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Traditional medicine displayed for customers. 
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In the homes of two bori practitioners. 
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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). 



 

 

93 

 
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 



 
96 

 
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. 
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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. 
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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. 
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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 



 

 

141 

 
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-
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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). 
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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. 

 



 
194 

 
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. 
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