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can be addressed by examining how the traveler is
influenced by the belief system of his hosts, their
structures of relevant experiences and concepts.

Being There - How Encountering Others
Affects the Traveler

A romantic explanation of the respectful attitude
Evans-Pritchard developed towards the Azande
 and their practices would point to him experi
encing their hospitality and friendship. Evans-
Pritchard had described this experience himself:
“I tried to adapt myself to their culture by living
the life of my hosts, as far as convenient, and by
sharing their hopes and joys, apathy and sorrows.
In many respects my life was like theirs: I suffered
their illnesses; exploited the same food supplies;
and adopted as far as possible their own patterns
of behavior with resultant enmities as well as
friendships. In no department of their life was
I more successful in ‘thinking black,’ or as it
should more correctly be said ‘feeling black,’ than
in the sphere of witchcraft. I, too, used to react
to misfortunes in the idiom of witchcraft, and
it was often an effort to check this lapse into
unreason” (1976: 45). This is the myth of the
ethnographer in field research since Malinowski
(Kuper 1983: 10). The encounter of “primitive
men” reveals that they are human beings like
us, who pursue their personal advantage by ra

 tional means (Kuper 1983: 25). Although their
magic may not be compatible with our scientific
mentality (Evans-Pritchard 1976: 31), the differ
ence between “them” and “us” is abolished by the
common experience of wishes and goals, hope and
despair.

Evans-Pritchard’s role as a self-declared Azan
de is, however, not without its own ambiguities.
In the 18th century, the Azande founded a society
dominated by the “simplicity of a military hierar
chy: masters and servants. The former called them
selves Avongara (rulers)” (Ki-Zerbo 1990: 347).
Evans-Pritchard lived among the “commoners”
(Gillies 1976: xiv) and did not trust the explana
tions offered by the nobility on their own belief
system. Consequently, he was convinced he had
found a contradiction in the system of vengeance
magic and called a nobleman’s explanation, apt

 to solve this problem, a “lie” (Evans-Pritchard
1976: 7). Evans-Pritchard promotes the impression
that he knows the traditions of the Azande better
than the nobility and that he may eventually be the
better nobleman. That Evans-Pritchard may locally
have adopted the role of a traveling nobleman can

be concluded from his explanation of why he did
not become initiated in the magical rituals of the
Azande. Besides the possibly disruptive effect of
his presence on traditions and the difficulties of
performing ethnographic observations while being
involved in a ritual, he mostly named “practical”
reasons why a European should not participate in
the actions of a witch-doctor of the Azande: “...
 members of the noble class (Avongara) do not
 become witch-doctors” (1976: 67), which would

 be a pointless argument if Evans-Pritchard had
 assumed the role of a “commoner.”

 The role of a local aristocrat has its implicit
yet untold underpinnings in the “indirect rule” by
which the British colonial administration used the
local authorities to govern their respective terri
tories (Kuper 1983: 99-120). At the beginning of
World War II, Evans-Pritchard engaged in military
operations in the south of Sudan, the area of his
former field research. It is not without ironic un
dertone that Geertz describes how Evans-Pritchard
portrayed himself as the better commander com
pared to the ignorant British and Italian officers,
whose superiority is based upon his understanding
of the “natives” he has to lead (1988: 61). Geertz
 describes Evans-Pritchard’s ethnography as the hu
 man variant of the apology of British colonialism.

 When Evans-Pritchard stresses the comprehensi
 bility of the magical practices of the Azande, he
 validates “the adequacy of the cultural categories
 of, in this case, university England, to provide
 a frame of intelligible reasonings, creditable val
ues, and familiar motivations for such oddities
as poison oracles, ghost marriages, blood feuds,
and cucumber sacrifices.” Thus he constructed
“a forceful argument for the general authority of
a certain conception of life” (Geertz 1988: 70).
Geertz is far from condemning this way to present
African people. He admits that Evans-Pritchard’s
view of the Africans does not deny the difference
between southern Sudanese and English concepts
of life. However, the importance of these differ
ences is balanced against the common fate as hu
 man beings. This attitude would neither be “smug”

 nor “ungenerous” nor “uncompassionate.” And it
 would finally not be “untrue” (Geertz 1988: 71).
 British tolerance would be likewise adequate for
 encounter and command of the exotic “Other.” In
 the wide spectrum of European colonial attitudes
 toward the Africans, Evans-Pritchard thus repre
 sents the liberal and humane pole. The importance
 and value of this position can be discerned when
it is compared to the genocide of the Herero and
Maji-Maji in the former German “Schutzgebieten”
(Davidson 1991: 298 f.) or with the extermination


