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Abstract 

Obeah encompasses a wide variety of  beliefs and practices involving the control 
or channelling of supernaturallspiritual forces, usually for socially beneficial 
ends such as treating illness, bringing good fortune, protecting against harm, 
and avenging wrongs. Although obeah was sometimes used to h a m  others, 
Europeans during the slave period distorted its positive role in the lives o f  many 
enslavedpersons. In post-emancipation times, colonial officials, local white elites 
and their ideological allies exaggerated the antisocial dimensions o f  obeah, 
minimizing or ignoring its positive functions. This negative interpretation became 
so deeply ingrained that many West Indians accept it to varying degrees today, 
although the positive attributes o f  obeah are still acknowledged in most parts of  
the anglophone Caribbean. 

The word obeah found across the anglophone Caribbean is probably one 
of the most widely known African-derived terms in the region.' How- 
ever, there is little consensus among scholars on its meaning and 
significance, although many conceptions of obeah, both in the past and 
in more recent years, stress its antisocial and evil nature as witchcraft 
or sorcery. Indeed, the term obeah has come to be endowed with a 
malevolent/malign social power - much like the "bad words" (swear 
words) which can lead to legal sanctions if publicly uttered in Jamaica 
or other West Indian societies. 

Obeah is not an organized religion. It lacks a more or less unified 
system of beliefs and practices involving, for example, deities or gods, 
communal or public rituals and ceremonies and the physical spaces or 
sites where they occur, or spiritual leaders of congregationslcongregants, 
as in Haitian VodunIVodoo, Brazilian CandomblC, Cuban Santeria, or 
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the Orisha religion (formerly known as Shango) in Trinidad. Rather, 
obeah is a catch-all term that encompasses a wide variety and range of 
beliefs and practices related to the control or channelling of supernatu- 
rallspiritual forces by particular individuals or groups for their own 
needs, or on behalf of clients who come for help. Originally, on the 
seventeenth-century slave plantations of the British Caribbean, these 
beliefs and practices drew on a number of common and broadly related 
African models or belief systems, including sacred traditions and medical 
knowledge, modified over the years by the New World environment, 
including its plant and animal life; European practices, beliefs and 
material culture (e.g., glass bottles, rum); and the social conditions and 
community tensions that existed under slavery. 

Although the specific beliefs and practices embraced by this term 
varied from place to place, obeah everywhere shared at least two 
fundamental characteristics: (1) its practice involved the manipulation 
and control of supernatural forces, usually through the use of material 
objects and recitation of spells; and ( 2 )  it was primarily concerned with 
divination (e.g., foretelling, finding lost or stolen goods, ascertaining the 
cause of illness], healing and bringing good fortune, and protection from 
harm - although it was sometimes used malevolently to harm others. 
The practice of obeah usually involved specialists, often skilled in the 
use of plant medicines, who were sometimes paid fees by individual 
clients. The practitioners as well as their clients could be men or women. 
Until fairly recent times, obeah practitioners were not uncommon in 
most of the anglophone Caribbean, and generally practised their art 
clandestinely because of wider societal disapproval or prohibitive laws 
that existed for much of the colonial period. 

Perhaps it will help to arrive at a clearer understanding of this highly 
charged word if its meaning is examined in one specific Afro-Caribbean 
setting. Since it is generally agreed that the term obeah and its primary 
referents are of African origin (see below) we start by considering a 
Caribbean region known for displaying a particularly high degree of 
African cultural influences. No area fits this description better than the 
interiors of Suriname and French Guiana, where present-day Maroons 
maintain semi-autonomous, so-called "tribal" societies. Their enslaved 
ancestors escaped from coastal plantations into the interior forests 
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and founded societies 
beyond the reach of their enslavers. At present, among the Aluku (Boni) 
of French Guiana, where Bilby has conducted over three years of 
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fieldwork during the 1980s and 1990s, the word obia has several 
meanings, the most common being "medicine, remedy or healing 
power". For the Ndyuka Maroons of Suriname, the term obeah, the 
historian Silvia de Groot wrote over 30 years ago, refers to a "supernatu- 
ral force with healing and protecting magic power". Virtually all other 
reliable sources on the Surinamese Maroons, including the Saramaka, 
agree with this definition of obeah as a positive form of power that plays 
an important role in everyday life. Ndyuka and Saramaka oral historians 
say that it has always been so: that they and their ancestors have always 
known obeah as a socially beneficial force. Eighteenth- and nineteenth- 
century Dutch colonial archival sources lend them support. One of the 
remarkable things about these documentary sources, sketchy as they 
often are, is that the word obia, as used in the documents, rarely if ever 
denotes malevolent sorcery meant to inflict harm.3 

The fact that Surinamese Maroons - not only the most culturally 
African of Caribbean populations, but also the most successful at resist- 
ing the imposition of European colonial values - define obeah as "healing 
and protective power" raises questions about the most common mean- 
ings given the term in other parts of the region. Is obeah an "overpow- 
ering and extremely evil" form of "sorcery and witchcraft", as the most 
recent edition of the influential Encyclopaedia Britannica would have it? 
Is it "a kind of pretended sorcery or witchcraft", so defined until very 
recently by the authoritative Oxford English ~ i c t i o n a ~ ? ~  Or is it a kind 
of "healing and protecting magic power", as Maroons in Suriname will 
tell you? The "truth", perhaps, lies somewhere in between, and must be 
sought in the complex and convoluted history of slavery and colonialism 
in the anglophone Caribbean and how these have shaped both thought 
and language in the region. 

We contend that in many, if not most, parts of ihe anglophone 
Caribbean the supernaturallspiritual force (or forces) that the obeah 
practitioner attempted to control or guide was essentially neutral, but 
was largely directed toward what the slave community defined as 
socially beneficial goals. The force could even be directed against slave 
masters, which, from the perspective of many enslaved persons, was a 
beneficial goal. True, obeah could also have negative or antisocial 
dimensions. However, the entirely negative view of obeah promulgated 
by Whites during the period of slavery in the British Caribbean - a view 
no doubt influenced by the fact that it was sometimes directed against 
them -has distorted understandings of the social role that obeah played 
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Although some recent scholars have emphasized, to one degree or 
another, the socially positive aspects of obeah during the slave period,10 
historical scholarship has traditionally stressed its antisocial dimensions, 
relying too heavily, we believe, on the Eurocentric and racist perspec- 
tives of the primary sources, or on secondary sources that convey this 
position. For example, in his influential Sociology of Slavery, Orlando 
Patterson wrote, "obeah was essentially a type of sorcery which largely 
involved harming others at the request of clients". For the cultural 
geographer David Watts, in his monumental The West Zndies, "obeah was 
a type of sorcery or witchcraft, which may be broadly equated with West 
African 'bad medicine'." David Lowenthal, in his now classic cultural 
geography of the West Indies, gives a definition that briefly, but as- 
suredly, states: "obeah manipulates evil spirits through black magic". 
Albert Raboteau, in his widely quoted study of North America, Slave 
Religion, defines obeah as the "use of magic for evil"; and for Philip 
Morgan, in his masterly and highly regarded study of slave culture in 
the eighteenth-century Chesapeake and Carolinas, "sorcery is the delib- 
erate attempt by an individual to harm others by secretive means. . . . 
The most common term [among enslaved persons in North America] for 
sorcery was obi or obia"." 

Many of the negative assumptions in the scholarly literature about 
obeah can be traced ultimately to the writings of Joseph J. Williams, a 
Jesuit missionary and anthropologist, whose work, though now largely 
forgotten, was influential during the 1930s. In his 1932 volume, Voodos 
and Obeahs, and a number of other writings, Williams, relying almost 
entirely on Jamaican sources, including the classic works of Edward 
Long (History of Jamaica, 1774) and Bryan Edwards (History, Civil and 
Commercial, of the British Colonies in the West Indies, 1793), presented a 
theory of obeah that saw it as a transplanted form of Asante (Ashanti) 
witchcraft that continued to be opposed in the Caribbean by a kind of 
"white" or positive power known as "myal". Though based on the 
flimsiest of evidence, and a naive and prejudicial reading of eighteenth- 
century sources, this interpretation is still widely and uncritically 
accepted. Williams' views have also profoundly affected the search for 
the etymological roots of the term (see be low^.'^ 

Although the historical evidence and primary sources for discussions 
of obeah in early West Indian slave societies are often very ambiguous, 
limited and fragmentary, not to mention highly racist and ethnocentric, 
they nonetheless offer clues as to the relationship between obeah and 

in the lives of many enslaved West Indians and their descendants in 
post-emancipation times5 

It is hardly surprising that obeah, when filtered through a colonialist 
and racist lens through documentary evidence, should be seen in 
exclusively negative terms. European interpretations of obeah were 
shaped not only by their racist ideologies, ethnocentric religious beliefs, 
and their own cultural perceptions of witchcraft and sorcery, but also 
by the limited opportunities they had to gain information. Very few 
Europeans during the slave era (any more than most modern field 
workers and scholars) actually witnessed the work of obeah practitio- 
ners, and such Europeans rarely left accounts of their ~bservations.~ 
Moreover, because of their powers obeah practitioners had considerable 
spiritual and political influence in slave communities. Obeah could be 
used as a mechanism of social control. It could become a vehicle through 
which tensions and antagonisms were channelled and manifested in 
slave communities, for example, when enslaved persons believed they 
were bewitched and their lives threatened; and, thus, ultimately it could 
threaten the stability of colonial and plantocratic authority.7 Also, be- 
cause the power of obeah practitioners could be used against Whites, 
Europeans in the West Indies constructed a narrow and thoroughly 
negative theory of obeah, reducing it to a kind of virulent witchcraft, 
augmented by the administration of poisons.8 So deeply ingrained did 
this interpretation of obeah become that many West Indians accept it to 
varying degrees today, although with perhaps diminishing intensity in 
recent decades. 

Our challenge to conventional understandings of obeah is, of course, 
not entirely new. Almost fifty years ago, Philip Curtin perceptively 
recognized what many twentieth-century scholars and other writers 
have ignored. Writing about Jamaica, yet in a comment that could easily 
be applied to other West Indian areas, Curtin observed that "essentially, 
obeah was neither good nor bad: it could be used either way". Some 
years later Edward Kamau Brathwaite departed even further from most 
scholarly interpretations when he asserted that "obeah . . . is an aspect 
of [healing and protection], though it has come to be regarded in the New 
World and in colonial Africa as sorcery and 'black magic'." "The 
principle of obeah", he continued, is "the process of healinglprotection 
through seeking out the source or explanation of the cause . . . of the 

I disease or fear. This was debased by slave master/missionarylprospero 

1 1  

into an assumption, inherited by most of us, that obeah deals in evil."g 

I 

' I  
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its socially beneficial functions. Indeed, the very primary sources that 
provide information on obeah and emphasize its evil nature commonly 
indicate, albeit indirectly or implicitly, its positive role in slave commu- 
nities. Witness, for example, a major 1781 Jamaican slave law. Its 
forty-ninth clause specifically addressed "the wicked art of Negroes 
going under the appellation of Obeah men and women, pretending to 
have communication with the Devil and other evil spirits". The law 
observed how "the weak and superstitious are deluded into a belief of their 
[the Obeah practitioners] having full power to exempt them whilst under their 
protection, from any evils that might otherwise happen" (our italics).13 
Another example comes from a 1789 document based on slave testi- 
mony, one of the earliest Jamaican sources on obeah, and one of the 
most detailed of the eighteenth century. From this document we learn 
that the powers known by that name among enslaved persons, though 

they certainly could be associated with fear and intimidation, had a 
clearly positive side. We are told, for instance, that enslaved persons 

may "revere" (and therefore "consult") the obeah man or woman. We 
learn, furthermore, that they put great faith in his or her divinatory 
capabilities (or "oracles"), which they consult "upon all occasions". What 
they desired from the obeah man was not just vengeance against enemies 
or punishment of thieves - objectives that are perhaps not wholly "evil" 
or morally indefensible, after all - but "the cure of disorders", "the 
conciliation of favours", and "the prediction of future events".14 Clearly, 
the use of spiritual or magical powers for purposes such as these 
constitutes something other than malevolent sorcery. 

Elsa Goveia reported that in the British Leeward Islands during the 
late eighteenth century "Obeah practices included not only the prepara- 

tion of phials and spells which were designed to protect the possessor 
and his property or to inflict harm on his enemies", but also the treatment 
of disease and the ability to foresee events. In fact, quite pointedly, the 
agent for St Kitts in 1788 testified to a parliamentary committee that 
slaves used obeah ". . . for the protection of their persons and provision 
grounds, hogs, poultry, etc. and often imagine they are obeahed or 
bewitched". Obeah practitioners, the agent observed, "from their skill 
in simples, and the virtues of plants, they sometimes operate extraordi- 
nary cures in diseases which have baffled the skill of regular practitio- 
ners and more especially in foul sores and  ulcer^".'^ 

An examination of the primary sources for Barbados is also particu- 
larly instructive, for this was one of Britain's earliest colonies to depend 
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on African slave labour. The earliest unambiguous reference to obeah 
in the British Caribbean of which we are aware occurs in a Barbadian 
source.16 Obeah is mentioned in several letters written between Novem- 
ber 1710 and September 1712 by Thomas Walduck, an English army 
officer stationed on the island, to a correspondent in London. Walduck 
wrote that "one Negro can bewitch another (Obia as they call it)" and 
"that one (Obia) Witchnegro can cure another is believed here as our 
country folk doe in England". "I have knowne", he also wrote, "upon 
Negros complaining that they are bewitched, an Obia Negro hath taken 
out of their eyes bones, shells out of their thighs". In 1729 Arthur Holt, 
the Anglican rector of Christ Church parish, reported on "their Oby 
Negroes, or conjurers", and their influence within the slave community. 
The knowledgeable Griffith Hughes, also an Anglican minister who was 
based in Barbados during the 1730s and 1740s, succinctly observed that 

slaves stood "much in awe of .  . . obeah Negroes . . . these being a sort 
of physicians and conjurers, who can, as they believe, not only fascinate 
them [i.e., bewitch or lay them under a spell], but cure them when they 
are bewitched by others". In fact, Hughes unintentionally provides 
another excellent, but not atypical, illustration of how the very primary 
sources that condemn, mock or otherwise deride obeah provide data that 
yield an alternative interpretation and indicate the positive role of obeah 
in slave life. To illustrate the devious influence and chicanery of obeah 
practitioners and the gullibility of their patients, Hughes described a 
practitioner who attempted to cure a "Negro woman" who came to him 

troubled by "rheumatic pains". The woman was "persuaded by one of 
these Obeah doctors, that she was bewitched", and that he would cure 
her for a fee. Hughes then describes how the obeah man proceeded to 

effect the cure he had promised. Several decades after Hughes wrote, a 
prominent Barbadian planter, John Brathwaite, asserted that obeah 
practitioners "act now principally as fortune-tellers [i.e., diviners]. Some 

of them have knowledge in simples [herbal medicines], and can apply 
them with success in the cure of  wound^".'^ 

Thus, despite the negative view of obeah and its practitioners empha- 
sized in the primary sources, a critical reading of these sources strongly 
indicates that obeah practitioners, some of whom may have been 
identified as "Negro doctors" at certain periods, played positive roles 
within the slave community. They were sought after for their divination 
abilities, proficiency at diagnosing and healing illness, skill in finding 
missing property, and powers to help avenge wrongs, including those 
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inflicted by slave masters. Very importantly, enslaved persons consulted 
obeah practitioners to protect them, in the words of Barbados's earliest 
anti-obeah law (the phrasing of which was taken directly from the 1781 
Jamaican anti-obeah lawJ, "from any evils that might otherwise happen". 
Obeah practitioners, like African medicine men, prepared charms or 
amulets that could protect against illness or harm, ward off evil, bring 
good luck, or protect against theft of crops or personal belongings. Obeah 
people could counter the effects of sorcery/witchcraft, perhaps even 
immunize their clients against these evil practices, and cure the physical 
disorders and psychological states or moods intimately linked to beliefs 
in witchcraftlsorcery. Not all obeah people could do all of the above, and 

different practitioners may have specialized in one or more functions - 
as also occurs in West ~fr ica ."  

This is not to deny that the descriptions of contemporary white 
observers had some basis in fact. Obeah practitioners were sometimes 
suspected, as these writers grasped, of using their powers to harm others. 
The social tensions and pressures within slave communities could make 
these communities particularly susceptible to witchcraft accusations, as 
was not uncommon in African societies. Fear, although probably not on 
as massive a scale as Whites claimed, must have played a role in the 
influence held by some obeah practitioners. In this sense, the belief 
systems of which obeah was a part would have conformed to a more 

general pattern found in many folk or traditional healing systems. Since 
such systems often involve "considerable management of supernatural 

forces", a widespread, albeit realistic, fear exists that healers who are 
able to control supernatural forces through their own private efforts 
could use these forces for antisocial as well as helpful purposes.1g That 

is, a widespread characteristic of healers in the medical systems of 
Caribbean slave communities (as well as in pre-colonial Africa] was that 
the person who knew how to cure illness could also cause illness. Yet, 
although certain obeah practitioners were believed capable of seriously 
injuring people or causing their deaths, it must be stressed that these 
same practitioners could just as easily make people feel better by 
neutralizing spells believed to have been cast by those who wished them 
harm. Such a person could exert great power in his community.20 Given 
such beliefs, the spiritual power of some obeah practitioners could be 
translated into political leadership and resistance to, or aggression 
against, white authority - surely one major reason Whites found obeah 
so objectionable and threatening. Throughout the West Indies, obeah 

men were alleged to have played prominent roles in slave revolts and 
conspiracies, and, especially in the earlier periods, those dominated by 
Akan speakers from the Gold coast." 

Although there is little information on the specific influences that 
obeah people had in particular plantation communities or settlements, 
it is doubtful that their influence was based solely on intimidation and 
fear, as contemporary white writers often claimed, any more than obeah 
was a system that was entirely or primarily antisocial, as piantation 
authorities and Whites in general almost universally b,elieved. The 
evidence suggests that as time passed Whites greatly exaggerated the 
antisocial dimensions of obeah and increasingly minimized or totally 

ignored its positive functions during the slave period and, later, in the 
post-emancipation period. 

Indeed, by the early decades of the nineteenth century, when mis- 

sionary Christianity began to have a major impact in the British Carib- 
bean and when talk of the abolition of the slave trade and general slave 
emancipation intensified, Whites increasingly emphasized the "evil 

characteristics" of obeah. They stressed that it was used, in the words 
of a Barbadian white Creole, to summon up images of "diabolical 
superstitions", and related "odious rites" and practices that allegedly 
involved "communication with the devil and other evil spirits". The 
"harmless prejudices [of slaves] should be respected", recommended a 
group of "progressive" Barbadian planters in 1812, "but the abominable 
superstition of obeah . . . should be depressed as much as possible".z2 

Obeah became a felony punishable by death or transportation and was 
viewed as a monolithic form of sorcery or "black magic". In Jamaica, 
writers described it as a "potent and irresistible spell, withering and 

palsying, by undescribable terrors . . . the unhappy victim", and "little 
more than the superstitious dread of power of certain men, who are 
supposed capable of injuring others by certain preparations". It was 

represented as a "species of witchcraft" that was "dark", "barbarous", 
and "disgusting", and was "accompanied by all the terrors that the dread 
of a malignant being and the fear of unknown could invest", as a "system 
founded on the imaginary influence of malignant spirits". Obeah prac- 
titioners were considered the "agents of the evil spirit [who] sent disaster, 
disease, and death".23 

The peculiarly zealous tone of these negative attributions and char- 
acterizations, which appeared with increasing frequency in primary 
sources later in the nineteenth century, reflected a kind of paradigm 
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shift, which had been effected, though with greatly varying degrees of 
success, among the evangelized masses following emancipation in 1834 

! to 1838. Now many of the descendants of the enslaved peoples them- 

selves spoke of obeah in thoroughly negative terms, though not always 
with the fewour of Thomas Banbury, a black Jamaican minister, who in 
1895 published a diatribe against obeah, which he condemned as 
"wicked", "immoral", "disgusting", and "debasing", "a superstition the 
most cruel in its intended designs; the most filthy in its practices; the 
most shameful and degrading in its  association^".^^ 

Such views of obeah (with Jamaica being often used as the model for 
the West Indies in general) infused themselves into the scholarly litera- 

ture of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. One writer in 
an 1893 issue of a London-based anthropologicallfolklore journal, deriv- 
ing her information from an inspector in the Jamaican police force, 

reported how various Jamaican laws had suppressed the practice of 
obeah but prosecutions continued "up to the present day". "So the fangs 
of the Obeah-man have been drawn", she wrote, "and cases of murder 
are rare, but he still exercises an evil and wide-spreading influence." 
Austin Clark, on the staff of the United States National Museum (the 
Smithsonian), published a research note in the American Anthropologist 
in 1912 under the sensationalist title "An ingenious method of causing 
death employed by the Obeah men of the West Indies", givingexpression 
to the conventional views of the day. The folkloristlethnographer Martha 
Beckwith, who, over four summers of fieldwork (from 1919 to 1924), 

made the first attempt at a serious study of obeah among Jamaican 
peasants, concluded that "obeah is the religion of the shadow world, the 
religion of fear, suspicion, and revenge".25 There are many examples of 

negative characterizations in the scholarly literature of the post World- 
War I1 era,26 but it should be stressed that such literature also often 
provides implicit or direct evidence that Jamaicans sought obeah prac- 

titioners for socially beneficial ends. Perhaps even more interesting than 
meanings given by scholars are the capsule definitions sometimes 
provided in literature intended for more general audiences. These are 
usually based on scholarly sources, such as those cited above (which 
themselves depend heavily on biased eighteenth- and nineteenth-cen- 
tury sources) and distil obeah to a few essential terms, such as "witch- 
craft", "a type of negative sympathetic magic", "the Jamaican form of 
African black magic", or "the obeahman is usually involved in witchcraft 
and evil doings for clients to satisfy their selfish needs".27 Keith Patchett, 
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a British-born former dean of the Faculty of Law at the University of the 
West Indies (Cave Hill), inheriting his views from earlier writers and his 
reliance on phraseology in West Indian criminal law in general, bluntly 
concluded that obeah throughout the West Indies is "a social evil which 
is both unchristian and immoral".28 

Not surprisingly, in view of the hegemonic forces at play and the 
nature of colonial society, conceptions of obeah that represented it as 
evil eventually became the basis for inquiries into the derivation and 
original meaning of the term. Since obeah is so frequently characterized 
as the use of power to cause harm, etymologists equipped with bilingual 
dictionaries have sought, and managed to find, words in various African 

languages glossed as "witchcraft", "sorcery", "black magic" and the like 
that bear some resemblance to this Caribbean term. Once such a 
proposed etymology becomes widely accepted - as has obayi-fo, an 
Asante-Twi term for evil witches --this is then seen, by a kind of circular 
logic, as lending further support to the notion that obeah, in essence, is 
a form of sorcery or witchcraft. This trend in modern scholarship can 

be traced back to Joseph Williams, the aforementioned Jesuit priest and 
anthropologist. Directly or indirectly (particularly through Orlando Pat- 
terson, who offered a slightly modified etymology), Williams' etymologi- 
cal speculations have influenced virtually all modern writers who 
address the origin of the term and accept that its roots are of Asante-Twi 
origins. Patterson, who accepted Williams' basic assumptions about 
Asante-Twi origins, continues to be widely cited by scholars today.29 

Yet, we believe that a convincing argument can be made, as we have 
attempted to do in a recent article, that the word obeah is most likely 
derived not from a word denoting harmful power, such as obayi-fo, but 

from another African term (or terms) with entirely positive or, at least, 
neutral meanings. We argue that the term obeah probably derived from 
Igbo or a related language of the Niger Delta, such as Efik or Ibibio, 

where the term dibia refers to a "doctor" or "healer", one who enjoys a 
very positive role in the communities he serves, and where a related 
term, abia, denotes various kinds of esoteric knowledge, including 
knowledge of herbal healingS3O 

We speculate that the term obeah was used by early African arrivals 
from the Niger Delta area and overheard by Whites in one of the older 
British colonies, such as Barbados (where at present, as noted above, the 
earliest evidence exists for the use of this term) or St Kitts, another old 
British sugar colony. Although such Whites probably misunderstood the 
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I 
I full meaning of this term, they nonetheless incorporated it into their own 

vocabulary to refer to the non-Western (i.e., African-based) religious and 
I 

I healing practices of the enslaved pppulation. From the colony of its 
I origin, the term then spread among both Whites and Blacks of various I 

ethnic groups and diffused to other parts of the West Indies as new 
colonies and plantation economies took root and /as the slave trade 
continued to expand. Spreading to other West Indian areas and becoming 
part of the white Creole lexicon, the term was also incorporated into the 
lexicons of the Creole languages spoken by the enslaved peoples, many 
of whose ancestors came from ethno-linguistic groups other than Igbo 
or neighbouring peoples. 

Wherever the term originated and under whatever conditions it 
diffused, just how complete the negative redefinition of obeah is in 
different parts of the anglophone Caribbean remains largely an open 

question, since so little reliable ethnographic fieldwork has been done 
among practitioners of obeah and their clients. Although obeah has been 

stigmatized for its negative effects in the post-colonial West Indies, it is 
also clear that its positive side is recognized, if not actually emphasized. 
For example, reporting on her field work in Antigua during the mid- 
1980s, Lazarus-Black writes that 

in addition to cases in which obeah was invoked to determine theft, my  field notes 
include instances in which it aided fertility, protected a home, lifted the spirits of 
a depressed child, healed a woman suffering from an illness no doctor could 
diagnose. . . . Some of the lawyers, too, have had recent clients and cases "worked" 
by obeah men or women to influence the search for justice [including] . . . to bring 
back a boyfriend or husband who has begun seeing another woman. 

Similarly, of the recent scholarly literature, Kean Gibson gives one of 

the most detailed examinations of obeah among non-Maroon peoples. 
Basing her findings on field research, Gibson, herself Guyanese, de- 
scribes the types of obeah practitioners in present-day Guyana. Some 
"do 'dirty work' . . . [and] can be enlisted to harm one's enemies" or 
even cause death. Nonetheless, Gibson clearly gives the impression that 
practitioners who do "good work" are more commonly sought. Such 
practitioners, she writes, are "employed to bring about success in 
romantic relationships", and "may also solve problems of confusion in 
a home, e.g., quarrels between family members". They can be "enlisted 
to have court cases dismissed or end in victory", "to make a client 
wealthy", and can function as "fortune tellers", involved in the divina- 
tion of the cause of illness; some practitioners are also "bush doctors", 
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utilizing home-made remedies to "heal physical and spiritual ailments". 
One can also consult a practitioner "to be strengthened against evil which 
may be sent by someone". "It is said", Gibson reports, "that many 
students at the University of Guyana protect themselves against evil 

forces sent by their fellow students to make them fail their examina- 
tion. "31 

And what of a society such as Barbados where obeah during the 
period of slavery was so closely associated with divination, protection, 
and healing? Barbadian culture has changed considerably since the slave 
period, and particularly over the past several decades, and obeah clearly 
does not play the role that it did in earlier times. In post-colonial, 

post-1966 Barbados, even among the working class and urban and rural 
poor -what the late Jamaican social anthropologist, M. G. Smith, might 
have called the "folk"32 --where belief in occult supernatural power is 

most pronounced, obeah is viewed as fundamentally evil. Its practitio- 
ners, it is believed, have the power to harm and control people, and 
misfortune and bad luck, including mental illness or even, on occasion, 
death, can be explained in terms of an obeah spell. Sometimes this 
negative view of obeah was used as a threat to discipline a child. An 

older friend of Handler's, for example, recalled that when he misbehaved 
as a child the family's cook would threaten him: "Mr. John, ef yuh don 
behave yuself, I goinlgwine call de obeah man fuh yuh." Yet, despite 
this emphasis on malevolence, an obeah person can also direct forces 
for socially beneficial purposes such as healing or giving assistance in 
other areas of life. In the words of a popular guide to Barbadian customs 

and practices, obeah may be used to "patch lovers' quarrels, exact 
revenge on an enemy, counteract evil, tell fortunes, interpret omens, 

secure marriages or keep errant husbands at home".33 Whatever the 
case, it is because of the presumed positive value of obeah that practi- 
tioners are still sought by clients (probably only a small minority of 

Barbadians today) who have confidence in their abilities. 
A similar ambiguity exists in Jamaica, where anti-obeah legislation 

remains on the statute books to this day (see the Appendix for an 
overview of anti-obeah legislation in the anglophone Caribbean). Obeah 
is publicly denounced as both a superstition and a deadly form of sorcery, 
even while large numbers of individuals continue to consult self-pro- 
fessed obeah men and women in private for healing and help with a 
bewildering array of personal and social problems. The most solid 
evidence for the positive role played by obeah in rural Jamaica in modern 




















