very soft and fine facial 
markings made with very fine lines from the mouth towards the cheeks; now, 
almost no one would give these markings to their children. 

Although Jos has always been characterised by a divide between Islam 
and Christianity, the surrounding countryside has had a different story. 
When missionaries arrived on the Jos Plateau at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, they reacted with horror at the nakedness of the ‘pa-
gans’ and expressed deep disappointment over not succeeding with the 
mission of making them wear clothes, which were felt to be a sign of 
civilisation (Morrison 1975:386-390, 410, 417). When the ‘pagans’ 
started to settle down inside Jos at the beginning of the 1960s, they either 
adopted the Hausa way of life and converted to Islam or turned to Chris-
tianity and embraced the missionaries’ ideas regarding behaviour, home 
life, and styles of dress (Smedley 2004:19). Though perceived as almost 
entirely ‘pagan’ in the 1930s (Ames 1972:310), this was a group that 
today was seen as nearly totally Christian (and labelled ‘indigene’) – a fact 
clearly marked in their ways of dressing. 

With respect to ‘tribe’, Sara went on to argue that in Nigeria today you 
could no longer tell by their clothes and face where somebody came from. 
I added that you could, however, tell if someone was from the South of 
Nigeria or from the North. She answered that this was true, but that what 
you could see by the way people dressed was whether they were Chris-
tians or Muslims. Sara said that the Muslim women would wear the veil 
and they would almost always wear wrappa, the material that you tied 
around your waist, and she added that you would hardly ever see them 
wear trousers and a blouse, this in contrast to Christians. Similarly, West-
ern clothes for men were connected to Christianity, while the robes of the 
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Above: taxi cars moving through Jos. One with an amulet with verses from the 
Koran hanging from the rear view mirror, and another with a cross on the wind-
screen. To the right: a stall in Jos selling Western second-hand clothes, and people 
moving through the city. Movements had become clad with religious markers. 
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Hausa type were associated mainly with Islam. These tendencies were in 
no way absolute, but they still formed how many of Jos’s inhabitants 
dressed and interpreted the appearance of other people. 

In 1969 Plotnicov noted: ‘The Nigerians in Jos cannot conceive that 
one may be both black and detribalized. One is identified by name, facial 
scars, dress, physiognomy, etc., as belonging to a particular ethnic group’ 
(Plotnicov 1969:61). I would not say that ethnicity is of no importance 
today (see Adetula 2005:148-182; Egwu 2004), but other markers have 
become more important. Facial scars are seldom practiced anymore; I 
have seen very few children with facial scars. Names and ways of dressing 
more often indicated religious than ethnic affiliation. From a national 
perspective, anthropologist Murray Last alike has noted that while the 
‘others’ were seen in the past in terms of ethnic belonging and were iden-
tified through such signs as dress, facial features, language, or residency, 
today they are viewed in relation to religious belonging. The diagnostic 
tools are still the same, but ‘tribalism’ is out and ‘faith’ is in (Last 
2007:606). 

What defined areas in Jos was an absence just as much as a presence of 
certain stickers, signboards, buildings, people, and clothes. A BBC re-
porter who portrayed Jos as a city divided between Muslim and Christian 
areas, observed that when you entered a Muslim area you would see 

women walk the streets with their heads covered in Islamic headscarves 
while the men wear long flowing gowns and the colourful, fez-shaped 
“Hula” hats typical of Muslims in northern Nigeria. But turn a corner and 
the atmosphere and clothes change straight away. Suddenly there are end-
less signs advertising different churches, while the men are wearing west-
ern-style suits and the women are keen to show off their elaborate hair-
styles. (Winter 2003) 

 
Just as traces of people’s activities are an essential part of the landscape, 
so, too, are people themselves. It is the presence of people that gives the 
city life. People’s bodies are as much a part of the streets as the buildings. 
An indispensable part of the experience of Jos was the presence and ab-
sence of different people.  
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Fused with a War on Terror 
In the years that followed the crisis of 2001, Jos was portrayed, for exam-
ple, as ‘religiously divided and ready to explode’ (IRIN 2007). The map 
of Jos has in many ways become a religious map indicating how many 
Muslims and Christians live in different areas and to whom the areas be-
long. Different areas received new informal names – New Jerusalem, Af-
ghanistan, Jihad Zone, Saudi Arabia, and Seat of Laden – which not only 
indicated a religiously divided landscape but also spoke to larger religious 
contexts. The tensions that the global war on terror brought with it could 
also be felt in Jos.  

The connection between global politics and Christian and Muslim rela-
tions in Nigeria was nothing new. There had been tensions connected to 
Nigeria’s relations with the Vatican, Israel, and Muslim nations (see Fa-
lola 2009:93-97, 174; Ibrahim 1997:442, 430; Mu’azzam & Ibrahim 
2000:65; Ojo 2007:181f.; Suberu 1997:401; 2001:17). But with the 
September 11 attacks in the U.S. – just a few days after the outbreak of 
the Jos crisis – and the events that followed, the already existing gap be-
tween Christians and Muslims in Nigeria grew. Part of the enhanced ani-
mosities was connected to the opposing reactions of the two sides to the 
United States’ attacks on Afghanistan. As the United States was perceived 
as a Christian country, Christians in Nigeria agreed with its actions, while 
Muslims were opposed to them for the same reason (Bastian 2006:43f.; 
Obadare 2004b:188f.). 

Pam, the Berom practitioner, speculated that the Hausas had been 
planning the crisis for years. This was not an uncommon idea at the time. 
Like him, many Christians in Jos connected the start of the crisis on 7 
September to the 11 September attacks in the U.S. It was believed to be a 
part of a world jihad that for some reason had started too early in Jos. 
Others interpreted the increased violence in Jos on 12 September as part 
of jubilations at a felt triumph of Islam over the West (Danfulani & Fwat-
shak 2002:251; Harnischfeger 2004:445f.). 

People made sense of the crisis in relation to international politics, but 
through this looking glass they also explored what it meant to be Chris-
tian or Muslim. On entering a house in Jos it was easy to tell from calen-
dars and pictures on the walls whether the house belonged to a Christian 
or a Muslim (see also Danfulani 1998:344). In 2004 the homes of many 
Muslims were decorated with different Osama bin Laden posters. Simi-
larly, in Kano just a few weeks after the attacks in the United States, ‘pro–
Bin Laden posters and stickers were already plastered throughout the city, 
including on automobile bumpers and windows’ (Miles 2003:69; see also 
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A poster of Osama bin Laden hanging on the wall in the home of a Muslim prac-
titioner in Jos. 
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An Osama Bin Laden perfume 
belonging to one of the practitio-
ners of traditional medicine in Jos. 
Perfumes were commonly used to 
call and appease spirits. 

 

Bastian 2006:47; Last 2008:59). People also increasingly started to name 
their children Osama (Last 2008:59). 

The international ‘war on terror’ had 
become a tool for understanding local 
violence. In the centre of Jos on a Fri-
day in 2007 when a bank was robbed, 
there was so much firing going on 
between the police and the robbers that 
people in Jos thought a new crisis had 
started. Two friends noted how people 
had thought that the Arabs were com-
ing. In 2007, another friend told me 
that al-Qaeda was building up in Jos. 
On seeing my sceptical face, he insisted 
that they were building up in areas like 
Angwan Rogo. Jos was part of an in-
creasing tension between Christianity 
and Islam on the global level. It was no 
longer only the Muslim neighbour that 
was attacking but also the more dis-
tant al-Qaeda and Arabs. The global 
war on terror was fused with the local 
conflicts between Christians and Mus-
lims in Jos. 

No-go Areas 
In 2000, after the full corpus of sharia had been implemented in several 
states in northern Nigeria,12 the homes of many Muslims in Jos were 
decorated with sharia posters showing different behaviours that were 
illegal. Courts that handled civil matters according to sharia already ex-
isted in Jos, but some Muslims argued that the full corpus of sharia law 
should be applied as well. Hence, some areas were renamed Sharia Line 

                                                      
12 Before 2000, sharia law had jurisdiction only over personal status and civil law, but in 
January 2000, after the turn to civil rule in 1999, Zamfara State in the far north of Nigeria 
was the first of twelve northern states to enforce the full corpus of sharia law, which meant 
extending the application of sharia criminal law to criminal cases as well. The states that 
followed Zamfara were Bauchi, Borno, Gombe, Jigawa, Kaduna, Kano, Katsina, Kebbi, 
Niger, Sokoto, and Yobe (see HRW 2004:1, 13f.; Kalu 2003:391ff.; Nmehielle 
2004:731f.; Peters 2003).  
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A house in Angwan Rogo with the 
inscription ‘Sharia line’. 

(Danfulani & Fwatshak 2002:253; Harnischfeger 2004:445f.). Some 
people also changed the name of Angwan Rogo to Zamfara, for the first 
Nigerian state to implement the full corpus of sharia in 2000 (Adetula 
2005:232). 

The renaming of different areas and the naming of the different clinics 
and businesses objectified and made relationships between people and 
places visible. They indicated who had been there in the past, but they 

also shaped who would be able to 
enter there in the future. The na-
mes were like footprints – traces of 
people’s past activities. To encoun-
ter them was to encounter the 
wishes of those who named the 
place. They had an ‘affecting pres-
ence’ (Solomon 2000:275). The 
sharia issue merged with feelings 
that ‘settlers’ from the north were 
trying to take over not only land 
but political rule as well (Har-
nischfeger 2004:444). The naming 
of these places brought forth 
whose rules, laws, or perspectives 
you had to abide by if you entered. 
While they answered some peo-
ple’s wishes, they were in direct 
opposition to the wishes of some 
others.  

A Christian principal that had used to live in Angwan Rogo explained:  

Christians can’t live in Angwan Rogo now. I can’t go back to live there. 
All Christians have vacated. In Angwan Rogo there is a place where ‘Sharia 
line’ has been written on the tar on the road. It was written during the cri-
sis. When we hear the government saying it’s safe and we can go back, we 
just laugh. (HRW 2001:13) 

 
‘We make time and place, just as we are made by them’, Barbara Bender 
noted (2001:4). People’s activities were an intrinsic part of the landscape’s 
becoming as a whole, but it also formed these activities. In other words, 
what is done with the landscape ‘affects what can be done’ (Bender 
2002:104). The landscape acts back. If the spatial order is an ensemble of 
possibilities and interdictions – different ways in which different people 
can or cannot move (de Certeau 1988:98) – Jos’s inhabitants became 
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increasingly aware of them with the crisis in 2001. In people’s talk about 
Jos as a place there was a new attentiveness to how they were able or not 
able to move – how the environment moved them (see Vigh 2008:18). 

Emanuel – the Igbo practitioner who had been born and brought up in 
Jos – described how, with the crisis, Jos had become divided into what he 
called a ‘Hausa zone’ and a ‘main zone’. The place where he had gone to 
collect roots and herbs before the crisis was now located in the ‘Hausa 
zone’. With the crisis he had become an enemy in this zone and could no 
longer enter it and collect material as he used to. He said he was afraid 
that they would lynch him but that it was likewise for the others; they 
would not dare to go into his zone to collect, either. Today, the only way 
to gather the herbs one needed was to have a good friend from the other 
side who could help you get them, he concluded. 

Jonathan explained similarly that while there had been a line before, 
that line had become thicker after the crisis and places had become ‘no-go 
areas’. Christians and Muslims no longer crossed the lines; Muslims 
would not enter Christian areas and Christians would not enter Muslim 
areas. Even though the idea of a place is always constituted in relation to 
other places – ‘an idea of difference’ (Hetherington 1997:197) – Jos was a 
city in which places were increasingly forced to be made sense of in direct 
opposition to each other. This was a process that changed not only the 
meaning of these places but also the activities that took place there. 

Angwan Rogo and the grounds of the University of Jos are two places 
in the city where this process could be observed most clearly. They are 
both located in the northern part of Jos and are separated only by the wall 
that surrounds the university. This national university had been placed in 
Jos in 1974 (Taylor 1993:36); at the time, it had been quite isolated on 
the outskirts of Jos, but over the years neighbouring buildings in the now 
very densely populated Angwan Rogo had been getting closer and closer. 
People had already started moving into the area in the 1970s, but it was 
not until the 1980s that it really started to grow (Je’adayibe 2008:166). 
Now, houses are built all the way up to the university wall. 

During the crisis, Angwan Rogo became the scene of some of the 
worst violence against Christians, and from there, violence spread into the 
university. It was estimated that at least twenty-six students and seven of 
the university staff had been killed as the university gates became one of 
the ‘fiercest battlegrounds’ of the crisis (HRW 2001:13, 15f.). In the wall 
that surrounded the university there were a number of gates, all of which 
used to be open. People would move between Angwan Rogo and the 
university grounds through the gates in the back, but with the crisis, the 
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back gates were closed and remained so through all my subsequent peri-
ods of fieldwork. The religious borders had become very clear. On one 
side of the university wall was the ‘Muslim ghetto’ and on the other was 
the Christian university compound (Danfulani & Fwatshak 2002:249f.; 
see also HRW 2001:15).  

As places changed, so, too, did the activities that were performed there. 
The university had around 14,000 students (Plateau State Government 
2004d), and many of them used to rent rooms in Angwan Rogo. Before 
the crisis, hundreds of university staff and students lived there (Adetula 
2005:232), but with the crisis Christian students and staff moved away. 
The university imam used to welcome Muslims from the town to partici-
pate in the Friday prayers at the main university mosque even if they did 
not belong to the university. But after the crisis the university barred 
Muslims who were not affiliated with the university from taking part in 
these Friday prayers (Danfulani & Fwatshak 2002:249f.). 

A telling instance of the religious segregation was how Mai Lafiya and 
Jibril – the two Muslim men who were both listed as ‘consultant herbalist 
doctors’ on the door to the union office at the university – had changed 
their patterns of movement. I would meet both of them regularly at their 
office during their consultation hours and their weekly union meetings. 
After I left Jos at the beginning of 2001 and up to the crisis in September, 
they would both visit my field supervisor at his university office after their 
weekly meetings. They had been very friendly, and sometimes they had 
even brought their wives. However, with the crisis they had stopped visit-
ing him, and when I returned to Jos Mai Lafiya no longer entered the 
university grounds. The first time I met him after the crisis was two 
months into my fieldwork in 2003-2004 at a visit in his house in Angwan 
Rogo. When I arrived he was upset that I had not come to him first. I 
tried to explain that I had gone to the union office as a way of not exclud-
ing anyone. It was clear that I had been wrong. By going to the union 
office I had excluded a lot of people, including him, who no longer felt 
comfortable entering the university grounds. 

Angwan Rogo and the university were not only placed in relation to 
each other but were also constituted in a context of the routes that con-
nected or did not connect them. It was fundamental to the emergent land-
scape of no-go areas in Jos that possible paths which had connected dif-
ferent places no longer did so. Thus, the closed gates in the university wall 
not only called to mind how they had been one of the most violent battle-
grounds during the crisis, but they also called to mind the paths between 
two places that had been closed. As a frontier, the university wall with its 
gates held a paradox. It was simultaneously the point of differentiation 
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and where the two places came together. The gates had the potential to 
open up communication as well as shut it down (de Certeau 1988:127f.). 
Routes that had once connected the different places had not only been 
part of people’s mobility, they had also been part of a communication or 
an opening between the two places that was now closed.  

No-go Times 
In connection to the pattern of no-go areas, a new pattern of no-go times 
emerged as well. For the same reason that specific places – in the case of 
no-go areas – were feared because of the presence of certain people, spe-
cific times – in the case of no-go times – were feared. Places that could be 
visited during a certain time would be avoided at other times because of 
this felt presence. Many people warned me to be extra careful on Fridays 
when I was moving through Jos. I was told to not leave the house in the 
morning until I knew what was going on in the city. Fridays and Sundays 
were no longer perceived as safe. For Christians, the mosque was a threat-
ening place, especially on Fridays, where people went to talk and secretly 
make plans, and for Muslims the church and Sundays were similarly in-
timidating places and times. 

An illustration of how intense these feelings were could be seen in the 
initial interpretations that surrounded the above-mentioned bank robbery 
on a Friday in 2007. According to my friends, the notion that ‘the Arabs 
were coming’ was connected to the fact that it was Friday and that the 
crisis of 2001 had started on a Friday. One of them added that he as-
sumed the robbery had started after the Friday prayer, but that he actually 
did not know. Nevertheless, he surmised that the rationale behind the 
assumption that the Arabs were coming was that Muslims had been mak-
ing plans during the Friday prayers. Leaving the mosque, they had been 
prepared for fighting.  

How time, place, and people’s movement were fused together to form 
a landscape not only of no-go areas, but also of no-go times, was brought 
to the forefront during a walk I took through Angwan Rogo one Friday 
in 2004. Joshua and I had met at around twelve o’clock outside his work 
place at the university. Possible routes had changed, and instead of enter-
ing Angwan Rogo from the back gates in the university wall, we had to 
take a roundabout route and exited the university from the main gate in 
the front. When we entered Angwan Rogo from Bauchi Road – the main 
road that passed the university on its way into Jos from the north – 
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Joshua started to observe the surrounding environment. He made com-
ments about houses and places. He talked about how houses that looked 
nicer, more in order, renovated, and bigger had used to belong to Chris-
tians. We passed a burnt-down building and he commented that it had 
been a hotel, adding that his house in Angwan Rogo had also been looted 
and burnt at the time of the crisis. Though he had not been at home at 
the time, his wife and children had, but they had been able to escape 
safely. He had subsequently moved to a more Christian area. 

It was a bit past twelve, and the Friday prayer would soon be starting 
as we walked along the streets. Joshua commented that it was dangerous 
to walk in Angwan Rogo, and especially on a Friday. Since the declara-
tion of a state of emergency two months earlier, the military presence in 
Jos had greatly increased. Especially on Fridays and Sundays, one could 
see convoys of soldiers on all sorts of military vehicles going through Jos 
with their sirens on, warning people to stay out of trouble. As we contin-
ued our walk, Joshua explained that it was to prevent Muslims from caus-
ing any more problems that they had all these soldiers patrolling the 
streets on Fridays. However, this was a calm day in Jos and we saw no 
soldiers in the course of the whole day. Joshua nonetheless still insisted 
that Angwan Rogo was a very dangerous place at this time.  

Blocked Roads 
When travelling in Nigeria, you constantly encountered roadblocks 
manned by uniformed personnel. These police checkpoints were notori-
ous for their part in everyday corruption in Nigeria (Smith 2008:61). In 
addition, for at least a month around the election in 2007, the roads 
around Jos were scattered with military roadblocks guarded by soldiers 
looking for potential troublemakers. These were generally thought of as 
young, rough-looking men who would come in cars or trucks. In going 
from Jos to Bukuru, a trip of thirteen kilometres, you would pass at least 
two roadblocks stopping the traffic in both directions. They were made of 
rows of large stones that forced passing cars to slow down. One lane was 
open at a time, while the soldiers checked the cars and directed the traffic.  

Besides these, a pattern of non-official street blockings also appeared. 
These could occur during joyous occasions such as the 2004 African Cup 
of Nations, which engaged a lot of football fans in Jos. When Nigeria 
won against Cameroon, people took to the streets in celebration. Some 
started burning tires and stopping cars to collect money. However, people 
also blocked streets during distressing situations. One of these occasions 
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occurred in December of 2000. Together with the son of the family I was 
staying with, I was heading towards the university. Coming from the 
south, we were walking along the Bauchi Road. Some 500 metres from 
the university we saw lorries lined up along the roadside. The last part of 
the road up to the university was totally empty, since it was blocked off by 
the authorities. However, it was another roadblock that had forced the 
authorities to intervene. Outside the university, students had gathered 
among burning tires in reaction to an accident the evening before in 
which a law student had been hit by a bus. The student had been on a 
motorcycle taxi and both he and the driver had been killed. The students 
were now demanding that the bus company compensate the student’s 
family.  

Much more regular and pronounced, however, was a pattern of reli-
gious blockings of streets. Public praying was a common sight in Jos dur-
ing the Sunday service and the Friday prayer respectively; both churches 
and mosques have had a part in blocking and obstructing the traffic on 
some of the busiest streets in Jos. Muslims spread out their praying mats 
and parked their cars in the open street outside the mosques, while Chris-
tians similarly blocked the streets outside churches by using them as park-
ing lots as well as by moving Sunday evening rallies out into the open 
street. The blocking of streets has usually been enforced and supervised by 
members of the Muslim Aid Group and members of the Boys Brigade 
respecttively, together with the Nigeria Police Force (Danfulani 
1998:345f.). 

There was something very potent in moving the prayers and services 
out into the streets. The practice was seen as an attempt by Christians and 
Muslims to intimidate each other (Mwadkwon 2001:60), or as a demon-
stration that their own religion was the only one acceptable to God and 
proving to their counterparts that Fridays and Sundays respectively were 
great days (Danfulani 1998:345f.). Like many other activities in Jos, the 
street blockings were experienced as attempts to conquer or claim the city. 
By taking the prayers and the services out into the street, the worshippers 
made their presence highly visible, and during the time they occupied the 
street, it was theirs, if only briefly. 

Not surprisingly, the blocking of streets on Fridays and Sundays cre-
ated a lot of frustration. In the months leading up to the crisis in 2001, it 
was the subject of a debate in the local newspapers. Why this practice had 
appeared and whether it should be allowed were both questioned (Wulf-
horst & Musa 2007:47). One of these much debated obstructions was the 
spark that ignited the crisis. Squeezed in between two houses in the 
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mainly Christian Congo Russia, an area in the north-eastern part of Jos, 
was a relatively small mosque. This was the place where the crisis started. 

The mosque was surrounded by heated feelings and conflicting narra-
tives. According to Jibril, the trouble had started when a very scantily 
dressed girl had wanted to pass during the Friday prayer. The street out-
side the mosque had been blocked to passing traffic and was full of people 
praying. There had been guards at both ends of the blocked street, and 
Jibril recounted that they told the girl that she had to wait to pass until 
the prayer had finished. The girl had then left, only to return with her 
relatives, who were armed with bows and arrows. It was then that the first 
four Muslims had died outside the mosque, Jibril declared. 

Jibril’s account of what happened at the mosque was different from 
Pam’s version. Pam not only lived and practiced medicine just around the 
corner from the mosque, but he claimed to have been the first doctor to 
treat people with bullet and cut wounds outside the mosque. In Pam’s 
portrayal, the Muslims had thrown the first stone, not the Christians. The 
whole thing had started when a Christian woman had wanted to pass by 
the mosque on her way back from her lunch break. They – as Pam re-
ferred to them – were still praying in the street outside the mosque, and 
someone had stopped the woman and hit her. The woman had then gone 
home to her father, who returned with her. They had then hit her father 
as well. The Hausas – as Pam then referred to them – had then come out 
with guns and started to shoot.13 

The divergences in the stories about how the crisis started were essen-
tially about who was trying to obstruct whom, and finally it came down 
to who was trying to kill whom: the final prevention of movement. With 
the crisis, a new pattern of religious roadblocks appeared all over Jos 
where people were targeted according to their religious belonging. In 
Muslim areas Christians were targeted, and vice versa (HRW 2001:9). 
Hassan, a young Muslim Fulani man, once described how he had been 
beaten at one of the roadblocks set up during the crisis. His family was 
living in an area inhabited mainly by Christians, and on the initial Friday 
all the women and children in his house had left Jos and he had spent the 
night on his own. When people came to the area the next day asking if 
there were any Muslims left, he had no longer felt safe and left as well. 

He had started walking out of Jos. On his way he was stopped by 
some older Christian youths who recognised him, but they let him pass 

                                                      
13 For additional depictions of the initiation of the crisis in 2001, see Bawa & Nwogwu 
(2002:105, 109f.); HRW (2001:7). 



 

 

67 

 

 
The mosque in Congo Russia in front of which the crisis started. It was damaged 
during the riots and remained closed and unrepaired during my subsequent field-
work periods.  

even though they knew he was Muslim. Continuing on his way out of 
Jos, he bumped into some younger Christian men who also recognised 
him, and they started beating him. After some time, the first group of 
older Christian youths arrived at the scene of the beating. They stopped 
the younger boys, but Hassan’s leg had been so badly beaten that they 
had to carry him to a military post, and from there he had succeeded in 
getting a ride out of Jos. 

Hassan explained that Christians who put up these roadblocks during 
the crisis had beaten, burnt, and robbed Muslims who passed by. They 
had forced people who passed to recite passages from the Bible and to say 
the Lord’s Prayer. This they had done to be able to identify people who 
were not Christians. Hassan reflected that not all Christians knew these 
things, either. Demanding the recital of either Christian or Islamic prayers 
was the most common method to discern what faith a person belonged 
to, but people were also judged according to their clothes. Higazi, making 
a point similar to Hassan’s, drew attention to the fact that judging people 
by the clothes they were wearing could be an unreliable method, since it 
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was not unusual for Christian men to wear kaftans and for Muslim men to 
wear Western clothes (Higazi 2007:82f.), and a similar pattern appeared 
for women. 

The roadblocks during the crisis had left their mark. Towards the end 
of February 2004, when tensions once again were running high in Plateau 
State, Hassan told me that he was not going to the wedding of one of his 
Christian friends because the area was close to Shendam, where violence 
was steadily increasing. His friend had told him that there was no trouble 
in the area, but Hassan did not want to take any risks. Even if no one 
could see that he was Muslim from the way he dressed, all it took to make 
the situation dangerous was for one person to recognise him or know one 
of his brothers, sisters, or parents. He declared that as a Muslim he did 
not intend to go there, and he did not plan to end up in another crisis 
again. 

The force that lay in moving the prayers and the services out into the 
street was not limited to the transient moments when people moved out 
and blocked the streets. When people dispersed after the prayer or the 
service and traffic once again could pass, the street did not return to what 
it was before the blocking. The worshippers had demonstrated their 
power over the place and had thus left a mark on it. In other words: 
‘Space is transformed through performance, but the post-performance 
space retains the characteristics of the transformation’ (Mitchell 
2006:394). As in Hassan’s account, roadblocks shaped people’s actions 
long after they had been removed. They became an integral part of the 
emergent landscape. 

The Sound of Prayers 
In 2007 I was staying at the Old Airport Junction, which was located to-
wards the outskirts of Jos along the main road to the south. The junction 
was a taxi hub; you could find direct taxis to Abuja, Bukuru, and a lot of 
different end points inside Jos. Normally, I would wake up to the sound of 
cars passing outside on the street and taxi cars and busses sounding their 
horns in their specific way when looking for passengers. However, on the 
morning of Saturday, 14 April, I woke up hearing the sound of the wind in 
the trees. It soon became apparent that there was absolutely no sound com-
ing from the road; no cars were running and no taxi drivers were sounding 
their horns. It was Election Day for the local governments and the office of 
governor. 
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The experiences of flows or blocked flows in Jos were often connected to 

the presence and absence of sound. According to some churches, they 
blocked the passing traffic during services because the sound of its move-
ment invaded the church and disturbed them. By blocking the movement, 
they also blocked the sound from entering the church (Danfulani 
1998:346; Danfulani & Fwatshak 2002:253). After the crisis in 2001, 
many people explained that when the crisis started they knew that some-
thing was wrong, because it was so quiet. 

Ingold noted that the taskscape appears to us in an auditory form rather 
than in a visual form: ‘The landscape seems to be what we see around us, 
whereas the taskscape is what we hear’ (1993:162). Many times, people’s 
movements and activities become known to us from the sound of footsteps 
rather than from visually observing them. We hear much that we do not 
see. An activity can be visually hidden in a way that its sound cannot (Feld 
2005:186). 

That people’s activities were heard rather than seen brings light to why 
people often add sound not only to emphasise their own actions but to 
make people act according to their wishes. At the churches and the 
mosques, people’s activities and wishes were enhanced by the sound from 
the loudspeakers. On the roads and streets, the car drivers were freneti-
cally sounding their horns to make other people give way to them, and 
the taxi drivers were sounding theirs to make passengers get into their 
taxis. During the state of emergency, convoys of military vehicles were 
going through Jos with their sirens on to warn and make sure that people 
stayed out of trouble. Likewise, when important government people trav-
elled through Jos, they did it in company and with sound. They, too, came 
in long convoys of cars and with sirens on. You saw them very well, but 
you heard them even better. When they came, other cars pulled over. If it 
was someone really important, such as the president, whole roads would 
be blocked off and the traffic would stand still, sometimes for several 
hours. During the 2007 elections, cars kept moving up and down the 
streets during all hours of the day with their sides covered with campaign 
posters and their roofs decorated with loudspeakers, singing the praises of 
different politicians. In a similar vein, many practitioners of traditional 
medicine had loudspeakers on their cars broadcasting advertisements for 
their medicines and powers as they moved through Jos. As soon as you 
entered the centre of Jos you would find small medicine stalls or carts 
with loudspeakers attached to them. The sellers, competing over the 
soundscape in the market, all broadcast the power of their medicine as 
loudly as possible. 
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Above: one of many loudspeakers belonging to a religious site. To the right: 
loudspeakers attached to one of many vehicles that were moving through Jos 
proclaiming religious messages, and a vendor of traditional medicine standing next 
to the central market in Jos. By boasting of the effectiveness of his medicine 
through the loudspeaker, he was attempting to attract customers. 
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As Dell Upton has noted, the omnidirectionality of sound not only 

places people in the midst of action, but it creates a connection or ‘commu-
nal bond’ between the makers and hearers of sound that is not necessarily 
appreciated by everyone (2007:32f.). Since people’s wishes could travel 
even further by means of loudspeakers and cross almost any visual obstruc-
tion, many people found it very hard to escape them. In 2007 a Christian 
man described an incident that had taken place some days before. His house 
was surrounded by three different churches that all had loudspeakers broad-
casting their religious messages, and it was not uncommon that he would 
complain about the noise. This incident had all started when one of the 
churches held a religious service, which, with the help of the loudspeakers, 
had been loudly brought to his house. Not happy with the blaring sound, 
he decided to pay the church a visit. The young people of the church were 
there and he asked them to lower the volume, but without any success. He 
then unplugged their sound system and left. Shortly after this, the police 
had arrived at his house and taken him to the police station. At the station, 
he complained to the police about the disturbing noise and protested that 
the church should keep its activities inside the church and preach to the 
ones who came to visit. The young men, who had gone to the police sta-
tion, answered that they were ‘evangelising their neighbourhood’. The use 
of loudspeakers was not a question of preaching inside the church to those 
who were already saved; it was for the people outside. 

The Jos Metropolitan Development Board’s Handbook of Guidelines for 
2006 declared that in low-, medium-, and high-density areas, loudspeakers 
were not allowed for religious uses (Gamde 2006:6-9). This rule was defi-
nitely not obeyed; almost every church and mosque had at least one set of 
loudspeakers broadcasting religious messages in the different neighbour-
hoods in Jos. Most of them were highly visible to anyone passing. Rather 
than being placed inside the buildings, they were attached high up on the 
exterior with their sound waves directed out at the neighbourhood. 

‘The mounting of loudspeakers to proclaim religious teachings and in 
the process make provocative statements in order to oppose or antagonise 
the religion of the other community is a common phenomenon’, noted 
Mwadkwon (2001:60). Viewed as acts of intimidation, the use of religious 
loudspeakers, like blocking roads on Sundays and Fridays, played a part in 
generating resentment as well as open conflict between Christians and Mus-
lims in Jos. In consciousness of the power connected to these practices, and 
to avoid increasing tension between Christians and Muslims, the Nigerian 
government in 1985 banned ‘amplifications of religious slogans through 
loudspeakers located near public buildings’ in Nigeria as well as ‘the display 
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of religious stickers, inscriptions, and bills in all public offices’ (Falola 
2009:179).  

There were constant attempts to claim and control Jos ‘through sonic 
presence’; religious sound practices created, occupied, and competed for the 
city (De Witte 2008:691, 706). Jos, with its ever-present churches and 
mosques, was immersed in prayers or wishes coming from all directions. It 
turned into a sort of duel where each church and mosque tried to play 
louder than the other, as though they were stating that their religion was 
better and more powerful than the religion of the others (see Solomon 
2000:271f.). Just as the streets were part of a struggle over who could or 
could not walk them, the air was part of a fight over whose sound was 
heard or not heard. 

The roadblocks and the sound of the loudspeakers were not merely a 
matter of claiming a place, but of making a place. Through the roadblocks 
and the loudspeakers, people attempted to make their prayers and wishes 
part of the emergent landscape. Still, people in Jos were praying for very 
different futures to come. It was not just their own presence and wishes 
that they wanted to make part of the emergent landscape, but also the 
absence of the presence and wishes of the others. Through the loudspeak-
ers, the sound of prayers kept pumping out, silencing all other prayers. 
Roadblocks and loudspeakers both, in a similar manner, simultaneously 
invoked and erased presence. Being neither seen nor heard, certain actions 
were made not present. By controlling the present you were part of struc-
turing possible futures. 

Erasing Potential Futures 
On Sunday, 17 January 2010 – having barely recovered from the violence 
in 2008 when 700 people were estimated to have lost their lives – the 
streets of Jos were once again, as they had by then been many times be-
fore, full of fleeing people searching for safety amidst violent clashes and 
burning buildings. As violence spread over Jos and into surrounding ar-
eas, there were assessments that at least 200 people were killed and 
18,000 displaced (see HRW 2010; ICRC 2010). 

As after previous hostilities, this event was surrounded by competing 
stories, but it was generally accepted that it had started when a Muslim 
man wanted to rebuild his house, which had been destroyed in the 2008 
violence, in a mainly Christian neighbourhood in Jos North Local Gov-
ernment Area. A confrontation occurred between the Muslim workers 
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and Christians in the area who did not agree with the rebuilding (see 
HRW 2010; IRIN 2010a; 2010b). When the house owner, Alhaji Kabir 
Muhammad, was asked in an interview why they had told him to stop the 
work, he answered: ‘They said that they don’t want any Muslim to come 
back to that area again. That is what they said, that no Muslim should 
return to that area’ (Lalo & Bashir 2010). He went on to explain that his 
house was on a boundary between a Christian and a Muslim area. In the 
Muslim area some people had renovated and returned to their houses, 
‘but my house happens to be at the boundary and there are no Muslims 
there’ (ibid.). 

There was a fight over Jos that was fought most importantly on the 
ground through attempts to erase the presence of others – the traces of 
the activities of others – at the same time one was asserting one’s own. 
This process highlighted people’s power to shape landscapes through 
‘production and destruction’ (Jones 2006:223). As after the violence in 
the 1960s (Bingel 1978:16, 18) and 1990s (Egwu 2004:11, 245, 275; 
Mwadkwon 2001:59, 68), burnt-down and abandoned houses were part 
of the scenery in Jos after the crisis of 2001. One of the first actions car-
ried out was to attack mosques and churches, ‘the most tangible symbols 
of “enemy values”’ (HRW 2001:22), and a trail of burnt mosques and 
churches followed in the tracks of the violence. Areas became recognisable 
by their different burn marks. In 2008 and 2010, as new violence spread, 
homes were once again burnt, and, in what was by then a common occur-
rence, mosques and churches were also torched (Africa Research Bulletin 
2010:18265; HRW 2009:4ff.; 2010; Ostien 2009). 

Symbolically charged buildings are often targeted for both destruction 
and reconstruction during wars and their aftermath. Michael Herzfeld 
argued that these monuments have a metonymic relationship to what they 
serve; hence, their obliteration or rebuilding ‘reproduces and reinforces 
attempts to inflict permanent change on both demography and cartogra-
phy’ (2006:129) – a form of ‘spatial cleansing’ (ibid.:142). The construc-
tion and destruction of monuments thus becomes a ‘battlefield of memo-
ries’ through which certain memories are excluded and others become 
part of the dominant vision of history (Kapralski 2001:50, 54). 

In a contested landscape like Jos, a lot of suspicion was directed at the 
activities of the others. What were their intentions? The traces of the oth-
ers were experienced in relation not only to what Jos had been, but also to 
what they would turn Jos into. They drew their significance from an ‘in-
teractional past’ as well as an ‘interactional potential’. While the former 
refers to previous experiences or memories of a place, the latter refers 
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After the crisis in 2001, many partially destroyed houses were left empty. Absent 
owners often left messages such as ‘this house is not for sale’ on the remaining 
walls of their houses as warnings against fraudulent sellers pretending to be the 
rightful owners. This pattern occurred all over Nigeria (Smith 2008:22f.), but 
with the crisis in Jos it increased drastically. 

to expectations of ‘future experiences imagined or anticipated to be possi-
ble’ (Milligan 1998:2). The establishment of religious schools, colleges, 
and hospitals among other actions was experienced along these lines. 
Muslims were believed to be trying to turn Jos into ‘an Islamic centre’, 
and Christians were seen as aspiring to make Jos ‘the Jerusalem of Nige-
ria’ (Mwadkwon 2001:66). The activities of the others were experienced 
and feared in terms of their looming future consequences. Potentialities 
were treated as given actualities – the reality of the present (Dewey 
1929:324). By erasing the traces of the others, their potential conse-
quences, together with pasts and memories not wished for, were erased.  

Hausa, a lingua franca in Jos, was seen among indigene groups as one 
of many unwanted traces left by the perceived settlers. The importance of 
the Hausa language in the area has entailed many ethnic groups as well as 
settlements having become known by their Hausa names rather than their 
names in other languages. A leader of the indigenes put it this way: ‘The 
fact that Hausa is predominantly spoken in Jos does not make Hausas the 
owners of Jos. In our opinion, Hausa is simply a unifying language of 
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trade and commerce and not a language of culture or religion signifying 
traditional ownership of Jos’ (Ioratim-Uba 2009:442). In discussing the 
significance of language issues in ethnic conflicts in the Middle Belt of 
Nigeria, Godwin Aondona Ioratim-Uba argued that the dominating role 
of the Hausa language, and what he perceived as a decline of bilingualism 
in the area, had stimulated animosity between settlers and indigenes as 
well as a reawakened interest in the use and promotion of indigene lan-
guages (ibid.:438, 442, 444). As part of these processes, there has been a 
trend among indigene groups to return to using their original indigene 
names. Voices have also been raised saying that names of settlements 
should follow the same trend (Tyoden 1993:19f.).  

In Jos some groups have demanded that chieftaincy titles and electoral 
wards carrying Hausa names should be replaced by indigene names 
(HRW 2001:6). With the crisis in 2001, there was an increasing wish 
among indigenes to replace the Hausa names of different areas in Jos – 
such as Angwan Rogo and Gada Biyu – with original Berom names, ‘as 
part of rehabilitating their linguistic esteem and control over Jos’ (Iora-
tim-Uba 2009:447f.). While the new names would bring forth some 
potential futures, they would also write over or render others invisible. 
They have ‘the power to wipe out the past and call forth the new’ (Tuan 
1991:688). By changing the names, not only would traces left by genera-
tions of settlers be erased or made invisible, but other traces would be 
made visible, and with them new presences, new relationships between 
places and people, and new potential futures. 

After the crisis of 2001, the felt aggression among indigenes towards 
the language of the others also expressed itself in open campaigns against 
the continued use of Hausa in their homes as well as at their public events 
(Ioratim-Uba 2009:444). In the beginning of 2004, some indigenes 
started calling for a ban on speaking Hausa. When Jibril and Rahila, who 
was also indigene, were discussing this issue they started to laugh. Since 
they had different mother tongues, the only language they could commu-
nicate in was Hausa. If they were to stop speaking Hausa and change 
language, it would mean that both Jibril and Rahila would have to go 
back to school to be able to communicate. On the other hand, Rahila was 
not too pleased with speaking Hausa, the language of the people she felt 
were taking over Jos. By speaking Hausa, Rahila not only brought for-
ward the presence of the perceived others but also made new footprints 
that were felt to be part of the Hausas’ conquering of Jos. It was only by 
ceasing to speak Hausa that she would cease to call up their presence. In 
addition, by changing language she would bring forth another presence 
and new potential consequences. 
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For the Future to Come 
After the renewed violence that 2010 brought with it, a Christian living in 
Congo Russia portrayed his relationship with Muslims areas: ‘We can’t go 
there. Our people are being killed any time they pass in that area. Once 
you go, you never come back. You will be a missing person’ (BBC 
2010d). With the spiral of violence that initiated the new year, the police 
and military continued to recover corpses both in Jos and in the surround-
ing areas after what were referred to as ‘silent killings’ (Adinoyi 2010; 
BBC 2010a). A young resident concluded: ‘Rather than coming together, 
people are moving apart’ (BBC 2010d). 

With every new footstep, Jos emerged as an increasingly contested 
landscape. It was a landscape shaped by absence as much as presence. 
There has been a constant battle over what is present and what is not. 
During the crisis in 2001 people fought each other with guns, bows and 
arrows; Muslims were killed in Christian areas and Christians in Muslim 
areas; mosques and churches were targeted; but there was also a continual 
battle that was fought with other tools. Among them were the renaming 
of areas, street praying, closed gates, loudspeakers, clothes, roadblocks, 
signboards, and access to jobs, schools, and political positions. Just as 
every new footstep holds the potential to form the world to come, so does 
every blocked footstep. The Jos to come was emerging as much from 
blocking others’ actions as from performing one’s own. Non-movement 
was as important as movement. By blocking activities, circumscribing 
laws, overpowering sound, removing names, and erasing traces, one was 
also erasing their potential consequences, along with the plans and wishes 
of the others.  

Landscapes are always in a process of becoming and therefore they are 
always temporal; ‘landscapes, like time, never stand still’ (Bender 
2002:103). With the acceptance that the taskscape is part of the land-
scape, the landscape’s temporality is brought to the forefront and so is the 
fact that people’s activities are an intrinsic part of its becoming (Ingold 
1993:164). Embedded in a landscape are people’s wishes and prayers for 
the future, and hence the violence in Jos has often been directed towards 
the landscape itself. Places, as Tilley noted, ‘are intimately connected to 
history, the past, and hold out the promise of a desired future’ (2006:21). 
Obliterating names, buildings, and other traces of the unwanted other was 
a matter of changing the past in the present for the future to come. 
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4. Poisonous Movements 

A study of private clinics in Plateau State in the 1980s concluded: ‘In 
contemporary Nigeria, medical businesses are among the most wide-
spread enterprises, being as common as drinking and educational estab-
lishments’ (Alubo 1990:313). Medicine in Jos emerged not only as ever 
present but also as a highly heterogeneous issue. In between churches 
with big healing posters, pharmacies, diagnostic centres, clinics, and hos-
pitals of Western medicine, one would find different consulting places 
such as stalls, shops, temples, and clinics that performed what was per-
ceived as traditional medicine.  

Moreover, there was not one traditional medicine, but rather as many 
as there were corners and streets.14 The common denominator was not 
that they were ‘traditional’ in the sense of being composed of local prac-
tices rooted in the past, but that they were not Western medicine. What 
was perceived as traditional medicine could be anything from verses from 
the Koran, persons possessed by spirits, talismans made by the Wicca 
movement in the United States, incenses imported from India, perfumes 
for calling on spirits, and dried herbs with added perfume, to concoctions 
that had been decanted into second-hand bottles with labels giving dosage 
instructions. What the medicines could help you with varied just as much. 
It could be anything from losing weight, virility, blindness, broken legs, 
asthma, malaria, cancer, and HIV, to unemployment, lack of love, con-
flicts within families, stolen objects, elections, court cases, witchcraft, 
poison, and relationships with spirits. 

The places where traditional medicine was performed were just as mul-
tifaceted. Some had no signs at all indicating that medicine was practiced, 
while others had big signboards. Some places looked similar to clinics of 
Western medicine; others resembled pharmacies with shelves full of bot-
tles with colourful concoctions and dried herbs. In others, the floor was 
littered with dried herbs. In places where bori was performed, the walls 
were commonly covered with clothes and other paraphernalia of the spir-

                                                      
14 For a more detailed illustration of the variety in how traditional medicine was practiced in 
Plateau State, see Amma Oppong (1989). 

 



 
80 

 
its and on the floors you would see things the spirits liked to consume or 
prescribe. 

Despite the great variation, there were still patterns. Just like the rest of 
Jos’s population, Christian and Muslim medical practitioners increasingly 
moved apart. In mainly Christian areas you would find a mixture of sites 
of Western medicine, churches with healing messages, and different Chris-
tian practitioners of traditional medicine. In Muslim areas you would find 
a mixture of fewer and smaller sites of Western medicine and different 
Muslim practitioners such as mallams, bori practitioners, bonesetters, and 
herbalists.  

In the course of a walk I took through Jos with Jibril, this medical 
landscape emerged in all its clarity. We started at Terminus in the centre 
of Jos. While walking through the centre on our way to Congo Russia we 
crossed Enugu Street, the busy central street where both Jos’s main 
mosque and Idris’s shop were located. Idris was sitting on a small stool 
next to his stack of second-hand mattresses, which filled almost the whole 
floor of the shop and went all the way up to the roof. His business card 
said that he was a dealer in new/second-hand items, and there were no 
obvious signs at his shop to indicate anything different. Still, for over 
forty years Idris had been giving out the medicine his grandfather had 
taught him and prayed so hard that he one day would inherit. Over the 
years, Idris had acquired more medical knowledge from dreams, and this 
was how he had become a mallam, a person who made medicines with the 
help of his knowledge of the Koran. He had learnt to read the Koran 
through a dream that came to him in 1975, but he had also had gone to a 
Koranic school. 

Idris had knowledge of many useful medicines. If you had a broken 
leg, he had a medicine to heal it. If you had become blind, he could cure 
that. If the government did not pay your salary or pension, he had a 
medicine that would motivate them to pay. If you were running for presi-
dency of the nation, governorship of a state, or chairmanship of a local 
government, he had a medicine that would help you win the election. If 
someone had stolen something from you, he had a medicine that would 
make the thief return it within three days. 

As we left Idris and turned the corner, we passed two houses belong-
ing to Igbos that had been burnt down during the crisis. At a crossroads 
some streets further north, there was a burnt-down hotel that belonged to 
an Igbo man. In this central, mainly Muslim, area there were ruins of 
buildings owned by Christians. On our way to visit Pam we continued to 
drop in and greet different practitioners as we passed burnt houses, but as 
we entered Congo Russia things changed; the majority of the practitio-
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ners were now Christians instead of Muslims and the burnt-down houses 
belonged to Muslims instead of Christians. 

Congo Russia is now one of Jos’s unplanned and more densely popu-
lated areas, but at the time of Pam’s birth in 1943 it had just been bush. 
He had told me that he had been born in the very place where he still 
lived and added, ‘I am an indigene of this place’. Pam was not only one of 
the early Berom converts to Christianity, but he had also been one of the 
few Beroms who had received a Western education early on. As a young 
boy he had started school in the local authorities’ school in the Native 
Town of Jos. He had continued schooling in an Anglican mission school 
in Jos and from there had gone to Common Wealth College. He had not 
wanted at first to become an ‘orthodox doctor’, as he called it, but a white 
woman had convinced him. He had trained first at Ahmadu Bello Univer-
sity in Kaduna State for four years and then in Kano for two additional 
years. Prior to Ibrahim, the previous Hausa chairman, he had been the 
chairman of the union in Plateau State. The medicine he practiced today 
was, in his words, a mixture of ‘orthodox’ and ‘traditional’ medicine, al-
though the emphasis lay on his traditional knowledge. 

In contrast to Idris’s place, there were very clear signs at Pam’s to show 
that he practiced medicine. Along the road in front of his house was a 
very colourful signboard indicating that there was a ‘dispensary’. When 
one arrived at Pam’s house, one first entered his waiting room. Opposite 
the entrance was a table with patient casebooks behind which three assis-
tants stood making sure the files were in order. To the left of the table 
was a doorway with a blue curtain and above it a sign saying ‘consulting 
room’. To the right of the table was a similar doorway with the sign ‘in-
jection/dressing room’. A third door led to a small ‘dispensing room’. 
Around the walls were benches for waiting patients. 

We were shown into the consulting room, where Pam was sitting be-
hind a desk with Samuel, the chairman of the Nigerian Union of Medical 
Herbal Practitioners (NUMHP) in Bassa local government, located to the 
north of Jos, sitting opposite him. Pam was wearing a suit and tie. He 
wore glasses and had grey, quite long hair that was combed back in a way 
that was similar to a white person’s hairstyle. On the desk was a cardboard 
box for a blood-pressure monitor, a wooden sign bearing the title doctor 
and his name, a lot of papers, some medicine bottles, a torch, and a metal 
horn used as a stethoscope. To the right of the desk was a green hospital 
bed for patients to lie on and a metal structure with a washbasin on top. 
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Five businesses: one Christian healing centre, one diagnostic centre, and three 
pharmacies – the latter four connected to Western medicine. 
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Signboards for different places where traditional medicine was practiced.  
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A selection of traditional medicine products available in Jos. 
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The power of traditional medcine, displayed in two different ways. 
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Traditional medicine displayed for customers. 
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In the homes of two bori practitioners. 



 
88 

 

 
One medicine practitioner’s lavishly decorated car, which he travelled around with 
selling his medicine. On top of the car were two loudspeakers and behind them in 
two boxes he kept snakes to entertain the customers with. 
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Even if Pam was emphasising the traditional side of his medicine to-

day, it was his ‘orthodox’ side, with casebooks, stethoscope, and blood-
pressure monitor, that he wanted to display. Illustrative of this wish were 
the positions Pam chose when I took some pictures. Pam stood up and 
put on a doctor’s white coat, hung a stethoscope around his neck, and 
settled down behind his desk again. For the first photograph, Pam pre-
tended to take Samuel’s blood pressure. For the second one, they changed 
positions and Pam listened to his heart with the stethoscope. Then Pam 
moved out to the waiting room and posed with the three assistants be-
hind the table with all the patients’ casebooks. 

After saying goodbye to Pam, Jibril and I continued our walk and 
headed to the centre of Jos. On our way we continued to drop in and 
greet different practitioners. On any street you walked down, or around 
any corner you turned, you could almost always locate at least one person 
who practiced medicine. Not all had signboards like Pam or other attrib-
utes indicating the work that was performed, and others had stalls at a 
market, a cart, or a car that they moved around to sell their medicines. 
These mobile vehicles were commonly painted with signs indicating their 
practices and mounted with loudspeakers that announced their medical 
messages. 

Other practitioners often looked down upon these mobile practitio-
ners. Sentiments of this kind came out when Jibril and I passed one of 
these parked cars. In the front seat, speaking into a microphone that was 
connected to two loudspeakers on top of the car, an older man was prais-
ing his medicine while a younger man stood by the open trunk in the back 
of the car organising different medicines. When we passed the car Jibril 
refused to greet the two men and stared at the ground. After we had 
passed he declared in a disapproving tone that they were just ‘hawkers’. 
They were people who sold their medicines without a stable place where 
you could locate them. They did not have any personal relationships with 
their patients. As hawkers, they were seen as improper, and people often 
talked about them in contexts of being ‘dupes’, meaning that they were 
charlatans.  

The emergent Jos was formed as much by forces that crossed borders 
as by compartmentalising forces. While many people had stopped cross-
ing the lines between the different ‘zones’, there were other movements – 
like the hawker’s as well as Jibril’s and mine this day – that crossed these 
borders more and more. While people moved apart, poison followed in 
their wake and was being delivered to their homes or sent through nee-
dles, missiles, and injections. Like many other parts of the medical land-
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scape, these forces were often invisible. It is the invisible side of Jos that is 
brought to the forefront here. 

The Other’s Medicine 
To be able to survive union politics one needed to have strong medicines 
that protected against the strength of other practitioners’ medicine. Not 
having medicine that was strong enough could have fatal consequences. A 
series of accidents that took place towards the end of the 1980s, when 
three of the four leaders of one of the associations in northern Nigeria 
died, were all interpreted as proof of the inadequacy of the medicine of 
the association’s leaders at the time. Two were killed in car accidents and 
one had a heart attack when meeting the minister of health. One rumour 
had it that one of the leaders, just before his death, had been scammed out 
of several hundred Naira15 – all proof of the weakness of their medicine 
(Last 1992:404f.). 

Isaac, the Igbo practitioner born in southern Nigeria, once described 
how things had gone when he attended his first union meeting in the 
southern town of Calabar. Since he was a newcomer, they had wanted to 
test his strength and power as a medicine practitioner. Not knowing any 
better, he had not prepared himself. At the meeting, an old man stepped 
forward and Isaac fell down, unable to move. Only with great difficulty 
had he been able to bring himself home. At home he settled down in 
front of his shrine to regain his strength and to prepare himself for the 
next encounter. After long preparations he returned to the union office. 
This time he passed the trials and left the office unharmed. He subse-
quently came to work as public relations officer for the union’s branch in 
Calabar. 

When Isaac moved to Jos several years later, in 1997, he was once 
again a newcomer, but this time he was prepared. He arrived at his first 
union meeting in Jos with very strong medicines that would protect him 
against all the tests that were going to be thrown at him, and the protec-
tive medicine in his pocket had just crumbled in response to all the pres-
sure put on it during the meeting. As a result of his strong medicines he 
left the meeting not only unharmed but also as the newly elected public 
relations officer of the union in Jos. Isaac concluded that one has to come 
prepared to meetings; without protection they were very dangerous 
events. 

                                                      
15 In 1989 the official exchange rate between the USD and the Naira was 1 to 7.39. 
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Among the traditional practitioners there was a great fear of others’ 

medicine. This fear reached new levels with the crisis in 2001. For this 
reason both Isaac and Emanuel – the Igbo practitioner born in Jos – had 
stopped attending the union’s meetings. Emanuel explained that if he 
went to a meeting and spoke his mind, he knew that people who got an-
noyed or angry would never tell him to his face but would secretly send 
medicines that would make him ill. Being that people before the crisis had 
participated in large numbers, but after the crisis most meetings had only 
a few participants, and some, not a single one, Isaac and Emanuel con-
cluded that the reason the union was currently in such a poor state was 
that everyone was too afraid of each other’s medicines. 

With the crisis, the other’s medicine turned into poison; it became le-
thal. One day in 2004 Jibril and I visited James, the chairman of a group 
that organised most of the Yoruba practitioners in Jos. When we arrived, 
Emanuel and Isaac were already there. Isaac, Emanuel, and James all 
agreed that they would not take any medicine from a Muslim. At present, 
no Christian would, just as no Muslim would take medicine from a Chris-
tian, for fear of being poisoned. Emanuel and Isaac went on to state that 
they used to go to Muslim barbers to be shaved but no longer did, be-
cause it would be easy for them to slit their throats. These three Christian 
men said all this while sitting next to Jibril – a Muslim. As the conversa-
tion continued, it became clear that as an indigene, Jibril did not quite fit 
in the Muslim category. It was added that Jibril, on the other hand, be-
cause of the risk of being poisoned, would never take any medicine from 
the Hausas. Jibril’s feared other was not the Christians, but the Hausas.  

After the crisis, people moved away from each other, avoided no-go 
areas and no-go times, stopped attending meetings together, no longer 
went to each other’s barbers, and ceased taking each other’s medicines. 
Even with all these precautions, the other’s medicine – your poison – 
sometimes actually came knocking on your door. During a conversation 
in 2004, one of the women who worked for the polio immunisation pro-
gramme in Jos described how they targeted different areas in Jos, one 
week at a time. They would knock on people’s doors and offer the oral 
vaccine for free to children under five years old. While most people agreed 
to give their children the vaccine, she acknowledged that Hausas often did 
not. This, she said, was connected to family planning and AIDS. Many 
Hausas believed that the vaccine gave people AIDS; also, that it was in-
tended to make their children infertile. It was all part of a plan to reduce 
their numbers. 
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Around the same time, four women and a man who were wearing 

green aprons and said that they were working for the polio programme 
stopped by Maryam’s mud house, which was located in a village on the 
northern outskirts of Jos. Maryam was a Hausa woman in her sixties who 
had been practicing traditional medicine ever since her father taught her at 
a young age. When they left, Maryam explained that they usually came by 
every other month to give the vaccine to children between six months and 
two years of age, but that not everyone wanted to give it to their children. 
I asked if her grandchildren had taken it and she answered that some of 
them had. I told her that I myself had had polio vaccinations twice, once 
as a child and one more time before I came to Nigeria. She answered that 
we ought to know best how to use our own drugs, but if you told a Nige-
rian that he or she would need to take it more than once, they would 
think you were trying to cheat them out of their money. 

Among Muslims in Nigeria, Western medicine and its services had 
long been seen as activities of Christians, and as such, they evoked a cer-
tain degree of suspicion (Last 2007:613).16 At the time, voices question-
ing the oral polio vaccine were being raised all over northern Nigeria, and 
people made a sharp distinction between vaccines administered at postna-
tal clinics during routine immunisations and those handed out by ‘roam-
ing vaccinators’ who went to people’s homes (Yahya 2007:195). A man 
from Kano explained: ‘If I go to the hospital, even simple Panadol 
(paracetamol) for a headache, I cannot buy and these people are following 
us into our houses, forcing us to bring our children for free medicine for 
polio’ (ibid.:202). How huge resources could be spent on free polio vac-
cines when basic medicines were unattainable for the common Nigerian, 
was beyond the grasp of many (Renne 2010:105; Yahya 2007:202). A 
man from the northern city of Zaria explained: ‘We are looking for medi-
cine in the hospital to give to our children and we can’t get it but this one, 
they are following us to our houses to give it. I don’t trust this polio vac-
cine’ (Renne 2006:1862). 

The controversy about the safety of the oral polio vaccine had started 
back in 2003, when five of the northern states in Nigeria banned its use 
on children. It all happened during the WHO programme ‘Kick Polio out 
of Africa’, and in the middle of 2003, the controversy surrounding the 
programme set Muslims of northern Nigeria against the WHO, UNI-

                                                      
16 However, this does not mean that people in southern Nigeria were not also suspicious of 
Western medicine. Misty L. Bastian, for example, has analysed rumours about poisoned 
Western medicine that were circulating in the Onitsha market in south-eastern Nigeria. She 
interpreted them as expressions of feelings of an infrastructural collapse of Nigeria that was 
fuelled at least partly by human greed (Bastian 1998:127). 
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CEF, and Nigeria’s federal authorities (Obadare 2005:265ff., 279). The 
controversy reached a peak when Dr. Dattii Ahmed, who was on the 
Kano State Sharia Supreme Council, declared that as part of its war 
against terrorism the U.S. government had deliberately contaminated the 
vaccine in order to reduce the Muslim population (see Fleshman 
2004:188; Obadare 2005:275; Yahya 2007).17 In contrast to the doubts 
in the northern part Nigeria regarding the vaccine, people in the south 
‘simply could not fathom why anybody would decline a vaccine declared 
safe by the WHO’ (Obadare 2005:268f.). The dangerous other whose 
medicines you had to safeguard yourself against was not the same for the 
southerners as for the northerners. 

As a transmitter of both health and death, medicine emerged as some-
thing highly ambivalent; simultaneously ‘therapeutic, prophylactic, and 
lethal’ (Jackson 1989:25). This ambivalence was rooted in its capacity to 
be on the one hand a healing or protective tool under one’s control, and 
on the other something hostile that was invading one’s body (see Jackson 
2005a:130f.). In Jos, it was part of an increasing feeling of being acted 
upon by forces beyond one’s control, and borders were emphasised by 
which medicine people used and feared; a situation that was augmented 
by that the other’s medicine – your poison – would often be impossible to 
detect before it had already reached and affected you.  

Poisoned Matters 
It was a poison incident that made Pam stop working with Western medi-
cine and turn to traditional medicine. After receiving his medical educa-
tion around the time of Nigerian independence in the 1960s, he had 
worked with white doctors at the Maternity Hospital in Jos. When these 
doctors left Jos, they had left Pam in charge and according to him, he had 
not only been the first African to be in command, but also the first indi-
gene. However, there had been a group of students at the hospital who 
did not approve of his appointment and wanted to get rid of him. Within 
this group there had been persons from different ethnic groups, but no 
one had been indigene.  

                                                      
17 It is important to acknowledge here that northern Nigeria had obvious reason to distrust 
the U.S. when it came to medicine. In 1996 the U.S. pharmaceutical company Pfizer tested 
Trovan, an experimental meningitis drug, on children. Eleven children died and many were 
deformed (see Ezeome & Simon 2010; Frishman 2009; Kaufmann & Feldbaum 2009; 
Obadare 2005:278; Petryna 2005:190; Renne 2010:107ff.; Yahya 2007:189, 203). 
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One day, after he had been operating in the theatre for many hours, he 

asked one of the medical officers to get him some rice. He had just had 
time to take three spoonfuls when one of the nurses came running to-
wards him; there was a woman in delivery and the umbilical cord was 
wrapped around the child’s neck. Pam left his rice on top of his changing 
locker and went back to the theatre again. After performing a caesarean 
section on the woman, he washed his hands and then continued to eat his 
rice. He had been fine while he was eating the food, but that night he 
thought he was going to die from being poisoned. He claimed that they 
had wanted to kill him because he was an indigene.  

After this incident, Pam chose to quit working at the hospital. How he 
had been treated as an indigene led him to reflect about his line of work, 
and he recalled that his great grandfather had been what he called a ‘tradi-
tional medicine man’. As a child, Pam had been able to pick up a leaf and 
know what it was good for, and he now understood that this had been his 
great grandfather’s way of telling him that he had inherited his talent. 
After this revelation, Pam had focused his attention on traditional medi-
cine and had opened his own clinic. He went on to explain that traditional 
medicine, unlike Western medicine, could treat conditions caused by poi-
son, witchcraft, and spirits. He declared, ‘No orthodox doctor, no sur-
geon in an orthodox job can cure this poison, never’.  

Isaac, in a similar vein, once described how traditional medicine was 
not just the only one that could deal successfully with poison, but that 
Western medicine would even worsen the condition. He picked up a nail 
from the floor and showed it to me, commenting that this was an ordi-
nary nail, but that for no more than 20 Naira18 a ‘tradomedical doctor’ 
could harm a person with it. They could harm your children by sending 
needles, seven to be exact – one to the forehead, three to the chest, and 
three to the stomach. The child would not notice anything and you as a 
parent would not see anything, but after some time the child would begin 
to have headache followed by pains in the stomach and chest. If you took 
the child to a Western doctor and gave it an injection, the child would 
become sicker and eventually die. However, if you took the child to a 
‘tradomedical doctor’, he would just hit the child on the different places 
where the needles had been inserted and the needles would fall out di-
rectly into his hand. He would then just let the needles fall to the ground. 
Isaac showed the movement with his hand and explained that as soon as 
the needles were removed, the child would be healthy again. 

                                                      
18 In 2004 the official exchange rate between the USD and the Naira was 1 to 127–130. 
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In 2000, when several practitioners and I were visiting a practitioner in 

Barakin Ladi, a small town south of Jos, a twenty-three-year-old man who 
had only been practicing medicine for one and a half years stopped by. 
The spirits had come to him in the market and told him that he should 
start giving out medicine. He had first hesitated, but later agreed to work 
with them. He wanted to show us proof of his powers and held out an 
egg that we were all allowed to inspect. He then prayed to God and talked 
to the spirits. He made a small hole in the egg and drank it, after which he 
drank a glass of water. After this, he started bringing sewing needles out 
of his mouth. Everyone was very excited and respectful of his powers. He 
told us that he could send these needles away by spiritual means and kill 
people. For reasons of safety, a piece of paper was brought out and he put 
the needles on it. The paper was folded and thrown into the well as a way 
to put the forces of the needles out of circulation. 

Practitioners of traditional medicine were very skilled not only in cur-
ing cases of poisoning but also in preparing poison. Pam went on to relate 
that there were people who could make different forms of poison. Some 
used hair, some charcoal, and others lizards. He added thoughtfully that 
they could poison the meat you ate. Jibril and Samuel, who had been 
present but totally quiet during Pam’s whole recollection, now broke their 
silence. Referring to how various people in the union were trying to poi-
son each other, Jibril stated, ‘Exactly, that is the real problem even within 
our own movement’. Poison was a topic that engaged, and Samuel filled 
in and agreed with Jibril’s interpretation of the situation. In fact, there 
was a recurring pattern among the practitioners of dealing with and inter-
preting conflict through poison or suspicions and accusations of poison-
ing. 

When Jibril and I visited Samuel at the beginning of 2004, he ex-
plained that there would always be people who were not happy that you 
were a chairman, that a lot of people came to consult you, that your 
medicine was effective, or that you were successful. Their highest wish 
would be that you lose your reputation as well as your patients. He con-
cluded that you ought to be very careful and protect yourself against the 
harmful ways of other practitioners, and he went on to recount several 
instances when people had tried to poison either him or his patients. One 
of these incidents had almost killed him. A woman had showed up at his 
house with a medicine for one of his patients. His skill as a practitioner 
had made him question the content of the medicine, however, and before 
administering it to the patient he tried it himself. It nearly killed him, but 
with the help of his knowledge of traditional medicine he had been able to 
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neutralise the poison. He never saw the woman again after this incident. 
He added that if two of your patients died, nobody would come to con-
sult you, because the rumour would be that you had killed them. 

During union elections in 1998, when Samuel was appointed chairman 
in Bassa, the former chairman had tried to poison him, but once again he 
had been able to detect the poison. In contrast to Samuel, who was Chris-
tian and Rukuba, his opponent was a Muslim Fulani man. With the crisis 
in 2001 and several attacks against Fulanis in the area, the opponent no 
longer felt safe and moved with his family and cattle to Bauchi State. 
From here he had sent a man with poisoned drugs. Yet again, Samuel had 
understood where the drugs were coming from and had been able to 
avoid a tragedy. 

‘Everybody who is within the medicine trade knows that you cannot be 
a chairman of the union without being tried. […] Even our secretary has 
been tried’, Samuel said. I asked Jibril who had tried to poison him. He 
answered, ‘Our people’, and Samuel added, ‘Enemies’. Jibril referred to 
problems with the Hausa faction and said that he had been warned, since 
he was standing in their way. If he was not careful, they were going to kill 
him. Samuel added that they would not kill him themselves, ‘physically’, 
but through ‘poison’. As in the case of the needles, they would ‘either 
send poisonous missiles or injections’. 

After the crisis, both the magnitude and prominence of these kinds of 
accusations and fears escalated. Since poison was based on an absence 
rather than a presence of the other, moving away did not decrease the felt 
presence of poison but, rather, increased it. Through its ability to move 
beyond the physical limitations of the other, poison brought an absent 
other to a presence; places became ‘haunted, by an absent other’ (de 
Certeau 1988:154). 

Evil Phone Calls 
There were other matters that increasingly were bringing absent others to 
a presence. Towards the end of June 2004, I received a phone call from 
Yakubu, a Muslim Hausa man in his late fifties. Two weeks later, Yakubu 
phoned me again without any apparent reason. Then one week later the 
same thing happened, and this time he asked me when I was coming to 
visit him in the new house he had bought in Angwan Rogo. Like many 
others, Yakubu had lost his house during the crisis in 2001. He had pre-
viously lived in a mainly Christian area, but with the violence he had fled 
without any wishes of ever returning again. Being unable to sell his old 
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house, and in a very strained financial situation, he had ended up renting a 
house in Angwan Rogo. Now, all of a sudden, he had been able to buy 
not only a mobile phone with a subscription but also a new house. I was 
told by Jibril that he had received the money from a patient who was 
living in Abuja – Nigeria’s capital. 

When the GSM communication system was introduced in Nigeria in 
2001 the telephone industry was very stagnant. With a population of over 
100 million, there were somewhere around 500,000 landlines in use 
(Obadare 2004a; Onwumechili 2005:24ff.). With the introduction of 
GSM, telecommunication in Nigeria took a great leap forward (Eleg-
beleye 2005:197). By the end of 2004 mobile phone market had around 
7 million subscribers (Smith 2006:497). At the time, it was still relatively 
costly to use a phone: among the medicine practitioners I knew, only two 
– one of them being Yakubu – owned phones with lines, while a third had 
bought a phone without being able to afford a telephone number.  

In 2006 it was concluded: ‘Every major city and many small towns are 
now connected, and countless rural and urban communities that have no 
running water and little or no electricity service are integrated into the 
country’s vast and expanding mobile telephone network’ (Smith 
2006:498). In 2007 ‘everyone’ had a phone. Over 43 million GSM lines 
were estimated to be in use (Badaru 2007), and Nigeria was one of the 
fastest growing GSM markets in the world (Jonah 2007). Almost all the 
practitioners I knew now had their own phones and lines. My phone kept 
ringing – people wanted to greet, to inform, to invite, or to visit. When I 
returned to Sweden, greetings, news of new clashes, fears, and wishes 
continued to pass through the air. 

About a week after Yakubu’s third phone call, Jibril and I walked 
through Angwan Rogo to visit him in his new home. It was a quite large 
compound that he had bought from a Christian family who wanted to 
leave the area. Yakubu was not at home but had left his phone number, 
and after our call it took him no more than ten minutes to arrive. He 
greeted us and opened the door to his medicine room. As we sat down on 
pillows on the floor I asked Yakubu about the patient from Abuja. He 
explained that it was all true, but that the patient was not in Abuja but in 
London. The person had come to him in Jos to receive medication 
(prayers) for HIV. He had treated him for three months and then he had 
been cured. In return the man had given him the money. It was clear that 
for Yakubu, it was important that the man was in London and not in 
Abuja. Having a patient abroad and receiving money from London car-
ried great force and importance – the distance was powerful in and of 
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itself: ‘Movement, especially instant movement, adds value’ (Comaroff & 
Comaroff 1999:291). When we left, Jibril was annoyed that Yakubu had 
said that the man was in London and not in Abuja. He claimed that Ya-
kubu was lying. 

As poison could bring forth the presence of an absent other, so, too, 
could the mobile phone. Through the mobile phones, the sound of people 
could move beyond their physical limitations as never before. Rumours, 
gossip, and fights within the union in Jos could spread immediately across 
the city and the nation as well as to other countries, at speeds and with a 
reach unheard of before. Union meetings could be organised in days in-
stead of weeks. 

Mobile phones enabled people to move beyond the ‘friction of dis-
tance’ in ways that contradicted all previous experiences. They became 
tools that were part of forming a ‘time-space compression’ to the degree 
that they allowed people, in a sense, ‘to be in two or more places at once’ 
(Larsen et al. 2006:261, 263, 273). James Katz argued that there was a 
seemingly magical quality to how the new technology worked, and also to 
the power that it transferred to its users, who could just ‘wander around 
and yet invisibly connect to just about anyone’ (2006:6). The mobile 
phone quite literally became a ‘portable power’ that could immensely 
amplify a person’s reach and power to affect circumstances that would 
otherwise be out of reach (ibid.:10). 

Referring to Vicente Rafael’s use of the term ‘telecommunicative fanta-
sies’, Obadare argued that the mobile phone in Nigeria came to be seen in 
the light of fantasies about improved futures. He wrote: ‘At the very least, 
mobile telecommunication was expected to accomplish some of the 
“miracles” associated with its introduction in other parts of the world, for 
instance, “abolishing” distance by facilitating the conduct of business and 
interpersonal relations’ (2006b:101). But as the communication speed 
increased, Nigeria’s failing infrastructure also revealed ‘the gap between 
actual and potential acceleration’ (Larkin 2004:305). The initial euphoria 
connected to the introduction of the GSM system was soon replaced by 
disenchantment over the inadequacy of the services, such as poor recep-
tion and what were felt to be exorbitant tariffs. These feelings resulted in 
mobile phone users en masse switching off their phones on 19 September 
2003 as a protest (see Obadare 2004a; 2006b:93, 101; Onwumechili 
2005:32; Smith 2006:518). That event brought into focus not only the 
shortcomings of mobile technology in Nigeria but also its great potential 
to connect people and to synchronise and promote the actions of many. 

The mobile phone has been seen as empowering people and almost as 
a revolution when it comes to making people feel more safe and pro-
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tected. In times of emergency, help is only a phone call away (see Katz 
2006:10f.; Ling 2004:35-55). From this point of view, it has been seen 
as ‘a type of umbilical cord’ (Ling 2004:48). However, ‘the euphoria 
about unlimited reach and the boundlessness of communication is coun-
tered by a deep uncertainty concerning the side-effects of this new tech-
nology’ (Hahn & Kibora 2008:89). These fears have echoed globally. 
Among other things, the radio-frequency radiation from mobile phones 
and their communication towers has been seen as a potential health haz-
ard, and sparks from the mobile phones have been thought capable of 
igniting petroleum fumes at petrol stations (see Burgess 2004; 2007). It 
has been argued that the subtext to these tales is that ‘there surely must be 
a hidden price to pay for using a device that so effortlessly connects us to 
whomever we want, whenever we want’ (Burgess 2007:135). 

The ambivalence of the mobile phone resembles that of medicine as a 
simultaneous source of enormous curative powers and poisonous forces. 
It is a move between the technology being a tool that enhances our abili-
ties – seen as a part of us, being under our control or subject to our will – 
and something that invades us – experienced as alien, controlling or sub-
jugating us (Jackson 2005a:130). 

In July 2004 I was sitting on a bench on the grounds of the University 
of Jos, talking to a woman who worked at the university. Our conversa-
tion eventually turned to the increasing use of mobile phones. She told 
me that there existed a phone number that you could die from; if you 
answered when this number called, you would die immediately. The ru-
mour was also related by the BBC (2004) and circulated all over the 
country. As a result, some Nigerians stopped answering calls coming from 
numbers they did not recognise, and a steadily increasing list of ‘killer 
numbers’ was shown on television. People also stopped using commercial 
mobile phone centres, some stopped using their own phones, some 
memorised the killer numbers, some stored them on their phones under 
the name ‘evil’, some argued for the ban of GSM (Adam 2004), and 
many, after receiving calls, went to hospitals for checkups (Agbu 
2004:16).  

A company was reported to have alerted its employees by posting the 
following on a notice board: ‘Please beware of these strange GSM num-
bers: 08011113999, 08033123999, 08032111999 and 08025111999. In 
short, any number that ends with 333, 666, 999. They are killing! This is 
nothing but reality, you are warned!’ (Agbu 2004:17). 

These evil phone calls were referred to at the time as ‘satanic calls’, ‘kil-
ler calls’, and ‘doomsday calls’, and many Nigerians saw them as a sign of 
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the ‘end times’ (Agbu 2004:18f.). Two weeks after the conversation on 
the bench, the rumour about the phone numbers that killed people had 
grown to such an extent that I received a text message from MTN that 
declared: ‘Y’ello Customer, we assure you that the rumour about an evil 
GSM number is unfounded and scientifically impossible. Please disregard 
this rumour. Thank you’.  

With the introduction of GSM there followed an increasing tension be-
tween an ‘acoustic revelatory presence’ and a ‘visual hidden presence’ 
(Feld 2005:186). A form of ‘spatio-acoustic confusion’ emerged in which 
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‘delocalized sounds’ could move without restraints (Yablon 2007:641). In 
a fashion similar to poison, the phone call could travel any distance, locate 
you anywhere, and enter your home. The killer numbers also shared an-
other trait with poison – you did not know their nature until it was too 
late. Isaac’s example cited earlier described how the victim was unable to 
detect the poisonous needles until after they had entered the body. Like-
wise, Samuel, despite his skills as a practitioner and his suspicions, had 
been sure that the medicine he had received was poisoned only after he 
had consumed it and nearly been killed. Similarly, you would not know 
that the evil number had reached you until you answered it or saw its 
number on your display. 

 
The increasing use of mobile phones came to be very noticeable visually in the 
urban landscape. The picture shows one of Jos’s many small commercial phone 
places with their typical umbrellas, which allowed people to tap into the mobile 
network even if they did not own a phone. People also used these places to trans-
fer refill card credits to each other as a safe, instant, and wireless banking system. 
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At about the same time, there were reports about poisonous noodles 

or ‘Indomie’ – the name of a major brand that had become a generic term 
for all noodles. The Indomie crisis was initiated on 11 May with the circu-
lation of text messages and phone calls declaring that they were poisonous 
(Adekunle 2004; SWAPHEP 2004). The news initially reached me 
through a rumour that people had died from eating noodles that had been 
poisoned by pesticides, but just some days later it was reported on the 
news that the National Agency for Food and Drug Administration and 
Control (NAFDAC) had tested them and that Indomie produced be-
tween certain dates had indeed been found to be poisonous. After NAF-
DAC’s investigation, newspapers started to list the dates of production of 
the potentially harmful noodles (Adekunle 2004) in a way that was 
strongly reminiscent of the way the evil numbers had been presented. 

The noodles, in a fashion similar to the ‘killer numbers’ or ‘killer calls’, 
came to be termed ‘killer Indomie Noodles’ (Jaydilla 2004). Rather than 
being under your control, they became invading evil forces that were 
beyond control. The capacity of poison – killer Indomies or killer num-
bers – to reach you depended on their ability to detach themselves and 
move beyond their makers, callers, and senders. Not only did poisonous 
needles, killer numbers, and killer Indomies move on their own, but they 
also had an agency of their own. They were no longer just extensions of 
absent others, but uncontrollable forces in and of themselves. 

As something that, like a poisonous needle, could defy any distance 
without difficulty and find you anywhere, the mobile phone was both 
powerful and fearsome. It was a ‘portable power’ through which a person 
could gain the ability to move in ways that defied physical constraints. In 
your hands, it embodied great potential, as the mobile network provider 
GLO indicated. In 2007 GLO covered Jos, like the rest of Nigeria, with 
commercial posters that asked ‘Jos, Yaya dei?’ (Jos, how are things go-
ing?) and ended their message with ‘Rule your world’. The new GSM 
system had brought with it not only a changed landscape in the form of 
commercial posters and small commercial phone places with highly visible 
signboards and umbrellas, but also highly moveable and invisible forces 
that carried the ambiguous potential of either ruling your world or help-
ing you rule it. 
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Violent Rumours 
Invisible forces that were based on a tension between presence and ab-
sence were recurrent companions in Jos, as in the case of the poisonous 
needles, evil phone numbers, and killer noodles. It was extremely hard to 
know what was going on behind the scenes. There were constantly feel-
ings of hidden agendas and hidden aggressions that could surface at any 
time. Just as there was a fear connected to what the other was planning in 
the church or in the mosque, there was a fear of what the other was doing 
behind your back at the meeting or in his or her area. Ordinary day-to-
day events like eating or taking medicine became marked by a fear of be-
ing killed by poison. 

It was no simple task to detect what was going on, and people tried in 
different ways to tune into the state of the city. Before leaving their homes 
in the morning people checked the news on the radio. When he was on 
the move, Jibril, like many others, carried a small radio with him. All over 
the city you could see small groups of people gathered around radios. 
When tension increased, the use of the radio also increased. It became an 
essential piece of equipment; not just a matter of satisfying curiosity, but a 
matter of life and death.  

On the other hand, the radio had its clear limitations as a tool for un-
derstanding what was going on – not listening could actually save your 
life. This predicament became apparent when Esther told me about her 
experiences during the crisis of 2001. Living on the outskirts of Jos, she 
had wanted to go into the centre to buy some food and visit her Bible 
study group on the fourth or fifth day of the crisis, and she had heard on 
the radio that everything was calm and that everyone should go back to 
their business as usual. From one of the larger roads heading into Jos, she 
and a friend succeeded in finding a taxi to take them to the centre. As 
mentioned earlier, the absence of sound and passing cars was an indica-
tion that something was wrong in the city, but since there were taxis pass-
ing, Esther and her friend assumed that everything was okay.  

They asked the driver to take them to their Bible study group inside 
Jos. When they got there, it turned out to be closed and they decided to 
walk to the bank. As they were leaving the bank, they heard gunshots. 
Now very afraid, they tried to find a taxi or any other vehicle to get a ride 
out of Jos, but without any success. Instead, they found temporary shelter 
in the house of a friend in the area. Because they knew, after some hours 
in hiding, that people at home would be very worried about them, they 
then left the house and started to walk towards home even though they 
were still hearing gunshots. After some walking they met a soldier, who 
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asked them what they were doing outside. They had told him that the 
radio had said that everything was calm in Jos. The soldier answered that 
this was clearly not the case and they should go home. The soldier helped 
them stop a car, and they had eventually been able to get home. 

On 18 May 2004, when I met Jibril at the union office, I was aware 
that something was going on, but I was not sure what. In the taxi on my 
way to the university and the union’s Tuesday meeting I had heard the 
other passengers talking about a problem connected to Obasanjo and 
Dariye, and at the university I had seen students standing together in 
small groups listening to radios and talking. Jibril, on the other hand, who 
had arrived in a hurry from the small village outside Jos where he was 
living at the time, was unaware of the tension. But a few minutes later, 
one of the cleaners at the university dropped in and told us excitedly that 
the president had declared Plateau State in a state of emergency and that 
the governor had been removed. 

Wound up by the news, Jibril hastily brought out a small radio from 
his plastic bag. When the only thing mentioned on the local news was that 
Dariye had started some kind of commission concerned with all the vio-
lence in Yelwa and Shendam in southern Plateau, Jibril reacted by stating 
that it would not lead to anything. There had been so many commissions 
put together to investigate the violence that had occurred in the area, but 
one never saw any reports or any actions taken to correct the situation 
(see also HRW 2005:53; Ostien 2009:14f.). When the local eleven 
o’clock news ended, Jibril went on to try to tune into the Hausa services 
on BBC and Voice of America, but failed. After waiting for another hour 
without anyone else showing up for the union meeting, we headed to the 
hotel across from the university. On the television in the bar, CNN re-
ported that Obasanjo had declared Plateau State in a state of emergency. 

When violence again struck Jos in 2008, similar stories emerged. The 
news reported people complaining about the lack of information from the 
local media. At the same time that people could see smoke rising all over 
Jos, there were no comments about the violence (Audu & Ajakaye 2008; 
BBC 2008a). One man cried out, ‘We have three radio stations in Jos and 
they are only playing music and telling us about what happened yesterday. 
Nobody is telling us what happened now’ (BBC 2008a).  

As one of the most important news media in Africa, the radio has had 
clear limitations when it comes to satisfying its listeners’ questions. In 
comparing the radio to what he translated from the French expression 
radio trottoir as ‘pavement radio’, Stephen Ellis illustrated several instances 
when the latter – conversations in bars, markets, living-rooms, and taxi-
parks as well as on pavements – had been much more accurate then the 
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former (1989:321, 325f.). While most people did try to tune in to Jos 
through the radio, the most important medium by far was the rumours 
that were in the air. They were a vital part of knowing what was going on 
in Jos, and as Veena Das observed in relation to her work in India during 
the 1980s: ‘Being able to interpret the rumours correctly became a matter 
of life and death for many’ (1998:120). Listening to rumours about the 
situation in Jos might save your life, since what the news broadcast did 
not necessarily correspond to any experienced reality. On the other hand, 
there was no guarantee that the rumours did not portray a reality dreaded 
or wished for rather than one experienced. People found themselves in a 
‘twilight zone in which it was difficult to know whether it was wiser to 
believe in rumours or in the official versions of events’ (ibid.:119). 

In Jos, tensions constantly appeared between the news on the radio 
and the news on the pavement radio. In the beginning of April in 2004 a 
phone call came to the family I was staying with. The caller wanted to 
warn us that there was trouble in Jos again and said that it had started 
during the night. It was decided that I could not go into Jos that day. At 
ten o’clock in the morning we were listening to the local news when we 
heard the chief of police of Angwan Rogo talking. He explained that 
armed robbers had attacked some houses in Angwan Rogo during the 
night. The public had phoned it in and the police had been on the scene 
immediately. I later found out that five Muslim houses in Angwan Rogo 
had been robbed and that people living in the area had thought it had 
been Christians attacking. The chief of police went on to encourage peo-
ple to stop spreading rumours. There were no problems in Jos. The 
broadcast continued with interviews at the main market in Jos, where 
commerce was proceeding normally, the journalist claimed. People at the 
market said that they had heard the rumours but that everything was just 
as usual at the market. 

As they provide us with real-time knowledge, rumours simultaneously 
‘shape plans for action’ (Fine 2007:8). In Jos, rumours could make people 
stay at home, leave their homes, avoid or enter areas, calm people down 
or incite them to violence. What makes either rumours or news powerful 
is not whether they are true or not, but the power they possess to shape 
the world. By building on J. L. Austin’s arguments in his classic work 
How to Do Things with Words (1962), Das analysed the ‘perlocutionary’ 
force of rumours ‘to do something by saying something’. She argued that 
the rumours brought a new ‘form of death into existence’ (1998:125). 
Similarly, while acknowledging how rumours shaped people’s perception 
and actions, Michelle Osborn noted in her work in Kenya that they inten-
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sified feelings of fear and panic and accelerated and increased violence 
(2008:316, 318, 321, 324). 

In the midst of the violence in 2010, one resident of Jos said: ‘Ru-
mours are being spread and that is making people afraid. People are pan-
icking and telling their loved ones to come home’ (BBC 2010c). During 
the crisis in 2001 – just as in previous conflicts in Jos (Plotnicov 
1971:301f.) – rumours had played a large part in the escalation and 
spread of violence (Danfulani & Fwatshak 2002:254; HRW 2001:7). 
Rumours were something greatly feared. Like Angwan Rogo’s chief of 
police, who wanted people to stop spreading rumours, the local govern-
ment authorities tried to counteract the rumours that were circulating and 
being spread when Plateau State was declared in a state of emergency. It 
was just a week after the day of the declaration that I heard for the first 
time a message – or rather a jingle – on the local radio channels that 
would be repeated continually through my entire stay in 2004. It declared 
that people should stop spreading rumours, they should stop spreading 
hearsay that they had not seen proof of, and if they had important infor-
mation they should report it to the proper authorities. 

The capacity of poisonous needles, killer Indomie, or killer numbers to 
reach you was connected to their ability to detach themselves from their 
makers or senders and gain their own agency. Likewise, in the case of a 
rumour, the perlocutionary force ‘would be lost if it was tethered to the 
words of the speaking agent’ (Das 1998:127). The very power of ru-
mours emanates from the fact that they lack signatures, from the absence 
of their being tied to an individual agent (ibid.:125). Through not being 
attached to a specific person, rumours, like poisonous needles and evil 
numbers, could move very far, cross almost any border, and affect people 
like a ‘contagion and infection’ (ibid.:116). 

Dewey has asked where an echo or an explosion is located (1925:603); 
similarly, we could ask where a rumour, a poisonous needle, or a killer call 
is to be found. He thought that we locate things in relation to where they 
are perceived to be able to be generated or prevented. Thereby, ‘“where” 
signifies the point at which action should be directed to control the occur-
rence of the phenomenon’ (ibid.:604). By not being attached to a specific 
agent, neither the rumour nor the killer call nor the poisoned needle could 
be located and controlled until they had already reached and affected you. 
They were all potentially everywhere and yet nowhere to be found. 

Localised conflicts often went national. The violence during the Jos cri-
sis in 2001, like many other conflicts in Nigeria, spread to the most 
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northern and southern cities in Nigeria as reprisal attacks took place 
(Danfulani & Fwatshak 2002:253; HRW 2001:20). During continually 
renewed outbreaks of violence in Jos, police all over Nigeria in apparently 
peaceful cities took the streets to prevent possible spill-over. Like the fear 
of the potential of rumours to spread, there was an even greater fear of 
violence as a force that could spread very fast through unknown paths and 
reach anywhere. 

During the January 2010 violence in Jos, the police public relation of-
ficer of Kaduna State to the north-west of Plateau State made assurances 
that the ‘Operation Yaki squad’ – a specialised police unit equipped with 
‘state of the art patrol vans, motorcycles, bulletproof jackets, GPS and 
latest communication gadgets’ – was ‘battle-ready to deal with any possi-
ble spill-over’. While the squad furnished with the newest tools for com-
munication patrolled crisis-prone areas in ‘full battle-ready uniforms’ (Al-
kali 2010), there were other forces that had also embraced the new tech-
nology. What were referred to as ‘short text hate messages’, which had 
initially circulated around Jos, now spread across Kaduna as well (Alkali 
2010; BBC 2010b).  

In Jos, inflammatory text messages had fuelled and escalated the vio-
lence that had spread across the city. According to some figures, over 145 
different messages had been circulating. One of the reported messages 
declared: ‘War, war, war. Stand up... and defend yourselves. Kill before 
they kill you. Slaughter before they slaughter you. Dump them in a pit 
before they dump you’ (BBC 2010b). Another one warned Christians not 
to buy food from Muslims because it was poisoned. Another, addressed to 
Muslims, claimed that Jonah Jang, the governor of Plateau State, in an 
attempt to kill them, had ordered the water supply to Muslim-dominated 
areas in Jos to be cut off (Alkali 2010; BBC 2010b). There were also 
messages warning Christians that Muslims were going to attack churches 
over the weekend (BBC 2010b). 

With the growing ownership of mobile phones, both violence (Last 
2007:606) and rumours gained a new potency that enabled them to 
spread faster as well as further. In Jos, as in Kenya, rumours acquired ‘an 
instantaneous spread’ – they could go national in minutes (Osborn 
2008:315f.). As local authorities in Jos had encouraged people to stop 
spreading rumours, other authority figures in Kaduna now urged people 
to ignore the text messages that were being sent with intentions of creat-
ing hatred and mistrust between Christians and Muslims. A Christian 
leader said:  
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We are living together peacefully in Kaduna, so there is no iota of truth in 
the text messages being circulated. Let both Christians and Muslims ignore 
the SMS messages because God is the only one who can protect us all; so 
let us all believe in Him and go about our daily activities without fear or 
favour. (Alkali 2010) 

 
A Muslim leader appealed in a similar manner to people to ignore these 
messages and delete any they received. In his words: ‘They are only meant 
to cause panic and crisis in the state. So, when you get such SMS do not 
forward them to anyone’ (Alkali 2010). 

The Invisible Side of Jos 
With the crisis in 2001, feelings of suspicion and fear had become very 
present in Jos. People moved away from each other, areas were renamed, 
gates were closed, and no-go areas and no-go times emerged. As borders 
became thicker people stopped crossing them, but there were other things 
that increasingly did just that. These were forces that carried the ambigu-
ous potential of either ruling your world or helping you rule it. As tools 
under your control, they could enable your sound to travel across any 
distance at any time, cure you, inform you about the state of Jos, or feed 
you. However, they could just as well appear as forces that were beyond 
your control. In the form of poisoned needles, killer calls, killer Indomie, 
and violent rumours, they could quite literally kill you. Moving, avoiding 
areas, or blocking other people’s movements could not obstruct or fool 
these forces because, being based on absence, they could travel any dis-
tance, cross any border, and find you anywhere. By being unlocalised, 
they had the potential of being anywhere. 

With the crisis, not only did these forces increasingly appear as out of 
control, but their frequency was also amplified. The other’s medicine 
turned more and more poisonous, and also ever more present in the form 
of suspicions and accusations of poisoning as well as poisoned food, 
medicines, needles, injections, or missiles that were felt to move across the 
city. The growing ownership of mobile phones enabled people to move 
beyond distance but also to be found by others in ways never imagined 
before. In its wake, a new presence emerged – the killer calls. In a city 
where tensions and the fear of the other kept rising, so did the discrepancy 
between the radio waves and the rumours that were in the air. As an es-
sential tool for grasping a world that emerged in unpredictable ways, the 
presence of rumours increased, and with the help of the mobile phone 
they, just like the violence, came to spread with unprecedented speed. 
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The emergent Jos was formed as much by forces that were highly mo-

bile, unlocalised, invisible, and absent as by compartmentalised, visible, 
and present forces. In Kinshasa: Tales of the Invisible City, Filip De Boeck 
described how there existed both a visible and an invisible city. Behind the 
visible city, he wrote, ‘lurks yet another city, an invisible but very audible 
city of whispers, […] consisting of fleeting words, questions, harmful 
suspicions and treacherous accusations’ (2004:50). Jos emerged as a city 
where ‘the uncertain, unpredictable, uncontrollable, and hazardous’ 
(Dewey 1929:42) parts of the world appeared in all their force. It was a 
fear of the absent, the unknown, that was evoked. Although they were 
built on an absence, killer numbers, suspicions of poisoning, poisoned 
needles, and rumours were ever present. They were the invisible side of 
Jos. 



 
110 

 
 

 



 

 

111 

 
5. The Court System as Counter-Medicine 

Before the crisis of 2001, Yakubu and Idris – both Muslim men who had 
lived and practiced medicine in Jos for many years – had been living in 
Kabong and Jenta Adamu, two neighbouring, mainly Christian areas to 
the west of central Jos. However, with the crisis neither of them felt safe 
there anymore and they ended up renting parts of the same house in the 
mainly Muslim Angwan Rogo. As a consequence of their relocation, 
Idris’s and Yakubu’s relationship was transformed. From being good 
neighbours, they found themselves in 2004 on opposing sides of a con-
flict, which before the end of the year had developed into different court 
cases as well as accusations of poisoning. 

This was neither the first nor the last time I heard about practitioners 
trying to solve their conflicts through the use of the court system. In rela-
tion to different factions in the Nigerian Union of Medical Herbal Practi-
tioners (NUMHP) in Jos – as well as conflicts between individual practi-
tioners – there appeared a pattern of court cases similar to the rise in accu-
sations of poisoning. When I met Jibril in the beginning of 2004, he re-
ferred to the persons who, in his words, had conducted the ‘illegal 
election’ and declared, ‘They took us to court, but we won. They did not 
appeal, but took us to another court again. We won again, since we had 
not done anything to them’. As I asked why they had taken them to court, 
he explained:  

It was because we did not allow them to dupe people. They were spoiling 
our way and that was why we announced on the radio that the Union has 
never known those people. If somebody wanted information about those 
people they should either come directly to the University or the Ministry 
of Health. […] Those dupes argued that we had spoiled their names so 
they took us to court.  

 
Jibril concluded, ‘This was how the misunderstanding between us and 
them came to be’.  

The day after this conversation, Jibril was taken to the police by the 
same group of persons. As he later told me, this was connected to 
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Houwa’s participation in the meeting at Hadiza’s compound (see chapter 
1). After the meeting, Houwa had informed the Hausa faction that Jibril 
was trying to form a separate indigene group within the union. They in 
turn had reported him to the police, who had questioned him about why 
he was trying to split the NUMHP. In 2007, the secretary, the treasurer, 
and some other persons of the Hausa faction were also taken to court. 
The case was connected to a workshop they had organised at the univer-
sity in 2004. The case, which concerned embezzlement of union founds, 
continued to move around in the different courts in Jos for a long time. 

In the words of anthropologists John and Jean Comaroff, a ‘culture of 
legality’ has become part of everyday experience in postcolonies all over 
the world (Comaroff & Comaroff 2006a:25). Already in the 1980s, D. 
D. O. Oyebola noted that many of the associations of practitioners of 
traditional medicine in Nigerian had engaged lawyers to draft their consti-
tutions (1986:232). The copy of the constitution of the Nigerian Union 
of Medical Herbal Practitioners to which I have had access lacked any 
date, but according to Jibril it had been composed in Kaduna in 1981 
(NUMHP). Legality was a constant issue in union contexts, a matter that 
seems to have been encouraged at a visit to the Nigerian National Assem-
bly in 1983, which was followed by a week-long hearing session with the 
Senate Committee during which traditional medicine organisations from 
all over Nigeria sought government recognition. A representative of a 
group called the African Medical Herbalists had been armed with their 
nineteen-page constitution, which led representatives of the Nigerian 
Union of Medical Herbal Practitioners to become conscious of the force 
of legal practices, and they hired the services of a lawyer (Oyebola 
1986:233f.). 

The practices of the union were not only legally formed by their consti-
tution; they were also judged according to a general culture of legality and 
illegality. One of the most telling examples was the purported ‘illegal elec-
tion’ mentioned above, an issue that was highlighted in a letter that Jibril 
wrote to the Ministry of Health. The letter had been ‘computerised’, as he 
called it, and copied onto the union letterhead. The heading listed the 
people elected under Ibrahim, the former chairman. Looking very official, 
the letter was written in very bureaucratic language with constant refer-
ence to legality. It was titled ‘PURPORTED ELECTION OF OFFI-
CERS NIGERIA UNION OF MEDICAL HERBAL PRACTITIO-
NERS, PLATEAU STATE BRANCH’. 
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As duly and legally elected Executive Members of the above named Asso-
ciation, We wish notify you that the under mentioned Members are Still 
the leaders of our association in Plateau State. The said purported election 
was null and void and of no effect whatsoever. There was never any legal 
election in The State in the sense that it was only the coordinators of the 
Northern States Zone, who was presently in charge of the 19 Northern 
States and who is based at Madalla Junction, Jarkwa village. Abuja was not 
aware of such election. 

Should there be any election in Plateau State the Zonal Coordinator would 
have written to the existing exco notifying Us of the reason for the elec-
tion, venue, date as well as time. He would also have sent guidelines as 
well as Preceding officers for the election. We want to make it abundantly 
clear that those so called elected officers are only dissidents expelled from 
the Union for trying to deceive some Aids & H.I.V. Patients, an action 
that we considered dubious in nature and the law. We are therefore using 
the ample and golden opportunity to inform and advice the government as 
well as law enforcement agencies not to recognise, deal and entertain any 
Correspondence from them whatsoever. The certificate of registration of 
our Union is in our custody which proves that only legally and only elected 
officers are the custodian of the properties of the Union. We shall be 
pleased if you will speed up action and accordingly. 

 
The letter was signed by the national secretary of the Nigerian Union of 
Medical Herbal Practitioners. 

The ‘language of jurisprudence’ (Comaroff & Comaroff 2006a:26) has 
become a part of everyday descriptions of people and practices. The most 
noticeable example might be the term ‘419’, which has not only become 
part of everyday language in Nigeria but has entered the vocabulary of 
many other countries as well. The term emerged in the 1980s during the 
country’s drastic economic decline and refers to the article in the Nigerian 
Criminal Code that deals with fraud. It was commonly used to describe 
the character of individuals (see Apter 1999:287; Smith 2008:79-81, 
140). In 2004, while the tensions between the different factions within 
the union in Jos were steadily increasing, it also became more common 
for people to refer to each other in terms of 419. One person, for exam-
ple, argued that the side opposing him ‘was all 419; they were dupes and 
everybody knew that’. The word was used in a similar vein in an invita-
tion letter to a national meeting of the NUMHP in Abuja in 2004. The 
letter looked very official and was stamped with a union stamp. Towards 
the end of the invitation was written: ‘The attendance of all state chairman 
and secretaries only of all 36 states including Abuja is highly needed for 
the benefit of all herbalists in order to finish out 419 among us. What we 
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need is only treatment with our herbs and roots in Nigeria’. The letter was 
signed by the national executive secretary.  

Life had become ‘judicialized’ and ‘lawfare’ had become a common in-
gredient in everyday conflicts (Comaroff & Comaroff 2006a:29-32), a 
fact made apparent in the turns that Idris’s and Yakubu’s relationship was 
going to take. 

A Series of Court Appearances  
Yakubu’s father and grandfather had both practised bori medicine, and 
Yakubu was seven years old when his grandfather began to teach him the 
trade. After going to a Koranic school he had given up the bori medicine, 
and in his own words he now exclusively performed the practices of a 
mallam. Forty-four years ago, as a young teenager, Yakubu had come to 
Jos to sell his medicines, but ended up settling down. As he explained, he 
had found a place that was blessed and where the weather was good for 
practising medicine. However, things changed.  

At four o’clock on the Friday the crisis of 2001 started, Yakubu ran 
home, gathered his family, and took them to a police station in the area. 
For several days, they hid in an enclosed space together with both Mus-
lims and Christians. While they were staying in the enclosure, two of his 
sons arrived at their house. Not knowing where the others had gone, they 
decided to spend the night there. While they were sleeping someone set 
the house on fire, but because they had a medicine that made them invisi-
ble, Yakubu’s sons were able to escape without being caught by the arson-
ists. Yakubu’s house, possessions, and goats, however, were all destroyed. 
He had moved to Angwan Rogo, where he was presently renting a house 
together with Idris. 

Idris’s story was similar. He was in his sixties and had been born in the 
far north of Nigeria. Thirty-eight years before, he had just been passing by 
for a week’s visit to Jos. But God had had other plans and made him stay, 
as he explained. During the crisis in 2001 his house, too, had been de-
stroyed. Idris’s wish for the future was to sell his land in Jenta Adamu and 
move permanently to an area behind his mattress shop in the centre of 
Jos. He was hoping to swap houses with a Christian family that wanted to 
leave this area and settle down in Jenta Adamu. He was having discus-
sions with two families at the time, and while he was waiting for a possi-
ble swap he ended up renting the house together with Yakubu. 

Like Yakubu, Idris had become a mallam. He had once described 
knowing a medicine that could be very useful if you were living in an area 
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where someone did not like you: it had the power to make the person 
move. But even though Idris had this medicine, he had been chased out of 
his own house. 

I first heard in the middle of April 2004 that a court case was coming 
up that involved two practitioners of traditional medicine. But it was only 
some days later, when I met Jibril at the university, that I realised that the 
case involved Yakubu and Idris. Jibril had been summoned as a witness. It 
was a civil subpoena where Yakubu was suing Idris. Jibril had been sum-
moned at the insistence of Yakubu, to testify the following morning, 15 
April, in the Upper Area Court in Kasuwa Nama. Yakubu argued that 
Idris had slandered him and destroyed his reputation. He wanted 100,000 
Naira as compensation. 

The next morning Jibril and I shared a taxi heading towards the Upper 
Area Court. We met Idris in the courtyard. He was dressed in a black 
gown and burgundy-coloured trousers. The clothes were quite worn and 
a bit too small. He appeared to be very nervous, and his clothes made him 
look very ragged. We did not discuss the case, and it was decided that 
Jibril should go and find the judge and register his presence with him. 
The judge had gone out, but outside his office we bumped into Yakubu, 
who was very well dressed. He was wearing a new green gown with 
matching pants and a red hat. He was also wearing glasses that matched 
his outfit, and in his hand he held his car keys, which he kept playing 
with. 

Jibril stated that he should not talk to any of the parties before the 
court proceedings, so we settled down outside the gate of the court. At 
around ten o’clock a law clerk summoned us to the courtroom. At the 
front of the oblong courtroom was a small stage with the judge’s desk, on 
which there were files about the different cases that were going to be 
brought forward. To the left of the desk sat a policeman with a gun in his 
holster. In front of the judge was a desk at which one female and one 
male clerk sat with their backs to the judge. In front of them were four 
bench rows where the lawyers sat. They were all dressed in black and 
white. Behind the lawyers were bench rows with spectators, witnesses, 
defendants, and plaintiffs. On each side of the lawyers was a podium. 
When a plaintiff was called he stood behind the podium on the right side, 
while defendants were called to the podium on the left side. If there was a 
lawyer connected to a case, he just stood beneath the person questioned.  

All the plaintiffs and the defendants entered the courtroom through the 
front door, while witnesses and spectators entered from the back. After 
we had been seated for some time a few knocks could be heard. Every-
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body stood up, a door in the front of the room was opened, and the 
judge, who wore a black suit, entered the court. While the judge bowed 
and sat down everybody else did the same. The first six cases that were 
brought forward were presented by a lawyer. They were all postponed to 
new dates and there were no discussions regarding the cases. Before the 
case between Yakubu and Idris was brought forward, two Muslim women 
presented their complaints. They went up and stood behind the podium 
on the right side. Neither of them had a lawyer, and the judge spoke di-
rectly to them. Throughout the day the judge spoke English with the 
lawyers, but when he turned to witnesses, plaintiffs, or defendants he 
spoke to them in Hausa.  

After the two women it was time for the case between Yakubu and 
Idris. Idris went up and stood behind the podium on the left side and 
Yakubu positioned himself next to the podium on the right side. Neither 
of them had a lawyer, so they both spoke for themselves. The judge first 
asked Idris if he was the defendant and he answered that he was. He 
looked very small, nervous, and uncomfortable. Extremely well dressed, 
Yakubu, on the other hand, looked very sure of himself. The judge turned 
towards Yakubu and checked whether he was the right person, comment-
ing that the file said that he was a doctor. He asked what kind of doctor 
he was. Yakubu explained in Hausa that he was a doctor na maganin garga-
jiya, doctor of traditional medicine.19 The judge laughed and with irony in 
his voice asked if Yakubu could not cure his own trouble. Yakubu an-
swered that he could. But like Idris, who in spite of having a medicine to 
make people leave, in the end had dealt with the situation by moving 
himself, Yakubu had resorted to the court system in his efforts to deal 
with the problems that his moving had created. 

The judge went on to ask Yakubu if his witness was here, and he an-
swered that he was. They then called Jibril, who went to stand behind the 
podium next to Yakubu. He was sworn in and the judge started to ask his 
personal details. He then asked if he knew what the problem was. Jibril 
answered that he did and started to relate how Idris and Yakubu had been 
living in Jenta Adamu and Kabong before the trouble in Jos, but that 
both of their houses had been burnt down during the crisis. Another 
medicine practitioner, who owned a house in Angwan Rogo but had 
moved to Imo State in the very south of Nigeria, had asked Jibril to find 
tenants for his house. Jibril had then contacted Yakubu and asked if he 
wanted to rent part of the house; it was a very big house with ten rooms. 

                                                      
19 When practitioners referred to themselves as doctors – no matter what the language 
spoken – they always used the English word ‘doctor’. 
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Yakubu had said yes, and when Jibril had later asked Idris if he wanted to 
rent the other part of the house, he had responded in the same way. They 
had both moved in during the spring of 2002.  

Jibril went on to recount that there had been a shortage of water in 
Angwan Rogo. According to Yakubu, Idris had accused him of selling 
water from the well in the house compound. It was not clear whether any 
water had been sold or even if any such accusations had been made, but 
Yakubu felt that Idris had tarnished his reputation. Jibril, on the other 
hand, seemed to think that the thing was a bit ridiculous, since selling 
water was not a very grave accusation. He went on to relate that Idris had 
asked him to come to the house to try to sort out the conflict. When Jibril 
arrived he had found Yakubu trying to beat Idris with a stick. The judge 
turned to Idris and asked if Jibril was telling the truth, and Idris answered 
that he was.  

Jibril then asked the judge if his work was done or if he needed to 
come back later. The judge answered that his testimony was complete. He 
declared that they would adjourn and that the court case would be re-
sumed on 6 May. Especially the stick part in Jibril’s account seemed to 
have been working in Idris’s favour rather than Yakubu’s, and when Jibril 
and I left the court Idris came running after us. We started to chat and he 
seemed to be more relaxed and quite happy. He suggested that Jibril 
should be his witness the next time. Idris left us and Jibril and I continued 
on our own.  

In spite of everything, the two opponents were staying together in the 
same house. The only difference was that the owner of the house had 
asked Jibril to collect the rent instead of Yakubu, who had been doing it 
before. By now, the fight had been going on for two years and according 
to Jibril, it was not likely that they would ever be friends again, even 
though their wives and children still were. 

On 6 May, Jibril was once again called to testify, this time as Idris’s 
witness. The judge, however, dismissed the case for lack of grounds. Ya-
kubu did not give up, however, but took the case to another of Jos’s Area 
Courts, where he once again accused Idris of destroying his reputation. 
The case came up on 29 May. This time, no one called Jibril as witness, 
which he was quite pleased about. The case was dismissed by the second 
court as well. In the beginning of June, however, the case between Ya-
kubu and Idris was extended. This time, Yakubu took four different peo-
ple to court: the owner of the house, Idris, the ward head of the area 
where the house in question was located, and, finally, one of the 
neighbours. The case was adjourned to the following day. Jibril told me 
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that he had passed by the court to try to mediate between Idris and Ya-
kubu, but by now, Idris was very upset and had declared that he would 
take the case to the bitter end. Jibril had left both of them arguing outside 
the court. 

In the beginning of July Jibril was once again called as a witness. The 
subpoena stated that he had been summoned as a witness for Yakubu and 
that the complaint was made against the ward head, who was mentioned 
by name, ‘and three others’. While he was showing me the subpoena Jibril 
remarked that the three others were the same as the last time. The text 
that followed declared that the four were suspected to have  

committed the offence of Criminal Defamation S. 392 P.C. (State the of-
fence concisely with time and place) and it appears likely that you can give 
material evidence. You are hereby summoned to appear before Central 
Area Court II Jos on the 6th of July 2004 at 8:45 o’clock to testify as to 
what you know concerning the matter of the said complaint not to depart 
thence without permission and you are hereby warned that if you shall 
without just excuse fail to appear on the said date, a warrant will be issued 
to compel your attendance. 

 
The letter was dated 5 July, but Jibril had not received it until the day 
after the date he was supposed to appear in court. It had not mattered 
that much, however, since the case had been adjourned to 2 August, on 
which date the case was once again postponed, to 30 September. 

In being adjourned without any apparent reasons, the last case was 
similar to the previous ones, but it was different in terms of the accusa-
tion. After receiving the subpoena, Jibril explained to me that it concerned 
Yakubu’s accusing Idris and three others for alleging that he had slaugh-
tered a camel. Registering my surprise, he added that Yakubu had sup-
posedly slaughtered the camel because he wanted to kill Idris and the 
house owner so that he could have the house all to himself. The accusa-
tion of selling water had been a civil case and Yakubu had wanted 
100,000 Naira in compensation, but the camel case was a criminal case of 
defamation. As such, and as Jibril’s subpoena indicated, it was judged 
according to section 392 of the Penal Code Act20 (1990a), which stated: 
‘Whoever defames another shall be punished with imprisonment for a 
term which may extend to two years or with fine or with both’. 

                                                      
20 Since 1959 in Nigeria there have been differentiations between the South and the North 
with respect to the criminal laws applied. The southern states basically kept the Criminal 
Code that had been implemented in 1916, while a different one, referred to as the Penal 
Code, was introduced for the northern states (Nmehielle 2004:735ff.; Williams 1967:79). 
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All Idris knew about the event was that Yakubu had slaughtered a 

camel and given him part of the meat as sadaka, alms. He had then pre-
pared it himself and eaten it, but nothing had happened to him. Exactly 
how the alleged attempted murders had happened was never quite clear to 
anyone. The slaughtered camel case followed the same obscure pattern as 
most other cases involving poison. The practitioners rarely distinguished 
between ‘poison’ as a harmful substance that could be mixed with food or 
smeared on an arrow, and as a spell, needle, or talisman that worked 
through spiritual means. In understanding poison, it was not the exact 
manner in which it functioned that was important. Rather, it was defined 
by the obscurity in which an act of aggression was cloaked. But even if 
Jibril had no idea how the slaughtered camel had turned into a murder 
weapon and even laughed at the accusation, he was very bothered about 
how the situation was developing. There was no denying the turmoil that 
the incident had brought with it. However obscure the workings and 
paths of poison were, its consequences were very real. 

In a courtroom, though, the obscure nature of many aspects of tradi-
tional medicine made them impossible to deal with or prove, since the 
court system could not judge issues of non-empirical, or ‘supernatural’, 
offences (see Aremu 1980; Ojo 1981). As Emanuel once explained, a 
court could not judge that which, in his words, was ‘not scientific’, be-
cause there was nothing they could see or prove. However, when the issue 
of the slaughtered camel had turned into a criminal case of defamation of 
character, acts that otherwise were perceived as non-provable, non-
scientific, and belonging to the realm of traditional medicine had been 
able to enter the courtroom as something that could be recognised, sub-
stantiated, and dealt with. 

Towards the end of May 2004, a month after the first court appear-
ance, Yakubu moved out as a result of the conflicts. He chose to rent 
another house in Angwan Rogo while Idris and his family stayed on in 
the old house. But no more than a month later I got the first phone call 
from Yakubu asking me to come and visit him in his newly bought house 
in the same area. The compound, which had previously been owned by a 
Christian family, consisted of five small houses that were laid out like an 
L. One of the houses was Yakubu’s bedroom, another one was for his 
children, two others for his two wives, and the last one was his medicine 
room. When Jibril and I visited him, he started to talk about the last time 
I had been to his old house in Kabong and how the crisis had forced him 
to move and rent the house with Idris. In a very pleased voice he contin-
ued by describing how we now were visiting in his new house. 
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When I went to say goodbye to Idris before leaving Nigeria in 2004, 

he said he was sorry that he had nothing to give me. He had little to 
spend on presents, since the different court cases were costing him a lot of 
money. He had two court cases going on about the rented house – one 
about the selling of water and one about the slaughtered camel – and 
besides those, another one that concerned the land on which his old house 
had been built. His ownership had been questioned. He went on to relate 
that the water case was coming up in court again the next day. He was 
very tired and worried. This would be the fifth time they had gone to 
court for this case and on 30 September the camel case was coming up 
again. 

He was still living in the house he had previously rented along with 
Yakubu’s family, but he was not happy there. He had a serious catarrh; 
his eyes were red and he had a running nose. Now, with the rainy season, 
there was a small flood outside his leaking house. When he went to bed 
he had all his clothes on, but he would still be freezing. As if this was not 
enough, there were also spirits in the house. Every night between twelve 
and two o’clock they kept knocking on the walls so that Idris and his fam-
ily could not sleep. He did not know what they wanted, but they resided 
in the part that Yakubu had lived in. 

With the house full of water and spirits, Idris really wanted to move, 
but he had not yet been able to switch houses. His old house in Jenta 
Adamu was worth more than the one belonging to the family he was 
currently discussing the exchange with and they did not want to pay the 
difference. He was stuck, and as he had done many times before, he re-
turned to the fact that the crisis was the reason he had moved from Jenta 
Adamu, where he had lived for nineteen years. Everything had been better 
before; people had been friendlier, electricity and water supply had been 
more reliable. For Idris, his movements within Jos had caused him a lot of 
problems that at the time seemed almost impossible to settle.  

While Yakubu and Idris put their hopes in the law as a tool for dealing 
with their conflicts as well as the obscure poison that had become part of 
their relationship, the outcome was unpredictable. Rather than solving 
anything, their struggle could just as well give rise to more unsolved situa-
tions. When my fieldwork in 2004 came to an end, the court cases and 
the conflicts between Idris and Yakubu were in no way resolved. The case 
regarding the slaughtered camel was to be brought up in Magistrate 
Court three more times. The first time, the judge asked them to present 
the case and then they adjourned. The second and third time, they went 
through the same process. After the third time, they decided to settle. No 
money or other compensation was paid; they just decided to leave their 
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arguments behind. They settled, but they were no longer friends and they 
did not talk to each other anymore. 

A Matter of Transduction 
The Penal Code Act (1990b: section 214-219) includes a chapter that 
deals with ‘Offences Relating to Ordeal, Witchcraft and Juju’ (Juju is a 
pejorative word often used to refer to various activities that are seen as 
religiously improper). Witchcraft, sorcery, workings with spirits, and 
other elements of what was perceived as traditional medicine were com-
monly included in this category. Among other things, the text declares 
that it is illegal to represent oneself as having the powers of witchcraft, 
but also that it is illegal to accuse someone of being a witch (ibid.: section 
216), highlighting how the law restricts people’s possibility to take con-
flicts of this kind to court. However, in a manner similar to the instance 
of the slaughtered camel, there were ways in which the non-scientific and 
illegal force of witchcraft could enter the court.  

In August 2004 I met Musa ‘the witch doctor’ for the first time in his 
compound in the countryside outside Jos. He was in his fifties, and was 
the only practitioner I ever heard people refer to as a ‘witch doctor’, and 
he was also the only person I ever met who called himself a ‘witch’. Musa 
had been the only one among his siblings to inherit his father’s medicine, 
and he had gained additional skills when, as he put it, a witch had opened 
his eyes. It was also then that he had gained the skill of recognising other 
witches.21 

When we had settled down in Musa’s medicine room he asked me why 
I had chosen to come and visit him. I told him that it all had started with 
a discussion about a witchcraft case that had been taken to court. Since 
people had told me that he knew everything about taking these kinds of 
cases to court, I had decided to visit him. He answered that it was all very 
good that I had come. He went on to explain how you could pass a spirit 
without it attacking you, but this was not the case with witches; they were 
always after you. They were pure evil and they always ate human flesh. If 
a witch came to a rich man and asked for money and the rich man said 
that he had no money, the witch would slowly start to eat him. Musa 

                                                      
21 Fisiy and Geschiere have emphasised a similar ambivalence in Cameroon towards the 
witch doctor or witch finder as also potentially having the same power as a witch. In a way, 
they became ‘the champion of all witches’ (Fisiy & Geschiere 1990; Geschiere & Fisiy 
1994). 
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Musa’s witch-detector tool 
hanging from the ceiling. 

himself became a witch during the night. He changed shape and travelled 
to a place where he and the other witches came together. When he arrived 
they would ask him what he had brought and he would show them all the 
human flesh that he had taken with him. It all ended with a feast. 

Hanging from Musa’s ceiling was a tool for determining if someone 
was a witch. It was a technique that he had inherited from his father. It 
consisted of a string with a moveable calabash on it. To use it, you moved 
the calabash towards the ceiling and released it. If it got stuck on its way 
down, the person was a witch.  

In other instances of suspected witchcraft cases, guilt could also be dis-
cerned by drinking a concoction that would 
show whether or not the accused was guilty. 
Before the trial, the accused had to sign a 
document declaring that he or she underwent the 
examination out of free will. I was told that this 
was done in an attempt to avoid future charges, 
since trial by ordeal was illegal. The document 
also stated that the accused promised to accept 
the result as true. Thus, if the test showed that 
the person was a witch and he or she denied this 
later, the case could be taken to court as a breach 
of contract. 

In the middle of our conversation a young 
man entered the room. He had come to discuss a 
witch case that had been taken to the High 
Court in Nasarawa, a state bordering on Plateau. 
It had started with the young man having 
accused his older brother of being a witch, 
something the brother denied. Both of them had 
then travelled to Musa to prove their cases. 
When they arrived at Musa’s place along with 
their different witnesses they first signed an 
agreement stating that if the older brother was 
found guilty of being a witch he should pay his 
younger brother 18,000 Naira. Musa had then 
performed the test. The calabash got stuck on the 
string on its way down, and the older brother 
started vomiting all the human flesh he had 
eaten. After the vomiting subsided he confessed 
to being a witch, and his witnesses now ran 
away. 
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The older brother refused to pay the agreed amount and some months 

later also withdrew his confession. The younger brother then took him to 
court, not accusing him of being a witch – which in itself would have 
been illegal – but of having breached the contract they had signed. In 
court he once again denied being a witch. The judge then asked him if he 
had any witnesses of his own who could prove this, but since the wit-
nesses had run away he had none. As he still refused to pay the money, he 
was currently being held in jail waiting for the case to be brought up 
again in court. I asked the younger brother if his brother had killed any-
one or what had happened to make him accuse him of being a witch. He 
answered that his brother had just been bad mannered. 

Arenas or tools available to deal with problems come to shape how the 
problems are defined; they become named in relation to what can be done 
to them. By the same token, problems can also be redefined in relation to 
new solutions (Spector & Kitsuse 2001:84). An accusation of poisoning 
can become a case of criminal defamation of character, and a witchcraft 
accusation a case of breach of contract. In the cases of both the slaugh-
tered camel and the bad-mannered brother, issues belonging to the realm 
of traditional medicine were rephrased into a legal framework. What had 
occurred was not a mere translation of meaning from one context to an-
other. Nor was it a transformation into something completely different.  

Michael Silverstein drew attention to the meaning that is found in the 
pragmatic aspects of language, in what words do rather than in what they 
denote in a lexical sense. To refer to how meaning in this sense can be 
conveyed between different contexts, he used the word ‘transduction’. A 
term used in one language in a specific context is replaced by another 
word that has the same performative effects in another language in an-
other specific context (Silverstein 2003:83f., 86f.). Through transduction, 
the court system appeared as a new context for dealing with the non-
scientific and illegal forces of poison and witchcraft. The witchcraft accu-
sation had been transduced to enable it to give rise to the same actions 
and reactions in the courtroom as it had previously done in Musa’s medi-
cine room. By being transduced from a system of traditional medicine to a 
judicial one, the younger brother’s aim of making his older brother con-
fess and pay the fine had been able to enter the courtroom. Similarly, 
Yakubu, through transducing the accusation of poisoning into a case of 
criminal defamation of character, found a way to handle within a legal 
context an issue that had previously belonged to the context of traditional 
medicine. 
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Safeguarding the Nation 
Last described how, with the reintroduction in 2000-2001 of the full 
corpus of sharia in several of the northern states of Nigeria, people experi-
enced that they were living in a ‘mixed-up world’ that was approaching its 
end time. The implementation of the new law was seen as a way to deal 
with these increasing feelings of insecurity in both the physical and spiri-
tual realms (Last 2008). The movement towards bringing everyday life 
under the terms of law in this manner has been seen as connected to an 
imagery of widespread metaphysical disorder that haunts postcolonies – a 
dialectic of law and disorder emerge where law and lawlessness become 
mutually dependent, forming each other’s potential (Comaroff & Coma-
roff 2006a; Geschiere 2006). 

These feelings of a mounting spiritual disorder that were growing 
across the continent corresponded to the increase in highly moveable, 
unlocalised, invisible, and absent poisonous forces that many people in Jos 
experienced. As attempts to deal with poison failed, they were pursued 
from context to context. With Idris and Yakubu, this landscape of poison 
moved into the courtroom and a new arena opened up for handling forces 
that appeared next to uncontrollable. However, it was not just practitio-
ners of traditional medicine who were trying to control the paths and 
workings of poison through legal means; there was a national project 
working in the same direction. Several of Nigeria’s laws pertain to these 
issues (Erhun et al. 2001:24f.). For example, in the Poisons and Phar-
macy Act (1990), under ‘As to Sale and Possession of Poison for Unlaw-
ful Purposes’, it is written:  

41. In this Part of this Act, the terms “poison” or “poisonous matter” 
mean and include all animal, vegetable and mineral poisons. 

42. A person who sells or transfers, makes or possesses a poison or poi-
sonous matter, with the intent that it shall be used for an illegal purpose is 
guilty of an offence and liable on conviction to a fine of two hundred 
naira, or to imprisonment for a term of two years, or to both fine and im-
prisonment. 

44. A person found in possession of arrows or other weapons or missiles, 
which contain or bear upon them any poison or poisonous matter or any 
concoction of decomposed or other animal matter or ingredient of a poi-
sonous nature is liable to the penalties provided in section 42 of this Act 
and the forfeiture of the arrows, weapons or missiles. 
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In addition, in 1993 a parastatal organisation was established to control 
and safeguard the nation from poisonous forces. In 2003, Dr. Dora N. 
Akunyili, then chief of the National Agency for Food and Drug Admini-
stration and Control (NAFDAC), explained that the organisation had 
been established with the purpose 

to control and regulate the manufacture, importation, exportation, distri-
bution, advertisement, sale and use of food, drugs, cosmetics, chemicals, 
detergents, medical devices, and all drinks including our popular ‘pure wa-
ter’ otherwise called Regulated Products. The scope of this mandate puts 
the responsibility of safeguarding public health on the Agency, and this 
touches on the life of every Nigerian. (Bivbere 2003) 

 

Akunyili gained a reputation for being incorruptible and became greatly 
respected for her commitment to the task of protecting the nation against 
hidden dangers. Internationally, she received acknowledgment for her 
battle against the false pharmaceuticals so ubiquitous in Nigeria (FUG 
2005). In 2004 not a single day went by that you did not see NAFDAC’s 
commercial on television or news reports that NAFDAC had seized poi-
sonous medicine or food. One commercial showed how the agency de-
stroyed different products by driving over big piles with large vehicles, 
leaving goods that were smashed to pieces and were later set ablaze. It 
was like a ritual destruction and burning of poison. Through the language 
of the law, its path had been blocked and it had been put out of circula-
tion. 

Within NAFDAC there had also emerged a growing wish to control 
traditional medicine in ways similar to those for Western medicine. In 
2007, on one of my many visits to NAFDAC’s office at the Federal Secre-
tariat in Jos, the deputy director told me how the organisation’s approach 
to traditional medicine had changed over the years. Initially, it had only 
tested medicines suspected of being poisonous that the police had brought 
in. With the turn of the new millennium there had been a gradual shift 
from criminal forensics to registering medicines. A registration was initi-
ated with an application, followed by laboratory tests to ascertain that the 
medicine was free of toxic elements, and ended with the product’s receiv-
ing a NAFDAC number – as a guarantee that NAFDAC had declared 
that it was not poisonous. 

To register a traditional medicine was a relatively expensive affair at the 
time – the cost for one medicine was somewhere between 25,000 and 
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In 2007 one of the more successful practitioners in Jos registered a medicine 
against cancer. When I entered his shop it was covered with stickers from NAF-
DAC and the walls were full of shelves of medicines that were packaged very 
nicely. He was doing really well and he was planning to register more medicines. 
He showed me a bottle with the NAFDAC number he had received when he 
registered the product and explained that he had prepared it with pure water ac-
cording to NAFDAC standards. 

30,000 Naira.22 In Jos I knew only one practitioner who had been able to 
register a product. During a meeting with the person in charge of issues 
connected to traditional medicine at the office in Jos, that person com-
plained that while practitioners of traditional medicine and governments 
in other African countries cooperated and medicines were controlled, 
things were very different in Nigeria.  

Still, at another level, NAFDAC’s language of law greatly influenced 
the practices of traditional medicine. When Jibril wrote the letter to the 
Ministry of Health emphasising that action must be taken against the 
group that had conducted ‘the illegal election’, because they were deceiv-
ing patients by claiming that they could cure HIV, the statement was 
made in relation to NAFDAC. As the person in charge of traditional 

                                                      
22 In 2007 the official exchange rate between the USD and the Naira was 1 to 120–125. 



 

 

127 

 

 
 
medicine explained, it was illegal to claim to be able to cure AIDS. It was 
also unacceptable to allege that one medicine could cure an unreasonable 
number of conditions. Nothing could cure all diseases, he argued. It was 
very common among practitioners of traditional medicine to hear that a 
medicine could cure a very wide range of different illnesses, and NAF-
DAC had decided that you could only claim that a medicine could cure 
three things. Though apparently quite arbitrary, this number was em-
braced by many practitioners. It was not uncommon to hear them list 
three things that their medicine could cure and echo the phrase that noth-
ing could cure everything.  

Nevertheless, traditional cures for HIV/AIDS were still very common, 
and many practitioners had medicines that they claimed could cure almost 
everything. Even if the wish existed to control the highly extensive and 
complex field of traditional medicine, it was obvious how difficult such a 
task would be. But the ambition, and the fact that it was phrased in the 
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language of legality, is in itself significant. NAFDAC’s growing promi-
nence at this particular time might not have been a coincidence. An in-
creasing awareness of poisonous forces combined with the use of the law 
is connected to experiences – not unique to Nigeria – of an increasing 
disorderliness on the one hand and the ever more present appeal of the 
law on the other (Comaroff & Comaroff 2006b:viii). 

The Obscure Path of Judgment 
In Nigeria there are three parallel legal systems operating: the common 
law system with its Magistrate and High Courts, and the systems of sharia 
law and customary law. In addition to these three systems, there are also 
differentiations within the customary law, as Nigeria’s many ethnic and 
religious groups have their different laws (Akande 1991). In Jos, at the 
state level, are the High Court of Justice, the Customary Court of Appeal, 
and the Sharia Court of Appeal (Plateau State Government 2004c). Be-
low the state level are the Magistrate Courts and the Area Courts. The 
Area Court system came into being in 1966, after the military seized 
power. The structures and operations of customary courts were reorgan-
ised, and the Native Courts in the south were named Customary Courts 
and the ones in the northern states – including Benue-Plateau State, which 
the present Plateau State was part of at the time – were named Area 
Courts (see Nwogugu 1976:2, 14; Obilade 1969:28ff.; 1973:228). 

Unlike the state level in Plateau, where customary and sharia issues 
were brought up in two different courts, the Area Court system in Jos 
handled both sharia and customary issues. While criminal cases in the 
Area Court system were judged according to the Penal Code of Northern 
Nigeria, civil matters were judged according to the ethnic and religious 
belonging of the people involved. The Area Courts did not have very high 
status in the judicial system. They were often seen as a bit of a joke, and 
lawyers generally did not attend them or take them seriously – as one 
lawyer said, ‘You can hear all kinds of stories about what is going on in 
the Area Courts’. Lawyers preferred to handle court cases in the Magis-
trate Courts or higher. On the occasions when I attended Area Courts, 
most people did not have lawyers with them and if they did, the lawyers 
looked very young and inexperienced. The general picture among people 
was that it was mostly people from the lower strata of society who 
brought cases before an Area Court, while educated and more well-off 
people preferred to bring their cases to a Magistrate Court. In the Magis-
trate Court and higher you needed to have a lawyer, which greatly in-
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creased the cost. The absence of such a demand in the Area Courts meant 
that they were more accessible for poorer people. Through this, a form of 
segregated system was created. 

The court called for its own tools. Many people would not enter the 
courtroom without medicine. Houwa – the bori queen of Jos – had, for 
example, once stated that if you had to go to court and everything seemed 
to be against you, you should come to her. She would know what needed 
to be done for the case to be treated benevolently. A general feeling ex-
isted that use of the court system was a sort of gamble with an unpredict-
able outcome. Rather than the law, other things, such as corruption 
(Smith 2008:174), wickedness, bad luck, or medicine seemed to deter-
mine the judgment. 

Just as the path of poison was obscure, so, too, was the path of judg-
ment. In the Area Courts there was generally a great deal of confusion 
among spectators, witnesses, plaintiffs, and defendants as well as lawyers 
about which laws would apply to a specific case. On one of my visits to 
Idris’s mattress shop, when he, Jibril, and I were reflecting upon the long 
(and growing) series of different courts in which Idris and Yakubu had 
met, we tried to sort out which laws had been used. Everyone agreed that 
with the slaughtered camel, the conflict had turned into a criminal case. 
Since the sharia law and the customary law were applied only to civil cases 
in Plateau State, we were all agreed that both in the Area Court and later, 
when the case had moved to the Magistrate Court, it had been judged 
according to the Penal Code of Northern Nigeria. On the other hand, 
while we agreed that the water case had been a civil case, no one was 
really sure of which law had been applied; had it been sharia law, since 
both Yakubu and Idris were Muslims? Or had it been Hausa customary 
law, since Yakubu was Hausa? Or perhaps Fulani customary law, since 
Idris was Fulani? Or had it been some other one altogether?  

The obscurity of the court process also increased with the two cases be-
ing continually adjourned, postponed, or dismissed without any apparent 
pattern or reason and without either Idris or Yakubu understanding why. 
This was not unique to Yakubu’s and Idris’s cases. It is common that cases 
in the higher courts wait three to six years before being brought up, and 
the Area Courts ‘are characterized by delay, lack of due process, abuse of 
judicial power, and corruption’ (Manby 2004:184). In the context of 
courts in the common law system, Johannes Harnischfeger concluded that 
they ‘do not work predictably. Court cases often drag on for years, only to 
end in arbitrary judgments because the crucial agreements are made be-
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hind the scenes. Even within the courtrooms it remains obscure to the 
uninitiated observer, how the truth is established’ (2008:170).  

For Idris, the obscurity was also increased by the judge’s switching 
continually between English and Hausa. Since neither Idris nor Yakubu 
spoke English, half the time they did not understand what the judge was 
saying or what the discussion was about. In addition to the switching 
between Hausa and English, the legal terms belonged to a language of 
their own, which neither Idris nor Yakubu were fluent in. Both the words 
and the practices of the courtroom were hidden under a veil of obscurity.  

In his article ‘The Importance of Knowing about Not Knowing’, Last 
raised the question ‘of how much people know, and care to know, about 
their own medical culture and how much a practitioner needs to know in 
order to practice medicine’ (1992:393). He argued that not-knowing 
could actually be an institutionalised part of a medical culture. In northern 
Nigeria he found a flourishing traditional medicine that was part of a 
‘nonsystem’ rather than a medical system. He wrote: ‘In short people 
really do not know, truly “don’t know” through a combination of secrecy, 
uncertainty, and scepticism’ (ibid.:401). The same could be said about the 
judicial ‘system’.  

Still, even if the proceedings were shrouded in mystery for both Ya-
kubu and Idris and their outcome appeared highly unpredictable, they 
nevertheless turned to the courts. Just as people’s attention was directed 
towards counteracting poison rather than understanding its path, it was 
clear that what was important for both Idris and Yakubu was to find ways 
to deal with their problematic situation, not to understand how the judi-
cial system worked.  

Whyte has noted that when people are struck by illness they strive to 
find treatments – relief of symptoms – rather than answers to how the 
illness and the potential cure correlate with any abstract systems 
(2002:178f.), and so it was with Idris and Yakubu. The court became a 
counter-medicine. No matter that the process was obscure and its out-
come uncertain; the court with its culture of legality was a tool, or maybe 
rather represented a hope, of being able to counteract the increasing pres-
ence of conflict and poison. As Galina Lindquist noted, when the world 
cannot be predicted people ‘hope’ for beneficial outcomes rather than 
making calculated choices based on ‘trust’ in systems (2000:317ff.). 
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Poisoned Relations and Landscapes 
The judicial system has been ‘attributed an almost magical capacity to 
accomplish order’ – as a form of guardian against disorder (Comaroff & 
Comaroff 2004:192), but obscure and inefficient court systems come to 
leave their own trail of increasing feelings of disenchantment and disarray 
as they confirm the very disorder they try to dissolve (Geschiere 
2006:230, 232, 236f.). The quarrel between Yakubu and Idris had taken 
them through a seemingly endless series of court sessions with little or no 
success for either of them. Despite the amount of energy invested in the 
court cases, they dissolved into nothing and the hostility remained. As 
Dewey remarked: ‘Action to get rid of the objectionable has no warrant of 
success and is itself perilous’ (1930:213). 

When Jibril and I passed by just around the corner from Idris’s shop in 
2007, he pointed at a house on the left side of the street and told me that 
this was Idris’s new house. He had moved there a year earlier from Ang-
wan Rogo and the house he had once shared with Yakubu. On the oppo-
site side of the street, several houses had been burnt down during the 
crisis, and in 2004 they had just been ruins, marked with messages such as 
‘be aware of 419’, and ‘this house is not for sale’. Like ‘Sharia line’, these 
inscriptions told the story of a life in which people looked to the law to 
counteract consequences that the crisis had left in its trail. However, new 
two-storey buildings had now been built in place of the ruins. Compared 
to the surrounding houses they looked very exclusive. It was clear that 
they were not inhabited by the same tenants as before. This part of the 
centre of Jos, a place full of ruins, had turned into a landscape dotted with 
new Muslim luxury houses. 

Then, turning the corner, we found Idris in his mattress shop. He had 
sold his house in Jenta Adamu to a Christian Igbo family and I imagined 
that Idris’s old house had been rebuilt by a rich Christian, just as the 
burnt-down houses here had been rebuilt by well-off Muslims. He went 
on to tell me that only Christians lived in that area now. All the Muslims 
who used to live there had moved. On the other hand, in the centre where 
he was living now, only Muslims were living. No Christians stayed in the 
area anymore, he concluded. 

When we left Idris, Jibril told me that Yakubu was planning to move 
from Jos to Bauchi State, further north, where he was building a new 
house. The head office of his business would still be in Jos, but he no 
longer wanted to live there with his family. Relationships and landscapes 
had changed, and both Yakubu and Idris tried to deal with these altered 
circumstances through the different tools available, even if the world and 
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the tools employed to deal with it were equally uncertain. All in all, as an 
action to get rid of the objectionable, moving seemed far more rewarding 
than employing either medicine or law. 
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6. To be Part of a Place 

Once, when Jibril was telling me about the time the union – the Nigerian 
Union of Medical Herbal Practitioners, Plateau State Branch – had been 
given the office at the University of Jos, he related how he had been trav-
elling all over Nigeria in those days, collecting herbs. The bori practitio-
ners, such as the bori king of Jos and Mai Lafiya, also part of the inner 
group of the union, had likewise been travelling to different bori festivals 
all the time. Since they were storing all the collected herbs in the union’s 
office at the university they had needed someone who could be in the 
office full time to receive, register, and organise the steady flow of incom-
ing new herbs. The choice had fallen upon Hadiza, since she had been the 
only one who was sufficiently settled. 

With the grant of the office at the pharmacology department in 1984, 
the university became a place of importance for the members of the un-
ion. However, with the crisis, it became increasingly difficult for many 
members to gain access to the university grounds. Tensions emerged be-
tween members who were torn between trying to retain their connections 
to the university as a place of importance – as well as to old friends – and 
rejecting them altogether. It is these struggles I try to bring forth here. 

Matters of Herbs and Spirits 
Through the years there had been a continuing fight about what person 
the union office at the pharmacology department belonged to. Although 
Mai Lafiya, Jibril, and Hadiza were all listed under the ‘Consultant Herb-
alists’ heading on the A4 paper attached to the union’s office door, only 
Hadiza’s name was displayed on the official university sign above the 
door. Mai Lafiya, however, told me that the office at the university had 
initially been given to him. He had been introduced to one of the profes-
sors in the department, who not only had given him the office but also 
had congratulated him for successfully delivering herbs that had been 
requested. Mai Lafiya claimed that it was he who had made Hadiza a 
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The building where there the union office 
was located. 

member of the union in the first place. When Hadiza talked about the 
move from the cultural centre in Jos to the office at the university’s de-
partment of pharmacology, she maintained that it had not been given to 
Mai Lafiya, even if he was the chairman at the time, and that Mai Lafiya 
had never, in fact, had an office at the university. Instead, the room had 
been assigned to her. Browsing through one of her many piles of paper, 
she located a paper dated 1987 which showed that she was already con-
nected to the pharmacology department by then. Hadiza claimed that her 
name had been on the office door the whole time.  

Of the old group at the cultural centre, only Mai Lafiya, Jibril, and 
Hadiza were still living in Plateau State. The others had left. The last to 
leave had been the bori king, who moved to Bauchi after the crisis of 

2001. In 2004, when I met with 
the pharmacology professor in 
his department office, the origi-
nal plan had been that Hadiza, 
Jibril, the professor, and I would 
get together to discuss the history 
of the relationship between the 
department and the practitioners 
of traditional medicine. Even 
though Mai Lafiya had been part 
of this relationship from the very 
beginning, it was not once sug-
gested that he participate in this 

meeting. Over the years, Mai Lafiya’s relationship with the university had 
become problematic. 

Given that in the end neither Hadiza nor Jibril had been able to attend 
the meeting, the professor and I sat down on our own that day. He re-
called that at the cultural centre, Mai Lafiya had been the chairman but 
that Jibril and Hadiza had also been part of the inner group. Commenting 
on the different names that were displayed on the union door, the profes-
sor told me that he knew that the other practitioners were complaining 
that Hadiza was the only person who had a room. All of the practitioners 
wanted to gain from the collaboration. They too wanted their own 
rooms. The professor’s wish was to give Hadiza one office and to keep 
another office for meetings for all practitioners. When the union was 
given the office at the university, its members had chosen Hadiza as their 
representative. The reason was that Hadiza was a woman, and so she did 
not move around so much – and that she knew a bit of English. Eventu-
ally the pharmacology department had employed her as a consultant. The 
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professor said that he had liked her from the very beginning, because she 
had been so ‘organised’ – even before they met she had set up a clinic in 
her home village. He added that he was very happy that she was not 
working with spirits, only with herbs. 

The professor stressed the necessity that practitioners clean up their 
practices, a task that ideally should rest with the National Agency for 
Food and Drug Administration and Control (NAFDAC), but he also 
acknowledged that it would be hard for them, given that a lot of the tradi-
tional medicine was a mixture of the herbal and the spiritual. The profes-
sor went on to say, by way of example, that some practitioners who deliv-
ered herbs to the department thought that certain plants needed to be 
picked at night, for spiritual reasons. He declared that this was a misun-
derstanding. The scientific explanation was that their flowers were active 
during the night, and the medicinal substances were thus more concen-
trated. He disapproved of spiritual explanations and of medical practices 
that included work with spirits. He asked me if I was aware that May 
Lafiya did that. 

The department of pharmacology shared its interest in the herbal side 
of traditional medicine with universities and pharmaceutical companies all 
over Africa. This trend has led to a move towards ‘herbalism’ among asso-
ciations of traditional medicine since the 1980s (Chavunduka & Last 
1986:263f.). In this spirit, the president of ‘Nigeria Real Traditional 
Medicine Practitioners’ complained in 2003 about the ‘dubious’ nature of 
some practitioners. She argued that instead of using herbs and roots, the 
dubious practitioners performed incantations and rituals. She concluded 
that ‘the authentic practitioners do not perform rituals, rather, they use 
roots and herbs as a traditional means of healing ailments’ (Tyonongo 
2003). 

As a trend, the move away from practices that could be taken to be 
sorcery towards an emphasis on the ‘medical’ herbs has also been con-
nected to the implementation of different witchcraft regulations, ordi-
nances, and acts all over colonial Africa as well as to the adoption of 
Christianity (Chavunduka & Last 1986:263). The chapter ‘Offences Re-
lating to Ordeal, Witchcraft and Juju’ in the Penal Code of Northern Ni-
geria declares many parts of what is perceived as traditional medicine to 
be illegal (Penal Code Act 1990b: section 214-219). Although they differ 
when it comes to punishments, the newly introduced sharia penal codes 
have much the same effect, as they retain almost the same wordings (see 
Miles 2003:68f.; Peters 2003:41). In fact, efforts to circumscribe prac-
tices relating to spirits are not new to northern Nigeria. Legal processes to 
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that effect appeared as far back as the beginning of the nineteenth century 
(Tremearne 1912:257; 1913:148). 

Changing Names 
This trend towards favouring herbalism had affected Mai Lafiya in no 
small way. Mai Lafiya, like all bori practitioners I have worked with, saw 
himself as a good Muslim (Andersson 2002: 4ff; see also Shuaibu 
1990:198). He had even gone on hajj, pilgrimage, to Mecca no less than 
seven times. His path as a bori practitioner had started when he fell seri-
ously ill as a teenager. All signs of life had disappeared and everybody 
thought he was dead. But to the shock and horror of the people in the 
village, he had woken up the next day and started walking around. They 
told him that he could not be Mai Lafiya, since he had died the day be-
fore. But his mother saw that he really was her son and gave him a hug. 
Mai Lafiya had been fine and explained that a white doctor wearing a 
white medical coat and a stethoscope had come to him. The doctor had 
looked at Mai Lafiya and given him an injection. 

Since that day, Mai Lafiya had worked with this spirit; in 2004 it was 
on both Fridays and Sundays. When possessed by the White Doctor he 
could no longer speak or understand Hausa, but only English, French, 
German, and other languages associated with white people. From within 
Mai Lafiya’s body, the White Doctor administered medicine and gave 
advice to patients. He liked to smoke St. Moritz menthol cigarettes or, if 
they were not available, Benson & Hedges. He drank whisky like water – 
there seemed to be no limit to how fast and how much he could drink. 

Although he continued to practice the same medical work, Mai Lafiya 
kept changing what he called it. In 2000 he said that he used to be a bori 
practitioner but that he was now a mallam. While bori was associated with 
‘tradition’, ‘backwardness’, and ‘illiteracy’, being a mallam working with 
the Koran held higher prestige (Masquelier 1994:12). However, in 2004, 
when I reminded Mai Lafiya about how he had described the shift he had 
made, he got upset and claimed that he had never been a bori practitioner. 
He pointed out that there were different forms of medicine practitioners. 
You had the mallam, who copied texts from the Koran on notes, dissolved 
the ink in water, and gave it to you to drink. Then there were also people 
who used prayers against illnesses and other problems. Further, there 
were individuals who just dealt with herbs, and they were called mai ma-
gani, possessors of medicine. There were many different categories of 
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practitioners, but he was a mai magani, and he was working exclusively 
with herbal medicine. 

As Mai Lafiya continued explaining, the blurred and contradictory na-
ture of his medicine became increasingly apparent. Even if he firmly em-
phasised the herbal side of his medicine, he pointed out that the spirits 
gave him the names of medicines in his dreams. During our conversation 
he switched between using iska and aljan as terms for spirit. Through the 
years, the Hausa term for spirit, iska (plural iskoki), has been interpreted as 
the jinn of the Koran, to the extent that the Arabic term jinn and the 
Hausa term iskoki are many times used interchangeably, along with aljanu 
(singular aljan), which is the Hausa translation of jinn (see Besmer 
1983:8f.; Greenberg 1946:28, 60; Wall 1988:157). When I asked Mai 
Lafiya about his use of both iskoki and aljanu he told me that they were 
the same and added that so was the Arabic world jinn. He concluded that 
all terms were the same in the sense that they all meant spirit, but iska 
evoked connotations of tradition and ‘paganism’, while aljan and jinn 
referred to more modern practices and the Koran. To be a mallam work-
ing with aljanu was more respectable from Mai Lafiya’s perspective than 
being a bori practitioner working with iskoki.  

In 2007, when I and Abbas, one of Mai Lafiya’s sons who also prac-
ticed medicine, settled down to talk, he strongly emphasised that he did 
not work with spirits and was not interested in this path. As he said, he 
just wanted to go to the bush and pick his herbs and then use them. He 
also told me that his now eighty-seven-year-old father had given up work-
ing with the spirits a year before in favour of pure herbal work. The spirits 
had told him that he was too old for this work and had started working 
instead with Abbas’s older brother, who since then had been working on 
the same days and with the same spirits as his father had done. So on 
Fridays and Sundays, Mai Lafiya’s elder son called on the White Doctor 
spirit, who entered his body, put on the white robe, and started to drink 
whisky, smoke cigarettes, and give medicine and advice to patients. 

To the professor, and many other people connected with the univer-
sity, working with all spirits, no matter what they were called, was equally 
unwelcome. The fact that, in this context, Mai Lafiya – despite perform-
ing the same work – changed the way he referred to himself, from being a 
bori practitioner working with iskoki, to being a mallam working with 
aljanu, and finally to being a mai magani working with herbs, conveyed 
its own messages. It was a process that spoke of wishes of belonging and 
inclusion. The fact that in the end it was not just a matter of what to call 
things but that after seventy years Mai Lafiya actually stopped working 
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with spirits and, like his younger son, turned to exclusively using herbs, 
also illustrated how the university’s department of pharmacology was 
influencing the medicine that was practiced in Jos. 

Obstructed Office Relations 
However, in a Jos where the wall surrounding the university was becom-
ing increasingly hard to cross, Mai Lafiya’s efforts did not make much 
difference. While he before the crisis in 2001 would often hang around at 
the union office, taking part in all union meetings and frequently visiting 
the pharmacology department and my former field supervisor, I, in 2004, 
saw him only once at the university. At the time, a rumour was circulating 
among the mainly Christian staff of the pharmacology department that 
Mai Lafiya had fought against Christians during the crisis of 2001 and 
that this was the reason he no longer entered the university grounds, 
which was only a few hundred metres from his house in Angwan Rogo. 
Mai Lafiya, on the other hand, had told me that during the crisis several 
of the patients in his house had been indigenes and he had protected 
them. When I told Jibril about the rumour, he stated that it was not good 
to talk about these kinds of things if one did not know for sure. 

When the professor told me one version of this rumour I replied that 
things were a bit tense here at the university. They had even closed off the 
entrance gates facing Angwan Rogo and it was possible that Mai Lafiya 
no longer felt welcome. The professor replied by pointing out that Jibril 
was also Muslim, but he still entered the university grounds. He thought 
for a while and added that Jibril, unlike Mai Lafiya, who only spoke 

Below: Angwan Rogo. To the right: the university wall. 
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Hausa, also spoke English. This skill gave him an access or made him 
belong to the university and the pharmacology department in ways that 
Mai Lafiya could not. In a similar manner, Hadiza’s knowledge of Eng-
lish, albeit rudimentary, had been instrumental in her being given access 
to the office. 

The fact that Jibril, unlike Mai Lafiya, had access to the university cre-
ated a distance between the two that had not been there before. It had 
been Jibril who introduced me to Mai Lafiya in 2000. They had been very 
close. Actually, the first time I visited Mai Lafiya’s home in Angwan Rogo 
he had not been there, and Jibril had introduced it as his compound and 
Mai Lafiya’s family as also his own. It was only when Mai Lafiya returned 
from a visit to the city of Kano some weeks later that I had realised that 
Jibril’s home was actually Mai Lafiya’s. In 2004, however, at a Tuesday 
meeting organised by Jibril, he related a rumour that Mai Lafiya was go-
ing around telling people that practitioners who took part in the meetings 
at the university would be arrested; in Mai Lafiya’s opinion these were 
illegal meetings, since they had been arranged by people without author-
ity to do so. Although Mai Lafiya had expressed concerns that the Hausa 
faction might think that Jibril was standing in their way and had urged 
him to be careful, it was obvious that Jibril and Mai Lafiya, on this occa-
sion, were on different sides of both the union and the university wall. 

It was not just that certain passages were blocked or that individuals 
avoided certain areas; places in themselves created distances between peo-
ple. In a similar manner, Hadiza and Mai Lafiya had been good friends, 
but a changed Jos had also changed their relationship. At an earlier union 
meeting in 2004, it was related that Mai Lafiya was annoyed; he was go-
ing around telling people that they should not attend the meetings at the 
university, since Hadiza was the only one who gained anything by it. 

 



 
140 

 
Hadiza was likewise very disappointed with Mai Lafiya. During the last 
five years her father, three of her children, and her husband had died. It 
had been a very hard time for her. Despite the fact that they had worked 
together for so long, in the year that had passed since her husband’s death 
Mai Lafiya had not once stopped by her home in mainly Christian Gada 
Biyu to tell her that he was sorry. At this time, Hadiza and Mai Lafiya 
found themselves on two different sides not only of the herbal/spiritual, 
indigene/settler, and Christian/Muslim divide, but of the univer-
sity/Angwan Rogo divide as well. 

Changing Clothes 
As the line between areas where people felt part of a place or out of place 
became sharper, people also became increasingly aware of how they could 
or could not move, and how they had to act if they crossed the thresholds 
in the city. Before they entered places of the others, people started to 
check themselves and what they were wearing. Were there any outer signs 
that might reveal that they did not belong? Several times I observed how 
people who usually wore perceived Western and Christian clothes or tra-
ditional and Muslim clothes changed their attire depending on the place 
they were going to visit. In 2004, when one of the families with whom 
Idris wanted to switch his house in Jenta Adamu with came to see him at 
his mattress store, the husband and Idris after greeting moved their dis-
cussion just outside the shop, while the wife waited further away along 
the roadside looking very uncomfortable. She had a veil, and I wondered 
if she was Muslim. Jibril, sitting next to me inside the shop, thought she 
could not be, since no Muslim would want to live in Jenta Adamu. After 
the family left, Idris told us that she was Christian. She had only been 
wearing a veil because she was in a Muslim area. To be able to move be-
tween different places in Jos, it had become increasingly important that 
your outward signs of belonging matched the places you were moving 
through. 

By not dressing in accordance with a place or time, your right to access 
could be questioned. But there were also times when your life quite liter-
ally depended on it, as when religious roadblocks appeared all over Jos 
during the crisis in 2001 and people were targeted and killed according to 
what clothes they were wearing. One day in 2004 when Jibril and I met 
with James, one of the Yoruba practitioners, he told me that when the 
crisis started, Jibril had changed clothes in his home. When he entered the 
house he had been dressed like a Christian and when, some hours later, he 
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left James’s home in a mainly Muslim area in the centre to try to reach his 
own village outside Jos, he had been dressed like a Muslim. 

Today, however, James observed, Jibril looked like a Christian, with 
his yellow corduroy pants, shirt, and jacket. When I met Jibril the follow-
ing day, he had put on a white gown over his corduroys and wore a small 
flat hat; he was dressed more like a Muslim. It was a Friday, and later in 
the day he attended the Friday prayer at the main mosque in Jos. Jibril 
had an ability to move between and feel comfortable in many of Jos’s 
different areas in ways that were unthinkable for most people. 

Moving Like a Spirit 
As he crossed the stereotypical distinction between the indigene Christian 
and the Muslim settler, Jibril also crossed linguistic barriers. Speaking 
Hausa and English as well as Ankwai, his own local language, Jibril was 
able to understand a lot of what was going on in Jos as a whole. Even if 
Hausa is a lingua franca of Jos – along with English and Pidgin, to certain 
degrees – not all people could communicate with each other directly or 
understand what people were talking about in different places. In union 
contexts, discussions were often translated for different members, and as 
all union documents were written in English, it meant that letters, invita-
tions, minutes, and membership certificates, etc. often had to be read and 
translated for members who did not understand English or could not 
read. 

Because of his linguistic and literacy skills, Jibril had been the union’s 
unquestionably elected secretary for a long time, even if, after the crisis 
and with the union’s split into two factions, his position was no longer so 
clear. In a way similar to his ability to cross borders and feel at home in 
many of Jos’s directly oppositional areas, he was able to move between his 
own local language, Hausa, and English, and between what was written 
and spoken. He could move back and forth, communicating written and 
oral messages not only between specific practitioners of traditional medi-
cine and different factions in the union, but also between the union and 
the University of Jos Pharmacology Department, the Ministry of Health, 
and the NAFDAC office in Jos. 

The level of Jibril’s versatility with language and appearance brought 
with it an exceptional ability to move in Jos, a fact that even led people to 
refer to him as a spirit. Isaac, the Igbo practitioner, said for example that 
Jibril was like a spirit; one could never find him. When you arrived at the 
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place where you had heard that he was, they would tell you that he had 
just left and gone to another place. If you then followed in his footsteps to 
the next place, you would hear the same story again. Later on, Jibril 
commented that people could not just come unannounced to his house 
and expect to find him. One had to inform him about what one wanted 
so he could prepare an answer. If you came unannounced you would not 
see him, no matter how long you waited or how hard you looked. I 
turned to him and added, ‘Just like a spirit’. Jibril replied, ‘Just like a 
spirit’. 

It was not uncommon for people to refer to a person who was per-
ceived as not being settled, grounded, and predictable as a spirit or iska, a 
word that also refers to the wind or the air. Being invisible, moving like 
the wind, the spirits could not be seen but felt. They were also seen as 
omniscient, extremely powerful, and able to move very quickly (see 
Besmer 1983:64; Schmoll 1991:239-242; Wall 1988:157). Once when I 
was at a restaurant with three friends, a person who had received the 
knowledge to read palms from the stars read my hand and continued with 
two of my friends, but when he came to my third friend he refused, just 
stating that he (my friend) was an iska. I insisted that he should. He 
started to look at the hand and said that my friend’s palm was different 
from all others’, and that he would just continue moving around and 
would never settle down. People who were likened with spirits were seen 
as very fluid, unsettled, and unpredictable, but also very skilful in their 
ability to move, change, and adapt to different contexts. 

Jibril had a talent for play that Achille Mbembe suggested is character-
istic of the postcolonial subject. In the midst of a ‘chaotic plurality’ of 
arenas with often conflicting logics, people had had to learn how to im-
provise and bargain, a talent that had come to make it possible for people 
to relentlessly keep changing their persona – to continually undergo ‘mi-
tosis’ (Mbembe 1992:5f., 11). Thus, tools of identity become matters of 
imagination and experimentation in what a person ‘may be or can be-
come’ (Hannerz 1983:355). But although Jibril’s talents in this area ex-
ceeded those of most people, even for him it had become harder to move 
in Jos, as the following story exemplifies. 

An Encounter with a Security Guard 
It was a Monday towards the end of June 2004, and I was on my way to 
meet Jibril in the union office at the university. When I arrived at the 
office there was no one there. I turned to the janitors’ room in the same 
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building. Since the key to the union office was kept with them, I knew 
that Jibril had to pass by there to be able to enter the office. I left a writ-
ten message and headed on to my former field supervisor’s office. I 
needed a letter for the immigration office to renew my visa. He was not 
available either, so I settled down to wait.  

When I had been waiting for about an hour, Jibril entered. He was 
very agitated and talked about there having been problems. He was hop-
ing to get support from my former field supervisor, and before he stum-
bled upon me, he had also tried to find one of the professors at the phar-
macology department. Dragging me along, he hurried out of the office, 
talking and walking very fast. I found it hard to keep up. He tried to tell 
me a story of how he had been not only humiliated but also discriminated 
against because he had been dressed as a Muslim. The incident had oc-
curred the previous Friday. At six o’clock in the evening, after taking part 
in the Friday prayer, he had gone to a place outside the university wall to 
pick herbs to give to one of the professors in the pharmacology depart-
ment. A security guard working for the university had passed by and told 
him that he was not allowed to be there. Jibril felt very humiliated at be-
ing mistreated because he had been wearing a gown, which had implied 
to the security guard that he was a Muslim crossing a Christian border on 
a Friday. He had tried to explain to the guard what he was doing there, 
but the guard had not listened. To prove what he was saying, he had 
shown the guard the ‘ID card’ that he had received from the pharmacol-
ogy department. This was a laminated letter with the emblem and address 
of the pharmacology department. The document certified that the bearer 
worked for the union and supplied ‘herbal Medicines to the Department 
of Pharmacology and Clinical Pharmacy for research purposes’. The guard 
had reacted by confiscating it and insisting that he was in very big trouble. 

Jibril had tried to show that he was part of the place, but it had been 
denied. Neither the clothes, nor the explanation, nor the ID card had 
made him part of the university that Friday. Clothes, just like documents, 
could open places up and give you a right of entry, but what they actually 
did was highly relational and contextual. Even with all his skills, Jibril – in 
a manner similar to that in the opening chapter’s story of the coincidence 
– had failed to predict possible actions and their consequences. If it was 
going to be like this, he told me, he would leave Jos.  

Times and places act on us as we act on them – an interaction through 
which both we and the world continuously emerge in uncertain ways. As 
our identities ‘are bound up with the contingencies and uncertainties of 
the present’ they are, as Tilley pointed out, ‘improvised and changing, 
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rather than fixed and rule-bound, intimately related to experience and 
context’ (2006:17). On the Friday outside the university wall, Jibril had 
been questioned; it had not been his place and his relationships. He had 
found himself very ill equipped to deal with the situation. This Monday, 
however, he was dressed like a Christian, wearing a grey jacket and his 
yellow corduroys. As we were walking towards the security guards’ office 
on the university grounds, the new clothes helped to bring forth quite a 
different place, and as the day passed he found himself steering through it 
with more and more skill. 

In the security guards’ office there were two guards in blue uniforms. 
In a nervous, agitated voice Jibril started speaking with one of them. He 
described what had happened and that he was associated with the univer-
sity’s department of pharmacology. After some minutes, the security 
guard succeeded in locating the ID card that the other guard had confis-
cated. He told us to follow him to the university library, where the secu-
rity guard Jibril had encountered last Friday was working today. Before 
we left the office I pointed at a sign on the wall: ‘God has given you tem-
per don’t lose it’. Jibril had become much more cheerful. He laughed and 
stated that he dealt with things without getting upset and that he would 
resolve everything. When we entered the university library, people in the 
reception recognised and greeted me. Jibril seemed very pleased; we were 
known here. The two security guards exchanged a few words and the 
matter was over with.  

Places are in constant becoming, and every time Jibril entered the uni-
versity it was a new place. Despite the fact that he had been part of the 
inner group of the union and had been working with the pharmacology 
department for such a long time, his relationship with the place had been 
questioned. As we were walking towards the union office, Jibril greeted 
everyone we passed. Just as his wearing clothes perceived as Christian, 
and looking for people through whom he was connected to the university, 
this was a way of trying to bring forth a place that he was part of. 

Back Behind the Desk 
On our way we passed by the janitors’ office to pick up the key to the 
union office, and Jibril greeted the janitors just as cheerfully as everybody 
else. When he received the note that I had left for him, he became very 
excited; it was a testimony of his connection to the University.  

While Jibril settled down behind the desk inside the union office, the 
security guard who had helped us sat down on the other side. Jibril took 
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The union office. 

the union’s notebook out of one of the drawers and started to write. He 
explained that he was writing a report on the incident. He praised the 
guard who had followed us and told him that he was sorry he had no 
money to give him. Then he asked 
for the name of the security guard 
from last Friday as well as the name 
of the guard who was presently with 
us. Jibril took great care to get the 
names right, and the security guard 
had to spell them out several times. 

Jibril had not decided to put the 
whole humiliating Friday incident 
behind him when it was resolved at 
the library. Instead, he had made the 
security guard follow us to the union 
office and sit down while he wrote the report. The behaviour of the secu-
rity guard as well as Jibril changed drastically through this process. By the 
time we had arrived at the union office Jibril had not only verified that he 
was part of the university, he was also the one directing the unfolding 
events. Initially, Jibril had been the one asking for help and even though 
agitated and hurt, he had waited humbly for the security guard to act, but 
things had changed. Jibril had become the one in control, offering money 
– that he did not have – as a sign that he was superior, while the security 
guard on the other side of the desk sat looking down, ashamed, at the ID 
card in his hand. 

Through his skills as a secretary, Jibril was able to convert what was 
written on a piece of paper into verbal communication, and what was said 
into writing. These procedures held a great potential to control what was 
conveyed. But that was not all. Through his abilities to convert, Jibril held 
a power to define what had happened. With the paper in his hand, he was 
more than an interpreter of reality; he was a transformer of it. While the 
security guard was sitting in front of him spelling out his name, Jibril 
decided what should be put in the union’s notebook. Through this con-
version, his experience of the Friday event was turned into a form of offi-
cial report. There was something very powerful in this procedure. As his 
actions on this day had changed the place, they were also an essential part 
of transforming the Friday event – the past. Through writing the report, 
Jibril created a past that he needed or wished for. As he froze the incident 
into a formalised written document, he produced a piece of evidence sup-
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porting his history – a document through which he gained control over 
future interpretations of the unfortunate Friday.  

Documents for Easier Movements 
For Mai Lafiya – no matter what his efforts – it had almost become im-
possible to enter the university, but even for Jibril with all his skills it had 
become an increasingly complicated task. That Friday he had been out of 
place, and all his efforts to become part of the place had made him even 
more alienated. However, this Monday, through his Christian clothes and 
by making sure to greet everyone we passed, he became part of the place. 
His actions literally came to change not only the place, but also the past. 
Through his skills as a secretary he was able to convert the humiliation of 
Friday into a report, which spelled out the past he called for. By freezing 
the history in the form of a text, he also gained a tool for future reference. 
As much as himself, he had changed the place and the past. 

Before leaving the union office, the security guard returned the ID card 
that he had been holding in his hand during our whole tour through the 
university grounds. Soon after, Jibril and I also left the union office and 
continued to my former supervisor’s office. Two hours later we left his 
office with three newly typed letters that I hoped would make my own 
movements in Jos easier. There was one letter to the immigration office 
and two letters to different libraries in Jos. Jibril commented that today 
we had ‘really tried and suffered’. I agreed; we had spent the entire day 
moving between different offices on the university grounds while we were 
waiting for, writing, or searching for different documents.  

In a city where movements had become increasingly unpredictable, the 
written document was brought forward as an important tool, even if the 
consequences of using it, just like names or clothes, were just as uncertain 
as the city itself. As though we had not had enough of all these written 
documents, Jibril and I headed on towards one of the photocopy places 
opposite the main gate of the university to make sure that we had copies 
of the different documents. The owner of the small shop refused to take 
our money, since we copied so few papers this time and were such good 
customers. 



 

 

147 

 
7. Making Things Real 

It was widely acknowledged that all the conflicts in the union had their 
origin in the crisis of 2001. It had made the union divided and ‘disorgan-
ised’. The day in 2004 when Isaac, Emanuel, Jibril, and I visited James, I 
was sitting next to the people who, before the crisis, had been the unques-
tionably elected public relations officer, Igbo chairman, secretary, and 
Yoruba chairman of the Nigerian Union of Medical Herbal Practitioners, 
Plateau State Branch, but things were no longer so clear. Before, they had 
regularly met at the University of Jos and had held different workshops, 
but now no one came. Everybody started laughing, since not a single 
person had shown up for last Tuesday’s meeting at the university. Isaac 
declared with sadness in his voice that they had been so ‘organised’ before.  

Emanuel was very frustrated with the situation. They had to move fast, 
he argued, because the Hausas were making headway. On 14 March 
2004, at the same time the other part of the union was having its weekly 
Tuesday meeting at the office at the university, the newly elected leader-
ship of the ‘Hausa faction’ had been inaugurated by the Ministry of 
Health as the official leaders of the Nigerian Union of Medical Herbal 
Practitioners, Plateau State Branch. If their own faction was too slow 
getting ‘organised’, Emanuel argued, the ministry might not acknowledge 
them. Everybody agreed, and Emanuel went on to elaborate on how easy 
the Yoruba practitioners would be to organise and persuade to follow. 
The Igbos were very few, but they too would follow. The Hausas, on the 
other hand, would only come to the meetings they themselves had ar-
ranged. When it came to the indigenes there was a similar problem; it was 
argued that they were not serious. Emanuel, Isaac, and James all agreed 
that Jibril was the only one among the indigenes who took the union 
seriously. If you called a meeting, the argument went, the indigenes 
would not come because they were ‘illiterates’.  

Illiterate was a derogatory term used to describe people perceived to be 
less educated, but it was also employed to say that people were not organ-
ised. Literacy and education were used as synonymous with being struc-
tured, informed, and reasonable. During a visit I made to Pam at his dis-

 
 



 
148 

 
pensary in 2004, he expressed his annoyance at the many ‘illiterates’ in the 
union. As a person who had received a Western education early on, he 
complained about them constantly and failed to see how the union could 
ever become ‘organised’ under these circumstances.  

Even if many of the members could not read them, documents were 
viewed as prominent tools when it came to organising a disorganised 
union. In 2004, when Jibril had been preparing for weeks for a big Tues-
day meeting, he complained that they had no money to send out letters to 
inform their members of upcoming meetings. He questioned how they 
could expect people to show up when it was just him running around 
informing people. Some weeks later, when he was looking at a photo-
graph filled with people who had taken part in a meeting at the union 
office in 2001, Jibril concluded that people had stopped coming not only 
because of the tensions but because the union no longer sent out any cir-
culars. People wanted written invitations if they were going to take a 
meeting seriously and come to it. 

On the whole, papers in different forms were an important tool among 
the practitioners in Jos for bringing about desired realities. But with the 
crisis and the emerging factions in the union, it was not only the useful-
ness of documents that was highlighted, but also questions of whether 
various documents were real or fake. Documents and photographs could 
have evidential force – they could make things real – but the question that 
was persistently raised was whether they themselves were false or real. 

Paper Matters 
In discussing the importance placed on diplomas and titles, Mbembe sug-
gested that in the postcolony not only the few, but the many wished ‘to 
be honoured’ and ‘to shine’ (1992:25f.). Practitioners in Jos took im-
mense care to refer to each other according to their various titles. They 
commonly addressed each other as ‘doctors’, and holding positions within 
the NUMHP carried great prestige. When invitations were written, it 
often seemed more important to get the titles right than the names. In 
2004, after I had been shown a herb that could help a person quit smok-
ing, Isaac and Jibril had had a long discussion about how I had become a 
doctor. They argued that one had to start somewhere, and the only thing 
one needed to become a doctor was one medicine. Following this event, 
documents were addressed to me as ‘Dr. Miss Ulrika Andersson, PhD 
Candidate’. 
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Back in the 1980s, associations all over Africa that were organising 

practitioners of traditional medicine started ‘issuing certificates and di-
plomas, membership cards, with extensive rules of association, even titles’ 
(Chavunduka & Last 1986:263). Although there was no uniform ap-
proach to testing professional competence, associations in Nigeria started 
to issue certificates to their members in the same spirit as a way to authen-
ticate professional competence and counteract outside criticism of a lack 
of uniform standards (Oyebola 1986:231f.).  

Certificates and membership cards were highly valued among the prac-
titioners in Jos, even if the only thing you needed to do to receive one was 
to pay the membership fee. There were no tests, apprenticeships, or any 
other comparable demands connected to a membership. The only re-
quirement was that you supposedly knew some medicines. Then again, 
the potential of the membership cards did not lie in what you had to do 
to receive them, but in what they did or what could be done with them. 
Documents had a force that made events, relations, positions, and organi-
sations real. When I settled down with Emanuel and Jibril one day in 
2004, Emanuel told us that he had talked to the ‘Hausa faction’ about 
Jibril. They had said that Jibril had done so much for the union and that 
they would not leave him outside the union. Jibril responded by stating 
that it was not until he saw himself on paper possessing a position that he 
would believe it.  

When I returned to Jos in 2007, Jibril and I reunited at a photocopy 
place. He almost immediately brought out his plastic bag, which he had 
hidden under his gown because of the rain. As always, it was full of 
documents that he began to show me. Among them was his ID card from 
the department of pharmacology, which had been confiscated in 2004 by 
the security guard. When I told him that I had heard that one of his tu-
berculosis medicines had been tested and approved in Abuja, he re-
sponded by bringing forth yet another document, this from the National 
Institute for Pharmaceutical Research and Development at the Federal 
Ministry of Health. The letter said: 

I wish to inform you that first batch of your recipe submitted to this pro-
ject has shown some antimycobacterial activity, congratulations. We 
therefore need a second batch of the same recipe that you earlier gave us. It 
is important that you give us exactly the same recipe each time. This is to 
enable us to continue the joint scientific investigation with you. We also 
wish to have full details of the plants and other additives of the recipe. We 
shall as usual give some compensation for the efforts. Please note that your 
reference number is […], use this reference number in correspondence. 
Thank you for your cooperation.  
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When I returned to Jos in 2007, new organisations and factions had been 
developing at a steady pace and were now all competing for acknowl-
edgement and members. The ‘Hausa faction’ of the Nigerian Union of 
Medical Herbal Practitioners was still the only group that had been rec-
ognised and sworn in by the Ministry of Health. The group connected to 
the pharmacology department, with Pam as their chairman now, no 
longer saw themselves as part of the NUMHP but as an independent 
group. They called themselves Traditional Herbal Medical Research 
Group and Supply. 

Besides the different factions in the union and other smaller groups,23 
two new national organisations had been established during my absence. 
One was the National Union of Medical Herbal Practitioners, which still 
had problems in Plateau, however, and at the time was lacking leadership. 
The other was the National Association of Nigerian Traditional Medicine 
Practitioners. In Jibril’s words, the government had created it as a way to 
clean up the work of practitioners. While we were taking shelter from the 
rain in the photocopy shop he showed me a paper folder from a meeting 
in Abuja in which he had taken part. The print on the front stated: 
‘Theme: Sanitizing Traditional Medicine Practice in the Federal Capital 
Territory, Under the Emerging Situation in Nigeria’. Text on the back 
stated that the Minister of Health had inaugurated the association on 19 
December 2006.  

 
A blank sheet of paper with the new association’s letterhead (originally in colour).  

                                                      
23 These smaller groups included organisations such as the Hunters Herbal Association, 
Wanzamai Herbal Association, Awela Herbal Association, Eze Herbal Association, etc. 
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Upon his return to Jos, Jibril had been part of creating an affiliate of 

this association. The Association of Plateau State Indigenous Herbal Prac-
titioners24 had been established in April 2007 and Jibril was currently its 
chairman. When I congratulated him on his new position he brought 
forth a sheet of letterhead stationery from the newly formed association. 
In the top left corner was the Nigerian coat of arms and in the top right 
corner a drawing of Plateau State. In between was written ‘Association of 
Plateau State Indidenous [sic] Herbal Practitioners’. The hurriedness of 
the association’s creation and the lack of money for reprinting had re-
sulted in a misspelled letterhead. When the new association was estab-
lished, the making of the wrongly spelled letterhead was the very first 
document created in its name, but it was not going to be the last. 

On 4 July 2007, we were on our way to a meeting with the new asso-
ciation, held at the State Secretariat. Wearing a new suit in honour of the 

 
The invitation that Jibril addressed to me just before we entered the meeting hall.  

                                                      
24 There was also another association that had been created for the entire North Central 
Zone of Nigeria that was also claiming to represent the National Association of Nigerian 
Traditional Medicine Practitioners in Plateau, even if it did not yet have an office there.  
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occasion, and accompanied by the association’s security guard, who car-
ried a plastic folder containing all his valued documents, Jibril looked like 
a proper chairman. Just before our arrival at the meeting he took me aside 
and brought out a paper from the folder that had replaced his plastic bag. 
It was a blank invitation to the meeting, photocopied onto the letterhead 
stationery of the new association and impressed with its newly designed 
stamp. He hastily addressed it to ‘Dr. Miss Ulrika Andersson, PhD Can-
didate, UniJos’. Although the day’s date was 4 July, he dated the invita-
tion 29 June in accordance with the date the association’s secretary had 
signed the invitation. Just a few steps away from the venue, he handed it 
to me. Clearly, the significance of the paper went beyond its obvious func-
tion as an invitation. 

When we entered the meeting hall there were probably over fifty peo-
ple waiting around a U-shaped table. While Jibril settled down in the 
middle in a big green armchair with wheels, the others were sitting in 
white plastic chairs. As one of the first points on the agenda, computer-
ised and photocopied minutes from the last meeting were handed out, 
something that I had never before seen except at national meetings. On 
top of this, food and drinks were served. As the meeting progressed, the 
importance of documents kept being addressed. Complaints were raised 
over the lack of ID cards, letters of appointment, and uniforms; officials 
without proper documents did not possess the authority necessary to 
exercise their offices. It was decided that letters of appointment should be 
printed, signed, and handed out.  

Jibril’s appearance, the food, and the written invitations and the min-
utes were all part of bringing the association into existence. Just as offi-
cials without the proper documents lacked authenticity, so, too, did or-
ganisations. 

Unpredictable Documents 
Certificates and titles connected to the different organisations in Jos did 
not necessarily correspond to the performance of any tasks normally con-
nected to the positions they referred to. There were elected treasurers who 
had neither skills in accounting nor any money to safeguard, elected coor-
dinators who never seemed to coordinate anything, and directors of re-
search without the presence of any research. The positions often seemed 
mostly to be matters of appearance – of honouring and shining. The sig-
nifiers did not necessary refer to something ‘real’ but were true or com-
plete in their own right. In Jean Baudrillard’s words, it was ‘a question of 
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substituting signs of the real for the real itself’, a condition that he referred 
to as ‘hyperreal’ (1988:167).  

During the oil boom of the 1970s, Nigeria’s consumption power and 
credibility peaked and everyday life improved for many. The rapid eco-
nomic growth and the proliferation of imported commodities made for a 
world of highly convincing appearances. During the 1980s, the oil boom 
was soon replaced by the oil bust. The order of the day became broken 
contracts and dreams as well as a new category of crime: the 419. As the 
value of the Naira waned just as mysteriously as it had waxed, a ‘crisis of 
representation’ appeared (Apter 1999:268ff.). Andrew Apter argued that 
‘the “seeing is believing” of the oil boom gave way to the visual decep-
tions of the oil bust, a social world not of objects and things but of smoke 
and mirrors, a business culture of worthless currency, false facades, and 
empty value forms’ (ibid.:279) – ‘a national culture of “419,” in which 
illusion has become the very basis of survival’ (ibid.:293). While reports 
came out on bank frauds and counterfeit currencies, there were advertise-
ments for fraud-check machines (ibid.:295), and 

business centers with photocopy machines, computers, faxes, and interna-
tional telephone lines proliferated into bustling sites of activity as job seek-
ers constructed professional CVs, printed up authentic-looking contracts, 
and purveyed the instruments of finance capital with the tools of the inter-
national ‘419’. (Apter 1999:296) 

 
While the documents had the potential to substantiate and make things 
real, it was not easy to know if they themselves were real – if they referred 
to anything genuine. That day in 2004 in James’s home, Emanuel showed 
us that he had renewed his ID card for the NUMHP. He said that he had 
looked for Jibril for a very long time but had not been able to find him. In 
the end, he had turned instead to the person who had been elected second 
chairman in the ‘illegal election’. A bit annoyed, Jibril brought out his 
own ID card and showed us that the address on his card for NUMHP 
headquarters in Abuja differed from the address indicated on Emanuel’s 
card. Jibril argued that Emanuel’s card was not correct. Emanuel got a bit 
worried. He was not happy that his card might not be ‘the real one’. He 
said once again that he had looked for Jibril for a long time but had not 
been able find him. In the end he had been left with no other option than 
to turn to this second chairman. It all seemed a bit of gamble, and a 
month later when I met Emanuel again, he had resigned. By then, he had 
paid membership fees to three different factions of the Nigerian Union of 
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Medical Herbal Practitioners and was presently in possession of three 
different membership cards. 

The phenomenon as such was nothing new; already in the 1980s sev-
eral different associations existed in most states in Nigeria, and there were 
factions within the same associations (Oyebola 1986:232), but as all 
groups and factions bore similar signs – they had headquarters and gave 
out membership certificates and letterhead stationeries – there was no easy 
way to discern what was genuine. Revealingly, one organisation actually 
took the step of calling itself ‘Nigeria Real Traditional Medicine Practitio-
ners’ (Tyonongo 2003), in contrast to the supposedly non-real ones.  

In 2007, with the appearance of the new association on the scene, the 
war going on through the means of issuing different documents reached 
new levels. During the 4 July meeting of the Association of Plateau State 
Indigenous Herbal Practitioners, the secretary of the association handed 
out minutes from the previous meeting two months before, which stated 
‘That issuance of documents has been the talks of the day without any 
meaningful progress and herbal practitioners have been cheated for long 
through that means’. A bit further down it was declared ‘That the Chair-
man, Secretary and Treasurer should be resolute and transparent in their 
work not as was experienced in the other groups in the past which lead to 
collapse of the Union’. The new leadership meant that the former leader-
ship’s membership cards and other documents had been false; they had 
just been a way to steal money from the members. They – the new leader-
ship – on the other hand had even opened a bank account for transpar-
ency. Neither the state branch of the NUMHP nor any other group had 
ever done this before. The new association was, in the view of its own 
leadership, more genuine, which in turn also made its documents real and 
powerful.  

Which documents and associations could be trusted was never clear. 
Even if there was no necessary correspondence between signifiers and 
what they signified, the signs were still very much part of forming the 
emergent world. As Baudrillard pointed out, since acts, whether simula-
tions or not, produce the same consequences, simulations come to over-
ride distinctions between true and false as well as real and imaginary 
(1988:167f.). The simulated has as much potential to become the truth as 
the non-simulated. Truth is not an inherent static property, but is ‘made 
true by events’ (James 1995:77f.). What is false today can be tomorrow’s 
truth. It is all part of a continuous becoming. As they become what they 
do, the genuine and the false can only be revealed ‘by the results of acting 
upon them’ (Dewey 1929:322). Only time could prove whether the asso-
ciation and its documents would hold true.  
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Posing to Make Real 
Events that highlighted the importance of photographs were numerous. 
Often, the first thing practitioners did when I visited them was to show 
me a great mix of personal and work-related photographs. They kept 
them in piles or albums or hung them on the walls. It was also common 
to call on photographers at conferences, meetings, celebrations, and visits. 
Experiences had in many ways become tightly knit with photographs of 
them (Sontag 1980:24). 

When I was saying goodbye to people towards the end of my field-
work in 2004, I brought cakes with the names of the person or the group 
written on top. When I presented the Yoruba group with their cake at 
their weekly Wednesday meeting, a photographer was called in. A long 
photo session followed with me handing the cake to different people. In 
the last photo I was handed a child and Jibril was holding the cake while 
all the members stretched their hands towards the cake. After the meeting 
Jibril was very happy and commented that he did not know why the 
Yoruba group liked photographs so much. He did not know if they 
wanted to have them as some sort of archive or as a memory. ‘They love it 
too much’, he declared, but added that we had to get copies as well.  

When I gave Pam his cake, however, no one called for a photographer 
or took any pictures. Some days later he realised the mistake and wanted 
us to meet again for a picture in which I formally handed it over. He 
came to visit me a week after receiving the cake, and we immediately 
started posing in front of my camera. A lot of pictures were taken as I 
pretended to hand over the cake and later, as we ate it. When I returned 
in 2007, the first thing Pam asked me was where the pictures of his cake 
were.  

When it comes to making things real, photographs have a great poten-
tial. They provide evidence; they have the power to prove unquestionably 
that a specific event has occurred (Sontag 1980:5, 20). The essence of a 
photograph is that it proves what it represents; it verifies what has been 
there in front of the camera. It is ‘co-natural with its referent’ in a way 
unlike most other representations (Barthes 1983:76f., 85, 88f.). It is si-
multaneously both an ‘icon’ and an ‘index’ in that it both imitates and is 
physically connected to what it represents (Peirce 1998:5). As Charles 
Sanders Peirce wrote, ‘This resemblance is due to the photographs having 
been produced under such circumstances that they were physically forced 
to correspond point by point to nature’ (1955:106). The photograph 
derives its power from the magic both of contact and of imitation – the 
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Medicine belonging to one of Jos’s practitioners, displayed at a national meeting 
in Abuja. To the front is a list of the medicines, and on top of the pile of medicine 
bags is a photo album with a variety of work-related and personal photographs. 
When she sold her herbs, she often displayed this album, as a way to authenticate 
herself as a medicine practitioner.  

forces of ‘contagious magic’ and ‘homeopathic magic’ (Frazer 
1979:338f.). This blending makes it almost impossible to separate the 
signifier from the signified, the picture from what it represents: they be-
come one and the same. 

The truthfulness of a photograph arises from the production process, 
but as the process can be subverted, there is also in every photograph a 
tension between honesty and deception (Knappett 2002:113f.). Photo-
graphs, like almost no other tool, underscore the idea of simulating to 
make real. The friction between photography as a matter of posing and as 
evidence was constantly being highlighted. Not only did I very often end 
up in staged pictures, but I also found myself taking a lot of such photo-
graphs. People had clear images of what they wanted to bring forth. They 
kept changing places, clothes, and positions, and I was running in and out 
of the pictures. The photo sessions often entailed the practitioners pre-
tending to perform certain activities – people acted as though they were 
measuring blood pressure, crushing herbs with a mortar, or performing 
bori dances. Posing developed into a form of ‘playful magic’, which could 
turn the staged into reality. Photography became a form of ‘wish-fulfilling 
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Framed and enlarged photographs on 
Umar’s wall.  

machine’ (Behrend 2003:139), 
and the photograph an incanta-
tion for futures dreamt of. 

Someone who, well beyond 
the level of most people, had 
mastered the ability of staging 
or posing to create powerful 
tools was Umar. When I vis-
ited him in 2007, it was all 
about photographs. As we set-
tled down in his office he 
started showing me his many 
albums that displayed before 
and after pictures of different 
patients. His walls were almost 
covered with shelves filled with bottles of medicines and enlarged photo-
graphs. Among them was a picture of when he had cured the son of the 
Chief Imam of the National Mosque, a picture of when NAFDAC had 
visited him, and a picture of when, as part of the ‘Hausa faction’, he had 
been sworn in at the Ministry of Health in March 2004. A bit nervously, 
Umar pointed to an enlarged picture of him and me that had been taken 
in 2000. A caption under the picture stated ‘UNICEF staff analysing Dr 
Mohammed Umar Medicine’. He excused himself by saying that at the 
beginning he had thought I was with UNICEF but that later he had been 
told I was not, and so I should not care about the caption. 

The meaning of a photograph is its use, as Susan Sontag argued 
(1980:106). By being photographed, enlarged, and framed, my visit had 
become a valuable tool with the power to enact a reality that Umar 
wanted. Regardless of how it came about, most people who looked at it 
saw nothing but a record of UNICEF approving Umar’s drugs. By being 
made into a photograph, what was, or what was pretended to be, be-
comes fixed for the future (Hannerz 1983:357). Photography thus ‘recy-
cles’ the real by providing the possibility to return to past events, which 
simultaneously opens up the possibility of giving them new uses and 
meanings (Sontag 1980:174). Photographs become ‘material realities in 
their own right, richly informative deposits left in the wake of whatever 
emitted them, potent means for turning the tables on reality – for turning 
it into a shadow’ (ibid.:180).  
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The Power of the Copy 
When Jibril told me in 2004 that the other faction had taken them to 
court, he explained, ‘We then already had a letter from the inspector gen-
eral of police from the headquarter in Abuja, stating that those people 
already totally were expelled from the union. We have a copy of this letter 
and this copy is a power to us’. Like a photograph, a photocopy is simul-
taneously both an icon and an index because of the way it is produced. Its 
very production is based on a physical connection that produces a like-
ness. As such, it has evidential force that what it refers to has indeed ex-
isted. 

In the homes of most practitioners, the walls were decorated with 
documents: certificates, memberships, letters, and photographs. Many 
times, from heaps, plastic bags, or improvised archives, a great number of 
documents were brought out for me to see. These were not necessary 
originals or addressed to the person who owned them. By being photo-
copied, documents were multiplied and spread from hand to hand. 

A few days before a national meeting of the NUMHP in Abuja, Jibril 
and I headed for one of our usual photocopy places outside the university. 
I was going to photocopy the letters that had been written on my behalf 
to the immigration office as well as to two of Jos’s libraries. I wanted to 
have an extra copy and so did Jibril, although I really did not understand 
what use they could be to him. On the day of the meeting, Hadiza and I 
waited in vain for Jibril for three hours before we decided to go on to 
Abuja our own. On the bus, she showed me bundles of photocopied 
documents that had been stapled together. The first letter in each bundle 
was a letter of recommendation regarding Hadiza, and the second one 
concerned Jibril. Both were signed by a professor in the pharmacology 
department. Then there were the letters that had been written to the im-
migration office and the two libraries on my behalf. There was also a let-
ter that my old supervisor had written to Jibril declaring that he had the 
right to work with me. Finally there was a letter of recommendation re-
garding me written by Doctor Cheto, a ‘Western’ doctor who was a gen-
eral practitioner at the Ministry of Health. I had no previous knowledge 
of the two last letters. Seeing them, I assumed that most of these letters 
could not really be of any use to anyone besides me and the other persons 
they concerned, but I was wrong. During the meeting in Abuja, Hadiza 
distributed the bundles of photocopied documents to people she regarded 
as important in the NUMHP, who very gratefully received them. 

Walter Benjamin has noted that ‘technical reproduction can put the 
copy of the original in situations which would be out of reach for the 
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original itself’ (1999:214). Clearly this was the case with the circulation of 
photocopies within the union. They could reach far beyond the situations 
for which the originals were intended and be utilised in unexpected – and 
no doubt often unauthorised – ways. Not unlike ‘piracy’ of media, soft-
ware, and commodities, it was an ‘act of taking things out of their normal 
or legitimate frameworks of circulation and use’ (Simone 2006:357). 
Akin to what Brian Larkin noted in regard to media piracy in Nigeria, the 
photocopies, in relation to the originals, had their ‘own structures of re-
production and distribution’ (2004:290). It was not only that the copy 
could move beyond the original, but that it also had its own channels for 
movement.  

A person who had brought the use of the photocopy to new levels was 
David. He was a Yoruba man in his fifties who in his twenties had moved 
with his brother from southern Nigeria to Jos. Both of David’s parents 
had practiced medicine, but he himself had started out as an engineer. 
After he had married and had children, he started having dreams about 
giving out medicine. Afraid that people at home would laugh at him, he 
started travelling all over Nigeria giving out medicines that he had dreamt 
about. In the end he understood that this was his calling, and towards the 
end of the 1980s had travelled to a secret school in south-west Nigeria to 
add to his medical knowledge.  

During a visit in his home, David brought out, from all his heaps of 
photocopied papers, books that had been translated into Yoruba,25 photo-
copied, put together with a spiral binding, and given a blue plastic cover. 
The books he had learned to use at the school in the south-west were 
about how to make and use ‘talismans’, as he called them. The first book 
he showed Jibril and me contained Indian medicine created by an Indian-
Nigerian; the second one dealt with Egyptian medicine; and the third was 
titled The Magick of Chant-O-Matics and was written by Raymond Buck-
land, whom David explained was a ‘white-witch’ from America. Buckland 
describes himself on his official website as the father of American Wicca 
(Buckland). While going through one talisman after another, David told 
us that all the medicines in the books had been tested and that they 
worked very well. They were ‘very, very powerful talismans; they would 
be working like magic’. Some would protect objects from being stolen, 
several others were for love or if you wanted a specific person to arrive, 
and one was for improving your memory.  

                                                      
25 The translator was from Oyo State and, according to David, was like a ‘wizard’. He knew 
all languages and could translate anything into Yoruba. He was extremely powerful. 
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Browsing through the books, he stopped at a talisman for success at 

exams. If you had it in your pocket, your pen would just write perfectly. 
With the talisman there was no way you could fail. He asked his son to 
locate the same design in a folder that was full of different photocopied 
talismans. After some time he found it. Without knowing why it looked 
the way it did, David had copied it by hand from the book and then mul-
tiplied it with a photocopy machine. In the middle was a triangle with 
some symbols inside it, and around its three sides were the words ‘pre-
sent’, ‘future’, ‘passe’ (spelled incorrectly on the handwritten one). The 
triangle was encircled by the numbers 1 to 65. For additional power he 
had also added the Basmala in Arabic writing, a phrase that opens all but 
the ninth sura of the Koran. It is commonly translated as ‘In the name of 
God, most gracious, most merciful’.  

Reading from the book, he set out to teach me the technique of pre-
paring the medicine. Carefully tearing out a copy of the talisman from a 
sheet of paper, he described a bird that I needed. It was black, very small, 
and sang all the time. I was supposed to dry the bird, grind its head, take 
some of the ground substance and put it in the triangle, and then add 
some scent, like perfume. The next step was to fold the paper and take 
blue or black nylon string and wind it around the paper until it was com 
pletely covered. After teaching me how to prepare and fold the talisman, 

 
The photocopied book with the talisman for success at exams. 
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he told me that if I wanted to I could photocopy the medicine and make 
more. 

To me it seemed a bit strange that one could just photocopy the medi-
cine like this, but David assured me that the talismans would not lose any 
strength by being photocopied and that it did not matter if they had been 
written by hand or computerised. However, what did affect the medi-
cine’s power was the quality of the paper it had been printed on. The 
stiffer the paper was, the more powerful it would become. David touched 
the fairly thin paper that the talisman had been photocopied on and added 
that if it had been thicker, like parchment paper, it would have been 
stronger. With a thin paper the medicine was weak inside, but with a 
thicker paper it would be stronger – it would stay forever. 

David pointed to another talisman that he had made into a sticker and 
said that if it was like this or if you laminated it, it would become 
stronger. Jibril agreed with David, explaining that if you laminated the 

 
                 David’s version of the talisman. 
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medicine it would become more powerful because it would last longer. 
On almost any corner in Jos you would find places that not only made 
photocopies but also computerised and laminated documents. Jibril had 
himself laminated many documents and often told other practitioners that 
they should do the same. He explained that he was telling them this be-
cause of the added power and strength. David returned to the medicine 
for success at exams and said that it was the same with the thread that was 
supposed to be wound around the paper. It would make the medicine 
stronger, since it would last longer. Jibril concluded by saying that if the 
paper became torn the medicine became weaker. 

Fundamental to photocopies as well as photographs was the ability to 
move beyond the restrictions of the originals when it came to both time 
and place. Jibril’s ID card from the pharmacology department had been 
produced in 1998, and by now it was so torn that it had been glued onto 
a new piece of paper and then laminated. This way it had lasted and its 
power had been preserved. When Pam turned my handing over of the 
cake into a photograph, it gave the event a possibility of lasting, of mov-
ing across time. Roland Barthes observed: ‘What the Photograph repro- 
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duces to infinity has occurred only once: the Photograph mechanically 
repeats what could never be repeated existentially’ (1983:4). By being 
photographed, events that have ceased to exist are given an immortality 
and importance that without this technique they would never have pos-
sessed. An image world is produced that ‘bids to outlast us all’, wrote 
Sontag (1980:11). While the strength of photographs and photocopies 
could be located in their relation to time, it was also here that their very 
weakness could be found. Their evidential force would survive only as 
long as the paper held.  

Tools of Emergency and Simulation 
It was a Tuesday in 2004, and while I was waiting for a taxi going in the 
direction of the university and the weekly union meeting, I heard sirens. 
After some minutes a long row of police cars, police motorcycles, some 
ordinary cars, and a car with black windows passed on the closed-off 
street. People were running along and cheering while the police officers 
on their motorbikes jumped up and down expressing their excitement. No 
one could see him, but the signs were all there. The event was the arrival 
of the new administrator of Plateau State, Chris Ali, who had been ap-
pointed to this position after the declaration of the state of emergency. 
When the new administrator arrived, it was the visibility of the signifiers 
and not the signified – the administrator himself – that was of importance 
and possessed the potential to create the effects wished for. For Mbembe, 
the postcolony was characterised by ‘a specific pragmatic: the simulacrum’ 
(1992:14). Appearances were what was real and what made other things 
real.  

Just like Ali in his convoy, Jibril knew the importance of appearance. 
He had been planning and organising for this union meeting for several 
weeks, taking it all very seriously. Despite the lack of written invitations, 
he had been moving around, visiting people and trying to convince them 
to attend. The day before, he had explained that he was going to pick up 
his suit at the drycleaners. He would be wearing it in honour of the occa-
sion. At ten o’clock, when the meeting was supposed to start, I found 
myself waiting outside the office in the shade of a mango tree along with 
a few practitioners. Quite upset at the situation, Mai Lafiya – the old 
Hausa man whose name was one of those on the union’s office door – 
complained that because there had been no official letter sent out inviting 
people, no one was there – ‘not even Jibril’. A bit before eleven he arrived, 
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not wearing the newly dry-cleaned suit but the dirty gown from yester-
day. He looked very old; he was limping and held himself up with the 
help of his umbrella. He told us that he had woken at five in the morning 
with an asthma attack, and that he was now coming directly from the 
emergency room at Jos University Teaching Hospital (JUTH). He had 
received immediate treatment at the hospital; they had given him an 
adrenaline injection. Getting very excited, he announced several times, 
and with large gestures, that the injection had had a lot of karfi, force. 

Everybody followed Jibril into the office and it was decided that there 
was not going to be a meeting. After some time it turned into some kind 
of meeting anyway, and it was decided that written invitations should be 
sent out for the following week’s meeting. As the secretary and the only 
one who could read and write, Jibril started drafting the invitation. After 
he had finalised the letter, one of the younger men was sent out to get it 
computerised and photocopied. Invitations usually had the union letter-
head photocopied on them, but today there was no time for this. The 
letter stated:  

Nigerian Union of Medical Herbal Practitioners Plateau State Branch  

C/o Dept. of Pharmacology, Room 22, University of Jos, Date --------- 

Sir/Madam-------- 

There will be an emergency meeting with the entire executive members of 
the above mentioned Union.  

Scheduled as follows:  

Venue: Dept. of Pharmacology UniJos 

Time: 10:30 AM Prompt 

Date: 1st of June 04---------- 

Signed………… 

By Management committee 
 
The ‘emergency meeting’ never took place on 1 June as planned, and four 
Tuesdays later it still had not, despite Jibril’s efforts every week. It had 
been postponed because he had been ill, because people had not showed 
up, and because he himself had not attended. On the fifth Tuesday, I ar-
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rived at the union office only to find that Jibril was the only one there. He 
was sitting behind the desk writing notes in the union notebook. Whether 
it was me or himself that he tried to convince, he told me that today peo-
ple would show up for the meeting. But despite his hopes, they never did. 
There was nothing regular about the Tuesday meetings anymore; just like 
Jos, they had turned into matters of crisis and disorganisation. 

Nevertheless, ‘emergency’ revealed itself as a way of organising an in-
creasingly disordered world. The word – as in Jibril’s visit to the emer-
gency room, the government’s decision to declare a state of emergency, 
and the invitations to emergency meetings – invoked ways to deal with 
unfavourable circumstances. Similarly, simulations, rather than just being 
signs of a ‘postmodern apocalypse’ with ‘floating images’ having no con-
nection to reality, had an inherent creative potential as ‘a process that 
produces the real’ (Massumi 1987). Emergency and appearance – the 
pragmatics of the simulacrum – were tools to bring forth realities hoped 
for. Taken as tools, rather than as a state of affairs, they were not simply 
endured or experienced as impediments to overcome; they were employed 
as means to ends. As Dewey observed in relation to the unstable and pre-
carious factors that intervene while we attempt to attain goals and ends: 

These intervening terms when brought under control are means in the lit-
eral and in the practical sense of the word. When mastered in actual ex-
perience they constitute tools, techniques, mechanisms, etc. Instead of be-
ing foes of purposes, they are means of execution. (1929:v) 

 
When used as techniques and tools to bring forth things wished for, simu-
lation and emergency became means instead of hindrances. Rather than 
being signs of a society falling apart, they became creative tools to deal 
with the emergent world. But like Jibril’s written invitations to the emer-
gency meetings, their effects were unpredictable. 
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8. Wishful Doing 

Fortune rather than our own intent and act determines eventual success 
and failure. The pathos of unfulfilled expectation, the tragedy of defeated 
purpose and ideals, the catastrophes of accident, are the commonplaces of 
all comment on the human scene. We survey conditions, make the wisest 
choice we can; we act, and we must trust the rest to fate, fortune or provi-
dence. […] Judging, planning, choice, no matter how thoroughly con-
ducted, and action no matter how prudently executed, never are the sole 
determinants of any outcome. (Dewey 1930:11) 

 
Uncertainty is not just a sign of a time or characteristic of a situation, such 
as a crisis, but is a basic part of life, as outcomes are held in suspense. Nor 
is it in itself something bad. Its openness holds the seed for hope, luck, 
and miracles as well as for disasters (Dewey 1930:213). Still, for Jibril, as 
for most of Jos’s inhabitants, these were times when outcomes had be-
come harder to foresee and misfortune rather than good fortune pre-
vailed.  

Forces appeared to be working against Jibril rather than for him. 
When we settled down to talk on a day in the beginning of 2004, it be-
came apparent how his troubles were mounting. It was not just that the 
‘illegal election’ had been conducted and that he was thereby no longer 
the unquestionably elected secretary of the Nigerian Union of Medical 
Herbal Practitioners, Plateau State Branch, but he had also come down 
with a very bad cold. He kept blowing his nose. At one point during our 
talk he was even forced to go out to buy more toilet paper since he had 
finished a whole roll. ‘Enough with this catarrh’, he stated after blowing 
his nose, remarking that his condition was caused by the cold wind. This 
was an illness that, like his struggle to regain his position as the unques-
tionably elected secretary, would stay with him for the whole year.  

As he struggled to regain his health and position in the union, he 
found himself enmeshed in circumstances that were not only beyond his 
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control but directed by forces that were working against him and threat-
ening his life. At this time, medicine as protection against misfortune and 
as incantations – hopes for futures wished for – emerged as a valuable 
tool. 

Matters of Luck 
Still, on a few occasions, forces – luck – appeared to be working for Jibril 
and directing events, choices made, and consequences brought about. 
One Tuesday in 2004, when I arrived at the union office some minutes 
past ten, Jibril was sitting behind the desk writing notes in the union 
notebook. This was the day he was finally going to have the ‘emergency 
meeting’ he had been trying to have for five consecutive Tuesdays. Even if 
no one but Jibril and I showed up, it was also the day when the forces 
were going to be on our side – a day when things did not appear as mere 
matters of ‘coincidence’. They were directed by benevolent forces. 

Jibril showed me that this morning he had received two letters of invi-
tation to a national union meeting in Abuja. Even if they were not ad-
dressed to him, but to the chairman of the NUMHP and the Ministry of 
Health in Plateau State, respectively, he was very happy. He was in the 
position to decide who was going to be informed and who was going to 
be invited. Two days before, he had shown me a photocopy of an invita-
tion to this meeting, but these two were originals. It was a bit like old 
times; Jibril was a spider in the web, gaining information that others had 
not obtained. But for Jibril, the invitations were also signs that the forces 
were on his side. There were to be several more such signs on that day. 

At around eleven o’clock, when no one had still shown up for the 
‘emergency meeting’, Jibril started talking about wanting to go out to 
fetch some herbs that he was going to deliver to the professor at the 
pharmacology department. He took a pickaxe from a drawer in the office 
and put a note on the door that we were just out gathering herbs and 
would be back soon. As we gathered herbs in the bush next to the univer-
sity, we became aware that time was getting late for a planned visit with a 
Fulani practitioner, who lived more than an hour’s drive from Jos. We 
hurried back to the office and from there headed to one of the many pho-
tocopy places outside the main gate of the university, since Jibril wanted 
to photocopy the invitation letters. He needed copies for people he 
wanted to inform and was eager to get started. 
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It was the rainy season, and on our way through the university 

grounds Jibril remembered that he had forgotten his umbrella in the of-
fice. Getting a bit impatient with all these things that kept taking our 
time, I told him that the sky looked clear and that it was not going to 
rain. We continued without the umbrella. However, we did not get far. 
As we reached the front gate we heard someone calling Jibril. It was 
Danladi, another practitioner, to whom Jibril had given some herbs to 
boil for him that morning, a medicine against gonorrhoea that Jibril was 
going to give to the professor at the pharmacology department for analy-
sis. So instead of the photocopy place, we headed for the professor’s of-
fice.  

Leaving the professor’s office after delivering the medicine, we went 
out the front gate and went to one of the many small photocopy places 
outside the university. After we succeeded in getting several photocopies 
of the invitation letters, I told Jibril that since it was now past one, it was 
getting too late to go to the bush and see the Fulani practitioner today. 
He said it was my choice. I suggested that we go instead to the hotel bar 
opposite the university to have something to drink and organise our fu-
ture movements. 

After fifteen minutes or so, Jibril commented that there was someone 
he knew at the back of the bar. He seemed a bit nervous and told me that 
it was someone from the union and that he was going to go over and 
greet him. He returned after a few minutes with the message that we had 
been invited to join the man and his companion at their table. On our 
way, Jibril told me that they were the national union vice president and 
his secretary. We were going over to talk to them, but he emphasised that 
we should not mention the invitation letters we had received to the meet-
ing in Abuja. 

As we were settling down, Jibril almost immediately began talking 
about the problems in the union in Plateau State. For him, this was a 
golden opportunity to tell his side of the story. Positioning himself as 
belonging to the ‘indigene group’ in relation to the ‘Hausa faction’, he 
complained about the state of the union. He talked about the ‘illegal elec-
tion’ and the fact that the Ministry of Health had sworn in, and only lis-
tened to, the ‘Hausa faction’. He emphasised that before the crisis in 2001 
everything had been different, that this development would never have 
been possible. But now everything had changed. Jibril was very upset and 
outspoken. He talked continuously for about an hour; the vice president 
was able to put in some comments now and then, but otherwise the stage 
was Jibril’s. 
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The vice president then moved on to discuss politics at the national 

level, where they also had problems with different factions. They were 
trying to get rid of a leader whom they saw as an impostor. They had 
taken him both to the police and to court. The vice president brought out 
different documents as proof of different issues and discussions. Jibril ran 
off to photocopy them and came back with three copies of all documents 
– one for me, one for him, and a third for the union archives in Jos. The 
vice president continued, showing us papers regarding communications 
between the NUMHP and NAFDAC, so off I went this time to photo-
copy them. When I came back, photographs of the union’s national lead-
ers and different meetings they had held were brought out as well as the 
new membership certificates and union letterheads they had designed and 
printed.  

The vice president then told us about the national meeting in Abuja 
and gave both Jibril and me invitations, urging us to attend, as this would 
give us a chance to find out everything that was going on in the union at 
the national level. Without mentioning that we had already decided to do 
so, I answered that we would. Jibril was very happy that we had met the 
vice president and had received all the information about the situation 
within the union. He was also very pleased that we had been invited to 
the national meeting. We had now been properly invited. They knew that 
we would be coming and they would be waiting for us. He later told me 
that the vice president had even promised to give him some kind of posi-
tion within the union. 

Before we left, the vice president told us that his car had broken down 
just outside the hotel bar. Thus, his visit here had not been planned. He 
and his secretary had just come in to wait until three o’clock, when the 
mechanic around the corner was supposed to have finished repairing his 
car. A bit surprised at our presence, he asked Jibril who had told him that 
we could find them here. Jibril answered that we had just come here to 
rest and organise ourselves, and that was when we had noticed them. It 
was nothing we had ‘known’; it was ‘just luck’. 

After we left the bar, Jibril started going over the series of events that 
had led up to our encounter with the vice president. He became quite 
enthusiastic when he realised how one thing had led to another. When we 
had come back from gathering the herbs, he had just left them and the 
pickaxe in the office and we had left. Then he had realised that he had 
forgotten his umbrella and we had started to walk back to the office to 
fetch it. But then I had told him that he would not need it, since it was 
not going to rain today. Jibril pointed out that I had been right and asked 
if I had felt it in my body. I answered that it was just that that the sky had 
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looked clear. He continued, noting that I had then thought it was too late 
to meet with the Fulani practitioner and had wanted to go to the hotel 
bar, where we had met the vice president. He explained in a serious voice 
that it was clear that I was in contact with my spirits – I was like a ‘tradi-
tional medicine person’. He added that God was presently on our side. It 
was God who had shown us into the hotel bar. Jibril felt that things were 
going to turn around and that everything would be solved. Things were 
no longer matters of ‘coincidences’; there was a logic behind unfolding 
events that was directed by the forces of God and spirits. Luck would be 
with us, and the time of misfortune and coincidences would just be a 
memory. 

For Jibril, the national union meeting in Abuja was an opportunity to 
tell his side of the story. He wanted the national union to recognise his 
faction and declare the other faction’s election illegal. Through the whole 
process, as always, he carried his plastic bag with copies of important 
documents, and in the way his father had taught him, he kept two leather 
amulets fastened in his pocket with a safety pin. One was for protection 
when he travelled, the other for meetings and attacks by enemies. Once, 
when he showed me the amulets, he emphasised that if you moved 
around a lot it was not good to do so without protection.  

Nor did Jibril ever attend meetings or travel without consulting his 
spirits, and a few days before the meeting in Abuja he told me that when 
he went to bed that night he would check with his spirits to find out if he 
would benefit from the trip to Abuja and if he would die or survive. He 
explained that he had enemies and that he needed to know who they were 
so he could know how to act. When he went to bed, he contacted the 
spirits by sniffing perfume and by bringing charcoal into the room. After 
sleeping for some time he would wake up with a message that the spirits 
had left in his head. He would write it down on anything, but preferably 
with charcoal. In the morning he would read the message that the spirits 
had given him.  

The following day he told me that the spirits had said he should travel 
to Abuja but should not tell anyone what he was going to say at the meet-
ing. That day Jibril also stopped by the office of a lawyer who now and 
then provided the union with legal advice. He wanted the lawyer to write 
down how he should formulate the problems within the union. 

With all his skills as a secretary, the forces of the spirits and God, four 
different letters of invitation, and all the preparations and investigations 
backing him up, the journey to Abuja and attendance at the national 
meeting was still, just like the ‘emergency meeting’, never realised for 
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Jibril. He had shown the invitation letters to so many people, but he him-
self still failed to attend. I never got any answer why. Luck was just not 
there. 

One day in the middle of May when I was supposed to meet Jibril out-
side Jos University Teaching Hospital (JUTH) after he had gone for one 
of his by then many lung X-rays, I found him already sitting and waiting 
at the main gate at about ten o’clock. He had arrived at the hospital at 
seven and had been able to go in for his X-ray at eight o’clock. I said that 
he had been ‘lucky’, since several times before, he had waited for a long 
time without getting in at all. Jibril replied that it had not been ‘luck’. He 
‘knew the system’. You had to be there very early to get in. Luck was not 
connected to your own abilities but depended on other forces being on 
your side. 

As Jibril’s struggles continued, it also became clear that luck was some-
thing that could be taken from you by enemies, witches, spirits, or God. 
This was an actuality that was often talked about in the competitive world 
of business, where you would not sell anything without luck, no matter 
how hard you worked (see Bastian 1998; Masquelier 1993). In a similar 
manner, it made no difference how much movement and work Jibril in-
vested – how many preparations, investigations, and precautions he took; 
things still did not turn out the way he had planned. 

Dangerous Movements 
Jibril’s preparations and precautions in connection with the meeting in 
Abuja highlighted the felt dangers that surrounded movement and the 
importance of being prepared for and protected against unknown and 
hidden dangers lurking along the way. As a Muslim indigene who spoke 
both English and Hausa, Jibril possessed an ability to move between dif-
ferent groups of people and areas in Jos that surpassed that of most peo-
ple. But as new fears connected to invisible, unlocalised, highly movable, 
and unknown forces as much as to visible, localised, and known forces 
were infused into the landscape, his abilities turned into dangerous mat-
ters. His movements through the city became increasingly problematic, 
and his lack of success in retrieving his position as a secretary as well as 
finding a cure for his illness intermingled and both connected to his mo-
bility. Jibril’s own spirits told him at one point that he had to start taking 
care of himself and stop running around so much. His spirits’ statement 
was echoed at the time in diagnoses made by other practitioners in Jos 
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The women have covered Houwa with 
the white cloth again, and the spirit is 
preparing himself to leave. 

that also connected his stubborn illness with his movements in Jos and his 
struggles within the union. 

One day in 2004, when we entered the room of Houwa (the bori 
queen), it was already filled, mostly with expectant and patiently waiting 
women. We all settled down and some of the women started preparing 
for the spirits to come. From a cupboard, clothes and other things were 
brought out for the spirits. For one of the spirits, an old mallam (Koranic 
scholar) by the name of Mohammed, a blue cloth, a blue hat, a white 
rosary, kola nuts, and perfume were laid out. The excitement in the room 
increased, and Houwa sat down in the middle of the floor with her legs 
crossed. She closed her eyes and started to breathe deeper and deeper. The 
women covered her head with a white cloth and an older woman kept 
telling the mallam to come gently.  

After some time, one woman removed the white cloth and greeted the 
spirit. Everybody in turn moved forward to do the same. After the spirit 
had been with us for a few minutes, the women gave him his clothes and 
he moved to sit in a corner on a 
prayer mat with his face turned 
towards us. He was given the kola 
nuts, the white rosary, and the 
perfume. He poured the whole 
bottle of perfume in a semicircle in 
front of himself, then put a kola 
nut in his mouth and, in very 
traditional Hausa, started speaking 
in a dull and, because of the nut, 
somewhat slurred voice. 

After a few different women 
had approached the spirit for ad-
vice, the spirit called Jibril to come 
forward. Jibril very humbly went 
down on his knees in front of him. 
The spirit told him that he had 
once done a lot of good things 
and people had listened to him, 
but today nobody did. It did not 
matter how much he worked and 
moved around; nothing would 
work anyway. The illness he had 
was not going to kill him, but all 
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these other problems might. However, there was a medicine that could 
help him, and the spirit told Jibril to take out a paper and a pen. The 
spirit listed five food items that Jibril should collect and then throw into 
running water. Jibril was totally silent the entire time, listening very re-
spectfully and writing everything down. He ended by bowing very hum-
bly and thanking the spirit. The spirit continued to give advice to a lot of 
different patients for two more hours, but then he started to get muddled 
and wanted to leave. He settled down in the middle of the floor once 
again and the women covered him with a cloth. After a while there was 
one sneeze and the spirit had left. 

Not much later, at a visit in his home, David, who was not only a man 
with knowledge of many talismans but also the president of the Yoruba 
group in Jos, immediately started questioning Jibril. How could they 
follow him when they could not locate him? According to David, it could 
take half a year before he saw him again. He concluded by saying that the 
Yoruba group was prepared to follow him, but he was not organised. 
After being questioned, Jibril started to cough so badly that he almost 
could not breathe, and David gave him some salt that he said would help. 
The salt helped a bit, but Jibril’s cold was worse again. Like the spirit’s 

 
Different forms of protection. Above: David’s lintel, with two versions of the 
talisman that looked like a chemical compound, one on ordinary paper and one as 
a sticker. To the right: Jibril holding the three protective medicines that were kept 
together with a safety pin. Page 176: ‘God’s decision’ – a truck driving through 
Jos. 
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warning that the problems he was having with other people might ulti-
mately kill him, David declared that someone was causing the illness be-
cause Jibril was blocking the person’s way. 

While looking through one of his many photocopied books and dis-
cussing the power of the talismans, David directed our attention to a tal-
isman for protection against evil. The talisman looked like a diagram of a 
chemical compound. He pointed to the lintel above the entrance where he 
had attached two of those talismans and told us that nothing evil, neither 
illness, nor thieves, nor anything else, could enter when he had this medi-
cine. He added that he had made the talisman into stickers that people 
could buy and put on their cars. He had one on his and he had never had 
any accidents or other kinds of trouble with the car. With the sticker, 
nothing bad could happen. David said that the talisman even worked on 
airplanes. If you had it with you and something was going to happen with 
the plane, it would not even take off. 

Before we left, and in regards to the dangers connected to our constant 
travelling and movement, David gave both Jibril and me a medicine for 
protection against anything evil. It was a leather capsule with ‘Jahwoh’ 
written with a ballpoint pen on one side and ‘Jahovah’ on the other. The 
capsule was sewn together with white stitches and he told us that inside 
was a paper with a photocopied talisman that had been folded in a specific 
way. He sold this medicine for 25,000 Naira each. Jibril put the new pro-
tection in his pocket with his two amulets, showing us how he attached all 
three to the inside of his pocket with the safety pin. David explained that 
since no one followed the law in Nigeria, people needed this kind of 
medicine for protection. To 
show the power of his medi-
cine, David took his own medi-
cine in his hand and stood in 
front of his son. They both 
stretched out their hands and 
then David lowered his arm 
and raised it again. But each 
time he raised his hand again it 
was further away from his son’s 
hand. He explained that this 
was the way nothing evil could 
touch you when you were car-
rying the medicine. 
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That travels were dangerous business was a sentiment that was echoed 

by most of Jos’s inhabitants at the time. Like Jibril, most other people in 
Jos tried in different ways to protect themselves against highly obscure 
forces that you could neither hide from nor predict. Since they did not 
reveal themselves until they had already struck you, general protections 
were needed. As measures of protection, religious stickers, writings, and 
paintings decorated vehicles that passed through the streets. You would 
find hanging from rear view mirrors the Christian rosary with a cross or, 
if the owner was Muslim, the Muslim rosary or amulets with a Koranic 
verse. In the same spirit, a friend invited the pastor and elders of his 
church to come to pray for his newly bought car to make sure that it 
would not be involved in any accidents. Another friend, who thought that 
these practices were a bit ridiculous, commented that the only thing that 
would protect people from accidents would be driving safely, but instead 
they used stickers and thought that God would protect them. 

Drinks as Matters of Hope 
Around the same time we visited Houwa and David, Jibril told me one 
morning that he had also taken Mummy’s advice. Mummy was the wife in 
the family that I was staying with at the time. Mummy had told him that 
he should take vitamin C for his catarrh. If you went into a pharmacy in 
Jos you would find a great variety not only of vitamin C but also of other 
vitamins and multivitamins that were both imported and Nigerian pro-
duced. Jibril had bought thirty tablets and had succeeded in consuming 
them all in one day. He described having sat with a watch and taking two 
tablets every five minutes. He felt much stronger, even though he still had 
his cold. 

Some days later Jibril stopped by and talked with Mummy about the 
vitamin C. He was still taking thirty tablets a day, and Mummy com-
mented that it had to be expensive. He replied that it was only 50 Naira 
per day and he did not have a cold anymore. She told him that it could 
not cure a cold, only prevent it, and you needed to take it every day. She 
added that he should not take so many. He replied that he should and that 
there was nothing harmful about vitamin C. When Mummy insisted and 
said that he should ask a doctor, he replied that he was a doctor and 
knew. 
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Like the amulets in his pocket, vitamins became Jibril’s travel compan-

ions. By boosting his defence, the vitamins became a counter-medicine 
that was constantly fighting the poisons of the surrounding world from 
inside his body. They were protective amulets that, instead of keeping in 
his pocket, he consumed, like the water with dissolved ink from an Is-
lamic verse prepared by a mallam. Through consuming them you made 
sure that the prayer was safely kept inside your body.  

Time went by, and Jibril’s cold persisted. Our walks through Jos con-
tinued, and during our regular rests in Jos’s many facilities for food and 
drink, Jibril started to drink juice, preferably products enhanced with 
different health-promoting additives. One of them was Five Alive – the 
most common juice drink seen in Jos at the time. The word ‘alive’ 
brought with it connotations of a healthy body and future, and on the 
tetra pack was written ‘citrus burst: five fruit juice: with added calcium + 
vitamin C’. Another side carried the message ‘It’s a perfect start to the day 
and has calcium for added goodness’. By drinking the juice in the morn-
ing you would have an invigorating and stimulating future ahead of you. 

Many people besides Jibril turned to medicinal food to try to boost 
their bodies and protect themselves against present and future ills. Jos was 
plastered with posters and large signboards advertising foods and drinks 
enhanced with various invigorating and health-promoting nutrients. Food 
containers were equally covered with long lists of vitamins and minerals. 
Nigeria was thus no exception to the global trend towards an increasing 
medicalisation of food. A very popular beverage readily available in the 
places where Jibril and I stopped to rest was the malt drink Maltina, 
which according to the print on the bottle was ‘a natural drink, rich in 
essential vitamins and minerals which provide the extra nourishment to 
build, protect and revitalize your body’. Its label listed seven different vita- 
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mins with which it was ‘fortified’ and ‘enriched’. Like an incantation for a 
future wished to be, it claimed to be ‘nourishment for life!’ 

‘Without reference to the absent, or “transcendence,” nothing is a tool’ 
(Dewey 1929:185). As tools to produce certain consequences, the en-
hanced food products, the vitamins, and the amulets in Jibril’s pocket 
were all ‘intrinsically relational, anticipatory, predictive’ (ibid.:185), di-
rected towards futures feared as well as wished for. They functioned as 
incantations – portrayals of ‘a subjunctive world’ – a world of possibilities 
rather than certainties (Good 2005:153).  

Whyte connected subjunctivity to the uncertainty that people experi-
ence when they embark on handling a specific situated concern – a mood 
of action that carries the signature of the explorative, worried, doubtful, 
and hopeful (2005:251, 263). Jibril’s actions, rather than being perfectly 
informed and exercises of mastery over his own future, were made in a 
subjunctive ‘mood of doubt, hope, will and potential’ (ibid.:251). In con-
sciousness of possible failures – potentially ineffective, incorrect, fake, or 
even poisonous medicines – his use of medicines was a wishful doing: ac-
tions made with an awareness of the uncertainty of outcomes and future 
perils but with a hope of bringing forth futures wished for. 

Jibril’s drinks continued to change as he tried to bring forth new fu-
tures he wished for. There was a number game going on in Nigeria in 
2004. The idea was to collect soft-drink bottle caps that had a specific text 
inside the cap. After collecting them you were supposed to send them to 
the soft drink company along with your choice of numbers. Once a week, 
there was a nationally televised drawing of numbers and you could win 
one million Naira. At the time, Jibril started collecting these quite inten-
sively. Every time we stopped to rest, he ordered soft drinks. He declared 
that if he won the million he would invest it all in shares and live on the 
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profit. He would not let everybody else beg from him, because then he 
would have nothing left. 

In the nights, Jibril started asking his own spirits which numbers he 
should choose. He also found out later on that David had a talisman that 
could help him get the right numbers. He contacted David, who, after 
some convincing and after pointing out that he himself never would use 
this kind of medicine, gave him a photocopied talisman and instructions 
on how to prepare it. Jibril was supposed to take it with him when he 
went to bed. When he woke up in the morning the numbers would be 
there in his head. When we left David, Jibril was very happy about the 
talisman, but he also went on to talk about Indian medicine being very 
strong. Mummy had been born in India, and he wanted me to ask her for 
numbers to the lottery. I told him that she did not know anything about 
traditional medicine, but that did not matter; she was strong because she 
was from India. After some convincing, Mummy gave him the numbers 
12, 13, and 17. 

As Dewey put it: ‘Man finds himself living in an aleatory world; his ex-
istence involves, to put it baldly, a gamble’ (1929:41). The collection of 
numbers and caps was something that occupied Jibril for several months, 
but in the end none of them paid off. Luck was not with him.  

Elusive Conditions 
For Jibril, it was no easy task to find the causes or the cures for either of 
his conditions. Not only was the future uncertain, but so, too, were the 
present and the past. They were ‘hypothetical’ possibilities, a ‘possibly real 
present, past, and future’, that were altered as new presents emerged 
(Mead 1932:12, 173). For Jibril, the cure to all his troubles was to be 
found in correctly deciphering the past. Rather than a fact that imposed 
itself upon the present, the past offered itself up as matters of potentiality 
(Jackson 2005b:356ff.). By persistently trying to reveal the forces of the 
past that had created his predicaments, he tried to find medicines that 
would cure him and give him back his position as the unquestionably 
elected secretary of the union. As he reinterpreted the past with every new 
step, his predictions of the future were also revised accordingly. 

With his steady intake of vitamin C Jibril started to feel better, but 
some weeks later when we were on our way to the Ministry of Health he 
declared that his catarrh had returned due to the cold weather we were 
experiencing. From his plastic bag he pulled out a package of Koflin, a 
medicine against colds that could be bought in any pharmacy in Jos. He 
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had used it before and knew that it worked well. At the ministry we 
bumped into Cheto, who took us to lunch. Cheto was the middle-aged 
‘orthodox’ doctor who worked as a general practitioner at the ministry. 
When we arrived at the restaurant, Jibril described for Cheto how he 
often got tired after eating and experienced shortness of breath when 
walking up stairs. Cheto responded by explaining that it could have some-
thing to do with his heart. We should come to his office so that he could 
listen to his heart and take his blood pressure. He declared that he would 
treat Jibril’s high blood pressure with digitalis. 

Two days later when we visited Cheto in his office, he immediately 
wrote a referral for Jibril to bring to the clinic downstairs, where his 
blood pressure would be taken. After a while Jibril returned with a nurse, 
who gave the test results to Cheto. Sitting in his revolving leather chair 
behind his desk, he looked at the results and commented to the nurse that 
she had written ‘Mister Jibril’ and not ‘Doctor Jibril’. Jibril laughed qui-
etly and the nurse said she was sorry. Looking serious and facing Jibril, 
Cheto started talking about his symptoms, which indicated that he had a 
weakened heart and that it was becoming enlarged. He looked at Jibril’s 
feet and noted that they were not swollen, which indicated that his condi-
tion was at an early stage.  

Cheto wrote more referrals for new tests and sent Jibril off for blood 
tests and urine tests. Cheto continued writing referrals for an X-ray and 
for a heart specialist at JUTH. He wanted to see the size of Jibril’s heart. 
After leaving Cheto, Jibril was very pleased about all the tests, and he 
talked for a long time about the finger-prick blood test. Later, when Jibril 
finally brought all his test results, Cheto explained that Jibril did not have 
a heart problem, but pneumonia, and prescribed antibiotics for him. 

Even though Jibril’s health problems temporally subsided during his 
intake of antibiotics, they soon returned with full force. Nothing seemed 
to help, and he let me know that he believed that the spirit had been right. 
He recalled that the spirit had said that the illness was not going to kill 
him, but all his other troubles might. Somebody was after him, and this 
was why nothing was helping. Another practitioner whom he knew had 
also told him that someone was trying to poison him, and Jibril added 
that he believed it was someone in the union. He no longer thought that 
it was his heart or pneumonia that was causing his problems. He stated 
that he had never been ill before, but now he could not get rid of the 
illness. This proved that someone was poisoning him.  

Some weeks later Jibril was feeling a bit better. For six days he had 
been taking a medicine that he had obtained from yet another practitio-
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ner. He mixed the medicine with charcoal, set it on fire, and inhaled the 
smoke. The man who gave him the medicine had told him that it was the 
spirits that were causing his illness. Jibril now adhered to this explanation 
and had ceased to believe that someone was poisoning him. 

The following day was the day when, despite his long preparations, he 
made such a miserable appearance. Instead of showing up on time at the 
Tuesday meeting at the union office in his newly dry-cleaned suit, he ar-
rived late in his dirty clothes from the day before. He looked very worn 
and was tired after spending the whole morning at JUTH. Gasping for air 
and shaking, he explained that he had suffered an asthma attack. After 
being treated by seven doctors and receiving a remarkably powerful 
adrenalin injection, he had dismissed the spirits as the cause of his illness. 
He was now convinced that he had asthma and needed asthma medicine. 
He had received two prescriptions for tablets and one for an inhaler. In 
his patient book from the hospital was a note that he should go for a fol-
low-up on the following Monday. 

After he had been to the check-up, Jibril recounted that the first person 
to see him had been doing his internship at the hospital. Noting that Ji-
bril’s illness had not disappeared, he had called in a doctor. The doctor in 
turn had called in around ten different interns to look at Jibril. The doctor 
had asked if they could tell him what was wrong with Jibril. They had all 
answered incorrectly. From his plastic bag Jibril took out a paper from the 
hospital that stated that he had been given the diagnosis of bronchitis 
asthma. While showing me the papers, he described the tests the doctor 
had wanted him to take, which included a new X-ray as well as blood, 
saliva, and urine tests. 

Illness stories, as Byron Good noted, ‘are stories that change as events 
unfold. They point to the future with both hope and anxiety, and they 
often maintain several provisional readings of the past and the present’ 
(2005:144), alternatives which keep an openness to a ‘subjunctive world’ 
of possibilities and miracles (ibid.:153). As Jibril reinterpreted the cause 
of his illness from cold weather, enemies, a heart problem, pneumonia, 
poison, spirits, to asthma, it was not only his view of the past that 
changed, but also his choice of medication. As Mead observed: ‘We de-
termine what the world has been by the anxious search for the means of 
making it better’ (1932:90). He had tried a great number of different 
forms of medicine. Besides Cheto, Houwa, David, Mummy, and the doc-
tors at JUTH, he had also taken medicine recommended by the Chief of 
the Hunters, an old bori woman, four Hausa men, Maryam, Samuel, 
Isaac, and himself. Among other things, he had used talismans, manpower 
medicine, powder that would make everybody like you, cold medicine, 
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antibiotics, vitamins, medicinal food, and herbal and Western asthma 
medication as well as talking and sacrificing to the spirits. 

Still, after all the medicines Jibril had tried, his problems did not dis-
appear. Since he had to be sitting up to be able to breathe, he had trouble 
sleeping. He also had shortness of breath when he was eating. When he 
explained his trouble to one of the professors at the pharmacology de-
partment, the professor seemed convinced that it was asthma, and he 
recommended that Jibril try the ‘orthodox’ medicine sodium cromogly-
cate. He should take one tablet a day, and he should also start exercising. 
Every day he should go jogging for ten minutes. It would be good for his 
lung capacity, and that in turn would help with his asthma.  

The professor also said that certain things could trigger asthma attacks, 
such as changes in the weather, and added that Jibril should wear a vest 
under his gown. He thought that Jibril should be able to tell what caused 
his attacks, but Jibril did not know why they came. Jibril had a very hard 
time deciphering what was going on and what had passed. He could not 
pin down the causes underlying his illness and consequently could not 
determine the correct antidote or medicine either. He was constantly 
given new diagnoses and was prescribed new medicines accordingly. 

Jibril constantly searched for new tools that could bring forth wished-
for futures in the form of health and success. No matter whether they 
came in the form of a folded talisman or a tablet bought from a pharmacy, 
they became incantations that could be used in attempts to invoke futures 
hoped for and longed for. They were tokens of hope (Whyte 2002:178). 
On our way home from the professor, Jibril bought some honey, an in-
gredient in a new medicine that he was preparing from a recipe he had 
been given from yet another medicine practitioner. Already the next day 
Jibril told me that he had been running back and forth on one spot for ten 
minutes and that after doing this for three days he would increase it by 
five minutes. He added that the people in the village had laughed while he 
was running. He had also checked out the medicine that the professor had 
recommended. It would cost 45 Naira per day and he thought it was too 
much, but he would nonetheless try it for ten days. 

A week later, on another visit with the professor, Jibril declared that 
the new asthma medicine had worked very well. Compared to previous 
medicines that had been based on incorrect diagnoses, the new medicine 
had a lot of strength. Jibril described how he was getting well and that he 
was jogging one and a half kilometres every morning. 
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Snuff 
Jibril’s constant search for new medicines was tentative, exploratory, and 
speculative. The knowledge of possible problems and medicines that he 
gained through his struggle was an ‘experimental knowledge’ rather than 
an abstractly rational one (Dewey 1930:100, 160f.). It was tested over 
and over again against the consequences of his unfolding actions and ad-
justed accordingly.  

One day towards the end of September, Jibril, after sneezing persis-
tently, went to buy traditional snuff that he thought would help. He in-
haled some and started to sneeze even worse; his asthma became severe 
and he experienced serious problems breathing. His inhaler was finished, 
and he kept taking tablets against asthma but got no relief. I told him that 
we should go and buy the inhaler and added that he should not take snuff 
again. He answered that he had never tried it before, but he had seen 
other people take it.  

We soon found a pharmacy, but it had only tablets, so we continued 
on to another one but received the same message. Since his breathing was 
getting worse and worse, I told Jibril to wait for me to come back with an 
inhaler. After trying several pharmacies I finally found one and hurried 
back. He inhaled immediately and the asthma attack subsided. He blessed 
me and said I had saved his life. He ended by making the sign of the 
cross. 

As Jibril continually reinterpreted the past to find new ways forward, 
misfortune rather than luck appeared to stay with him. Despite all his 
struggles, Jibril’s situation was very much the same when the year came to 
an end as it had been when it started. His position in the union was just as 
unclear and his health was still causing him a lot of problems. Regardless 
of all the documents, invitations, meetings, amulets, vitamins, talismans, 
asthma medications, etc. he had employed, he had been unable to solve 
any of his predicaments. The subjunctive mood is distinguished by doubt, 
as Whyte explained, ‘but more than that, the mood is subjunctive because 
it is full of conditionality and possibility, hope and desire. It acknowledges 
contingency but evokes possible futures’ (2005:254). As much as it was 
an experimental doing, Jibril’s pursuit was a wishful doing. He carried out 
his actions with fear and an awareness of the uncertainty of outcomes, but 
with a hope of beneficial endings. 
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9. ‘The End of the End Time’  

In February 2002, just a few months after the crisis in 2001, the central, 
main marketplace in Jos – commonly referred to as ‘Jos Ultra Modern 
Market’ or ‘Terminus Market’ – burned down. In 2007, it was still only 
the shell of the once so proudly flourishing market that occupied its place. 
A contract had been awarded to rebuild it, but no actual work had taken 
place at the site. Outside the fence surrounding the abandoned market, 
the streets were crowded with market stalls that had previously been on 
the other side of the fence. Now and then, depending on the governor-
ship of the state, actions were taken to control the spread of the market-
ers. But if they were chased away one day, the next day would find their 
number growing again. With the cause of the fire still a mystery, the shell 
of the burnt-out multi-storey market just stood there as a symbol of the ill 
fortune Jos was experiencing. 

Soon after my return to Jos in 2004, Houwa – the bori queen of Jos – 
commented on the burnt-out main market and compared it to a village 
market, which would be built out of wood and grass but would still last 
for twenty years without burning down. How could it be that a village 
market would last while the Jos market built out of concrete had not? It 
all had to do with maganin gargajiya, traditional medicine. Before you 
took over a place, the spirits needed to be appeased. When a village mar-
ket was established, people came together and called on the practitioners 
of traditional medicine to come and make sacrifices; if they did not, the 
place would have no protection against, fires, robbers, or other threats to 
its survival and success (see Masquelier 1993). No such protection had 
been summoned for the Jos market. 

Houwa explained that God had intended that the spirits should live 
among humans and benefit from them. Blood was the spirits’ food, and 
when you slaughtered animals they drank their blood; this was the reason 
you prepared sadaka, alms, so that the spirits could come and take part in 
the festivities. Nor had anything been offered to God since the opening of 
the market. The government had not said, ‘Come, let us pray and thank 
God for the place’. Instead, all the businessmen and customers had gone 
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on with their dealings without caring. All that time, the place had been 
left without any spiritual protection and had been vulnerable to danger at 
any moment.  

Houwa stated that not only Jos but the whole world was in crisis. The 
world had started with war and it would end with war, she said, and the 
end time was approaching. The source of her knowledge was divine. 
Many of the signs described in the Koran and the Bible had appeared. 
Besides the antagonism of today’s world, certain modern buildings could 
be recognised from prophesies in the holy books. In addition there was 
the AIDS situation that was raging all over the world, and the fact that it 
had become very difficult for young men and women to find wives and 
husbands. ‘We are approaching the end of the end time’, she concluded. 

For Houwa, not only the future of the marketplace but also that of Jos 
as a whole was in the hands of the practitioners. There was a relationship 
between the iskoki, spirits, and the problems in Jos. Everybody had an 
iska, and the spirit inside you could manifest itself and agitate you or calm 

 
As an opinion piece depicted it, ‘The terminal illness of the Jos terminus market 
has reached a critical stage. The vast enclosure of one of the largest markets in 
West Africa has remained deserted, and like a tree which is almost sure never to 
regenerate, the collapsed structures of the terminus have remained on their knees, 
crying for a pardon’ (Ozohu-Suleiman 2003). 



 

 

187 

 
you down. If the right persons had performed the sacrifices that the spirits 
had called for, the spirits would have been able to suppress all the anger 
within people, and the crisis could have been averted.  

She emphasised that the problems were not caused by the spirits. Two 
months before the crisis in Jos they had in fact come to warn her, in an 
effort to help the humans deal with the effects of the approaching end of 
the end time. The spirits had told her that sacrifices of cows needed to be 
performed by all the different religious and ethnic groups in Jos. If they 
were not performed, the crisis could not be avoided. No one would even 
know how it had started, but a lot of people would suffer. 

However, people had not been able to unite and perform the necessary 
sacrifices. She had contacted the bori king of Jos and informed him about 
what the spirits had told her. He had proposed that they go to see the 
governor of Plateau State and tell him about the situation. Houwa had 
urged him to do so, but explained that she was a married woman and 
therefore could not join him. He had then accused her of lying about the 
message. In so doing, Houwa told me, he had also indirectly accused the 
spirits of lying. The spirits were displeased, and one night some days later 
the King had received a visit from a spirit from Abuja. In order to test the 
honesty of the King and his family, she let them know she was carrying 
money. The King’s daughter could not resist the temptation and stole the 
money from the spirit, who turned into human form and called the police 
to the house. The King and his daughter had been arrested, but later re-
leased on bail. As a punishment for their actions the spirits had chased the 
King and his daughter out of Jos and locked them up in neighbouring 
Bauchi State. The daughter had later died in Bauchi and the King had 
become paralysed. Unable to move, he was in exile without any hope of 
ever returning to Jos. The spirits were against him. Houwa added that as 
a leader of the bori practitioners he had done a terrible thing. The practi-
tioners had given him a mission and he had refused to execute it. 

Since people had not been able to unite to perform the necessary sacri-
fices, another spirit from Abuja had visited Houwa and told her that she 
should just make a small sacrifice to protect herself and the people close to 
her. Not being able to perform the proper sacrifices in Jos, she had trav-
elled to Gombe State to organise sacrifices together with other bori practi-
tioners for the sake of Jos. She had sacrificed eight chickens, two sheep, 
and some additional food material. As a result of her actions, the crisis 
had never reached the people living in her area in Jos. 

Ever since the crisis, the spirits had kept visiting Houwa before new 
outbreaks of violence in Jos, and using her own money, time, and energy 
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she has continued to make the needed sacrifices on behalf of everybody. 
She had saved money to build a new house, but she was postponing those 
plans because she knew it was necessary to offer the sacrifices. She ex-
plained that she was doing it all because she believed that it created bene-
fits for everybody and that God would reward her in the end. She had a 
special gift from God that no ordinary doctor had, and the government 
had to come around and recognise this. If the spirits told her that certain 
things needed to be sacrificed, the government had to give her the cows 
to keep Jos safe. She concluded that they, the bori practitioners, were 
working on behalf of everybody to keep Jos peaceful: Christians, Mus-
lims, and traditionalists alike. 

Jos’s Mythical Past 
The fight over Jos was as old as the city. In his article ‘Who Owns Jos?’ 
Plotnicov drew attention to the fact that only Berom had been successful 
in claiming Jos in the sense of being its original occupants. However, 
through the years the Hausas, the Igbos, and the Tivs had also tried at 
different times to claim the city (1972:3). He concluded: 

One of the salient characteristics of Jos […] is its ethnic heterogeneity. 
That, together with the ideology of ethnic ownership and Jos’ own lack of 
a clear identification with the legitimate ownership of one ethnic group, 
produces a volatile situation that can readily be ignited. (Plotnicov 1972:4) 

 
With the crisis in 2001, the struggle over the ownership of Jos was given 
new fuel. On one side were the three main indigene groups – Berom, 
Anaguta, and Afizere – who saw their ‘traditional lands’ converging in Jos 
town, and on the other were the Hausa-Fulani, who claimed that they 
were the first to settle on the virgin land that would later see the growth 
of Jos (Danfulani & Fwatshak 2002:245f.). The conflict was connected to 
the questions of who created Jos and who had been first on the scene. 
With the fight over ownership as a background, several different origin 
myths of Jos have emerged over time. 

The myths point to the importance of naming as a performative act, as 
they all converge around the origin of the name ‘Jos’ and circle around 
mispronunciations, alterations, and abbreviations of words, which eventu-
ally turned into the present name. What was of importance was who had 
invented the original name. The myths were all attempts to erase and 
bring forth pasts – to produce a history (see Adetula 2005:222f.; Egwu 
2004:263) – that would generate the futures and ownerships that the 
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different groups wished for. Being attempts to strengthen the ties of cer-
tain groups to Jos at the expense of others, the myths in different ways 
tapped into the indigene versus settler or Christian versus Muslim aspects 
of the tension in Jos. As such, they belonged and spoke to present rather 
than past conditions. It was the pasts that the present called for (Mead 
1932:48). But, most importantly, they were constructed in anticipation of 
futures strived for or dreaded. 

As tools in the competition over who Jos’s proper owners were, the 
myths, even if they used the same city name, invoked ‘radically different 
imaginaries’ (Amin & Thrift 2005:122). One of the myths, adhered to by 
descendants of the Hausa-Fulani who had come to Jos with the arrival of 
the British, had it that when they had settled down on the unoccupied 
land of present-day Jos they found themselves surrounded by people who 
were ‘pagans’. Consequently, they named the place Majus, Arabic for 
‘pagan’. It was from this word that the name Jos was later derived (Dan-
fulani & Fwatshak 2002:246).  

Several other myths were also based on the idea that the name Jos 
came from a mispronunciation of a name given by one or another of the 
‘indigene’ groups that laid claim to the ownership of Jos. One held that 
before the arrival of the British, there had been an indigene place called 
Gwosh that the British mispronounced as Jos (Danfulani & Fwatshak 
2002:246). In another version, which Pam, the Berom practitioner, ad-
hered to, there had been a spring at the present location of Jos, and his 
forefathers had called the place Jot, the word for spring water in Berom. 
When people from outside had started to arrive, ‘they turned it to Jos’ 
(see also Bingel 1978:2f.; Egwu 2004:263f.; Laws 1954:117, Smedley 
2004:18; Taylor 1993:27; Zangabadt 1983:9-12).  

Yet another myth carried a lot of force in Jos at the time, since it 
tapped into the religious dimensions of the tensions. In this myth, Jos was 
an abbreviation of ‘Jesus Our Saviour’, a name it had been given by a 
British missionary upon his arrival on the land (Danfulani & Fwatshak 
2002:246). This was a myth that the German Pentecostal evangelist 
Reinhard Bonnke tapped into when he came to Jos during his ‘crusade’ in 
January 2005. Bonnke and his team not only identified Jos as named by 
Christians, but they also proclaimed themselves a second wave of mission-
aries entering Jos (Bradshaw 2005). Although they expected ‘considerable 
opposition’, they meant that Christians in Jos needed support and Jos a 
‘divine visitation’ (Darku 2005).  

Through the use of language – ‘the tool of tools’ (Dewey 1929:186) – 
people tried to bring forth different cities. The myths were all part of a 
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struggle over defining or conjuring pasts and futures hoped to be. Re-
garding some of the myths mentioned above, Danfulani and Fwatshak 
attributed different levels of credibility to them, ranging from ‘plausible’ 
to having ‘no historical substance’ (2002:246). But in the end, truth was a 
matter of consequences. As James put it, one can say of truth either that 
‘“it is useful because it is true” or that “it is true because it is useful.” Both 
these phrases mean exactly the same thing’ (1995:79). The importance of 
the myths lay in how well they tapped into the tensions in Jos – the condi-
tions of the present – and how forcefully they acted for realities wished 
for. What would hold true in the future, only time could tell. But what 
was of importance for Jos’s inhabitants was what the myths did. If they 
enabled access to pasts and futures dreamt of, they held true from that 
perspective. 

Saving a Divided Land  
When Houwa was a young girl, Aisha performed girka – the initiation 
into bori – for her. Aisha, a Muslim woman now in her eighties, had been 
working with spirits since she was fourteen. She lived in the same village 
in the north of Jos that the King of bori had lived in. During a visit in her 
home in 2004 she told me quite a different story to what Houwa had told 
me of why the King had moved to Bauchi. She described how his chil-
dren had forced him to move against his will, because they did not think 
that Jos was safe for him anymore. Regardless of this, her description of 
the situation in Jos was not that different from Houwa’s. Aisha had just 
attended a wedding, and she complained that the bori practitioners had 
not performed as was customary. There were no bori festivals in Jos any-
more, because the practitioners there were not united. When they ar-
ranged meetings, either nobody attended or they were fighting.  

It had all started around ten years before. Aisha had told the King that 
they should sacrifice a cow for the maintenance of peace in Jos, but it 
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never happened because the practitioners were not united. Some years 
later she made the same proposal again, with the same result. Then 
Houwa made the same suggestion in 2001, likewise in vain. Aisha ended 
by saying that they were now going to try once again to unite so they 
could sacrifice a cow to ensure that peace was kept in Jos. Sacrifices 
needed to be made on behalf of everyone, but it was hard to unite people, 
since they wished for different things.  

Nothing seemed to change. When Houwa and I had a reunion in her 
home in 2007, no communal sacrifices had been made as an effort to save 
Jos, and her beloved husband had passed away. She went on to tell me 
that before the election in 2007, a politician from the House of Represen-
tatives in Plateau State had come to her when she was working with the 
spirits. He had asked how things would turn out for Plateau State and 
Nigeria after the election. The spirits had answered that things would go 
badly for Nigeria if the election was held on the day it was planned, but if 
the election was just moved one day, things would become better. This 
was never done, and the politician returned to Houwa afterwards to ask if 
there was anything else that could be done. The spirits told him that the 
only thing that now could save the country was if all the practitioners of 
traditional medicine were called together to pray and sacrifice for the 
nation. If this was not done, divided Nigeria with all its conflicts could 
not be saved. 

In a Jos and a Nigeria felt to be on a path of steady decay, Houwa’s 
fears that the world was coming to an end were echoed in other Nigerian 
voices (Agbu 2004:18f.; Last 2008:42, 58). With hardships that seemed 
to have no end, ‘Only God can save us’ had become a familiar saying 
(Hackett 1998:260). People’s trust in the future was hanging on a thin 
thread. Shops and businesses that lined the streets of Jos carried the most 
fateful names – ‘God’s Will Modern Supermarket’, ‘God’s Time: Eye 
Wear, Optical and Clock Collection Centre’, ‘Miracle Curtains: A Div. of 
Miracle Shopping Centre’, and ‘God’s Miracle Ventures’.  
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‘In the end, words seem to be the only weapons one has to defend one-

self against the city’, wrote De Boeck (2004:258). People were looking at 
the country as well as their city with both wishes and fears. A friend in Jos 
explained that all his children’s names in Igbo meant God’s will and simi-
lar things. He added that Nigerians liked names that meant something. 
Another friend, who gave birth to a child just after the crisis, named her 
child Peace as a way of praying that peace would prevail in Jos from then 
on. The names chosen for children, like the motto ‘Plateau: Home of 
Peace and Tourism’, the signboards advertising companies like ‘Peace 
Herbal Health Care Centre’ and ‘Peace Comm: Computer & Phone Re-
pairs’, and car stickers with messages like ‘It is Well with Plateau State’ or 
‘the Peace of God Shall Reign in Plateau’, were acts of wishful doing: crea-
tive actions of the imaginary – a wish-fulfilling mythmaking (Dewey 
1929:346). 

As spells that were invoked over and over again to overcome felt ab-
sences and to summon futures wished for, they were vehicles for desire 
and hope – ‘verbal missiles of magical power’ (Malinowski 1965:248). At 
the same time that the inhabitants were invoking Jos as a peaceful city, 
there was a deep-seated awareness of an absence of peace. The home of 
peace was a utopia, a dreamt-of Jos – an imagined perfect place, a future 
wished to be as well as a paradise lost. 

The inhabitants of Jos were raising voices for peace, but this was done 
in a context where the words used often invoked strongly oppositional 
futures. Only the future could tell what Jos would become and what im-
ages and wishes would hold true. The world was still in the making – ‘still 
pursuing its adventures’ (James 1995:99). But it was a future dreaded, 
and people’s actions were many times made in a spirit of hopelessness as 
much as in hope. In the end of the end time, people were praying for 
miracles. 
 

* * * 
 

My fieldwork in Jos started out as a study of traditional medicine, but 
came to be about life in a city struck by violence and divisions. Central to 
the book has been uncertainty, interdictions, and possibilities, and the 
tools employed to find ways forward. As I write this, an uneasy calm pre-
vails in Jos after a year of intense violence. It is election time and military 
helicopters are hovering over the city. Business is stagnant after months of 
curfew. People are eager to get on with their lives, but, wherever it leads, 
the city appears to be on its own path. 
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Short Biographies of Selected Informants 

David 
David, a Yoruba man in his fifties, moved from southern Nigeria to Jos 
when he was in his twenties. After starting his own family he began hav-
ing dreams about dispensing medicine. In the end he understood that this 
was his calling, and towards the end of the 1980s travelled to a secret 
school in south-west Nigeria to increase his medical knowledge. David 
was the president of a group that organised most of the Yoruba practitio-
ners in Jos. 

Emanuel 
Emanuel was an Igbo practitioner born in Jos. He decided when he left 
secondary school in the early 1980s to continue with the herbal work he 
had inherited from his mother. He referred to himself as a Chief Doctor 
and saw himself as the leader of all the Igbo practitioners in Plateau State. 

Houwa 
Houwa, a Muslim Fulani woman in her fifties, moved to Jos as a girl 
when she married. She had been ill as a child and was cured through an 
initiation into bori. Although she did not start working with the spirits 
and giving medicine until her menopause, she became a very prominent 
practitioner and she carried the title of bori queen of Jos. Before the crisis, 
she had been the treasurer of NUMHP in Jos. 
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Hadiza 
Hadiza, a Christian Rukuba woman in her sixties, had been part of 
NUMHP since the 1980s and had subsequently come to be the only prac-
titioner who was regularly compensated by the Jos University Pharmacol-
ogy Department as a consultant herbalist. It was her name that was dis-
played on the small official university sign above the union’s office door. 

Ibrahim  
Ibrahim, a Muslim Hausa man, had been the chairman of NUMHP be-
fore the crisis. During the crisis his house was burnt down and he subse-
quently moved further north in Nigeria. 

Idris 
Idris, a Muslim Fulani man in his sixties, was born further north and 
moved to Jos in the 1960s. After living in the city for twelve years he 
bought land and built a house in Jenta Adamu. His house was destroyed 
during the crisis in 2001 and he ended up temporarily renting a house in 
Angwan Rogo together with Yakubu, another practitioner. He had inher-
ited his father’s knowledge of medicine, but he subsequently acquired 
more knowledge through dreams and became a mallam. Besides his medi-
cal practice he also had a mattress shop in the centre of Jos.  

Isaac 
Isaac was born in a village in southern Nigeria in the 1940s and moved to 
Jos in 1997. Newly arrived in the city, he settled in Angwan Rogo. But 
during the crisis, Isaac’s house was burnt down and he moved to the 
south-western outskirts of Jos. While he had felt safer there, business did 
not go well at all, and in 2007 Isaac moved his business elsewhere and left 
Jos. 
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James 
James, a Yoruba man in his thirties, was born in Jos. He was the chairman 
of the group that organised most of the Yoruba practitioners in Jos.  

Jibril 
Jibril was born in 1943 into a Muslim and indigene family in Shendam, in 
the southern part of Plateau State. His family moved to Jos when he was 
about thirteen. He learned at an early age how to read and write, and he 
also began learning medicine from his father and grandfather. However, it 
was not until he joined the army that he began to practice medicine. After 
retiring, he moved in 1996 to a small village about thirty kilometres out-
side Jos in the bush of Bassa local government to stay closer to his clients 
in the military barracks. Jibril had been part of the inner circle of 
NUMHP since its establishment in the early 1980s. Before the crisis he 
had been its unquestionable elected secretary. He was listed as one of 
three ‘consultant herbalist doctors’ on the union’s office door at the Jos 
University Pharmacology Department.  

Mai Lafiya 
Mai Lafiya, a Muslim Hausa man in his eighties, was born in Kano. His 
path as a bori practitioner started when he fell seriously ill as a teenager, 
and he later moved to Jos in connection with his treatment of a patient. 
During the 1980s, when NUMHP had an office at the cultural centre, he 
had been its chairman. He was one of the three practitioners listed as 
‘consultant herbalist doctors’ on the union’s office door at the Jos Univer-
sity Pharmacology Department.  

Pam 
Pam, a Berom man in his sixties, was born and had lived all his life in 
what was today the Congo Russia area of Jos. He was not only one of the 
early Berom converts to Christianity, but also one of the few Beroms who 
had received a Western education early on. The medicine he practiced 
today was a mixture of ‘orthodox’ and ‘traditional’ medicine. He had pre-
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ceded Ibrahim, the chairman who was in office before the crisis, as chair-
man of NUMHP.  

Samuel  
Samuel was a Christian Rukuba man who had lived all his life in the bush 
in Bassa local government. In 1998, he was elected chairman of NUMHP 
in Bassa local government.  

Yakubu 
Yakubu, a Muslim Hausa man in his late fifties, moved to Jos as a teen-
ager from the more northern part of Nigeria. Before the crisis of 2001, he 
lived in Kabong in Jos. But his house was burnt down and he moved 
temporarily to Angwan Rogo, where he rented a house with Idris, an-
other practitioner. After going to a Koranic school he had given up bori 
medicine, which his father and grandfather had also practiced, and he now 
exclusively performed the practices of a mallam. 



 

 

197 

 
References 

Abdu, Hussaini. 2002. Religion, Democratisation and National Integra-
tion in Nigeria. In Ethno-Religious Conflicts and Democracy in Nigeria: 
Challenges, ed. E. E. O. Alemika & F. Okoye, 143–184. Kaduna, Ni-
geria: Human Rights Monitor. 

Abimaje, Achor, & Sunday Isuwa. 2010. Skeletal Business Activities 
Commence in Jos. Leadership, 22 January 2010. 
http://allafrica.com/stories/201001220634.html (accessed 22 January 
2010). 

Achebe, Chinua. 1986. Things Fall Apart. Oxford: Heinemann Educa-
tional Publishers. 

Achi, Louis, & Stanley Nkwocha. 2008. Jos: Blood On Its Streets, Again. 
Leadership, 1 December 2008. 
http://leadership.nigeriannewsservice.com/news/132/ARTICLE/3202
/2008-12-01.html (accessed 2 December 2008). 

Adam, Sagai John. 2004. Do You Want To Die? (All the GSM Killer 
Numbers). GSMToday, 31 March 2004. http://www.mail-
archive.com/gsmtoday@freelists.org/msg00140.html (accessed 13 
December 2006). 

Adebanwi, Wale. 2009. Terror, Territoriality and the Struggle for Indige-
neity and Citizenship in Northern Nigeria. Citizenship Studies 13(4): 
349–363. 

Adekunle, Tunmise. 2004. Indomie Distributors Say Crisis Was Sabo-
tage. Thisday, 8 June 2004. 
http://www.thisdayonline.com/archive/2004/06/08/20040608bus13.
html (accessed 4 August 2009). 

Adepoju, Aderanti. 1981. Military Rule and Population Issues in Nigeria. 
African Affairs 80(318): 29–47. 

Adetula, Victor A. O. 2005. Ethnicity and the Dynamics of City Politics: 
The Case of Jos. In Urban Africa: Changing Contours of Survival in the 
City, ed. A. M. Simone & A. Abdelghani, 206–234. London, Dakar: 
Zed Books in association with CODESRIA. 

Adinoyi, Seriki. 2010. Nigeria: Jos Killings – ‘We Found 16 Decomposed 
Bodies of Women’. Thisday, 4 June 2010. 
http://allafrica.com/stories/201006071576.html (accessed 15 June 
2010). 

Africa Research Bulletin. 2010. Nigeria: Sectarian Clashes in Jos. Africa 
Research Bulletin: Political, Social and Cultural Series 47(1): 18265–
18266. 

 



 
198 

 Agbu, Jane-Frances. 2004. From ‘Koro’ to GSM ‘Killer Calls’ Scare in 
Nigeria: A Psychological View. CODESRIA Bulletin. 3 & 4: 16–19. 

Aguiyi, J. C., et al. 2001. Blood Chemistry of Rats Pretreated with Mu-
cuna Pruriens Seed Aqueous Extract MP101UJ after Echis Carinatus 
Venom Challenge. Phytotherapy Research 15: 712–714. 

Ahmed, Chanfi. 2008. Introduction to Special Issue: Performing Islamic 
Revival in Africa. Africa Today 54(4): vii–xiii. 

Akande, Jadesola. 1991. The Legal Order and the Administration of Fed-
eral and State Courts. Publius 21(4, Federalism in Nigeria: Toward 
Federal Democracy): 61–73. 

Alemika, Etannibi E. O. 2002. Sociological Analysis of Ethnic and Reli-
gious Conflicts in the Middle Belt of Nigeria. In Ethno-Religious Con-
flicts and Democracy in Nigeria: Challenges, ed. E. E. O. Alemika & F. 
Okoye, 1–24. Kaduna, Nigeria: Human Rights Monitor. 

Ali, Yusuf O. 2002. Impact of Ethnicity and Religion on Democracy. In 
Ethno-Religious Conflicts and Democracy in Nigeria: Challenges, ed. E. 
E. O. Alemika & F. Okoye, 71–116. Kaduna, Nigeria: Human 
Rights Monitor. 

Alkali, Ali. 2010. Nigeria: 13 Men Arrested With Guns in Kaduna. Lead-
ership, 24 January 2010. 
http://allafrica.com/stories/201001250015.html (accessed 24 January 
2010). 

Alubo, S. Ogoh. 1990. Doctoring as Business: A Study of Entrepreneu-
rial Medicine in Nigeria. Medical Anthropology 12: 305–324. 

Ames, C. G. 1972. Gazetteers of the Northern Provinces of Nigeria, Volume 
IV: The Highland Chieftaincies (Plateau Province). London: Frank Cass 
& Co. 

Amin, Ash, & Nigel Thrift. 2005. Cities: Reimagining the Urban. Cam-
bridge: Polity Press. 

Amos, S., et al. 1998. Inhibitory Effects of the Aqueous Extract of 
Pavetta crassipes Leaves on Gastrointestinal and Uterine Smooth 
Muscle Preparations Isolated from Rabbits, Guinea Pigs and Rats. 
Journal of Ethnopharmacology 61(3): 209–213. 

Anderson, Jon. 2004. Talking Whilst Walking: A Geographical Archae-
ology of Knowledge. Area 36(3): 254–261. 

Andersson, Ulrika. 2002. Working with Spirits among Muslim Hausa in 
Nigeria: A Study of Bori in Jos. Working Papers in Cultural Anthropol-
ogy. Uppsala: Department of Cultural Anthropology and Ethnology.  

Anthony, Douglas A. 2002. Poison and Medicine: Ethnicity, Power, and 
Violence in a Nigerian City, 1966 to 1986. Portsmouth, NH: Heine-
mann. 

Apter, Andrew. 1999. IBB = 419: Nigerian Democracy and the Politics 
of Illusion. In Civil Society and the Political Imagination in Africa: 
Critical Perspectives, ed. J. L. Comaroff & J. Comaroff, 267–307. Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press. 

Aremu, L. O. 1980. Criminal Responsibility for Homicide in Nigeria and 
Supernatural Beliefs. The International and Comparative Law Quarterly 
29(1): 112–131. 



 

 

199 

 Audu, Onoja. 2010. Nigeria: Jos Crisis – Fulanis Seek New Identity. 
Daily Independent, 24 June 2010. 
http://allafrica.com/stories/201006250313.html (accessed 30 June 
2010). 

——— & Rafiu Ajakaye. 2008. Nigeria: 50 Killed, Two Generals 
Wounded in Plateau LG Poll Crisis. Daily Independent, 28 November 
2008. http://allafrica.com/stories/200812010690.html (accessed 3 
December 2008). 

Austin, J. L. 1962. How to Do Things with Words: The William James Lec-
tures Delivered at Harvard University in 1955. London: Oxford Uni-
versity Press. 

Bach, Daniel C. 1997. Indigeneity, Ethnicity, and Federalism. In Transi-
tion Without End: Nigerian Politics and Civil Society Under Babangida, 
ed. L. Diamond, A. Kirk-Greene & O. Oyediran, 333–349. Boulder, 
CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers. 

Badaru, Shina. 2007. Nigeria: Telecoms Subscriber Base Hits 45.5 Mil-
lion. Thisday, 29 October 2007. 
http://allafrica.com/stories/200710291366.html (accessed 31 October 
2007). 

Bakhtin, M. M. 1994. The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays. Austin: Uni-
versity of Texas Press. 

Barthes, Roland. 1983. Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography. New 
York: Hill and Wang. 

Bastian, Misty L. 1998. Fires, Tricksters and Poisoned Medicines: Popu-
lar Cultures of Rumor in Onitsha, Nigeria and Its Markets. Etnofoor 
XI(2): 111–132. 

——— 2006. ‘Terror against Terror’: 9/11 or ‘Kano War’ in the Nigerian 
Electronic Press? In Terror and Violence: Imagination and the Unimag-
inable, ed. A. Strathern, P. J. Stewart & N. L. Whitehead, 40–60. 
London: Pluto Press. 

Baudrillard, Jean. 1988. Selected Writings. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
Bawa, Idris, & Victoria Ijeoma Nwogwu. 2002. The Jos Crisis. In Hope 

Betrayed? A Report on Impunity and State-Sponsored Violence in Nigeria, 
World Organisation Against Torture & Centre for Law Enforcement 
Education, 105–128. Geneva and Lagos: World Organisation Against 
Torture & Centre for Law Enforcement Education. 
http://www.omct.org/files/2002/09/1231/nigeriareport0802.pdf (ac-
cessed 22 March 2011). 

Behrend, Heike. 2003. Photo Magic: Photographs in Practices of Healing 
and Harming in East Africa. Journal of Religion in Africa 33(2): 129–
145. 

Bender, Barbara. 2001. Introduction. In Contested Landscapes: Movement, 
Exile and Place, ed. B. Bender & M. Winer, 1–18. Oxford: Berg Pub-
lishers. 

——— 2002. Time and Landscape. Current Anthropology 43(Supplement, 
August–October): 103–112. 

Benjamin, Walter. 1999. Illuminations: Walter Benjamin. London: Pim-
lico Press. 



 
200 

 Besmer, Fremont E. 1983. Horses, Musicians, & Gods: The Hausa Cult of 
Possession- Trance. South Hadley, MA: Bergin & Garvey Publishers. 

Best, Shedrack Gaya. 2002. The Challenges of Peacemaking and Peace 
Building in the Middle Belt of Nigeria. In Ethno-Religious Conflicts 
and Democracy in Nigeria: Challenges, ed. E. E. O. Alemika & F. 
Okoye, 267–286. Kaduna, Nigeria: Human Rights Monitor. 

Bingel, Anthony Dung. 1978. Jos: Origin and Growth of the Town, 1900 to 
1972. Jos: Department of Geography, University of Jos. 

Bivbere, Godfrey. 2003. Food and Drugs Advertising: Issues and Chal-
lenges. Vanguard, 14 November 2003. 
http://allafrica.com/stories/printable/200311140804.html (accessed 
17 November 2003). 

Bradshaw, Adrian. 2005. Jos, Nigeria (January 2005): JOS – ‘Jesus Our 
Savior’. Christ for all Nations. http://www.cfan.org/{english-
intl}/[uk_site]/content.asp?id=0000544&page=01 (accessed 10 Feb-
ruary 2006). 

British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). 2004. Panic at Nigerian ‘Killer 
Calls’. BBC News, 19 July 2004. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/3906607.stm (accessed 13 Decem-
ber 2006). 

——— 2008a. Poll Riots Erupt in Nigerian City. BBC News, 28 Novem-
ber 2008. http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/africa/7754883.stm 
(accessed 1 December 2008). 

——— 2008b. Nigerian City Tense after Riots. BBC News, 30 November 
2008. http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/africa/7757398.stm (ac-
cessed 1 December 2008). 

——— 2010a. Nigeria Reprisal Killings Continue Near City of Jos. BBC 
News, 21 April 2010. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/8634515.stm 
(accessed 15 June 2010). 

——— 2010b. Nigeria Text Messages ‘Fuelled Jos Riots’. BBC News, 27 
January 2010. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/8482666.stm (ac-
cessed 27 January 2010). 

——— 2010c. Nigeria Violence: Eyewitness Stories. BBC News, 8 March 
2010. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/8556566.stm (accessed 15 
June 2010). 

—— 2010d. ‘Why I Burnt My Nigerian Friend’s House Down’. BBC 
News, 26 April 2010. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/8640796.stm 
(accessed 15 June 2010). 

Buckland, Raymond. Welcome to the Official Website of Raymond Buck-
land. Raymond Buckland. http://raybuckland.com/index.html (ac-
cessed 19 December 2006). 

Burgess, Adam. 2004. Cellular Phones, Public Fears, and a Culture of Pre-
caution. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

——— 2007. Mobile Phones and Service Stations: Rumour, Risk and 
Precaution. Diogenes 54(3): 125–139. 

Chavunduka, G. L., & Murray Last. 1986. African Medical Professions 
Today. In The Professionalisation of African Medicine, ed. M. Last & G. 
L. Chavunduka, 259–269. Manchester: Manchester University Press. 



 

 

201 

 Chiluwa, Innocent. 2008. Religious Vehicle Stickers in Nigeria: A Dis-
course of Identity, Faith and Social Vision. Discourse & Communica-
tion 2(4): 371–387. 

Comaroff, Jean, & John L. Comaroff. 1999. Occult Economies and the 
Violence of Abstraction: Notes from the South African Postcolony. 
American Ethnologist 26(2): 279–303. 

Comaroff, John L., & Jean Comaroff. 2004. Criminal Justice, Cultural 
Justice: The Limits of Liberalism and the Pragmatics of Difference in 
the New South Africa. American Ethnologist 31(2): 188–204. 

——— 2006a. Law and Disorder in the Postcolony: An Introduction. In 
Law and Disorder in the Postcolony, ed. J. Comaroff & J. L. Comaroff, 
1–56. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

——— 2006b. Preface. In Law and Disorder in the Postcolony, ed. J. Coma-
roff & J. L. Comaroff, vii–x. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Danfulani, Umar Habila Dadem. 1998. Religious Exclusivism and Reli-
gious Space: The Problem of Street Praying in a Nigerian Town. Ex-
change 27(4): 342–359. 

——— 2006. The Jos Peace Conference and the Indigene/Settler Question in 
Nigerian Politics. Seminar paper presented at the African Studies Cen-
tre, Leiden, 2 March 2006. http://www.ascleiden.nl/Pdf/paper-
Danfulani.pdf. (accessed 22 March 2011). 

——— & Sati U. Fwatshak. 2002. Briefing: The September 2001 Events 
in Jos, Nigeria. African Affairs 101(403): 243–255. 

Darku, John. 2005. Ministry Letters (January 2005): The Latest Count-
down – Information on Our Next Crusade in Jos. Christ for all Na-
tions. http://www.cfan.org/{english-
intl}/[uk_site]/content.asp?id=0000492&page=01 (accessed 10 Feb-
ruary 2006).  

Das, S. C., et al. 2000. Chemical, Pathological and Toxicological Studies 
of the Effects of RICOM-1013-J of Ricinus communis var Minor on 
Women Volunteers and Rodents. Phytotherapy Research 14: 15–19. 

Das, Veena. 1995. Critical Events: An Anthropological Perspective on Con-
temporary India. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

——— 1998. Specificities: Official Narratives, Rumour, and the Social 
Production of Hate. Social Identities 4(1): 109–130. 

De Boeck, Filip, & Marie-Françoise Plissart. 2004. Kinshasa: Tales of the 
Invisible City. Ghent: Ludion Press. 

de Certeau, Michel. 1988. The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California Press. 

de Witte, Marleen. 2008. Accra’s Sounds and Sacred Spaces. International 
Journal of Urban and Regional Research 32(3): 690–709. 

Dewey, John. 1925. The Naturalistic Theory of Perception by the Senses. 
The Journal of Philosophy 22(22): 596–605. 

——— 1929. Experience and Nature. London: George Allen & Unwin, 
Ltd. 

——— 1930. The Quest for Certainty: A Study of the Relation of Knowledge 
and Action. London: George Allen & Unwin, Ltd. 



 
202 

 ——— 1938. Logic: The Theory of Inquiry. New York: Henry Holt and 
Company. 

Doyle, Mark. 2004. Poverty Behind Nigeria’s Violence. BBC News, 19 
May 2004. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/3730109.stm (accessed 
20 July 2008). 

Egwu, Samuel Gabriel. 2004. Ethnicity and Citizenship in Urban Nigeria: 
The Jos Case, 1960–2000. PhD dissertation. Department of Political 
Science, University of Jos. 

Elegbeleye, O. S. 2005. Prevalent Use of Global System of Mobile Phone 
(GSM) for Communication in Nigeria: A Breakthrough in Interac-
tional Enhancement or a Drawback? Nordic Journal of African Studies 
14(2): 193–207. 

Ellis, Stephen. 1989. Tuning In to Pavement Radio. African Affairs 
88(352): 321–330. 

Erhun, W. O., O. O. Babalola & M. O. Erhun. 2001. Drug Regulation 
and Control in Nigeria: The Challenge of Counterfeit Drugs. Journal 
of Health & Population in Developing Countries 4(2): 23–34. 

Ezeome, Emmanuel R., & Christian Simon. 2010. Ethical Problems in 
Conducting Research in Acute Epidemics: The Pfizer Meningitis 
Study in Nigeria as an Illustration. Developing World Bioethics 10(1): 
1–10. 

Falola, Toyin. 2009. Violence in Nigeria: The Crisis of Religious Politics and 
Secular Ideologies. Rochester: University of Rochester Press. 

Fantur, Domjul Darius (General Manager, JMDB). 2006. Pream-
ble/General Introduction. In Jos Metropolitan Development Board: De-
velopment Control Standards And Regulations For Development In The 
Jos–Bukuru Metropolitan Area: A Handbook of Guidelines, ed. JMD 
Board, ii–iii. Jos: Jos Metropolitan Development Board. 

Farmacevter utan Gränser (FUG). 2005. Gästföredrag om förfalskade 
läkemedel hölls den 24 maj i Uppsala. Tidigare publicerade nyheter. 
Farmacevter utan Gränser Sverige. http://www.fug.se/arkiv.php (ac-
cessed 22 Mars 2011). 

Federal Ministry of Information and Communications (FMIC). 2005. 
Plateau State. Nigeria Direct: The Official Information Gateway of the 
Federal Republic of Nigeria. 
http://www.nigeria.gov.ng/NR/exeres/78852F93-7328-480F-8627-
D29475F788E2.htm (accessed 24 October 2008). 

Feld, Steven. 2005. Places Sensed, Senses Placed: Toward a Sensuous 
Epistemology of Environments. In Empire of the Senses: The Sensual 
Culture Reader, ed. D. Howes, 179–191. Oxford: Berg Publishers. 

Fine, Gary Alan. 2007. Rumor, Trust and Civil Society: Collective Mem-
ory and Cultures of Judgment. Diogenes 54(3): 5–18. 

Fisiy, Cyprian F., & Peter Geschiere. 1990. Judges and Witches, or How 
Is the State to Deal with Witchcraft? Examples from Southeast Cam-
eroon. Cahiers d'Études Africaines 30(118): 135–156. 

Fleshman, Michael. 2004. Nigeria Dispute Endangers Global Polio Drive. 
Africa Recovery, February 2004. 



 

 

203 

 http://www.un.org/ecosocdev/geninfo/afrec/newrels/polio.htm (ac-
cessed 22 Mars 2011). 

Fourchard, Laurent. 2009. Dealing with ‘Strangers’: Allocating Urban 
Space to Migrants in Nigeria and French West Africa, End of the 
Nineteenth Century to 1960. In African Cities: Competing Claims on 
Urban Spaces, ed. F. Locatelli & P. Nugent, 187–217. Leiden: 
Koninklijke Brill NV. 

Frazer, James G. 1979. Sympathetic Magic. In Readers in Comparative 
Religion: An Anthropological Approach, ed. W. A. Lessa & E. Z. Vogt, 
337–352. New York: Harper Collins Publishers. 

Frishman, Alan. 2009. Major Reason for Nigerian Boycott of Polio Vac-
cine. Health Affairs 28(6): 1860–1861. 

Gamde, N. O. (Director of Town Planning). 2006. Planning and Site 
Requirements. In Jos Metropolitan Development Board: Development 
Control Standards And Regulations For Development In The Jos–Bukuru 
Metropolitan Area: A Handbook of Guidelines, ed. JMD Board, 6–14. 
Jos Metropolitan Development Board. 

Geschiere, Peter. 2006. Witchcraft and the Limits of the Law: Cameroon 
and South Africa. In Law and Disorder in the Postcolony, ed. J. Coma-
roff & J. L. Comaroff, 219–246. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 

——— & Cyprian Fisiy. 1994. Domesticating Personal Violence: Witch-
craft, Courts and Confessions in Cameroon. Africa: Journal of the In-
ternational African Institute 64(3): 323–341. 

——— & Josef Gugler. 1998. Introduction: The Urban-Rural Connec-
tion: Changing Issues of Belonging and Identification. Africa: Journal 
of the International African Institute 68(3): 309–319. 

——— & Francis Nyamnjoh. 2000. Capitalism and Autochthony: The 
Seesaw of Mobility and Belonging. Public Culture 12(2): 423-452. 

Global IDP Project. 2002. Profile of Internal Displacement: Nigeria, 19 
July 2002. Geneva: Global IDP Project. http://www.internal-
displace-
ment.org/8025708F004BE3B1/(httpInfoFiles)/565D1ED7BEC7A8
04C125710E004C28EC/$file/Nigeria%20-July%202002.pdf (ac-
cessed 22 Mars 2011). 

——— 2003. Training Workshop on the UN Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement: Jos, Nigeria 17–19 February 2003. Geneva: Global IDP 
Project. http://www.internal-
displace-
ment.org/8025708F004BE3B1/(httpInfoFiles)/A02996ED5B8E269
680257091004B5591/$file/Nigeria_workshop_2003.pdf (accessed 
22 Mars 2011). 

Good, Byron. 2005. Medicine, Rationality, and Experience: An Anthropo-
logical Perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Gordon, April A. 2003. Nigeria’s Diverse Peoples: A Reference Sourcebook. 
Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO. 

Greenberg, Joseph H. 1946. The Influence of Islam on a Sudanese Religion. 
New York: J. J. Augustin. 



 
204 

 Hackett, Rosalind I. J. 1998. Charismatic/Pentecostal Appropriation of 
Media Technologies in Nigeria and Ghana. Journal of Religion in Af-
rica 28(3): 258–277. 

——— 1999. Conflict in the Classroom: Educational Institutions as Sites 
of Religious Tolerance/Intolerance in Nigeria. Brigham Young Univer-
sity Law Review 1999: 537–560. 

——— 2003. Managing or Manipulating Religious Conflict in the Nige-
rian Media. In Mediating Religion: Conversations in Media, Religion 
and Culture, ed. J. Mitchell & S. Marriage, 47–63. London: T. & T. 
Clark Publishers, Ltd. 

Hahn, Hans Peter, & Ludovic Kibora. 2008. The Domestication of the 
Mobile Phone: Oral Society and New ICT in Burkina Faso. The Jour-
nal of Modern African Studies 46(1): 87–109. 

Hannerz, Ulf. 1983. Tools of Identity and Imagination. In Identity: Per-
sonal and Socio-Cultural: A Symposium, ed. A. Jacobson-Widding, 
347–360. Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksell. 

Harnischfeger, Johannes. 2004. Sharia and Control over Territory: Con-
flicts between ‘Settlers’ and ‘Indigenes’ in Nigeria. African Affairs 
103(412): 431–452. 

——— 2008. Democratization and Islamic Law: The Sharia Conflict in 
Nigeria. Frankfurt: Campus Verlag GmbH. 

Herzfeld, Michael. 2006. Spatial Cleansing: Monumental Vacuity and the 
Idea of the West. Journal of Material Culture 11(1-2): 127–149. 

Hetherington, Kevin. 1997. Place of Geometry: The Materiality of Place. 
In Ideas of Difference: Social Spaces and the Labour of Division, ed. K. 
Hetherington & R. Munro, 183–199. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers. 

Higazi, Adam. 2007. Violence Urbaine et Politique à Jos (Nigeria), de la 
Période Coloniale aux Élections de 2007. Politique Africaine 106: 69–
91. 

——— 2008. Social Mobilization and Collective Violence: Vigilantes and 
Militias in the Lowlands of Plateau State, Central Nigeria. Africa 
78(1): 107–135. 

Human Rights Watch (HRW). 2001. Nigeria: Jos: A City Torn Apart. 
HRW 13(9A), available at: http://www.hrw.org/node/76878 (ac-
cessed 22 March 2011). 

——— 2003. Testing Democracy: Political Violence in Nigeria. HRW 
15(9A), available at: 
http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/2003/04/10/testing-democracy (ac-
cessed 22 March 2011). 

——— 2004. ‘Political Shari’a’?: Human Rights and Islamic Law in North-
ern Nigeria. HRW 16(9A), available at: 
http://www.hrw.org/en/node/11981/section/1 (accessed 22 March 
2011). 

——— 2005. Revenge in the Name of Religion: The Cycle of Violence in Pla-
teau and Kano States. HRW 17(8A), available at: 
http://www.hrw.org/en/node/11755/section/2 (accessed 22 March 
2011). 



 

 

205 

 ——— 2006. ‘They Do Not Own This Place’: Government Discrimination 
Against ‘Non-Indigenes’ in Nigeria. HRW 18(3A), available at: 
http://www.hrw.org/node/11355 (accessed 22 March 2011). 

——— 2008. Nigeria: Prevent Further Bloodshed in Jos. HRW/News, 1 
December 2008. http://www.hrw.org/en/news/2008/12/01/nigeria-
prevent-further-bloodshed-jos (accessed 9 June 2010). 

——— 2009. Arbitrary Killings by Security Forces: Submission to the Investi-
gative Bodies on the November 28-29, 2008 Violence in Jos, Plateau State, 
Nigeria. HRW July 2009, available at: 
http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/2009/07/20/arbitrary-killings-
security-forces-0 (accessed 22 March 2011). 

——— 2010. Nigeria: Use Restraint in Curbing Jos Violence. 
HRW/News, 19 January 2010. 
http://www.hrw.org/en/news/2010/01/19/nigeria-use-restraint-
curbing-jos-violence (accessed 21 January 2010). 

Ibrahim, Jibrin. 2000. The Transformation of Ethno-Regional Identities 
in Nigeria. In Identity Transformations and Identity Politics under Struc-
tural Adjustment in Nigeria, ed. A. Jega, 41–61. Uppsala, Kano: Nor-
dic Africa Institute, Centre for Research and Documentation. 

Ibrahim, Omar Farouk. 1997. Religion and Politics: A View from the 
North. In Transition Without End: Nigerian Politics and Civil Society 
Under Babangida, ed. L. Diamond, A. Kirk-Greene & O. Oyediran, 
427–447. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers. 

Ingold, Tim. 1993. The Temporality of the Landscape. World Archaeology 
25(2, Conceptions of Time and Ancient Society): 152–174. 

International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). 2010. Nigeria: Red 
Cross responds to violent clashes in Jos. ICRC/News, 21 January 
2010. http://www.icrc.org/web/eng/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/nigeria-
news-210110?opendocument (accessed 20 August 2010). 

Ioratim-Uba, Godwin Aondona. 2009. Language Endangerment and the 
Violent Ethnic Conflict Link in Middle Belt Nigeria. Journal of Multi-
lingual and Multicultural Development 30(5): 437–452. 

Ishaku, Jonathan. 2002. The Media and Ethno-Religious Conflicts in the 
Middle Belt of Nigeria. In Ethno-Religious Conflicts and Democracy in 
Nigeria: Challenges, ed. E. E. O. Alemika & F. Okoye, 223–240. Ka-
duna, Nigeria: Human Rights Monitor. 

Isichei, C. O., et al. 2000. Preliminary Clinical Investigation of the Con-
traceptive Efficacy and Chemical Pathological Effects of RICOM-
1013-J of Ricinus communis var Minor on Women Volunteers. Phy-
totherapy Research 14: 40–42. 

Isichei, Elizabeth. 1982. Changes and Continuities 1906-39. In Studies in 
the History of Plateau State, Nigeria, ed. E. A. Isichei, 254–281. Lon-
don: Macmillan Press. 

Jackson, Michael. 1989. Paths Toward a Clearing: Radical Empiricism and 
Ethnographic Inquiry. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 

——— 2005a. Existential Anthropology: Events, Exigencies, and Effects. New 
York: Berghahn Books. 



 
206 

 ——— 2005b. Storytelling Events, Violence, and the Appearance of the 
Past. Anthropological Quarterly 78(2): 355–375. 

James, William. 1995. Pragmatism. New York: Dover Publications. 
Jaydilla. 2004. Good Health: Health scares, setbacks and successes of 

2004 in Nigeria. HIV and Aids News, 27 December 2004. 
http://www.myhivstory.blogspot.com/2004_12_27_archive.html (ac-
cessed 4 August 2009). 

Je’adayibe, Gwamna Dogara. 2008. Religious Conflicts and Internally 
Displaced Persons in Nigeria. In Population Movements, Conflicts and 
Displacements in Nigeria, ed. T. Falola & O. O. Okpeh, Jr., 155–177. 
Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press. 

Jonah, Nathaniel. 2007. Nigeria: GSM – We Are Tired of Constant Poor 
Network Service – Nigerians. Leadership, 4 October 2007. 
http://allafrica.com/stories/200710040590.html (accessed 31 October 
2007). 

Jones, Andy. 2006. Animated Images: Images, Agency and Landscape in 
Kilmartin, Argyll, Scotland. Journal of Material Culture 11(1-2): 211–
225. 

Jos Metropolitan Development Board (JMDB). 2005. JMDB: A Re-
engineering Agenda for an Organized, Clean and Beautiful Metropolis. 
Jos: Jos Metropolitan Development Board. 

Kalu, Ogbu U. 2003. Safiyya and Adamah: Punishing Adultery with 
Sharia Stones in Twenty-First-Century Nigeria. African Affairs 
102(408): 389–408. 

Kapralski, S awomir. 2001. Battlefields of Memory: Landscape and Iden-
tity in Polish–Jewish Relations. History & Memory 13(2): 35–58. 

Katz, James E. 2006. Magic in the Air: Mobile Communication and the 
Transformation of Social Life. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Pub-
lishers.  

Kaufmann, Judith R., & Harley Feldbaum. 2009. Polio Vaccine: The 
Authors Respond. Health Affairs 28(6): 1861. 

Knappett, Carl. 2002. Photographs, Skeuomorphs and Marionettes: 
Some Thoughts on Mind, Agency and Object. Journal of Material 
Culture 7(1): 97–117. 

Kopytoff, Igor. 1987. The Internal African Frontier: The Making of Afri-
can Political Culture. In The African Frontier: The Reproduction of Tra-
ditional African Societies, ed. I. Kopytoff, 3–84. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press. 

Kumolu, Charles. 2010. Jos Crisis – When a Mining City Becomes an 
Eternal Killing Field. Vanguard, 8 March 2010. 
http://allafrica.com/stories/201003080023.html (accessed 9 March 
2010). 

Kusenbach, Margarethe. 2003. Street Phenomenology: The Go-Along as 
Ethnographic Research Tool. Ethnography 4(3): 455–485. 

Ladeji, Olusola, & Zebulon S. Okoye. 1996. Anti-Hepatotoxic Properties 
of Vitex doniana Bark Extract. International Journal of Pharmacognosy 
34(5): 355–358. 



 

 

207 

 Lalo, Mahmud, & Misbahu Bashir. 2010. How Jos Crisis Began – By 
Man on the Spot. Daily Trust, 19 January 2010. 
http://allafrica.com/stories/201001190555.html (accessed 22 January 
2010). 

Larkin, Brian. 2004. Degraded Images, Distorted Sounds: Nigerian 
Video and the Infrastructure of Piracy. Public Culture 16(2): 289–
314. 

Larsen, Jonas, Kay W. Axhausen & John Urry. 2006. Geographies of 
Social Networks: Meetings, Travel and Communications. Mobilities 
1(2): 261–283. 

Last, Murray. 1992. The Importance of Knowing about Not Knowing: 
Observations from Hausaland. In The Social Basis of Health and Heal-
ing in Africa, ed. S. Feierman & J. M. Janzen, 393–406. Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 

——— 2007. Muslims and Christians in Nigeria: An economy of political 
panic. The Round Table: The Commonwealth Journal of International 
Affairs 96(392): 605–616. 

——— 2008. The Search for Security in Muslim Northern Nigeria. Af-
rica: Journal of the International African Institute 78(1): 41–63. 

Laws, Henry William, Colonel. 1954. Some Reminiscences of Colonel H. 
W. Laws of His Arrival on the Plateau in 1903. Quoted in A Tin 
Mining Anniversary at Jos, by Major J. L. Vitoria. The Nigerian Field 
XIX(3): 105–117. 

Lee, Jo, & Tim Ingold. 2006. Fieldwork on Foot: Perceiving, Routing, 
Socializing. In Locating the Field: Space, Place and Context in Anthro-
pology, ed. S. Coleman & P. Collins, 67–85. Oxford: Berg Publishers. 

Lindquist, Galina. 2000. In Search of the Magical Flow: Magic And Mar-
ket In Contemporary Russia. Urban Anthropology 29(4): 315–357. 

Ling, Rich. 2004. The Mobile Connection: The Cell Phone’s Impact on Soci-
ety. San Francisco, CA: Morgan Kaufmann Publishers. 

Loimeier, Roman. 1997. Islamic Reform and Political Change: The Ex-
ample of Abubakar Gumi and the Yan Izala Movement in Northern 
Nigeria. In African Islam and Islam in Africa, ed. D. Westerlund & E. 
Evers Rosander, 286–307. London: Hurst & Company. 

Malinowski, Bronislaw. 1965. Coral Gardens and Their Magic, Volume II: 
The Language of Magic and Gardening. Bloomington: Indiana Univer-
sity Press. 

Mamdani, Mahmood. 2001. Beyond Settler and Native as Political Identi-
ties: Overcoming the Political Legacy of Colonialism. Comparative 
Studies in Society and History 43(4): 651–664. 

Manby, Bronwen. 2004. Principal Human Rights Challenges. In Crafting 
the New Nigeria: Confronting the Challenges, ed. R. I. Rotberg, 175–
197. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers. 

Marshall, Ruth. 2009. Political Spiritualities: The Pentecostal Revolution in 
Nigeria. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Masquelier, Adeline. 1993. Narratives of Power, Images of Wealth: The 
Ritual Economy of Bori in the Market. In Modernity and Its Malcon-



 
208 

 tents: Ritual and Power in Postcolonial Africa, ed. J. Comaroff & J. L. 
Comaroff, 3–33. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

——— 1994. Lightning, Death and the Avenging Spirits: Bori Values in a 
Muslim World. Journal of Religion in Africa 24(1): 2–51. 

Massumi, Brian. 1987. Realer than Real: The Simulacrum According to 
Deleuze and Guattari. Copyright 1: 90–97. 
http://www.anu.edu.au/HRC/first_and_last/works/realer.htm (ac-
cessed 8 December 2009). 

Mbembe, Achille. 1992. The Banality of Power and the Aesthetics of 
Vulgarity in the Postcolony. Public Culture 4(2): 1–30. 

Mead, George Herbert. 1932. The Philosophy of the Present. London: Open 
Court Publishing Company. 

Miles, William F. S. 2003. Shari’a as De-Africanization: Evidence from 
Hausaland. Africa Today 50(1): 51–75. 

Milligan, Melinda J. 1998. Interactional Past and Potential: The Social 
Construction of Place Attachment. Symbolic Interaction 21(1): 1–33. 

Mitchell, Jon P. 2006. Performance. In Handbook of Material Culture, ed. 
C. Tilley et al., 384–401. London: Sage Publications. 

Morrison, James H. 1975. Jos Plateau Societies: Internal Change and 
External Influences 1800–1935. PhD dissertation. Department of 
History, University of Ibadan. 

Mu’azzam, Ibrahim, & Jibrin Ibrahim. 2000. Religious Identity in the 
Context of Structural Adjustment in Nigeria. In Identity Transforma-
tions and Identity Politics under Structural Adjustment in Nigeria, ed. A. 
Jega, 62–85. Uppsala, Kano: Nordic Africa Institute, Centre for Re-
search and Documentation. 

Murray, Senan. 2007. Profile: Joshua Dariye. BBC News, 24 July 2007. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/6908960.stm (accessed 20 
July 2008). 

Mustapha, Abdul Raufu. 2002. Coping with Diversity: The Nigerian 
State in Historical Perspective. In The African State: Reconsiderations, 
ed. A. I. Samatar & A. I. Samatar, 149–175. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann. 

——— 2003. Ethnic Minority Groups in Nigeria: Current Situation and 
Major Problems, 5 May 2003. Paper prepared to the United Nations 
Commission on Human Rights: Sub-Commission on Promotion and 
Protection of Human Rights Working Group on Minorities, Ninth 
Session 12-16 May 2003, available at: 
http://www.unhchr.ch/huridocda/huridoca.nsf/(Symbol)/E.CN.4.SU
B.2.AC.5.2003.WP.10.En?Opendocument (accesses 15 February 
2005). 

Mwadkwon, Simon Davou. 2001. Religion, the Settler Question and the 
Emergence of Ethnic Conflicts in Nigeria: A Survey of Jos. Swedish 
Missiological Themes. 89(1): 55–73. 

National Population Commission (NPC). 2007. Report of Nigeria’s Na-
tional Population Commission on the 2006 Census. Population and 
Development Review 33(1): 206–210. 



 

 

209 

 Nigerian Union of Medical Herbal Practitioners (NUMHP). 1981. Con-
stitution of the Nigerian Union of Medical Herbal Practitioners.  

Nmehielle, Vincent Obisienunwo Orlu. 2004. Sharia Law in the North-
ern States of Nigeria: To Implement or Not to Implement, the Con-
stitutionality is the Question. Human Rights Quarterly 26(3): 730–
759. 

Nwafor, P. A., & F. K. Okwuasaba. 2001. Contraceptive and Estrogenic 
Effect of a Methanol Extract of Cassia nigricans Leaves in Experimen-
tal Animals. Pharmaceutical Biology 39(6): 424–428(5). 

Nwafor, P. A., & F. K. Okwuasaba. 2003. Anti-nociceptive and Anti-
inflammatory Effects of Methanolic Extract of Asparagus pubescens 
Root in Rodents. Journal of Ethnopharmacology 84(2-3): 125–129. 

Nwogugu, E. I. 1976. Abolition of Customary Courts – The Nigerian 
Experiment. Journal of African Law 20(1): 1–19. 

Obadare, Ebenezer. 2004a. The Great GSM (Cell Phone) Boycott: Civil 
Society, Big Business and the State in Nigeria. Dark Roast Occasional 
Paper Series 18. 

——— 2004b. In Search of a Public Sphere: The Fundamentalist Chal-
lenge to Civil Society in Nigeria. Patterns of Prejudice 38(2): 177–198. 

——— 2005. A Crisis of Trust: History, Politics, Religion and the Polio 
Controversy in Northern Nigeria. Patterns of Prejudice 39(3): 265–
284. 

——— 2006a. Pentecostal Presidency? The Lagos-Ibadan ‘Theocratic 
Class’ & the Muslim ‘Other’. Review of African Political Economy 
33(110): 665–678. 

——— 2006b. Playing Politics with the Mobile Phone in Nigeria: Civil 
Society, Big Business & the State. Review of African Political Economy 
33(107): 93–111. 

Obasanjo, Olusegun. 2004. Broadcast by His Excellency, Chief Olusegun 
Obasanjo GCFR, on the Imposition of a State of Emergency in Pla-
teau State, Tuesday May 18, 2004. Dawodu.com. 
http://www.dawodu.com/obas20.htm (accessed 26 April 2005). 

Obiefuna, G. U., & O. Agbo. 1999. Spontaneous Settlements in Urban 
Areas and Their Challenges to Urban Planning: A Case Study of 
Gangare Ward, Jos. Journal of Environmental Sciences 3(2): 193–204. 

Obilade, A. O. 1969. Reform of Customary Court Systems in Nigeria 
under the Military Government. Journal of African Law. 13(1): 28–
44. 

Obilade, Akintunde. 1973. Jurisdiction in Customary Law Matters in 
Nigeria: A Critical Examination. Journal of African Law 17(2): 227–
240. 

Ojo, J. D. 1981. Supernatural Powers and Criminal Law: A Study with 
Particular Reference to Nigeria. Journal of Black Studies 11(3): 327–
348. 

Ojo, Matthews A. 2007. Pentecostal Movements, Islam and the Contest 
for Public Space in Northern Nigeria. Islam and Christian-Muslim Re-
lations 18(2): 175–188. 



 
210 

 Okpeh, Okpeh Ochayi, Jr. 2008. Inter-Group Migrations, Conflicts, and 
Displacements in Central Nigeria. In Population Movements, Conflicts 
and Displacements in Nigeria, ed. T. Falola & O. O. Okpeh, Jr., 19–
84. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press. 

Okwuasaba, F. K., et al. 1997. The Anticonceptive and the Effect on 
Uterus of Ether Extract, 18312-J of Ricinus communis. Phytotherapy 
Research 10: 97–100. 

Onwumechili, Chuka. 2005. Reaching Critical Mass in Nigeria’s Tele-
phone Industry. Africa Media Review 13(1): 23–40. 

Oppong, Amma C. K. 1989. Healers in Transition. Social Science and 
Medicine 28(6): 605–612. 

Osborn, Michelle. 2008. Fuelling the Flames: Rumour and Politics in 
Kibera. Journal of Eastern African Studies 2(2): 315–327. 

Ostien, Philip. 2009. Jonah Jang and the Jasawa: Ethno-Religious Con-
flict in Jos, Nigeria. Muslim-Christian Relations in Africa, August 
2009. http://www.sharia-in-africa.net/media/publications/ethno-
religious-conflict-in-Jos-Nigeria/Ostien_Jos.pdf. (accessed 22 March 
2011). 

Oyebola, D. D. O. 1986. National Medical Policies in Nigeria. In The 
Professionalisation of African Medicine, ed. M. Last & G. L. Chavun-
duka, 221–236. Manchester: Manchester University Press. 

Ozohu-Suleiman, Yakubu. 2003. What is the Fate of the Jos Terminus 
Market? Daily Trust, 19 September 2003. 
http://allafrica.com/stories/printable/200309220975.html (accessed 
13 January 2005). 

Peirce, Charles Sanders. 1955. Philosophical Writings of Peirce. New York: 
Dover Publications. 

——— 1998. The Essential Peirce: Selected Philosophical Writings, Volume 2. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 

Penal Code Act. 1990a:391–395. Defamation.  
Penal Code Act. 1990b:214–219. Offences Relating to Ordeal, Witch-

craft and Juju.  
Perham, Margery. 1933. The Census of Nigeria, 1931. Africa: Journal of 

the International African Institute 6(4): 415–430. 
——— 1962. Native Administration in Nigeria. London: Oxford Univer-

sity Press. 
Peters, Ruud. 2003. Islamic Criminal Law in Nigeria. Ibadan: Spectrum 

Books. 
Petryna, Adriana. 2005. Ethical Variability: Drug Development and 

Globalizing Clinical Trials. American Ethnologist 32(2): 183–197. 
Plateau State Government. 2004a. The City of Jos. Plateaustategov.org. 

http://www.plateaustategov.org/visit/jos.html (accessed 25 November 
2008). 

——— 2004b. History: Geographic Information. Plateaustategov.org. 
http://www.plateaustategov.org/history/geo-info.html (accessed 8 
December 2008). 



 

 

211 

 ——— 2004c. Judiciary Branch. Plateaustategov.org. 
http://www.plateaustategov.org/gov_bus/judiciary.html (accessed 25 
October 2007).  

——— 2004d. Education. Plateaustategov.org. 
http://www.plateaustategov.org/about/edu.html (accessed 25 Octo-
ber 2007).  

Plotnicov, Leonard. 1969. Strangers to the City: Urban Man in Jos, Nige-
ria. Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press. 

——— 1970. The Modern African Elite of Jos, Nigeria. In Social Stratifi-
cation in Africa, ed. A. Tuden & L. Plotnicov, 269–302. New York: 
The Free Press. 

——— 1971. An Early Nigerian Civil Disturbance: The 1945 Hausa-Ibo 
Riot in Jos. The Journal of Modern African Studies 9(2): 297–305. 

——— 1972. Who Owns Jos? Ethnic Ideology in Nigerian Urban Poli-
tics. Urban Anthropology 1(1): 1–13. 

Poisons and Pharmacy Act. 1990:41–44. As to the Sale and Possession of 
Poison for Unlawful Purposes.  

Renne, Elisha P. 2006. Perspectives on Polio and Immunization in 
Northern Nigeria. Social Science & Medicine 63(7): 1857–1869. 

——— 2010. The Politics of Polio in Northern Nigeria. Bloomington: Indi-
ana University Press. 

Reno, William. 2004. The Roots of Sectarian Violence, and Its Cure. In 
Crafting the New Nigeria: Confronting the Challenges, ed. R. I. Rot-
berg, 219–238. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers. 

Rotberg, Robert I. 2004. Troubled Nigeria: Great Opportunities, Tough 
Challenges. In Crafting the New Nigeria: Confronting the Challenges, 
ed. R. I. Rotberg, 1–15. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers. 

Schmoll, Pamela Gail. 1991. Searching for Health in a World of Dis-ease: 
Affliction Management among Rural Hausa of the Maradi Valley (Re-
public of Niger). PhD dissertation. Department of Anthropology, Uni-
versity of Chicago. 

Sharpe, Barrie. 1986. Ethnography and a Regional System: Mental Maps 
and the Myth of States and Tribes in North-Central Nigeria. Critique 
of Anthropology 6(3): 33–65. 

Shuaibu, Adama I. 1990. Bori Cult: The Survival of Hausa Traditional 
Religion in an Islamic Environment. MA thesis. Department of Reli-
gious Studies, University of Jos. 

Silverstein, Michael. 2003. Translation, Transduction, Transformation: 
Skating ‘Glossando’ on Thin Semiotic Ice. In Translating Cultures: 
Perspectives on Translation and Anthropology, ed. G. Rubel & A. Ros-
man, 75–105. Oxford: Berg Publishers. 

Simone, AbdouMaliq. 2006. Pirate Towns: Reworking Social and Sym-
bolic Infrastructures in Johannesburg and Douala. Urban Studies 
43(2): 357–370. 

Smedley, Audrey. 2004. Women Creating Patrilyny: Gender and Environ-
ment in West Africa. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press. 



 
212 

 Smith, Daniel Jordan. 2006. Cell Phones, Social Inequality, and Contem-
porary Culture in Nigeria. Canadian Journal of African Studies 40(3): 
496–523. 

——— 2008. A Culture of Corruption: Everyday Deception and Popular 
Discontent in Nigeria. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Society for Water and Public Health Protection (SWAPHEP). 2004. 
Action against Killer Indomie Nodules in Nigeria. Swaphep. 
http://swaphep.virtualactivism.net/newsevents/posonissue.htm (ac-
cessed 4 August 2009). 

Solomon, Thomas. 2000. Dueling Landscapes: Singing Places and Identi-
ties in Highland Bolivia. Ethnomusicology 44(2): 257–280. 

Sontag, Susan. 1980. On Photography. Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin 
Books. 

Spector, Malcolm, & John I. Kitsuse. 2001. Constructing Social Problems. 
New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers. 

Steed, Christopher. 1991. Multi-Religious Jos – Setting the Scene. In Det 
mångreligiösa Jos: Om kyrkoliv och kristen-muslimska relationer i Nigeria, 
ed. C. Steed, 17–23. Uppsala: Uppsala Universitet, Teologiska Insti-
tutionen. 

Stewart, Kathleen C. 1996. An Occupied Space. In Senses of Place, ed. S. 
Feld & K. H. Basso, 137–165. Santa Fe, NM: School of American 
Research Press. 

Suberu, Rotimi T. 1997. Religion and Politics: A View from the South. 
In Transition Without End: Nigerian Politics and Civil Society Under 
Babangida, ed. L. Diamond, A. Kirk-Greene & O. Oyediran, 401–
425. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers. 

——— 2001. Federalism and Ethnic Conflict in Nigeria. Washington, DC: 
United States Institute of Peace Press. 

Taylor, Robert W. 1993. The Historical Context. In Urban Development 
in Nigeria: Planning, Housing and Land Policy, ed. R. W. Taylor, 25–
43. Aldershot: Avebury. 

Tilley, Christopher. 2006. Introduction: Identity, Place, Landscape and 
Heritage. Journal of Material Culture 11(1-2): 7–32. 

Tremearne, A. J. N. 1912. The Tailed Head-Hunters of Nigeria. London: 
Seeley, Service & Co. Ltd. 

——— 1913. Hausa Superstitions and Customs: An Introduction to the Folk-
lore and the Folk. London: John Bale, Sons & Danielsson, Ltd. 

Tuan, Yi-Fu. 1991. Language and the Making of Place: A Narrative-
Descriptive Approach. Annals of the Association of American Geogra-
phers 81(4): 684–696. 

Tyoden, Sonni Gwanle. 1993. The Middle Belt in Nigerian Politics. Jos: 
AHA Publishing House Ltd. 

Tyonongo, Godwin. 2003. NGO Condemns Fake Traditional Medicine 
Practitioners. Daily Trust, 10 September 2003. 
http://allafrica.com/stories/printable/200309100840.html (accessed 
16 September 2003). 



 

 

213 

 Uguru, M. O., J. C. Aguiyiw & A. A. Gesa. 1997. Mechanism of Action 
of the Aqueous Seed Extract of Mucuna pruriens on the Guinea-pig 
Ileum. Phytotherapy Research 11: 328–329. 

Uguru, M. O., M. M. Ekwenchi & F. Evans. 1999. Bioassay-Directed 
Isolation of Oxytocic Principles from the Methanol Extract of 
Monechma ciliatum. Phytotherapy Research 13: 696–699. 

Uguru, M. O., F. K. Okwuasaba, M. M. Ekwenchi & V. E. Uguru. 1995. 
Oxytocic and Oestrogenic Effects of Monechma ciliatum Methanol 
Extract in vivo and in vitro in Rodents. Phytotherapy Research 9: 26–
29. 

Uguru, M. O., F. K. Okwuasaba, E. E. Ekwenchi & V. E. Uguru. 1998. 
Uterotonic Properties of the Methanol Extract of Monechma ciliatum. 
Journal of Ethnopharmacology 62: 203–208. 

United Nations Integrated Regional Information Networks (IRIN). 
2004. Nigeria: Plateau State Violence Claimed 53,000 Lives. IRIN 
News, 8 October 2004. 
http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=51641 (accessed 17 
November 2008). 

——— 2007. Nigeria: Jos Voters Angry and Divided. IRIN News, 9 April 
2007. http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=71232 (ac-
cessed 18 November 2008). 

——— 2010a. Analysis: Politics of Identity – The Jos Conflict. IRIN 
News, 26 May 2010. 
http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=89243 (accessed 23 
March 2011). 

——— 2010b. Nigeria: ‘Our Lives Will Never Be the Same Again’. IRIN 
News, 22 January 2010. 
http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportID=87842 (accessed 
23 March 2011). 

United Nations Integrated Regional Information Networks for West 
Africa (IRIN-WA). 2001. IRIN Update 1060 of events in West Af-
rica. ReliefWeb/Latest Updates, 12 September 2001. 
http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/rwb.nsf/db900sid/OCHA-
64C9N6?OpenDocument&rc=1&emid=FL-2001-0521-TCD (ac-
cessed 18 November 2008). 

Upton, Dell. 2007. Sound as Landscape. Landscape Journal 26(1): 24–35. 
van der Geest, Sjaak, & Susan Reynolds Whyte. 1989. The Charm of 

Medicines: Metaphors and Metonyms. Medical Anthropology Quarterly 
3(4): 345–367. 

Vigh, Henrik. 2008. Crisis and Chronicity: Anthropological Perspectives 
on Continuous Conflict and Decline. Ethnos 73(1): 5–24. 

Viola, A. Onwuliri, & G. E. Anekwe. 2001. Amino Acids and Other 
Biochemical Components of Ricinus communis (Variety Minor), an 
Anti-conceptive Seed. Pakistan Journal of Biological Sciences 4(7): 866–
868. 

Wall, L. Lewis. 1988. Hausa Medicine: Illness and Well-Being in a West 
African Culture. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 



 
214 

 West Africa. 1970. News from the States. West Africa, Saturday June 13 
(2766): 658. 

Westerlund, David. 1997. Reaction and Action: Accounting for the Rise 
of Islamism. In African Islam and Islam in Africa, ed. D. Westerlund 
& E. Evers Rosander, 308–333. London: Hurst & Company. 

Whyte, Susan Reynolds. 2002. Subjectivity and Subjunctivity: Hoping 
for Health in Eastern Uganda. In Postcolonial Subjectivities in Africa, 
ed. R. Werbner, 171–190. London: Zed Books. 

——— 2005. Uncertain Undertakings: Practicing Health Care in the 
Subjunctive Mood. In Managing Uncertainty: Ethnographic Studies of 
Illness, Risk and the Struggle for Control, ed. R. Jenkins, H. Jessen & V. 
Steffen, 245–264. Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press. 

——— 2008. Discrimination: Afterthoughts on Crisis and Chronicity. 
Ethnos 73(1): 97–100. 

Wikan, Unni. 1990. Managing Turbulent Hearts: A Balinese Formula for 
Living. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

——— 1992. Beyond the Words: The Power of Resonance. American 
Ethnologist 19(3): 460–482. 

Williams, F. R. A. 1967. Legal Development in Nigeria, 1957-67: A 
Practising Lawyer’s View. Journal of African Law 11(2): 77–85. 

Winter, Joseph. 2003. Nigeria’s Elections in Plateau State. BBC News, 18 
April 2003. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/2958541.stm (accessed 
20 July 2008). 

Wulfhorst, Ingo, & Nafisat Lawal Musa. 2007. The Cycle of Violence in 
Plateau State. In Bridges Instead of Walls: Christian-Muslim Interaction 
in Denmark, Indonesia and Nigeria, ed. L. Rasmussen, 47–54. Min-
neapolis, MN: Lutheran University Press. 

Yablon, Nick. 2007. Echoes of the City: Spacing Sound, Sounding Space, 
1888–1916. American Literary History 19(3): 629–660. 

Yahya, Maryam. 2007. Polio Vaccines: ‘No Thank You!’ Barriers to Polio 
Eradication in Northern Nigeria. African Affairs 106(423): 185–204. 

Yoroms, Joses Gani. 2002. Dynamics of Ethnic and Religious Conflicts in 
the Middle Belt. In Ethno-Religious Conflicts and Democracy in Nigeria: 
Challenges, ed. E. E. O. Alemika & F. Okoye, 25–70. Kaduna, Nige-
ria: Human Rights Monitor. 

Zangabadt, Sen Luka Gwom. 1983. History of Jos and Political Development 
of Nigeria. Jos: Fab Anieh Press. 

Picture Credits 
All photographs in this work have been taken in Jos and its environs, by either 
the author or Erik Trovalla.  
 



Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis  
Uppsala Studies in Cultural Anthropology  
Editor: Hugh Beach  

1 Anita Jacobson-Widding: Red-White-Black as a Mode of Thought. A  
Study of Triadic  Classification by Colours in the Ritual 
Symbolism and Cognitive Thought of the Peoples of the 
Lower Congo. 1979.  

2 Lisa Colldén: Les Trésors de la Tradition Orale Sakata. Proverbes, mythes, 
légendes, fables, chansons et devinettes de Sakata. 
1979.  

3 Hugh Beach: Reindeer-Herd Management in Transition. The Case of 
Tuorpon Saameby in  Northern Sweden. 1980.  

4 Kaj Århem: Makuna Social Organization. A Study in Descent, Alliance and 
the Formation of Corporate Groups in the  
North-Western Amazon. 1981.  

5 Anita Jacobson-Widding (ed): Identity. Personal and Socio-Cultural. A 
Symposium. 1983.  

6 Jürgen Zwernemann: Culture History and African Anthropology. A Century 
of Research in Germany and Austria. 1983.  

7 Mick Johnsson: Food and Culture among Bolivian Aymara. Symbolic 
Expressions of Social  Relations.1986.  

8 Sven Cederroth, Claes Corlin and Jan Lindström (eds): On the Meaning of 
Death. Essays on Mortuary Rituals and Eschatological 
Beliefs. 1988.  

9 Alf Hornborg: Dualism and Hierarchy in Lowland South America. 
Trajectories of Indigenous Social Organization. 1988.  

10 Thomas Håkansson: Bridewealth, Women and Land: Social Change 
among the Gusii of Kenya. 1988.  

11 Jan-Åke Alvarsson: The Mataco of the Gran Chaco. An Ethnographic 
Account of Change and Continuity in Mataco Socio-
Economic organization. 1988.  

12 Fernando Giobellina Brumana & Elda Gonzales Martinez: Spirits from the 
Margin: Umbanda in  São Paulo. A Study in Popular 
Religion and Social Experience. 1989.  

13 Anita Jacobson-Widding & David Westerlund (eds): Culture, Experience 
and Pluralism: Essays on African Ideas of Illness and 
Healing. 1989.  

14 Michael Jackson & Ivan Karp (eds): Personhood and Agency. The 
Experience of Self and Other in African Cultures. 1990.  

15 Anita Jacobson-Widding & Walther van Beek (eds): The Creative 
Communion. African Folk Models of Fertility and the 
Regeneration of Life.1990.  

16 Anita Jacobson-Widding (ed): Body and Space. Symbolic Models of Unity 
and Division in African Cosmology and Experience. 
1991.  

17 Jan Ovesen (ed): Texts and Contexts. Models, Metaphors and Meanings 
in African Symbolism. (In press.)  



18 Daniel Kyaruzi Ndagala: Territory, Pastoralists and Livestock. Resource 
Control among the Kisongo Maasai. 1992.  

19 Jitka Kotalová: Belonging to Others. Cultural Construction of 
Womanhood among Muslims in a Village in Bangladesh. 
1993.  

20 Peter Bretschneider: Polygyny: A Cross-Cultural Study. 1995.  
21 Ing-Britt Trankell: Cooking, Care, and Domestication. A Culinary 

Ethnography of the Tai Yong, Northern Thailand. 1995.  
22 Mikael Kurkiala: “Building the Nation Back Up.” The Politics of Identity on 

the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation. 1997.  
23 Ingela Edkvist: The Performance of Tradition. An Ethnography of Hira 

Gasy Popular Theatre in Madagascar. 1997.  
24 Ing-Britt Trankell & Laura Summers (eds): Facets of Power and Its 

Limitations. Political Culture in Southeast Asia. 1998.  
25 Sten Hagberg: Between Peace and Justice. Dispute Settlement between 

Karaboro Agriculturalists and Fulbe Agro-pastoralists in 
Burkina Faso. 1998.  

26 Clarissa Kugelberg: Perceiving Motherhood and Fatherhood. Swedish 
Working Parents with Young Children. 1999.  

27 Juan Carlos Gumucio: Hierarchy, Utility and Metaphor in Mapuche 
Botany. 1999.  

28 Anita Jacobson-Widding: Chapungu: The Bird that Never Drops a Feather. 
Male and Female Identities in an African Society. 2000.  

29 Ivana Macek: War Within. Everyday Life in Sarajevo under Siege. 2000.  
30 Sten Hagberg & Alexis B. Tengan (eds): Bonds and Boundaries in Northern 

Ghana and Southern Burkina Faso. 2000.  
31 Stefan Bekaert: System and Repertoire in Sakata Medicine. Democratic 

Republic of Congo. 2000.  
32 Åsa Nilsson Dahlström: Negotiating Wilderness in a Cultural Landscape. 

Predators and Saami  Reindeer Herding in the Laponian 
World Heritage Area. 2003.  

33 Marie Perruchon: I Am Tsunki. Gender and Shamanism among the Shuar 
of Western  Amazonia. 2003.  

34 Bernhard Helander: The Slaughtered Camel. Coping with Fictitious 
Descent among the Hubeer of Southern Somalia. 2003.  

35  Sverker Finnström: Living with Bad Surroundings. War and Existential 
Uncertainty in Acholiland, Northern Uganda. 2003.  

36 Charlotta Widmark: To Make Do in the City. Social Identities and Cultural 
Transformations among Aymara Speakers in La Paz. 
2003.  

37 Jan-Åke Alvarsson & Rita Laura Segato (eds): Religions in Transition: 
Mobility, Merging and Globalization in the Emergence of 
Contemporary Religious Identities. 2003.  

38 Michael Barrett: Paths to Adulthood: Freedom, Belonging, and 
Temporalities in Mbunda Biographies from Western 
Zambia. 2004. 

39 Ann Cassiman: Stirring Life. Woman’s Paths and Places among the 
Kasena of Northern Ghana. 2006. 



40 Vladislava Vladimirova: Just labor. Labor ethic in a post-Soviet reindeer 
herding community. 2006. 

41 Titti Kristina Schmidt: Morality as Practice. The Santo Daime, an Eco-
Religious Movement in the Amazonian Rainforest. 2007. 

42 Anna Sofia Hedberg: Outside the World. Cohesion and Deviation among 
Old Colony Mennonites in Bolivia. 2007. 

43 Claudia Merli: Bodily Practices and Medical Identities in Southern 
Thailand. 2008. 

44. Sita Zougouri: Derrière la vitrine du développement: Aménagement 
forestier et pouvoir local au Burkina Faso. 2008 

45. Sten Hagberg & Charlotta Widmark (eds): Ethnographic Practice and 
Public Aid. Methods and Meanings in Development 
Cooperation. 2009. 

46. Hugh Beach, Dmitri Funk & Lennard Sillanpää (eds): Post-Soviet 
Transformations. Politics of Ethnicity and Resource Use in 
Russia. 2009. 

47. Carina Green: Managing Laponia. A World Heritage Site as Arena for 
Sami Ethno-Politics in Sweden. 2009. 

48. Níels Einarsson: Culture, Conflict and Crises in the Icelandic Fisheries. An 
Anthropological Study of People, Policy and Marine 
Resources in the North Atlantic Arctic. 2011. 

49. Helga Ögmundardottir: The Shepherds of Þjórsárver. Traditional Use and 
Hydropower Development in the Commons of the 
Icelandic Highland. 2011. 

50. Ulrika Andersson Trovalla: Medicine for Uncertain Futures. A Nigerian City 
in the Wake of a Crisis. 2011. 

 
 
 


	Abstract
	Contents
	Acknowledgements
	1. Matters of ‘Coincidence’
	The Union
	A Divided Nation, City, and Union
	A Union Meeting
	Methodological Choices: To Move with Others
	Outline of the Work

	2. A Home of Peace
	A History of Violence
	An Absence of Peace

	3. Competing Prayers
	‘The Taskscape Made Visible’
	Dressed Presence
	Fused with a War on Terror
	No-go Areas
	No-go Times
	Blocked Roads
	The Sound of Prayers
	Erasing Potential Futures
	For the Future to Come

	4. Poisonous Movements
	The Other’s Medicine
	Poisoned Matters
	Evil Phone Calls
	Violent Rumours
	The Invisible Side of Jos

	5. The Court System as Counter-Medicine
	A Series of Court Appearances
	A Matter of Transduction
	Safeguarding the Nation
	The Obscure Path of Judgment
	Poisoned Relations and Landscapes

	6. To be Part of a Place
	Matters of Herbs and Spirits
	Changing Names
	Obstructed Office Relations
	Changing Clothes
	Moving Like a Spirit
	An Encounter with a Security Guard
	Back Behind the Desk
	Documents for Easier Movements

	7. Making Things Real
	Paper Matters
	Unpredictable Documents
	Posing to Make Real
	The Power of the Copy
	Tools of Emergency and Simulation

	8. Wishful Doing
	Matters of Luck
	Dangerous Movements
	Drinks as Matters of Hope
	Elusive Conditions
	Snuff

	9. ‘The End of the End Time’
	Jos’s Mythical Past
	Saving a Divided Land

	Short Biographies of Selected Informants
	David
	Emanuel
	Houwa
	Hadiza
	Ibrahim
	Idris
	Isaac
	James
	Jibril
	Mai Lafiya
	Pam
	Samuel
	Yakubu

	References
	Picture Credits


