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SECRETS AND SOCIETY:
THE BENG OF COTE D’IVOIRE

ArMa GorTLIEB

[OJne should appear as a particularly noteworthy person
~ precisely through what one conceals (Simmel 1950:337),

Secrecy guards . . . the central aspects of identity (Bok 1983: 13):

To Westerners, the existence of such a localized taboo may be surprising,
‘public spitting is typically taboo no matter the locale, as signs sometimes pro-
min subways and alley walls.! But like many West African peoples (e. g. Spindel
9), Beng villagers acceptably end certain meals or snacks with long-distance
ing* Because spitting is often part of the adult Beng villager’s daily habitus, the
Dagainst spitting in a particular spot is quite meaningful to Beng who inhabit or
the village in question.

In fact, people who live in other Beng villages often dread visiting the
ge in which I was living—let’s call it “Gwanagbe” (Secret Village)-even to the
of finding reasons not to attend weddings and funerals held there, precisely

I suspected, but never confirmed, that my neighbors were sworn to silence
Isunrevealable matter Alternatively, it is possible that the reputation Gwanagbe
liroughout Bengland for being both extra-powerful and extra-secretive was un-
4-on this count, at least-and that the forbidden spitting zones exist in the
Sof worried outsiders but not those of village inhabitants. In either case, the
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allegedly lethal-and invisible-spitting locales highlight one theme of this )
that, as Simmel observed long ago, secrecy is, ironically, a critical ingredi
society (1950:330 and passim; cf. Gilbert 1993:137). In the Beng case, I will
this applies perhaps in more ways than is usual, insofar as secrecy pervades if
merable spheres of daily Beng life, including intimate bodily habits. In ta Kir
theme as my focus, I will be departing implicitly from the view sometimes es
by Western intellectuals that secrecy is frequently, or even by definition, aff
with immorality (e.g. Bok 1983). Even Simmel has observed that “althoug
secret has no immediate connection with evil, evil has an immediate conn
with secrecy: the immoral hides itself for obvious reasons...” (1950:33 1). Hoy
Simmel by no means dwelt exclusively on this nefarious connection, instead e
ing the ramifications of secrecy in a multitude of directions, morally and othe
Following this more open- minded direction of most of Simmel’s work on he
Ject, and in contrast to a dominant popular Western predilection for assoc
secrecy with evil, I will not assume any particular moral cast to secrecy in :
itself, but instead follow the Beng lead in exploring where secrecy will take |
Beidelman 1993). k.
At a general level, secrecy is quite familiar to many West Africans
West Africanists) from the Poro, Sande, Ogboni, and other well-known secret s
ies of the region, whose secrets are often kept by cult members on pain of deat
Bellman 1983; MacCormack 1979; Bledsoe 1984; Little 1949; Schloss 198
see Bok 1983:56-57). In the northern Mande heartland in Mali, the elabor €
grade system is well known for initiating boys and men into successive lev
esoteric knowledge, each of which builds on, but also to some extent challer ges
previous layer of concealed knowledge (e.g. Zahan 1960). The rigors and even.
some dangers of some of these secret societies in the context of contemporary pol
have even been explored recently in fictional form by an American novelist (Do
1994). ¥
What distinguishes Beng society from the above- mentioned and n
other West African groups (Mande-speaking and otherwise) is the absence of fc
secret societies or initiation grades. Beng girls are only initiated indivi he
not secretly-as the opening to their wedding celebration, and boys undergo no ini
tion ritual whatsoever, whether in ividual or collective. Despite this absence of
mal secret societies, or perhaps because of it, much of Beng society overall is ¢
structed around a broad imperative to secrecy that is evident not only in formal
or ritual settings, but in multiple daily encounters as well. g
In the pages that follow, I discuss the nature of secrecy in Beng society
its implications for Beng epistemology. Mostly I focus on the praxis of sec
continual production in daily life to the point of creating what Bourdieu (19
might consider a habitus. My point will be to emphasize the ways that secrecy
pervade individual consciousness not only through dramatic ritual events perfor
on an occasional basis, but also in the myriad acts performed and decisions made
people—in the case of Beng society, virtually everyone—go about living their
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then address the relationship that such a generalized engagement with secrecy
sto other segments of Beng society so as to emphasize the broader social context

f expectations and behaviors that emphasizes publicity for actions that many
ferners might expect to be kept private. In turn, I will consider the implications
this dual-layered system hold for an understanding of culture at large. To antici-
briefly my argument, I will suggest a reevaluation of the culture concept so as
to draw on and take further current anthropological rethinking of culture that
phasizes heterogeneity, disjuncture, improvisation. In so doing, I will suggest
[secrecy may be as intrinsic a defining feature of even a face-to-face, tight-knit
oty as is the more classically accepted factor of shared knowledge. But before
psing such broad reflections, let us first explore, to the extent that propriety and
fessional ethics permit us, the world of Beng secrets.

THE SECRET LIFE OF YAMS

The Beng are primarily farmers who grow, especially, yams (also rice, corn
lmanioc) as staple starches, as well as a large array of vegetable ingredients to
e up the sauces that accompany those starches.® Their region has in the past
1quite fertile, but in recent years, farming has become problematic for a variety
gasons. Most Beng adults attribute the erosion of their economic base to a sig-
cant decrease in soil fertility, with accompanying crop productivity declining
mingly. The result is both less money, because of lower yields on cash crops such
offee, and to some extent lower yields even on subsistence crops. During my last
in Bengland (summer 1993) I observed to my dismay that the continuing eco-
ic decline in the Beng region had reduced many families to bare subsistence
s, with all signs of a cash economy virtually absent in many households.
Westerners would undoubtedly blame this trend on a host of broad politi-
nd international economic factors well beyond the control of impoverished peasant
ers such as the Beng. Prime among these would be the drastic lowering of coffee
s on the world market in the past decade. In turn, this international trend par-
y explains the worsening debt structure of Céte d’Ivoire, although the latter is
ftributable to political corruption and internal inismanagement. Additionally,
lars might point to deteriorating ecological factors, especially the relatively re-
lintroduction of monocroppmg In the Beng case, because of financial constraints,
intensive farming system is often not accompanied by the use of chemical pesti-
gsand fertilizers to compensate for the damage that this ecologically costly farm-
echnique generally causes; hence, ironically, monocropping as it is practiced by
Beng has significantly reduced rather than increased crop yields.

- Intrying to account for the declining crop yields, most Beng farmers them-
s emphasize another factor: the increasing presence of migrants now living in
villages. Western social scientists might term this factor social, but in Beng
, there are profound spiritual ramifications of the immigrants insofar as they are
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seen as impinging on the spirits (bonzo) that inhabit critical spaces of tk
Earth (ba). In fact, the Beng never attempted to isolate themselves from neighbo
groups. Before the French colonial period, inaugurated at the end of the nir o
century, the Beng grew kola nuts that itinerant Jula traders from the north ¢
regularly to buy for resale, and the Beng in turn bought various items such
ramic pots, iron implements, and cloth, from a variety of nearby ethnic groups Got
1996: Chs. 1, 6). But in recent years, such contacts have increased significantly
large number of immigrants from Mali, Burkina Faso and northern Cote d’lv
has settled down to farm in Beng villages. These immigrants have taken advant
of the Beng region’s wide reputation for relatively rich soils, in the face of increa:
desertification and the continuing threat of droughts in their own homelands te
north. To the dismay of some Beng youth, who complained bitterly to me ab:
Beng elders have offered the use of their lands rent-free to such migrants. Mar
the latter arrive as single men; some have since married Beng women, other
found women from their own group to marry, or they have remained single. But
all cases, the migrants usually live in their own distinct quartiers that they hay
established at the edges of Beng villages. 3
The ethnic groups from which these migrants come, including Jula and Jim
people from northern Céte d’Ivoire, Mossi from Burkina Faso, and Malinke |
Mali, are by no means considered by the Beng to be intrinsically polluting, barba
or the like. Rather, the problem from the Beng perspective is that the migrants|
failed to obey a set of taboos (s6 po) related to farming that the majority of Be
people still observe. To understand these taboos, I must digress briefly to outline the
indigenous Beng calendar, which offers a framework that circumscribes the
ule for both farming and indigenous religious practice.’
The traditional Beng calendar revolves around a six-day week, in whicho
day is set aside for worshipping the Earth by having Earth priests offer sacrifices
prayers to Earth spirits, while most other people relax in the village (Gottl
1996:29-31). On that day, no one may do any farm work other than picking enou;
crops to eat for that day’s main meal; out in the forest, the spirits are said to d X
the farmers’ crops. Thus this Earth day serves to feed the spirits,
content. But Beng farmers complained to me frequently that every week, the non B¢
migrants violate this taboo by farming on the rest day. The migrants’ cont N
violation of this taboo is cited by the Beng as the ultimate cause of the curre
logical disaster. For in Beng thought, as is probably the case with many, perh
even most, African groups (e.g. Schloss 1988), the soil is a material manifestz ion
both social and spiritual principles. If harmony is not maintained within the
and/or at the cosmic level, the spiritual forces that guide crop production-be
ancestors, Earth spirits resident in the bush, or, ultimately, a distant god-will ma
their displeasure known. In this case, the bush spirits attached to the Earth itself
said to be the most potent of religious forces, hence it is they who are held respx
sible for the current crop failures. i

Why do the migrants regularly transgress the Beng Earth’s taboo? It
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tmany of them, bemg from the north, are Muslim and probably disapprove of the
enterprise of Earth worship, with its regular sacrifice of domestic animals; for
slitting of animals’ throats by a non-Muslim sacrifier renders the animal inedible
Muslims and more generally puts it outside their definition of an appropriate
gious act.® But my Beng friends didn’t mention this at all when I asked them
ut the migrants’ violation of Beng religious proscriptions. Instead, one farmer
lained it this way: “The migrants don’t know they’re committing a sin: they have
idea it’s taboo to farm on those days! If they knew, maybe they’d observe our rest

“But why don’t they know about it?” I asked, perplexed.
“Because,” my Beng friend answered, “we never told them.” When I in-
ed further, he merely shrugged, unmoved by my implied suggestion that inform-
the migrants of the local Earth’s taboo might have encouraged the newcomers to
¢ that taboo. In subsequent conversations with this and other Beng farmers, it
“ul ¢ clear to me that this omission in communication between host and guest was
oversight but, rather, a deliberate strategy by the Beng to conceal the existence of
rweekly agricultural taboo from the migrants. .despite the possibly disastrous

sequences of this enforced ignorance to the Beng harvest.”
In this case, the Beng penchant for secrecy has been carried to extremes.
recy about dangerous spitting zones is one thing: the victim who might fall prey
lhe invisible spitting zone would presumably die-a personal tragedy, of course,
one without further effect. In contrast, the agricultural taboo that Beng farmers
isviolated regularly by immigrants is seen to have a far greater impact, of direct
sequence to the entire Beng community. What I found significant was quite
iply my Beng friends’ direct association of the lower yields with the immigrants’
larviolation of a taboo that the Beng actively persisted in keeping secret. Though
one ever said it to me in quite this way, the Beng as a group are in a cultural bind:
jired to maintain secrecy about a religious prescription whose violation is said to
ult in disaster, in effect they have been victimized by their own secretiveness.
- At the risk of using rather crude economistic terms, we might ask: What
efit would Beng farmers perceive in taking such a considerable risk? As it was
lained to me, they are simply following the dictates of their predecessors and
estors in guarding secrets that must never be discussed with “strangers” (finin).
this level, then, secrecy exists as a virtual ethnic marker: to broach it would
late the corporate sense of a discrete ethnic group that permeates at least some
Fimages of Beng identity (Gottlieb 1996:1-8).

- Atamore spiritual level, Beng who are devoted to their indigenous religious
ttices clearly maintain secrecy about the taboos because to do so is in effect a
igious mandate: the spirits demand it. My own discovery of this taboo, as with
ler secret matters, came rather late in my fieldwork and was confirmed only by a
close confidants who came to trust my discretion during conversations whis-
ed in far- flung corners of the village, or in town, or in the dark of night.®
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THE SEcRrET Live oF PeorLE

crecy.” Most Beng not only explicitly value their religion, they define it in goo dp
by reference to its secret nature. As a result, indigenous religious practice was p
ably the most difficult subject I could have chosen to study among them (Gottl
and Graham 1994). Other West Africanist scholars have often remarked on a simj

the Beng day after day, in household and in public spaces alike. Naturally, give
unusual and problematic identity in the village, they were often
husband and myself in our early months in the region (cf. Gottlieb and Gra
1994); but they are also frequently directed to other Beng as well, especially to ¢
ous children, but also at times to adults,
Now, most peoples—perhaps all-deem it important that a given subject
discussed only by the appropriate person and in the appropriate context, both
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lyand temporally; indeed, much of the field of sociolinguistics has been devoted

beumenting rich examples of such rules concerning appropriate discourse. But
Beng may take this common tendency to an extreme degree, insofar as they make
private gossip problematic to the point that it is highly circumscribed. This

me clear to me as I pursued information about the very complicated system of
g marital alliance (Gottlieb 1996:72-97). In trying to ascertain the scope of vari-

incest taboos by interviewing individuals well informed in the local kinship

ems, I began by asking whether a marriage between two individuals whom my

mant knew well might be considered incestuous. I quickly changed my tactics

enpeople indicated that such questions violated their sense of appropriate knowl-

¢. Their perception of rudeness was invariably signaled by the inevitable protest:

ani (“it’s not my affair”). In this way, perceptions of politeness vs. rudeness
ded into notions of privacy as defined by local rules of social discourse."

Once this lesson of linguistically enforced privacy became clear, I began to
iis workings in countless daily encounters. For example, the sorts of questions
asks casually in Western social settings when being introduced to someone for
first time-What sort of work do you do? How long have you lived t/here? Where
you go to school? Are you married? How many children do you have? and so
ould be considered horribly inappropriate in first encounters among the Beng,
ther these be with fellow Beng or with non-Beng visitors to the villages. Other
stions that might in theory be seen as more locally appropriate to first encoun-
-such as What is your matriclan (or patriclan)? or, Who is your real father (or
jer)?-would be considered equally invasive and are simply never asked. Instead,
accepts at face value, as it were, the person one has just met and goes about
ming his or her identity indirectly, through observation and hints offered ob-
gly. This is true not only for odd, uninvited visitors such as myself, but also for
visitors to other villages (or towns).

Although such rules may seem unrelated to the sort of religious secrets I have
issed so far, I suggest that the two sets of practices constitute a single theme.
g villagers are actively interested in restricting access to knowledge for a wide
ety of persons who, they deem, have no right to that knowledge-whether the
ject be esoteric religion, genealogical niceties, or even trivia.

Elusive speech patterns in common talk are a related byproduct of this ten-
y. For example, in casual conversation, even young Beng children learn to use
ential kin terms almost exclusively, rather than personal names, in discussing
actions of others. As a result, there is a heightened creation of what the linguist
il Bernstein (1971) would call restricted speech codes that narrow markedly the
¢of listeners who can understand the subject of any given conversation. Thus a
gnce such as “Little brother went to town this morning”—the sort of sentence
ed day in and day out in countless conversations held in Beng villages—would be
ningless to those who don’t already know exactly which “little brother” is being
red to (cf. Bird-David 1994:591-93; Keen 1994). In this way, regular use of
ential kin terms in effect continually creates a circle of secrecy in the most
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casual of conversations: those in the courtyard who are unsure which “little
is meant are willy nilly excluded from the conversation, which the
becomes a secret, despite its apparently public utterance. E.
If knowledge is carefully monitored in a myriad of daily contexts,
curiosity of children dealt with? Significantly, I cannot recall a single inst
Beng child asking the sort of “Who/what/where/when/why?” questions tha
ample, many young, middle-class American children are likely—or ind d,
encouraged—to ask regularly. A Beng student living with my family one
U.S. was struck by the constant round of such questions posed by o
seven-year-old son... and by the fact that my husband and I always er .
reward our son’s questions with full answers rather than brusque dismi:
does. Like their counterparts elsewhere, Beng children eventually come to
vast array of knowledge. Butsofaraslhavebeenabletotell, such kr
acquired by patiently and silently observing the actions of adults; blunt que
children, of the sort that anthropologists ask brazenly, would certainly by
stern rebukes. (In this way, among the Beng, the visiting anthropologis ¥
playing the role of the child, as one popular stereotype of our professia 13
Given this situation, my argument is that Beng children are not given
express the natural urge to know in verbal form precisely because inquisitiv
tions might encourage them to ask about matters on which they are for
have any knowledge at all. .
The Beng proscription on verbal inquisitiveness extends to young ac
Some of my male adolescent and young men friends have continued to ,
thattheyarewgertogainmsstothesortofculuualknowledgeabom Ben
that I'have pursued during my research. However, they are painfully aware
are forbidden to pose to their elders the kinds of questions I have posed
times shamelessly. So much is hidden, they complain, and they will only
know it all when they are old men-why should they have to wait so long? ¢
ally my young friends teasingly dared me to share with them the esoteric kn
they were sure I had gained. In noting new vocabulary items on 3 x 5 i
have often had to shield my precious stack from the view of teenage e:
who sought-they thought inconspicuously—to find cultural treasures in
pile (Gottlieb 1997). Still, my young companions know well that the old i
crets are meant to be kept from them, and ultimately they accept this lie!
apportioning of knowledge.
Gender serves as another divide in knowledge. In Bengland as
(e.g. Keen 1994), there are explicit bodies of knowledge that are consic
priate for women while others are appropriate for men. A few years
stance, several female friends agreed to speak to me about intimate matt 1S
turned off the tape recorder; they knew that the tapes would be transcribe
Beng, male university students, and the women explained that what they h

should not be heard by young men. All adults are constantly aware of such ¢
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1. For example, when I first asked some adult men about the meaning of jewelry
m by infants (Gottlieb 1998), my interlocutors declared solemnly that this was
tof women’s secrets; as men, they couldn’t possibly know anything about the
beads and bracelets. When I later asked women about the items, they con-

ed that they kept men in ignorance about the meaning of these esoteric bundles
emiotic beauty.

en he finally told an uncle about his plans, the man laughingly congratulated
for having kept the impending trip a secret, saying, “Mi Ie gon!”—“[Now I
ow that] you’re [really] a man!” In ways such as this, linguistic secrecy is embed-
land reproduced in the daily praxis of life.

- Inaccordance with the value that Beng people place on secrecy in daily rela-
iships, the Beng have somatized the concept by locating it in the human body:
say that a secret, like anger, is kept in the stomach. In fact, however, anger starts
inthe chest (mi zu e bina- “your chest is lit”) and only descends into the stomach
lana no) when the person remains angry. In this case, the anger can make the
o0 sick, or endanger a woman during childbirth (for an example, see Gottlicb

tad, secrets are said to remain well protected in the “stomach bag” (no kiIE) or
mach gourd™” (7o kpon), where they stay out of earshot of those not meant to
w them.

- With such an ideology, the Beng conception of the person incorporates a
on of secrecy as integral to the formation of the body. Reciprocally, the human
Iy is perceived as critical to the holding of a secret.

If all speech exists in a social universe, it may seem ironic that the ultimate
jate act of language—talking to oneself-is explicitly condemned, rather than con-

man walked by my compound mumbling to herself about her plan to relieve
elfin the forest. On hearing this undirected muttering, my friend became visibly
¥tand interrupted our conversation to predict that some day the woman would
1y go mad (Gottlieb and Graham 1994:265-66). This story reveals a powerful
0n: speech is meant for others and must never remain entirely secret. Thus al-
g secrecy in language, as in religion, must be maintained in specific contexts,
Isecrecy must not be taken to the most extreme degree such that no communica-
ever is possible among people. This would be a perversion of the lesson
... whose intent, as Simmel recognized long ago, is, ironically, ultimately
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social (1950).13

THE SECRET LivE oF CrLaNs

At a more systematically sociological level, Beng people encode s
varying ways in their two major social groupings: matriclans and patric
socialsmlcuxreisorgaxﬁzedaroundasystemofdual descent, and the two ¢
have vastly different agendas. " In day-to-day relations, the matriclans 3 e by
dominant of the two; significantly, these clans do not require secrecy. Ing &
tions between members of one’s matriclan should be open to the point th
identity is very much bound up in the identity of other matriclan-mates, ang
8roup as a whole. This is evident in residence patterns. While patrilo cali
norm, the de facto situation is quite different. Because of an ideal of mg tric
dogamy, matrikin in fact live together frequently, such that the quartiers of th
lages are constituted matrilaterally. The high degree of quotidian interaction
extended matrikin contributes to the feeling of shared identity that the Beng
hallmark of matriclan relationships.

to be bridged (Suttles 1970:97). With Beng matriclan-mates, with whom ¢ ne
as sharing so much of one’s veritable identity, there is no such gap. Inste
Beng say of fellow matriclan members, 4 se do (“we’re all one™).
There is, however, one place for secrecy within these tightly nit g
Significantly, it is at the illicit level: through witchcraft. Indeed, virtually all
craﬁamongtheBengisdirectedonlyatmatﬁkin." In a sense this is apprc ria
witchcraft in Africa is the ultimate hurtful-and hidden-act of subversion of
that should be shared. Among the Beng, it is among matrikin that such valy

undo its deleterious effects on its past victims.

For those familiar with clans in Africa, all this must seem somewk at ¢
able, as witchcraft in many African groups is often confined to close quarter
cluding clanmates (cf,, for example, Beidelman 1971 on the matrilineal Kag
Tanzania). But when we come to Beng patriclans, the situation is quite dif

heterodox resistance against such total belonging through illicit bew ot g
Stead, patriclan-mates may be friends, for with patrikin there is a psychologicaly
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may be bridged. There may be a physical chasm as well: patriclan members do
Anecessarily know one another, since the clans may be widely scattered among the
enty-odd Beng villages.
Given these facts, what unites patriclan members at all? I suggest that there
rm of shared mystical property that serves this purpose. Atdeath, one’s spirit
is said to travel to a spirit village (wrugbe), where it rejoins the other deceased
mbers of the patrilocal extended family. Now this journey to a patrilineally consti-
ed spirit village is accomplished only if the corpse is first washed thoroughly in an
tal decoction by a patriclan-mate. Exactly which herbs may be used is highly
Each clan owns the rights to use only certain herbs, and no one knows which
ibs the members of other clans use.' If we accept Goody’s classic definition of
iporate clans as requiring the presence of inalienable property, it is Jjust this—the
it to use these herbs and only these herbs, and the corresponding obligation to
ceal their identity from non-clan members—that constitutes the basis for patriclan
poration (e.g. Goody 1961). As a bundle of intellectual knowledge rather than a
lerial entity such as land, this is not the type of property that Goody seems to have
in mind. But recent discussions of the importance of symbolic capital (e.g.
urdieu 1977) should encourage us to stretch the scope of Goody’s definition to
lude mystical “property,” including secret funeral herbs, as crucial to the actors
olved.!”
Comparing the role of secrecy in each of the two clan types, then, we see an
version. With the matriclans, secrecy exists illicitly in the form of witchcraft within
clans, while with the patriclans, secrecy exists normatively in the form of knowl-
ge of corpse-washing herbs that is not shared between the clans. Nevertheless, in
th cases, secrecy is in effect intrinsic to the definition of the clan as a structural
and to the individual’s own experience of the clan.

THE SECRET L1FE oF POWER

The secret offers, so to speak, the possibility of a second world along-

 side the manifest world; and the latter is decisively influenced by the Jormer
(Simmel 1950:330).

So far I have been discussing secrecy as it relates to knowledge or its conceal-
There is another factor that is allied to both secrecy and knowledge in Africa:
er. Now secrecy and power have a long and often sordid interrelated history, a
lory that the philosopher Sissela Bok (1983) has traced admirably. But Bok’s
Xussion focuses on the abuse of secrets for political gain: her “power” is not only
licitly political, it is nefarious. By contrast, in Africa, power is rarely defined by
erence to the same parameters as it has been in the West for a long while (Arens
dKarp 1989). Rather, power in Africa is often tied to attributes that Westerners
term “mystical.” As such, it is associated with the production, and mastery, of
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example, in the Tiv language of Nigeria, in which the word for “witch” tra

literally as “person who knows things” (Bohannan 1988:88). _
Among the Beng, political power is closely affiliated with witcheraf

that newly installed kings, queens and village chiefs are required to bewitch a:

fied number of close relatives within a year of taking office (Gottlieb 19

the flip side as well (Which a reading of Weber [1947] would not ily hz
us to anticipate): a very specific alliance of power with knowledge. The Ben;
clivity for secrecy-with its implication of private knowledge, and the power th
confers on the knower—fits in nicely here. B
In fact, the Beng situation echocs a pattern that exemplifies the cons

of societies deriving from wider Mande culture, of which the Beng are o
(marginalized) example. In most Mande-speaking societies, knowledge is cg
ered the most potent form of power. As such, it must be subject to strin gent
concerning the circumstances under which it may be divulged, when, and oy
(e.g. Bellman 1984; McNaughton 1988; Zahan 1963). The Mende language )
erra Leone indicates this trenchantly: the verb for “to ask” also means “to inte
gate,” which, as Fermé observes, indicates a clear association between questior
which is itself a potential challenge to secrecy, and power (1989:2, N. 2). As
example suggests, knowledge, power and Secrecy are, throughout the Mande v
a virtually inseparable triad (for other West African cases beyond the Mande re;
see Barber [1981:739] on the Yoruba of Nigeria and Quarcoopome [1993] on
Dangme of Ghana ).'¢ 3

be revealed. .. which turns out to be yet another veiled layer of disguise. Amo ;
Baktaman, Barth suggests, Secrecy exists essentially to perpetuate respect for itself-
very idea of secrecy. In Wagner’s terms (1986), it is a symbol that has come
for itself !
Elsewhere, secrecy may be more motivated by the content it is meant to
ceal. Closer to Bengland, the Bamana place great importance on the conte
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le initiate 0 develop from a state of exteriority to onc of interiority, or personal
lowledge (Zahan 1963, 1979). This movement requires absolute control over such
nowledge—in other words, secrecy.

The Beng, as I mentioned, do not have such a formal system of male initia-
on that would encapsulate a body of esoteric knowledge. But as distant relatives of
Bamana, they do share a somewhat similar impulse, in their motivated urge to
wrecy. Yet among the Beng, knowledge itself is explained in relation to forces
ider than the individual: Beng situate their secretiveness by reference to those
owerful Earth spirits that we have already encountered. The spirits are the focus of
¢ir religion, and they are said by the Beng to be both psychically and physically
fached to the Earth. In the Beng model of moral geography, the Earth with a
apital E is seen as having boundaries. Indeed, it circumscribes the Beng area, so
at leaving the Beng region automatically puts one at risk as one abandons the
fual zone-the Earth—in which Beng protective spirits are said to be most effective.
kng citizens who venture beyond their homeland often offer prayers and sacrifices
efore their trip, and bring along various charms and amulets for protection against
known forces that their localized spirits may not otherwise be able to combat.
If many Beng live their lives in relation to these invisible spirits, they by no

cans assume an unearned permanency to their gods. They continually endeavor to
intain their end of their contract with the spirits, but they also recognize that
pses are possible at any moment: taboos are broken and amends must be made.
fiould the offense against spirit by human be too severe, thoughtful Beng acknowl-
dge that the spirits may well abandon the Beng altogether—a prospect the Beng of
ourse dread. In that case, they say the Beng Earth itself-the Earth that is wor-
hipped, that gives Beng life meaning—would leave too, as the Earth is indissolubly
fd to its spirits. And without the Earth, the Beng couldn’t possibly farm success-
lly, as the Earth spirits oversee the soil’s fertility. The cycle of people-spirits-crops
ould become unhinged, and Beng life rendered impossible. It is for these reasons,
hich make sense to virtually all Beng, that I suggested that Beng secrecy does not
fistas an end in itself, as it does among, say, the Baktaman, but rather in relation to
postulated set of wider spiritual forces.

THEe SecreT Live oF SoceTy

The secret . . . is one of man's greatest achievements
(Simmel 1950:330).

If secrecy suffuses both quotidian relations among the Beng and the higher
lings of Beng religion, as well as giving definition to an indigenous notion of
per-all of which are, in any case, intimately intertwined—how does the normal
iness of culture, with its endless round of quotidian acts allowing people to com-

unicate with at least a modicum of mutual comprehension, get carried out? As
edrik Barth has observed, the more secrecy exists in a society, the less there exists




142 ALma GOTTLIEB ,
a fund of shared knowledge (1975:264 ff.): “secrecy entails a pattern o
tion,” he writes, “where most actors are excluded from knowledge” (p. 2¢
the classic definitions of culture (from, say, Tylor [1874] to Goodenough [1
to Geertz [1973]) as including, if not revolving around, the notion of shai
edge, where can secrecy fit in with our understanding of culture? In i
societies that virtually revel in widespread secrecy, I suggest that our v _
of culture must expand from the classic definitions to consider cases in
shared quality of certain bundles of knowledge is offset by an extreme i di
of other bundles of knowledge. Yet ironically, this individualistic approa
edge is itself founded on a culturally defined ideology—an ideology thatav
of crucial dimensions to social life must remain private and may not be
otherwise shared with others.?° 49

But this still begs the question: How may a society whose members
it cohesive-which Beng people certainly do—exist on such a basis? NS
this question are undoubtedly multiple in the cross-cultural spectrum. In
case, I will begin by suggesting that the society may endure as st Ch'
extreme emphasis on secrecy in certain respects is in fact counterb
opposite: an extreme level of public airing of social events and individ
ence, in other spheres.

For I must now acknowledge an alarming contrast to what I A
sized up to this point. Far from being enveloped by an overwhelming aura
my first impressions of a Beng village were that social relationships e
openness; over the months, this impression was confirmed as I took | 0
regular, intense social discourse about subjects that would certainly be ke
if not secret, in the middle-class, Western settings in which I was a nat
Beng parents rebuke their children, for example, it is done outdoors, i n th
yard, and when the rebuked children sulk or whimper, that too is ac
outside. If it is a particularly intense sulk, the sobbing child might
crowd to stare at him-as I once observed with an especially unhappy
who had just ripped his shorts and had been harangued by his impe
for the expense it would incur. In no case would such a child be sk
house by an embarrassed mother, as would likely occur in a middle<c
setting.?!

Other activities that most middle-class Westerners would likely ¢
vate are routinely conducted in public in Beng villages. These include
bodily events. For instance, urinating is frequently conducted outdoo .
village, while in the evenings, teenagers of the same sex often walk into'
small groups to defecate. The luxury of an afternoon nap on a rest day .,
outdoors, under the shade of a thatch canopy or a village tree, and often in
people lying close to each other on their bark cloths or more modern %
life in general during the day should be conducted outdoors. People !
indoors for any length of time during the day--unless it’s raining hard ai
is blowing spirits through the village-are immediately suspected of witch é

)
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iGraham 1994). In this context, privacy is associated with secrecy, and secrecy is
ociated with nefarious intentions.

In Bengland, even sick people are not left alone.If they are so ill that they
0't rouse themselves from bed to lie outdoors, patients should expect a steady
tam of unannounced visitors to come into their rooms all day and evening to wish
m a speedy recovery. If the convalescents are sleeping when visitors call, the
ests usually attempt to wake the patients so that the sick ones may realize that they
Ve been visited. Likewise, people who come to pay a visit to a newborn usually
kup, speak to and wake the sleeping baby, thereby imparting the lesson that sleep
alwxury that must take second place to sociability. Along related lines, my husband’s
lial major frustration in trying to practice his craft as a writer while living in a
ng village was simply to find private space in which to write. Eventually, he gave
)and learned to write sitting outside while surrounded by large clusters of people
king, listening to the radio, washing and nursing babies, stripping lianas, repair-
gbike tires, peering into his notebook (Gottlieb and Graham 1994).

- Disputes between spouses—that act of supreme privacy in most middle-class,
estern households, rarely shared with even close friends or relatives—take place in
 public eye among the Beng, occasioning on-the-spot gossip by interested rela-
g, friends and neighbors. Such disputes usually end by the husband appointing a
mal mediator to apologize publicly to his wife. If he fails to do so because he is so
gy that he cannot bear to apologize, the dispute ends in a semi-public trial. By
emi-public,” I mean that the Judges are male and female elders of the couple’s
milies, but the trial is conducted outside, in the courtyard, and anyone who is
terested may linger to watch along the sidelines. The more outrageous the sup-
sed action of the accused, the larger the audience.

~ Al these sorts of public or semi-public airings of what most middle-class
esieners would consider private affairs suggest a very different understanding of
¢ self from that which is embodied in the dominant Western notion, with its em-
asis on individual autonomy and its firm boundaries around itself (Dumont 1986,
kes 1973).% But in some ways the Beng configuration is probably not unexpected
he anthropologist, for it fits in rather nicely with the image of the small-scale,
ce-to-face community that we have constructed, and with which anthropologists
¢ felt comfortable for a long while: the community in which one’s business is
eryone else’s and everyone else’s business is one’s own, precisely because the self
supposedly defined fully by reference to others in the group--lineage, clan, village,
hat-have-you (e.g. Fortes 1987). In the classic anthropological accounts of
n-Western social selves, it can sometimes be hard to imagine where any concept of
Ieindividual-with outlines approximating those appreciated in most Western set-
igs—can find room to exist and manoeuver. It is here that the Beng emphasis on
ecy in both a large number and array of contexts surprises the Western-trained
lthropologist, not expecting any developed notion of the non-Western individual as
discrete being with secrets worth guarding (cf. Barth 1975:26).

The combination of excessive secrecy and excessive publicity—“excessive,”
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that is, when viewed from the normative perspective of the Western-trained sc
might indicate a system at loggerheads with itself. Yet among the Beng, th

orientations of secrecy and publicity exist side by side. Given this, I now

different arenas depending on the social context. As with, say, the gumla, ’"

other: they exist at the same epistemological level... which is to say that the
mutually defining. Put crudely, the dominant social impulse at the heart o g
society is not only to remain cohesive but also to provide a systematic alternati
cohesion.
Note the difference here from a hegemony/resistance model of societ y. In
latter, the pull of the conceptual antonym is present but is located on the mar
society. In contrast, the Beng model I have hypothesized relies on an interior cor
tion of a system and its opposite. With such a system, any possibility of revol
that might exist beneath the practice of resistance would be mitigated.
The argument I am making here resonates with one I have proposec [
where regarding Beng society at large, which I characterized as constructed of
seemingly opposed yet complementary principles, those of identity and differ
(Gottlieb 1996). There I suggested that these two principles ramify into m
domains of Beng experience, from descent to folklore. My main point in pos
this dual-leveled model of Beng society was to suggest that neither compone
dominant, nor can one be reducible to the other. The overall thesis underlyin
that work and the current one is that a society may be comprised of two (or m
models on which social relations are premised, and that these models may be qg
distinct, even competing . .. though they may also be complementary. <of
Accordingly, I am suggesting that both secrecy and publicity are intrin 3
the Beng construction of sociality. This framework for interpreting Beng soc
which is in effect a dual-leveled model, speaks to the opening up of our theor
frameworks in anthropology, especially our opening up of the notion of culture it
that key symbol inanthropologythatformanyyears was seen in a constricte s
as monological and homogeneous. Of course, recent work on a variety of relz
topics has already done much in this direction (e.g. Fox 1991)-a direction to w
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view this current article as a contribution. A consideration of indigenous models of
ociety such as the dual one that the Beng offer us may help us to develop our
wareness of, and sensitivity towards, alternative, complex, even contradictory mod-
ls of culture. Current directions in anthropology revel in the complexity of culture,
tmphasizing heterogeneity, disjuncture, improvisation, and proposing the possibil-
fyof multiple models to account for such complexities.” One lesson of Beng

and its obverse is that, as others have begun to argue (e.g. Kuper 1992), in providing
idigenous models of complexity, non-Western societies can actively speak to, illu-
inate and, one hopes, shape our predominantly Western- inflected academic dis-
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'This is especially the case while chewing tobacco or, even more, kola nuts which, when chewed, produce a
ight orange stream of saliva.

'I promised my Beng friends and informants that I would only publish that which would not violate the
canons of Beng secrecy. In this paper I have tried to talk about Beng secrecy while endeavoring strenuously
Wavoid divulging the actual contents of certain bundles of secret knowledge that would cause special pain
were they to be publicized. Future Beng readers can judge if I have succeeded in this attempt.
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* The indigenous religion oflheBengmolvesatmmdwomhip of the Earth and associated sy
includes sacrifices to ancestors’ spirits (Gottlieb 1996, Gottlieb 1998, Gottlieb 2000, Gott
1994). Inrecanyeats,lslunand,waleeseremganﬁianhxhaveoﬁndmﬁgim tern ‘
mmmeg“eonvats”mﬂnserdigiomoominuemobseveuluﬂhaminaﬂyﬂnﬁM practice
¢ The Jula migrants are all Muslilnanddonotparﬁcipateinanyﬁxmofmwordip. Althou
JiminimigmnlslknewwmalsoMuslim,itispoam’bleﬂmxsomereminfaitﬂhltothelocd imin
which also involves Earth worship, based on their own six-day calendar (Ellen Suthers, personal ¢
tion). Further research is needed to explore this issue. |

7 Of course there is no wayofknowingwhetherthemostly Muslim immigrants would indeed o )
local taboo if they did know about it. lnfaa,itispossibletlmd:eynﬁghtwdl ipxoreit,uﬂﬂ:, n

.16

) |

ﬁeldwo:k.'l'lxisismle's,innanaﬁvefam amajorthemeofmyooauthoredmemoir( tlieb
1994); I hope to develop it more analytically in a future piece.

’AlﬂnugxﬂlmismBmgtamofwhichlunawmﬂmmmesdrewysﬂwEndiﬁ eligio
conoeptisbynomeansforeigntoBmgthwgh. TheBmgrudﬂydstianorexmle, wee
(58 po), which have a spiritual basis, and rules (mla), which do not; and they articulate sever
sphiNdintaaaiothhhumam:mauaslnvhgmdowithmeMasspiﬁunﬂy' (b
tasoomaningspiﬁts(bmzoza)ﬂm"edmmdvesseenasamdndwpuﬁwlubedsm
manersomwemingthesoulsofanoestors(wmza). .

n lnpurmingﬂxisixwwinamngedmaniagepattans, I learned to discuss the possibility of by
incestuous matches only for my respondent him- or herself, and, occasionally, forafewofﬂn’l ]
closest relatives. This necessitated me invhgawidenetworkofhfmnmtsforthispaticuhr opic @

'2 But see the excellent article by Karp and Kendall (1982) that effectively refutes this persistent im

moreonBcngﬁmaa]s,seeGottlieb1992)Evenmorefonnalspeedmsatenquiredtbr >ddings
cmthepohtisnotsecrecy,perse,butanemionofﬂnelessonofsea'ecy:thaﬂhe oduction ¢
is&mmmibedmkpmdingmhsmtmdcmtexghmustalwaysbeaswdﬂedm )
person. :
“memeﬂle«eﬁcddisamdmofmyammchmdesemtmm,mdﬁrﬂueﬂmom
ofﬂnmumadiﬁﬁesmdsmtﬁnq:sassodatedwiﬂ:anoclmtyps,meﬁeb(l :
"'Ihconeexceptiontothisruleoocursatkings', qxeens’andvillagechiefs’ﬁma'als,dning ‘

i
1
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thes may attempt to bewitch people present who belong to any matriclan (Gottlieb 1989).

This was one of the very few bits of information that a Beng king whom I got to know quite well would not
geto me, an outsider to his patriclan.

1. A Barnes has suggested that Goody might well be willing to include my amendment into the scope of his
ition (personal communication).

king of lying-a topic with intimate ties to secrecy— Bames (n.d.) has written that whereas lies appear

e categorically evil, in fact in some contexts they may be crucial, integrated, expected, and/or understood
uch. His point is akin to mine for secrecy.

nong the Kabré of Togo, as Piot analyzes it, secrecy is “part of a set of movements and provocations”
993:362) that appear when ambiguity and/or possible equality—which is itself seen as a potential sorce of

Note that I am not referring to the individuation of: experience—-which itself poses a challenge to the classic
hropological definitions of culture for other, though related, reasons, as Bruner (1986) and others have
nout. ;

Inthis and the ensuing discussion, I take the U.S. as my paradigmatic model for this claim. The extent to
hich life in other Westemn nations conform to this model is variable.

In contrast, Sennett (1977) suggests that since the Industrial Revolution and the rise of late capitalism,
limacy has, paradoxically, become a public commodity in the West. Popular examples include the huge

For a discussion of the intellectual lineage behind this approach, including a discussion indicating diver-
ces from Lévi-Strauss with whose work my approach may appear to have affinities, see Gottlieb (1996);
orrecent ethnographic applications of the approach taken here to multiple models of social life as applied to
gnder issues, see for example Gottlieb (1990), Meigs (1990).

‘Foran earlier roundup of the beginnings of this trend, see Ortner (1984). For arelated debate over the utility
fithe concept of ““society,” see Ingold, et al. (1996).
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