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for local cultural assertion after the fall of 
sékou Touré’s regime, expressed in football 
and masquerades, gave fresh opportunities 
for the Catholics to put themselves at the 
centre of things. overall, it is as if both the 
Muslims and the Christians, at different 
times, were able to make themselves the 
key vectors of the Baga story. Are we to see 
them as complementing or alternating with 
one another? When we read of a young man 
named rené Amadou and of a Jean whose 
father is called sékou, or of another young 
man who went to Conakry, converted from 

islam to Pentecostalism and started a foot-
ball team called Ancestral village, while his 
stay-at-home brother remained Muslim and 
founded one called Harlem City, we have to 
feel that there is a complex interpenetration 
between the two faiths, working itself out 
as the Baga struggle to position themselves 
between the local, national and global forces 
which impact upon their lives.

J. D. Y. Peel

school of oriental and African studies, 
University of London, UK

Mike McGovern
Making War in Côte d’ivoire

Chicago and London, The University
of Chicago Press and Hurst Co.,
2011, xxv + 238 pp.

As the reader may know, the war in Côte 
d’ivoire has not yet happened. Departing 
from this Baudrillard-esque harbor, Mike 
McGovern sails off to describe the situa-
tion in Côte d’ivoire between 2002, when 
a civil war was, to the eyes of most of us, 
imminent (indeed, many violent episodes 
followed between 2002 and 2004), and 
2007, when elections were approaching 
again, in a country geographically divided 
in two regions: the “north” (mostly Muslim 
and Mandingo, with close cultural and his-
torical links to Mali) and the “south” (more 
predominantly Christian, with historical 
and cultural links to Ghana to the east and 
southern Liberia to the west).

Because of this clear-cut division, many 
people thought that there was a “civil war” 
in Côte d’ivoire of “southerners” against 
‘Northerners’, Christians against Muslims, 

“autochthons” (the coastal people) against 
“strangers” (the northern people, many of 
whom, including political leader ouattara, 
were politically classified as “strangers” in 
the late 1990s owing to their genealogical 
links to Malian citizens). Those were no 
doubt elements in the conflict, but this was 
triggered by a much bigger set of condi-
tions. And it was not really a “civil war” like 
the ones the world witnessed in neighbor-
ing sierra Leone and Liberia. There was a 
lot of cruelty, with several thousand deaths 
but, against our fears, it never became a 
war remotely comparable to the neighbor-
ing ones.

ironically, the book has taken a long 
time to be produced. “ironically” because 
the delay has been paralleled by that of the 
elections, which only took place at the end 
of 2010 and produced today’s alarming sit-
uation, with two people (President Gbagbo 
and ouattara, his northern opponent) each 
claiming to be the winner, the former sup-
ported by the Constitutional Council (and 
by some African countries), and the latter 
by the international community, and West 
African neighbors in particular, who have 
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hard evidence that he was the winner of the 
election. The country has probably never 
been as close to a fully-rounded civil war 
as it is in this moment. The book becomes, 
thus (against its intention), a timely analy-
sis of the conditions of possibility of such 
post-electoral predicament.

Mike McGovern is a political anthro-
pologist with extensive research on conflict 
and post-conflict situations in Africa, not 
only as an academic, but also as the West 
Africa director of the international Crisis 
Group, which (together with his doctoral 
fieldwork, conducted on the border between 
Guinea and Côte d’ivoire) has given him a 
privileged angle from whence to study the 
volatile situation of many West African 
countries. Côte d’ivoire is a special case. 
Under Houphouet-Boigny’s reign, Côte 
d’ivoire had been the “success story” of 
West Africa: no conflicts at all, economic 
prosperity, secured tourism, international 
culture and art, and its pearl, Abidjan, the 
Paris of West Africa. When the conflict 
started in Côte d’ivoire some years after 
Houphouet-Boigny’s death, Westerners 
were puzzled and needed an explanation. 
Why war in Côte d’ivoire?

Granted, “why Côte d’ivoire?” was a 
legitimate enough request, and given his 
work in the region, McGovern was expected 
to explain it to us. Yet, he preferred to take 
a somewhat different, and certainly more 
original, route. instead of rushing explana-
tions about the “why war”, he took his time 
and elaborated an ethnographic and anthro-
pological study (in some chapters becoming 
an apposite vindication of the Manchester 
school of analysis) of the “neither-war-nor-
peace” situation that the country endured 
for many years and thus provides us with 
elements to answer the opposite question: 
why the feared war did not happen but was 
always in-the-making. in writing about this 
making, McGovern has produced a master-
piece in which major anthropological topics 

of today’s Africa (ethnicity, autochthony, 
extraversion, youths’ expectations, popular 
culture, regional politics, historical models 
and narratives, agrarian tensions, conflict, 
religion) are woven together, both ethno-
graphically and theoretically, to produce a 
very subtle analysis of a very complex con-
flict. The array of topics is matched by an 
impressive array of scholarly references and 
a strong scaffolding of overlapping theoreti-
cal frameworks, stretching from political 
anthropology to theories of play, and from 
agrarian studies applied to the ethnic ten-
sions in southern Côte d’ivoire to Lacanian 
approaches applied to the “fatherly” figure 
of Houphouet-Boigny.

in order for war to take place, a lot of 
things have to take place. one of the most 
important lessons to be learnt from this 
book is that for a civil war to happen, sev-
eral elements in the human landscape have 
to be “aligned”. ethnic, regional, economic, 
generational, political differences, histori-
cal grievances and economic greed exist 
and may provoke cruelty, but none of them 
in themselves will provoke a fully-fledged 
war. All these factors play themselves out, 
and, in Côte d’ivoire at least, the socio-
political tissue is composed of so many dif-
ferent stitches as to avoid the “alignment” 
and the hardening of social categories into 
two groups ready to annihilate each other. 
Whether this feared “alignment” is what is 
happening as i am writing this review is not 
clear, though i suspect we are much closer 
to it now than we were four years ago. in 
any case, the dictum ‘the ivorian war has 
not yet happened’ that opens the book 
sounds now almost as tragic as the impos-
sible “the Trojan war will not take place” 
that gives title to Jean Giradoux’s 1951 play 
(itself a reflection on the europeans wars, 
whose title later inspired  Baudrillard’s essay 
on the Gulf war). The Greeks thought that 
humans cannot escape their destiny. if there 
is something in common in  Giradoux’s and 
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McGovern’s dicta about the wars in Troy 
and Côte d’ivoire is that both show us that 
“destiny” is the product of humans’ making. 
so is tragedy: a mixture of feelings, histories, 
coincidences, intentions, manipulations, 
memories and expectations. “Bricollaging” 
with all this, humans often make do, but 
sometimes make war too. Whether ivori-
ans can escape their destiny lies indeed in 
human hands. Again, as McGovern writes, 
the ivorian war has not yet happened, but 
it now seems that more and more people 
are very good at making it. Let us hope 

there is also a Penelope somewhere, secretly 
unweaving at night such tragedy-oriented 
fabric so blatantly woven at daylight. 
Whatever the destiny of the country might 
be, McGovern’s original analysis of “war 
making” is no doubt destined to become an 
anthropological model to the study of con-
flict in Africa and beyond.

Ramon Sarró

instituto de Ciências sociais
da Universidade de Lisboa, Portugal;
Yale University, UsA

Harry West
kupilikula: o poder

e o invisível eM Mueda,

MoçaMbique

Lisbon, imprensa de Ciências sociais,
2009, 436 pp.

Few books on “apparently irrational beliefs” 
such as witchcraft achieve the analytical 
subtlety of evans-Pritchard’s Witchcraft, 

Oracles and Magic Among the Azande. equally 
few achieve the organizational elegance 
of evans-Pritchard’s The Nuer. Amazingly, 
Harry West’s Kupilikula compares favour-
ably to evans-Pritchard’s two most famous 
books on both scores.

The book consists of an extended analysis 
of uwavi, or witchcraft, as an idiom for under-
standing and managing power amongst the 
mostly Makonde inhabitants of the Mueda 
plateau in northern Moçambique. This is 
the area where the Frelimo insurgency began, 
and West discusses this period at length, 
but also delves back to the beginning of 
the twentieth century. From the beginning, 
he shows the positive and negative aspects 

of witchcraft, an idiom that is similar to a 
kind of heightened capacity, one that can be 
used for good or for ill. Alongside uwavi, a 
second key term of the text is kupilikula, the 
practice from which the book takes its name. 
This polysemic term can mean many things, 
including a “decisive unmaking and remak-
ing of another’s exercise of power”, a “coun-
termaneuver”, or an “inversion”.

Among the book’s many qualities is the 
interplay between West’s fine fieldwork and 
his sensitive writing. it is a testament to his 
fieldwork that he had 29 vignettes – one for 
each chapter, plus one for the preface – all 
rich enough to form the basis of a chapter. 
West uses a light hand to let readers par-
ticipate in the crafting of the analysis. The 
reader also sees how well West’s own fram-
ing of others’ speech allows us to  participate 
in their extraordinary eloquence. in describ-
ing one elderly man’s oration, West writes, 
“Like a praise poem, the name Malapende 
rolled off Lyulagwe’s lips and settled into 
the crevices between the two dozen people 
who now surrounded us” (p. 89 of original 
edition from The University of Chicago 
Press, 2005).


