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Studies on the iboga cults
V. Historical aspects

The problem of the origins of the human relationship with the hallucinogenic plant of 
iboga, and the real or mythical involvement of the Pygmies in the discovery of its intoxicant 
properties is discussed. The traditional use of iboga in equatorial Africa is framed within 
the general systematisation of the purposes of use of the intoxicant sources, recognising the 
divinatory, visionary, spirit possession, religious, cynegetic, cognitive and profane purposes of 
this plant. A historical overview of the religious cults of the Bwiti is then described, both the 
traditional ones, and the syncretic one of the Fang, including an exposition of the missionary 
and colonial persecutions directed against this religious cult that were perpetuated in the years 
1930–1950 in Gabon and Equatorial Guinea.
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This contribution on the iboga cults of equatorial Africa focuses on the historical aspects of the 
human relationship with this visionary plant; a history that developed over the last two centuries and 
which is still full of obscure points. It is therefore a relatively recent history, especially with regard to 
the current main religious cults based on the visionary experiences induced by iboga, and we do not 
yet know whether the reason is due to a lack of data, or to the fact that these cults are indeed of recent 
formation. Additionally, this historical framework—as well as the entire structure of the present series 
of studies on the iboga cults—is considered here on the basis of a more general observation of the human 
relationship with intoxicant sources, in particular on the basis of a classification of their purposes of use.

The problem of identifying the origins
The origins of the human use of iboga remain enigmatic. In both popular and scientific literature, 

there are references to an archaeological discovery by the team of the French archaeologist Richard Oslisly 
that would concern the identification, through anthracological analysis, of organic remains attributable 
to Tabernanthe iboga in an anthropic context of the Lopé region. Located in the central area of Gabon, 
the site, called Okanda-6 and dating back to around 3,000–2,000 years ago, concerns a human population 
characterised by a mixed economy of hunting and agriculture (Assoko Ndong 2002:140). The Frenchman 
Hugues Tatayo, a Bwitist who has lived in Gabon for several decades, has stated that this discovery by 
Oslisly would involve the Pygmies (Laval-Jeantet 2005:119). The reference to the Pygmies seems to be a 
fanciful addition by Tatayo, in line with the widespread mythologizing of the Pygmies which attributes 
to this population the discovery of iboga and which will be discussed shortly.
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Since the news of this archaeological find was not supported by a specific scientific communication, 1 
I personally addressed the question to Oslisly, who responded as follows: ‘The anthropologist Hugues 
Doutrelepont who carried out the determination of the carbons of the wood of Tabernanthe iboga 
reported this result to me, but he died shortly after and we were unable to publish an article on the 
matter. The only proof is an oral testimony, mine’. 2 The archaeological discovery can therefore only have 
an anecdotal value, having to be based on the good faith of Oslisly, which I personally do not question.

Moving from archaeology to ethnography and observing the ethnohistorical testimonies, almost all 
the ethnic groups that use iboga—and consequently many Western scholars—indicate the Pygmies as 
the original holders of the knowledge of its psychoactive properties.

It must be taken into account that the archaeology of eastern Equatorial Africa—the region where 
iboga is widespread—has seen a surprising development in recent decades and has highlighted the 
presence of human groups—not necessarily Pygmies—starting from at least the Early Stone Age, that 
is from 40,000–30,000 years ago. In the central area of Gabon, the presence of Neolithic populations 
dating back to 2,000–200 years before our era has been highlighted, as well as subsequent populations 
that have been working metals for just over 2,000 years (Oslisly 2010), the latter evidently not being able 
to be ascribed to the Pygmies, notoriously lacking metallurgical techniques.

Of particular interest is the discovery made in 1992 by Oslisly’s team of human activity in a deep area 
of the Paouan cave, located near Lastoursville, in the Gabonese region of Upper Ogooué. In the soil of a 
large room of the cave, not illuminated by sunlight, together with stone tools, abundant charred remains 
of four plant species were found—Pterocarpus tinctorius Welw., Copaifera, Combretum, Strophantus—
all potentially attributable to uses for ritual purposes. The dating of this human activity was determined 
by radiocarbon technique to be around 5,600 years ago (Oslisly et al. 1994) and there are no elements 
that attribute it to Pygmy populations.

The attribution of the discovery of iboga to Pygmies and more generally to a specific human group 
remains for now in the realm of hypothesis, if not of fantasy.

Regarding the deductive methods that led humans to discover the psychoactive properties of iboga, 
the ethological considerations already exposed previously may be useful (Samorini 2024c), which 
concern the human observation of bizarre behaviours of animals that fed on the roots of iboga and which 
could have been at the basis of the deductive associations that led to the discovery of the psychoactive 
properties of this plant. It must be taken into account that, in addition to some confirmations of 
scientific ethology, such an argument has been reported several times by the natives of Equatorial Africa, 
and as such has a value as ethnographic datum.

The involvement of the Pygmies
Speaking of Pygmies, it must first be pointed out that these populations have repeatedly been 

victims of Western fantasies: starting from the purely mythical classical Greco-Latin horizons, which 
saw them in an eternal struggle against cranes—an image that was carried over into art throughout the 
Middle Ages—to their identification with monkeys during the Enlightenment period; up to, when the 
explorers Du Chaillu and Schweinfurth actually encountered short men in the heart of Africa, the 19th 
century ideas that wanted to see them as vestiges of the first human population, the Ur–humanity, and 
in relation to the ancient Egyptians; to finally arrive at the invention of their strong monotheism, the 
result of a targeted forcing of the Catholic pseudo-ethnographic discipline that raged between the 19th 

1	  For reference, Assoko Ndong reports the following text, untraceable: Oslisly R. (1996). ‘Archéologie et 
paléoenvironnement dans la réserve de la Lopé. Rapport final’. AGRECO/CFTC, Bruxelles. Oslisly did not comply with 
my request to consult this writing of his.

2	  Richard Oslisly, personal communication 25/11/2023.
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and 20th centuries (Samorini 2024b).

From a modern ethnographic point of view, there are several ethnic groups improperly called 
‘Pygmies’ who live separately from each other in different geographical areas of equatorial Africa, and 
are recognised by the names of Baka, Aka, Bongo, Barimba, etc. Their number today is estimated at 
around 350,000. Modern genetic studies would seem to confirm a common origin of all these groups, 
at least those of Western Equatorial Africa, which would have differentiated from each other around 
2,800 years ago, corresponding to the period of the Neolithic expansion of non-Pygmy groups into their 
territories, which in fact led to the isolation of the Pygmy groups from each other. The origin of the 
latter, that is, their genetic divergence from ancestral human populations, has been calculated around 
90,000–54,000 years ago (Verdu et al. 2009).

Regarding their short stature, several hypotheses of an essentially adaptive nature have been 
proposed—environmental, climatic, nutritional—although none have been considered satisfactory. 
The main problem lies in the fact that a fundamental piece of information is missing, which we still do 
not know, that is, what was the stature of the ancestral Pygmy populations and of those from which the 
Pygmies originated (Verdu 2016).

Most of these populations today speak the Bantu languages of the ethnic groups with which they 
maintain close economic and social relations. Their relationship with the surrounding ethnic groups is 
very close, at least in recent centuries, to the point that there are anthropologists who tend to consider 
these cohabitations as a single society made up of two different ethnic groups, rather than as two separate 
societies (Grinker 1990:112). This interdependence is based on a system of trade, where generally the 
Pygmies provide forest products, especially game, and the neighbouring group provides agricultural 
products. It is no coincidence that we often speak, even among African ethnic groups, of the ‘Pygmies 
of the Masangu’, ‘Pygmies of the Mitsogho’, etc. Du Chaillu had already noticed this, writing: ‘The 
Obongo [Babongo Pygmies] who live within the territory of the Ashango do not leave that territory, 
they are called the Obongo of the Ashango; those who live among the Njavi are called Obongo-Njavi’ 
(Du Chaillu 1867:322).

The interdependence goes beyond material exchanges and involves the adoption of beliefs and ritual 
practices between the two groups, sometimes creating phenomena of overlapping and syncretism that do 
not always allow us to identify the original ethnic attribution of cult elements (Bonhomme et al. 2012).

As we have seen, the Pygmies are considered almost everywhere to be those who taught other 
populations the psychoactive properties of iboga, and their involvement in the origins of the same 
religious cult of Bwiti is a mythological constant present in almost all versions of the ‘story of Bandzioku’, 
which deals with the origins of the Bwiti of the Fang, the only form of Bwiti that has been syncretised 
with Christianity (Samorini 2024c). Among both the indigenous populations and various scholars, the 
belief is widespread that an early form of the cult of Bwiti was already present among the Pygmies, and 
that they transmitted the knowledge of it to other ethnic groups at the same time as the transmission 
of the knowledge of iboga. In the native stories regarding the origins of Bwiti, the Pygmies are involved 
everywhere and in the most imaginative ways. In 1950, a Catholic priest of Eshira ethnic origins from 
the parish of Tchibanga, in southern Gabon, reported the following version of the diffusion of Bwiti:

‘It was in Etembè, a village of the Babongo [Pygmies], that the Bwiti was danced for the first time, 
in this immense forest that extends between Sindarn, Mimongo and Eteké. A young Simba 3 named 
Bantsa, accompanied by his parents and friends went to Etembè to marry a Pygmy girl named 
Dibengadianga. It was then that the Pygmies, to mark this event, danced the Bwiti in the presence of 

3	  The Simba, Shimba or Mushimba are a minor ethnic group in southern Gabon, present today in a few villages. 
For Merlet (1991:248) Simba is the name given to the Mitsogho in 19th century writings, but in several texts exposed here the 
names of the two ethnic groups Simba and Mitsogho appear simultaneously, thus highlighting their implicit distinction.
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the Simbas, who were very pleased. After the wedding feast, the Babongo went with Dibengadianga to 
her husband’s village, to Ngoubou. And there the Simbas asked the Pygmies to repeat their wonderful 
dance, for several days, and many Simbas were initiated. Thus the Bwiti passed from the Pygmies to 
the Simba, and from these to the Mitsogho, from these to the Apindji, from these to the Gisira [Eshira]’ 
(Ngomba 1950).

One of Bonhomme’s Bavove informants reported that ‘all the different branches of Bwiti come from 
the Pygmies. When people say it comes from the Mitsogho, it means it comes from the Pygmies of 
the Mitsogo’. A Mitsogho informant reported that the Mitsogho who created the Bwiti had a Pygmy 
brother, called Motsoyi, who created the Pygmy version of the rite (Bonhomme et al. 2012:396).

Western scholars have also indulged in fantasising about the Pygmy origin of Bwiti. One of the 
first authors who followed this belief told to him by native peoples was Raponda-Walker. 4 Świderski 
(1971:84) stated that ‘The “true” Bwiti is still found among the Mitsogho and the Apindji, continuators 
of the primitive Bwiti, founded by the Pygmies’.

In the 1980s, French sociologist Michel Fromaget reported that the most frequently evoked Bwiti 
transmission circuit started from the Bwiti of the Pygmies, transmitted to the Mitsogho and from them 
transmitted to the Fang (Fromaget 1986:89). More recently, the anthropologist and tsogho (i.e. belonging 
to the Mitsogho ethnic group) linguist Hamidou Okaba reported that Bwiti initially belonged only to 
the world of the Pygmies, ‘although in a non-ritual form’ (Laval-Jeantet 2006:11); a lack of rituality that 
is inappropriate for any cult and which is part of the imaginative construct of this scholar.

That Bwiti originated among the Pygmies is a highly unlikely hypothesis, since this cult is intrinsically 
associated with ancestor cults, which are absent among Pygmy groups (Bonhomme et al. 2012:396). 
Not that the Pygmies lack beliefs and considerations towards their dead, 5 but they do not preserve and 
venerate the bones of their ancestors, a practice which is the basis of the true ancestor cults practised by 
most other Gabonese ethnic groups and, as we will see, by the same Bwitists.

Strengthening the erroneous belief in the Pygmy origin of Bwiti is the observation that for several 
decades the Pygmies have practiced the iboga cults adopted by neighbouring ethnic groups. It is above 
all the Babongo of the Du Chaillu Mountains area of southern Gabon, who live alongside the Mitsogho, 
who have specialised in the misoko 6 and have become famous throughout Gabon as excellent nganga-
a-misoko, sought after by individuals of various ethnic groups who wish to be initiated into the ‘secrets 
of iboga’. These Pygmy nganga (witch doctors-diviners) are also preferred by Westerners, who consider 
the ‘little men’ as the first population of the forest, in the sense of the most ancient population, and who 
therefore practice the most genuine form of Bwiti.

As Bonhomme has pointed out, the widespread belief in a Pygmy origin of the Bwiti cult is due 
to the general image of Pygmies as the first humans who populated the equatorial forest, and as such 
‘represent the ancestor of humanity, a sort of Ur–ancestor’; a belief that leads to attributing to the 
Pygmies more than they are due (ibid.:396–7).

In Gabon, there is a folkloric dance called ‘Bwiti bakowa or akoa’ or ‘Bwiti Pygmy’. Despite its name, 
4	  Raponda-Walker 1910; but he did not subsequently repeat this belief (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1962:190).

5	  For example, the Mbuti, Baka and Aka have a functional relationship with ancestors who appear in their dreams 
and give them advice on hunting, on how to poison arrows or how to improve the production of palm wine. Even the 
concept of ‘ancestor’, badly interpreted by scholars as ‘spirit of the ancestor’, is rather interpreted by the Pygmies as a real 
human being, who does not live in a supernatural afterlife but in specific real places in the depths of the forest (Sawada 2001). 
Among the Efe of ex-Zaire, the dead are called Lodi, they live in a place in the forest that is considered its centre and is called 
Apalura (‘butterflies’), where there is a cave (Duffy 1984:116).

6	  Misoko is a divinatory practice that calls itself a form of Bwiti; a debatable definition, as will be presented in the 
next article in this series.
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it has nothing to do with the actual Bwiti cults and it does not appear that iboga is used. It is a very 
showy acrobatic dance that comes from the Pygmies and is danced particularly by the inhabitants of the 
Fernan-Vaz region. Nowadays, it is part of the national folkloric expression circuits and can be observed 
during institutional celebrations, even in the capital city of Libreville. To become a Bwiti bakowa dancer, 
an individual must undergo a period of apprenticeship that has the aim of making him light and skilled 
in jumps and somersaults: he must live for a few months in a place full of smoke so that his body ‘dries 
out’, helping to provide him with the necessary lightness (Gaulme 1979:42). It is not clear why this 
folk dance is called Bwiti, but there does not seem to be any hidden or original association with the true 
Bwitist religious cult. Bonhomme believes that it was a profane version of the Mitsogho Bwiti disumba, 
where Pygmies played the role of masters of ceremony, therefore a sort of parody of the true Bwitist cult 
(Bonhomme et al. 2012:399).

One wonders what the original relationship was—that is, before the influence of Bwiti on the 
Pygmies—that they had with iboga, and in what contexts they used it; a gap in knowledge that will 
be difficult to fill. In the 1970s its use was reported among the ‘healers-diviners’ of the Aka Pygmies 
of the Central African Republic (Motte 1980). Several informants reported that the Pygmies used 
iboga in small doses as a stimulant for drumming (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1962:48; Bonhomme 
et al. 2012:397). The Frenchman Tatayo reported that, according to the testimonies he collected from 
the Baka of Gabon, they take iboga before hunting, they also use it to obtain information about the 
Western world, and in their visions they can see the cities of the Whites (Laval-Jeantet 2005: 85, 118). 
Tatayo also reported that the Pygmies introduced iboga to the warlike Bantu groups of Gabon to ‘stop 
the massacre’, since they were decimating each other (ibid.:120). This is probably a fanciful tale rather 
than a real event, which I have however also collected as oral testimony from some Fang Bwitists of the 
Ndea Kanga branch during my fieldwork in the 1990s.

The purposes of use of iboga
Before continuing to elaborate a historical overview of the human relationship with iboga, it 

is appropriate to dwell on an aspect of the general human relationship with psychoactive sources—
by general I mean a global view—which is of fundamental importance in the framing of any local 
ethnographic context: the reasons why intoxicant sources are used. 

Intoxicant sources, more properly called psychoactive sources in the scientific field—that is, those 
that act on the human psyche—are of different natures, being able to produce narcotic-sedative, 
stimulating, visionary (hallucinogenic), or other types of effects.

Keeping a global ethnographic view, intoxicant sources are used for a variety of purposes, of which 
I present below a non-exhaustive list that is still being developed: 7 spiritual-religious, shamanic-
therapeutic, divinatory, exorcist, initiatory-pedagogical, purifying, sacrificial purposes, as medicinal 
sources, as character correctors, for psychological control, as therogens (war use), utilitarian, socialising 
and socialisation regulators, for judicial, criminal purposes, as pre-death viaticum, for eschatological 
reasons, for productive-performance, for cognitive purposes, for the achievement of pleasure (ludic), for 
sexual purposes. Although this is a systematisation in progress, it should be sufficient to highlight the 
complexity and diversification of the impulses that give rise to the human act of taking intoxicant sources.

A fundamentally important issue concerns the observation that the typology of the effects of a 
psychoactive source does not depend solely on the chemical-pharmacological characteristics of its active 
ingredients, but also on individual and social cultural factors, and it is mainly these cultural factors that 
determine the purpose of its use. This statement concerns a general postulate in the human relationship 
with intoxicant sources, which can be observed and verified in every context of traditional and even 

7	  The work, still in progress, concerns above all the distinction and focus of the individual motivational impulses 
and the refinement of the related terminology. I have published a preliminary list in Samorini 2022:13–4.
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non-traditional use. A cultural factor that has a profound impact concerns the interpretations that are 
given to the psychic experience induced by the intoxicant source: what the individual or the community 
believe they know about that given psychoactive source determines the type of expectations, and these 
shape the spectrum of psychic effects induced by the substance, making them manifest along pre-
established interpretative tracks.

This mechanism can be understood by noting that any psychic experience, including experiencing a 
vision induced by a substance, is accompanied by its interpretation, or rather by its first interpretation. 
It is the act of experiencing itself that intrinsically and immediately entails an interpretation of what one 
is experiencing or ‘seeing’; an interpretation that is elaborated using elements of the ‘cultural budget’ 
available to the individual.

This mechanism also explains the strong discrepancies that can arise in the purposes of use of the same 
intoxicating source. Among the ancient Vikings, the hallucinogenic mushroom Amanita muscaria was 
believed to produce a state of fury that seems to have been used by certain warriors in battles against 
enemies. 8 Young people growing up in Viking communities knew about this effect of the mushroom, 
and when they reached the age to ingest it, they too experienced states of war fury. On the contrary, 
a young Westerner who has read the books of Aldous Huxley and other texts of psychedelic culture 
and who has known the history of the Californian ‘peace and love’ movement of the Sixties, on the 
day he ingests the same mushroom as the Vikings, will experience peaceful psychedelic effects (‘mind-
revealing’), remaining incredulous towards possible violent actions that could be carried out under the 
effect of this mushroom (Samorini 2022a:78).

As regards specifically the visionary psychoactive sources, these usually induce two main types of 
psychic experiences, which can be produced with the same substance, and whose triggering of one or 
the other depends on socio-cultural factors: visionary-ecstatic experiences and trance states, the latter 
generally interpreted as states of spirit possession. These are two types of experiences that fall within 
the more general cartographies of altered states of consciousness and can be induced not only through 
the intake of intoxicant sources, but also through the practice of meditative and ascetic techniques, of 
sensory over-excitation, or of sensory deprivation, and that can also arise spontaneously on the basis 
of certain psycho-physical predispositions. 9 In Africa, several religious cults and divinatory practices 
are known that are based on these two different types of psychic experiences induced by the intake of a 
complex set of visionary plant sources (Samorini 2025a).

Coming now to iboga, most scholars only recognise Bwiti as a ritual complex associated with this 
visionary plant. In his study Bonhomme (2003:9) stated that ‘The Bwete [Bwiti] groups together all the 
initiatory communities that use iboga’, although he hastened to add in a note that this is an ‘extension 
that poses a problem, since female possession societies also use iboga’. However, it is not enough to 
observe the difference in the use of iboga at the level of male and female initiatory societies, and a more 
adequate systematic criterion is based on the differentiation in the purposes of use. It must also be 
noted that in several cases it is the natives themselves who distinguish the different purposes of use. I 
have frequently heard the same phrase among the Bwitist Fang of northern Gabon: ‘Nous allons dans 
l’Ombwiri quand nous sommes malades et nous allons dans le Bouiti pour contacter Dieu’ (‘We go to the 
Ombwiri when we are sick, and we go to the Bwiti to contact God’).

The complex rituals in which iboga is used can be divided into the following categories: divinatory 
rites, visionary religious cults, religious cults of possession. To these must be added the cynegetic use (a 
ritual hunting practice of shamanic nature), the use for cognitive purposes—of which only a brief but 

8	  The use of a drug for war purposes has been called therogen use (Thomas 1999).

9	  For a general overview of the different types of altered states of consciousness see the works of Fischer (1971) and 
Tart (1972).
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interesting mention has been made—and the uses that can be defined as ‘profane’. It is probable that 
iboga has been and still is used for other purposes, but the scarcity and imprecision of ethnographic data 
does not allow us to recognise them. 10

Divinatory rites are guided by specialist figures who fall under the general term of nganga; these 
diagnose the causes of the ailments that afflict individuals or the community through magical, oracular, 
and divinatory practices. People also turn to the nganga for more materialistic reasons; to find lost objects, 
to discover the person responsible for a theft, to acquire material wealth, to win the heart of a loved one. 
The most well-known divinatory complex in which iboga is used is the misoko, probably originating 
among the Mitsogho. One of the main divinatory instruments is the mirror, in which the enquirer’s 
gaze is fixed during the visionary state induced by iboga in search of answers to his/her questions.

Cynegetic use – Some isolated but significant ethnographic data highlight the use of iboga in game 
hunting activities. Sandberg (1965:11) reported that iboga is used by the Gbaya and Bakwele hunters of 
northern Congo to communicate with the spirits of their ancestors, who provide them with information 
on where to go to look for game. During his investigations among the Babinga Pygmies of Congo, 
Thilles observed elephant hunters (n’tuma) ingesting a powerful hallucinogen—which he does not 
specify, but which could involve iboga—which ‘allows them to transport themselves, to split in two, to 
the places of a favourable hunt’, and to ‘identify the precise place of the next hunt’ (Thille 1990:142–3). 
Paul Du Chaillu also seems to have encountered this hunting practice during his explorations in the 
second half of the 19th century. When he found himself among the Aviias (Eviva), a village chief reported 
to him that ‘their Mbuiti was an excellent idol; because it warned them when it was the right time to fish 
or hunt, and they were then sure to return with good provisions’ (Du Chaillu 1867:102). 11

This association of a visionary source with hunting practices becomes more understandable when 
observed in ethnographic contexts that have been described in greater detail. Among numerous 
ethnic groups of the Amazon, visionary sources, in particular ayahuasca, are used in hunting activities 
following a specific system of religious beliefs, and where the figure of the shaman plays a key role. When 
the shaman ingests the visionary source, his ‘soul’ detaches from the body and goes to the ‘lords’ of the 
various animals and requests the release of game. Among the A’i (Cofan) who live along the border 
between Ecuador and Colombia, the shaman contacts the vajo, who are the ‘lords of the wild boars’, 
from whom he manages to obtain the release of these animals to be hunted in the forest. Generally, it 
is the hunters who go to the shaman asking him to ‘release’ the game, and reward him with pieces of 
the hunted game (Robinson 1996:153). In some cases, the hunters themselves may take charge of this 
operation of requesting game. This is the case of the Matsigenka of the Peruvian Amazon, where the 
visionary drink of kamarampi (ayahuasca) can be drunk by the shaman or by the hunters themselves 
to contact the ‘proprietary spirits’ (saangariite) of the different animal species. In the Matsigenka belief 
system, the game animals of this world are the companion animals (pets) of the saangariite in the spirit 
world (Shepard 1998:327, 324). Among the Siona who live in the Amazonian border area between 
Colombia and Ecuador, yajé (ayahuasca) is drunk by the shaman to agree on a pact with the spirits of 
the animals, who indicate to him the places and times in which it will be possible to find the animal 
prey donated by them to humans (Langdon 2000). Among the Peruvian Asháninka the shaman drinks 
kamarámpi and tobacco syrup to transform himself into a hummingbird, and in this guise he reaches 
the animal lords begging them to release game for his community (Rojas Zolezzi 2019:72).

The cases of these hunting operations are numerous and occur in different parts of the world, but 
the examples reported here should be sufficient to clarify the belief system to which they are subject. 
These are ‘magical’ operations that could have a very ancient origin. For example, they could explain 

10	  I refer to the next articles in this series of studies on iboga cults for in-depth descriptions of the divinatory, visionary 
religious and possession religious purposes of use.

11	  For the relation of the term Mbuiti cited by Du Chaillu with the cult of Bwiti see Samorini 2024a.



Samorini G. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 21 n. 1 (Summer 2025) 103-128110

the motivations, or part of the motivations that induced human groups of the Upper Paleolithic 
(Magdalenian) to fresco the walls of Franco-Cantabrian caves such as Lascaux and Altamira. In modern 
times these ritual operations are included among the shamanic practices, since they involve an exit of the 
ethereal part of the human body to make a journey to the other world. The limited data from equatorial 
Africa that I have disclosed above do not allow us to recognise as shamanic practices those with hunting 
purposes and in which iboga is or was used, but the contact with the spirits of the ancestors who provide 
information on the place where to go to look for game—as reported by Sandberg—is indicative.

Visionary religious cults – The religious cult par excellence associated with the use of iboga is Bwiti. 
The basic purpose of Bwitist practices is to allow contact with divinities, or at least with some kind of 
supernatural beings; contact promoted through the ecstatic-visionary experience induced by a strong 
dose of iboga. This direct contact with supernatural beings is the basis of the Bwitist religious creed.

The history of Bwiti will be described shortly. Suffice it to note here that this cult, which most likely 
originated among the Mitsogho and the Apindji of central-southern Gabon, has spread to many other 
Gabonese ethnic groups who have adopted it and adapted it in a manner consistent with their own 
culture. Towards the beginning of the 20th century, or shortly before, Bwiti reached the Fang of northern 
Gabon, and this is the only ethnic group to have syncretised it with Christianity. I define ‘traditional 
Bwiti’ as the cults widespread among other ethnic groups and which have not adopted Christian 
elements, and ‘Syncretic Bwiti’ or ‘Fang Bwiti’ as the cult developed by the Fang. The definition of 
‘traditional Bwiti’ could be subject to criticism, as these too are the result of syncretism with previous 
cults, in particular with the cults of the ancestors that were present in almost all if not all Bantu ethnic 
groups. However, I decide to keep the term ‘traditional Bwiti’ for descriptive convenience, to be able to 
distinguish them more easily from the syncretic Bwiti of the Fang.

Religious possession cults – Generally, trance states, experienced and interpreted as spirit possessions, 
are privileged experiences for therapeutic purposes, not only in the contexts of equatorial Africa but 
throughout the traditional world, both with and without the use of intoxicant sources. For example, 
possession states with both adorcist (to make a spirit enter the body) and exorcist (to expel a spirit from 
the body) functions are experienced through the ingestion of a powerful visionary agent, datura, in 
the Bori cult of the Hausa of Niger, and in the female initiatory rites of the Tsonga of Mozambique 
(Samorini 2025a).

In possession cults that use iboga, the individual is possessed by a supernatural being—generally 
belonging to the class of spirits called imbwiri—who acts and communicates through him, for example 
giving indications on the causes of an illness and how to cure it. Unlike the Bwiti cults, which are led by 
men, the possession cults are predominantly led by women. The best known are the therapeutic rites 
called Elombo among the Nkomi, Ombudi among the Mitsogho, Ombwiri among the Fang. The latter 
have syncretised the Ombwiri with Christianity, as they have done with the Bwiti.

These cults are based on the belief in particular types of spirits or ‘genies’ that inhabit the skies, rivers, 
rocks, caves, and forests, which can bring benefits or evils to men; for example, cause or cure an illness. 
The characteristic elements of these possession cults are the intake of iboga (or ekasso), 12 and the rattle 
that serves to trigger the trance and possession by the genie. According to Fromaget (1986:106), the 
Ombwiri of the Fang allows one to cure illnesses due to the influence of a single genie, while the Elombo 
allows one to simultaneously cure illnesses due to several genies.

Cognitive use – The use of intoxicating sources for cognitive purposes—that is, for knowledge 
purposes—is recognised mainly in modern Western culture. In this context, we also speak of cognitive-
psychonautic use, which refers to the term coined in 1970 by the German writer Ernst Jünger of 
‘psiconaut’, understood as ‘traveller of the psyche’. Several writers of the 20th century have theorised and 

12	  On the problem of what ekasso is, see Samorini 2025b.
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promoted the idea of using intoxicating sources with the aim of probing one’s own psyche and evaluating 
the most disparate themes, personal and objective, under the influence of their effect. A famous phrase 
by the French writer Henri Michaux sums up this theorisation: ‘Drugs bore us with their paradise. They 
should rather give us a little knowledge. We are not a century of paradises’ (Michaux 1961). This is not 
the place to delve into the modern concept of psychonaut. It is sufficient to observe how cognitive-
psychonautic use involves essentially solitary experiences, in chosen contexts of ‘mental silence’ or in any 
case protected from the normal relational routine and daily commitments, with the aim of optimising the 
perception (listening) of the effects of the substance that has been taken. In these situations created ad hoc, 
for those who are able to manage the experience, intoxicant sources, in particular visionary-psychedelic 
ones (‘mind revealers’), can be helpful for the analysis and deepening of the problems observed. For this 
reason, these substances are also used in psycho-therapeutic contexts (Yensen 1998).

With regard to the traditional world, uses for cognitive purposes are little recognised, or at least 
references in ethnographic literature are scarce. However, I suspect that this scarcity is due to the partial 
attention of ethnographic research, which is generally directed to the study of collective rites and 
practices, or in any case those inserted into social contexts, and with less interest and observation of 
individual behaviours.

As mentioned, only rarely do we encounter data in ethnographic literature, sometimes only hints, of a use 
of intoxicant sources for purposes recognisable as cognitive. Limiting the observation to Africa, traditional 
Senegalese users of datura—usually high-ranking figures who hold important roles in society, including 
that of marabout—claim that with adequate quantities of this plant they obtain intellectual stimulation, 
an increased ability of assimilation and concentration (Tristan et al. 1986–1987:146). Of extreme interest 
is the reference reported by Bonhomme (2003:122), that among the Tsogo initiates to misoko, iboga is also 
taken outside of collective night rites and there are those who consume it daily to obtain inspiration in their 
thoughts. During my field study in 1993, a kombo of the Fang Ndea Kanga branch told me that he used to 
take a little iboga when ‘il devait réfléchir’ (‘he had to think’). It is likely that this use of iboga, which has 
remained ‘invisible’ in the studies focused on Bwiti, is more widespread than reported.

Profane uses – In low doses, iboga produces a mainly stimulating effect on the body, and this property 
is used by African natives to carry out activities that require considerable physical effort, such as felling 
trees, hunting, and building houses. At low doses, iboga is also used for sexual purposes, as I have been 
frequently told by Gabonese informants, including several Bwitists.

Another widespread use is during collective dances. In the first article of this series I presented a 
document dated 1862 and published in a Strasbourg newspaper, where a women’s dance performed in 
Gabon (probably in the Estuary area) was reported, during which they chewed pieces of iboga. Another 
document from 1930 reported the ‘Liboka dance’ performed in an area of present-day Congo, where 
liboka was understood to mean iboga (Samorini 2024a:101, 104). More recently, the use of iboga 
has been reported among the men of the Gbaya and Bakwele ethnic groups of northern Congo as a 
stimulant for dancing (Sandberg 1965:10-11). A female use of iboga was reported around the middle of 
the last century on the island of Corisco, one of the islands of Equatorial Guinea that are located in front 
of the Atlantic coast. The intake of iboga occurred in the context of the dance called ivanga. It is a dance 
that is still in vogue today that lasts all night, with strong erotic connotations, and in order to face it with 
the necessary energy, women took iboga (Alvarez 1951:219–220). It has been confirmed that among 
the Ndowe ethnic group of Equatorial Guinea, ivanga dancers continue to take iboga. Although it is 
considered a profane and fun dance, ivanga takes on meanings associated with the world of spirits; the 
frenetic tremor that the dancer continuously imposes on her body is intended to express communion/
fusion with the spirits (Fons 2014:209). This raises the suspicion that this use of iboga does not fall into 
the category of merely profane uses.
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Historical overview of Bwiti
The history of the origins of Bwiti and its diffusion is permeated by many obscure attributes, and 

I suspect that it will be difficult to clarify. The reasons for this difficulty are multiple: the scarcity of 
official documents from the early colonial periods (while still maintaining the hope that they can be 
identified by future researchers); the progressive dissolution and distortion of historical memory handed 
down orally from generation to generation; the extreme fluidity of Bwiti, a cult subject to continuous 
changes and transformations; the chronic unreliability of informants, caused by parochialism, rivalries 
and personal interpretations. Bonhomme expressed it brilliantly, identifying polyphony, bricolage, 
interpretative disagreements and idiosyncratic inventions as the causes of the extreme flexibility and 
continuous branching of Bwiti: ‘By dint of circulating, transforming, contradicting themselves, the 
statements that make up the initiatory knowledge of Bwete often seem to fluctuate without us knowing 
exactly who to attribute them to’. It is the Bwitists themselves who recognise the importance of personal 
innovation in the evolution of the meanings of the conceptual and ritual elements of the cult, and this 
personal component is based directly on the experience of vision and dream (Bonhomme 2003:280–3). 
This interpretative fluidity also affects the historical aspects of the Bwiti, that is, what the informants 
believe they know about the origins and historical diffusion of their cult.

According to the ethnohistorical data handed down by the Gabonese ethnic groups, the knowledge 
of iboga was transmitted from the Pygmies to the other ethnic groups of the equatorial forest in an 
indeterminate period and following a path that, apart from some variations, appears to be the same: 
from the Pygmies to the Apindji and the Mitsogho, and from these to the other groups of central-
southern Gabon. Finally, the knowledge of iboga reached the Fang of northern Gabon.

Both the Apindji and the Mitsogho, who live in adjacent areas of the primary forest region of central-
southern Gabon, are credited with the first elaboration of the Bwiti cult, which they would later transmit 
to the neighbouring group.

Nzameyo Ngema, Bwitist chief of the oldest temple of the Disumba branch of the Bwiti Fang in the 
Medouneu area, gave the following account of the diffusion of Bwiti:

‘The Pygmy husband of Disumba, 13 once he had killed his wife, returned to give the religion to his 
village. From there it passed to all the Pygmies. The Pygmies gave it to the people of Esidi-Kama, the 
Esidi-Kama gave it to the Mesake, the Mesake to the Simaka, the Simaka to the Bevobi, the Bevobi to 
the Etsira, the Etsira to the Messango, the Messango to the Mitsogo. And it was a Messango named 
Mbomba who brought iboga to the Fang’ (Fernandez 1982:361).

The name of Mbomba or Mbumba as an evangelising figure is present in many accounts of the 
origins of the Bwiti Fang (ibid.:362). An informant of Świderski reported that ‘the éboga came [to us 
Fang] according to the following hierarchy: the Pygmies, the Apindji, the Mitsogho, the Simba, the 
Babovi, the Massango, the Eshira, the Adouma, the Alombo’ (Świderski 1990a 1:173).

Another ethnohistorical description of the spread of Bwiti has been reported in reference to its 
arrival in the then Spanish Guinea (Equatorial Guinea):

‘As for its origin, it is said that the Bakui tribe, which inhabited the village of Tambanapuza, in 
the interior of Africa, was the first to take iboga. They were followed by the Ibenys, Echogo, Benyabes, 
Masango, Bepuno and Gabaú, from where, through the Pamu Ndongo (Mha Nchuchuma) of the 
Yeveng tribe and Ebouga Ebouga (Aló) of the same tribe, it was introduced into our Guinean colony, 
being among the first initiates Masua (Pablo Nicose), of the Esambeng tribe, and Alfonso Bitomo, of 
the Yebeng tribe’ (Pinillos de Cruells 1949:52)

13	  Disumba here plays the role of the first woman who in the Bwiti origin myth tried iboga and was sacrificed by her 
husband (Samorini 2024c).
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Moving from ethnohistory to history, we know that Bwiti was already widespread in the second half 
of the 19th century among the populations of central Gabon speaking Membe and Merye and partially 
among those of southern Gabon speaking Myene, and that at a certain point it reached the Fang of the 
Estuary area. It was the cults of the Bwete of the Mitsogho—in the two main branches Disumba and 
Ndea—that spread among the other ethnic groups, where each proceeded to re-elaborations suited to 
its own culture, until reaching the impressive syncretic re-elaboration with Christianity of the Bwiti of 
the Fang. Bonhomme has proposed one of the most reliable diffusion schemes:

‘It can be assumed that the Bwete originated among the Mitsogho and the Gapinzi [Apindji], that 
it then spread very rapidly throughout the region, passing to the Masangu and other populations of the 
Membe group (Baviya, Bavove, Simba), then to the Merye populations (Bapunu, Gisira, Balumbu, etc.) 
and peripherally to the Myene. The diffusion of the Bwete often took support from similar initiatory 
societies already existing. The progression of the Bwete to the north reached the Fang around 1910’ 
(Bonhomme 2003:14).

Bonhomme also indicated the area of the Du Chaillu Mountains, and precisely the triangle of 
primary forest that includes the small towns of Ikobey, Eteke and Iboundji, as the ‘historical land of 
Bwiti’ (Bonhomme et al. 2012:400). It is indicative that this geographical area is called Diboa, which 
closely resembles the name diboha with which iboga was indicated in the Sette Cama region, as recorded 
by Le Scau at the beginning of the 20th century (Le Scau 1908:334).

Regarding the antiquity of Bwiti, written documentation is little older than a century and a half 
(Samorini 2024a). It is not clear whether these late testimonies are due to the fact that older documents 
have not yet been identified, or, to the recent origins of this religious cult. Świderski (1990a, 1:226) 
considers this latter possibility as the most likely.

Although the use of iboga for different purposes in older times, such as divinatory purposes, cannot 
be excluded among the populations of Gabon, the formation of Bwiti, as a religious cult, would appear 
to be the result of a re-elaboration of the ancestor cults professed by these ethnic groups. The origin 
and diffusion of Bwiti could be hypothesised as an innovative response by the natives to the need to 
re-elaborate their ancestor cults on the basis of new social dynamics. In this regard, it is appropriate 
to consider that the Apindji have been subject to numerous migrations in recent centuries. Probably 
coming from the east following the Ivindo River, they reached the Ocean in the Estuary area and 
subsequently migrated again inland. More recently, they were pushed south by pressure from the Bakélé 
and the Fang; finally, they settled mainly along the Ngounié River, adopting a more sedentary lifestyle 
(Świderski 1975). The Mitsogho also inhabited territories different from the current one in the past. 
They had to migrate several times due to conflicts with neighbouring peoples, in particular with the 
warlike Bakélé who carried out continuous raids to capture women and men to introduce into the 
commercial circuit of the slave trade (Raponda-Walker 1910).

It is well recognised among scholars, and also among the natives, that there is an intimate connection 
between the ancient ancestor cults and the first forms of Bwiti. The Bwete of the Mitsogho seems to 
have originated from a syncretic elaboration between the ancient ancestor cult Mombe, the acquisition 
of the knowledge of iboga, and possible cultural influences from other populations acquired during 
their troubled migrations (Binet et al. 1972:203). Bonhomme (2003:340) believes that the Bwete was 
formed ‘through a progressive phenomenon of ritual proliferation around the ancestor cult’. Among 
the Mitsogho the spirits of the dead (mighonzi) become the ancestors, who take the name of mombe 
at the level of family cult and bwiti at the level of tribal cult. ‘After death one becomes a Bwiti’—the 
Mitsogho say—and from this it is clear that bwiti are considered as tribalised ancestors (Gollnhofer 
and Sillans 1997:82). The Fang also elaborated their Bwiti on the basis of a syncretism not only with 
Christianity but also with the cult of the ancestors Byeri, precisely in a period in which the latter was in 
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a serious crisis due to missionary pressure. A fundamental role in the formation and diffusion of Bwiti is 
constituted by the visions induced by iboga. It can be assumed that it was iboga that offered a new vision 
of the cult of the ancestors and promoted its re-elaboration.

It is often reported that the Mitsogho developed this cult together with the neighbouring Apindji, a 
population with whom they had close economic and cultural relations. In reality, the Apindji claim the 
paternity of the creation of the Bwiti, stating that it was two of their elders named Sanza and Modumé 
who established it, and that only later did the Mitsogho appropriate it, enriching it from an aesthetic 
and mythological point of view. Since the Mitsogho were more numerous and less sedentary than 
the Apindji, it was with the former that other ethnic groups, including the Fang, came into contact, 
receiving the knowledge of the Bwiti. For this reason, even if it is admitted that the Apindji created 
an early form of the cult, it was the Mitsogho who played a decisive role in its propagation (Świderski 
1975:107). Upon closer inspection, it does not seem that the Apindji have handed down a myth of the 
origin of iboga, and the story of the origin of the cult by the two elders Sanza and Modumé seems a little 
too hasty to be able to testify to the foundation of such a complex and innovative cult. The impression 
arises that the paternity of Bwiti claimed by the Apindji was supported by Świderski solely on the basis 
of what was reported by the Apindji informants, not free from rivalries and ethnic parochialism.

Świderski also proposed an ante quem date for the formation of Bwiti among the Apindji, 1840, on 
the basis of perhaps somewhat uncertain considerations, such as the certainty that the cult could not 
have been created when the Apindji settled along the Ngounié, but during the federal reign of Kinga, 
Dibiti and Mbomba, and the observation that the Fang of the Estuary had already known Bwiti around 
1890 (Świderski 1990a, 1:226).

An element that can be of help in understanding the genesis and diffusion of Bwiti concerns the so-
called ‘secret languages’ or ‘liturgical languages’. All Bwitist cults, both traditional and syncretic, use a 
secret language in the context of the rites; language which is called by different names: among the Mitsogho 
mosowde, among the Bavove mitimbo or povi mitimbo, among the Fang pope (popé) or pope na pope.

In the mitimbo there are many Getsogo words (the language of the Mitsogho), and since the Bavove 
transmitted the Bwiti to several other ethnic groups, these have adopted the mitimbo adding further words 
from their own languages. In practice, the mitimbo is a ‘mixture of all the languages through which the 
Bwete has passed, and tells, to those who know how to listen, of the Bwete and its diffusion from village to 
village, from ethnic group to ethnic group throughout all the countries’ (Bonhomme 2003:256).

According to Sillans (1967:74–99) among the Mitsogho there would be two types of ritual use of the 
language in the Bwete. On the one hand the mweneke, which would be current Getsogo, used among 
initiates in private ceremonies in the nzimbe, one of the ritual spaces of the cult. On the other hand the 
mosodwe, which would be secret Getsogo, used in public ceremonies in the Bwitist temple. He also notes 
that loans come from the Gapinzi (Apindji) but also from the Masangu and the Bapunu; a fact that 
would seem to contradict the thesis of the original purity of the Tsogo Disumba (Bonhomme 2003:259).

These secret languages—which as Bonhomme pointed out are not real languages since they do not 
have an autonomous syntactic morphology—seem to be difficult to understand even for the Bwitists 
themselves, who pronounce the phrases in a mnemonic manner and give interpretations that are quite 
varied, and specific to the type of cult and Bwitist branch, if not the result of personal interpretations. 
I was able to verify the use of the words and set phrases of the pope among the communities of the 
Ndea Kanga branch of the Bwiti Fang, and how their understanding often seemed confused to the 
interlocutors. The simple initiates, the bandzi, generally do not know the meaning of the phrases they 
sing during the night vigils and only the kombo interpreted them without contradicting themselves. 
This interpretative randomness of the secret languages is a characteristic of the Bwitists of all ethnic 
groups and could concern more our impression than reality. I cannot agree with Bonhomme’s statement 
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that, unlike the Tsogho mosowde, Bwiti Fang pope is ‘a purely formal language without any literalness or 
immediate comprehension. It is an empty formalism that does not convey any message’ (Bonhomme 
2003:262). This statement is not deduced on the basis of contemporary knowledge of Getsogo, Fang 
and Pope, and my fieldwork among the Ndea Kanga branch has confirmed the knowledge among the 
kombo not only of the often polysemic meanings of pope words and phrases, but also of their derivation 
from languages of other ethnic groups. In most cases the meanings of the words have radically changed 
compared to the original Tsogho ones, but in some cases the kombo have shown that they know, or believe 
they know, the original meaning as well. In the 2000s I had the opportunity to attend pope lessons held by 
kombo to groups of bandzi during their moments of rest in the night ngozé of the Ndea Kanga branch. 14

The real problem of the Bwitist secret languages lies in our ignorance, as Bwiti scholars, of the 
languages of the Gabonese ethnic groups. To fully understand the Bwitist secret languages and their 
evolution, one would need to simultaneously know the idioms of the Mitsogo, Apindji, Bavove, Bapunu, 
Masango, Fang, etc.; a considerable obstacle that explains the lack of an in-depth study of the Bwiti secret 
languages even today. Rather than stigmatise how the Bwitists do not understand their secret languages—a 
misunderstanding that is perhaps only apparent—we can only recognise our own ignorance.

According to Daney, the liturgical language of the Bwiti Tsogho is a mixture of the Babongo Pygmy 
language and Apindji (Daney 1924:280); a statement not based on contemporary knowledge of these 
two languages. According to Sillans, mosowde is the Getsogho language where the words have undergone 
semantic modifications, and where archaic forms or those coming from the languages of neighbouring 
ethnic groups are inserted; a statement somewhat contradictory to what is reported a little further on 
that ‘all the initiatory teaching of the Bwete is in Getsoho independently of the population that has 
adopted Bwete’ (Sillans 1967:74). Gollnhofer and Sillans (1997:155) report that the Tsogho initiatory 
recitations appear to contain many words and expressions from the Apindji language; a statement also 
not based on direct and contemporary knowledge of these languages. Świderski (1990c:256) believes 
that only the names of the initiatory degrees (nima, kombo, etc.) and of the objects of worship, such as 
the sound instruments of the obaka and the soké, have remained in the popé of the Fang Bwitists. In my 
opinion, and deducing from my field research, the popé also includes other terminological categories, 
such as the names of some supernatural beings and of themes that concern the initiatory vision (yen).

Only recently has a first study been undertaken according to the canons of the modern discipline of 
linguistics. In the course of studying the Disumba Mongo Na Bata branch of the Bwiti Fang, Marie-
France Mifune recorded the audio and transcribed about a hundred words of the pope used during the 
rites of this branch, and submitted them to the analysis of the linguist and lexicographer Paul-Achille 
Mavoungou of the Omar Bongo University of Libreville. The result was that these words belong to the 
B30 linguistic group and specifically to the Tsogo language (the Getsogho), with however modifications 
in their intonation (Mifune 2012, I:406–7). This would confirm the formation of the original Bwiti 
among the Mitsogho.

The Syncretic Bwiti
The Fang population was the last to arrive in Gabon and the surrounding areas of the western 

equatorial forest. They arrived there in the 19th century following a migration whose territory of origin 
has long been discussed and even subject to extravagant hypotheses, the most imaginative of which 
wants them to come from the East as direct descendants of the ancient Egyptians. It is curious how this 
last hypothesis, widely refuted by modern scholars, continues to be tenaciously believed by the Fang 
population, as I have been able to personally observe in the area of the Gabonese Estuary.

Current studies favour a ‘migratory cascade’ caused in the 18th century by the pressure of bellicose 
populations from the Sahel area, probably the Muslim Fulani. With a domino effect, several ethnic 

14	  To make it easier for me to understand, they translated each of their Fang sentences into French.
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groups had to flee further and further south until they involved the Pahouin (Fang), who found 
themselves forced to enter the tropical forest (Cadet 2009:278–9).

Entering the forest required a radical change in the subsistence economy, with considerable initial 
difficulties in adapting. This dramatic event has remained echoed in the ethnohistory of the Fang, who 
have handed down a mythical tale involving a tree and a place called Ozambogha. 15 Having entered the 
deep forest, the Fang found their way blocked by a gigantic adzap tree lying on the ground. 16 They 
managed to overcome the obstacle with the help of the Pygmies, who made a hole in the trunk of the 
tree, through which the Fang could pass and continue on their journey. The overcoming of that narrow 
passage also represented the moment of the dismemberment of the migratory group, with the scattering 
of the various clan families in the new occupied territories. This also entailed the division of the bone 
potential of the cult of ancestors Byeri (Samorini 2019).

The entry of the Fang into the territory of Gabon developed in two chronological phases. During the 
first phase, which occurred at the beginning of the 19th century, they entered the tropical forest reaching 
the north-western regions of Gabon. After a few decades they undertook a new and faster migration 
towards the regions of the Gabonese estuary. The most accredited hypothesis of the reason for this 
second migratory phase sees an intentional rapprochement of the Fang to the Whites, who around 1840 
had established their bases in the Estuary region. The main aim was to bypass the ethnic groups who 
acted as obligatory commercial intermediaries between the Whites and the populations of the interior. 
The belief that the latter, as their white skin indicated, were ‘ghosts’—specifically Fang ancestors who 
had returned to earth reincarnated as Europeans—may have also played a role in the impulse to get 
closer to the Whites. The Fang believe that those who die become white-skinned men in the afterlife and 
come into direct contact with Nzame, 17 who provides them with riches of various kinds. When the Fang 
learned of the existence of white-skinned men who had with them great riches—clothes, metal objects, 
etc.—and who could be met in the distant area of the Estuary, they considered that place as ‘a kind of 
promised land, a veritable Eden’, and quickly headed there (Chamberlin 1978:452–3).

The Fang occupied much of the territory of present-day northern Gabon and Equatorial Guinea, 
and are currently the ethnic group most present in the government, administrative and military elites of 
these two nations.

In the history of the Bwiti Fang, Świderski distinguishes four phases: a period of formation of the 
cult, which occurred in the period 1840–1900 and originated—according to his own belief—among 
the Apindji; a period of adaptation among the Fang (1890–1948); the period of the ‘great reform’ 
(1948–1968); and finally a ‘pre-ecumenical’ period, which goes from 1968 to the years of the Polish 
scholar’s research, 1980s (Świderski 1990a, 1:222). As for the ‘pre-ecumenical’ period, it is one of the 
scholar’s exaggerations, which had the aim of accelerating the times towards the official recognition of 
the Bwiti as a state religion. Although the 1980s saw the creation of a movement that attempted to unite 
the Bwitist branches, only a few adhered to it, and then more vocally than in practice, and today there 
continues to be a strong separatism and parochialism, based on rivalries and different interpretative 
systems of initiatory visions and the degree of syncretism with Christianity.

Mary (1999:25–6) distinguishes only two phases in the history of the Bwiti Fang. The first, at the 
beginning of the 20th century, sees the Fang adopt the cult of the Bwiti of the Mitsogho, replacing it with 
the cult of the Byeri. The second, in the 1930s and 1940s, sees an evolution of the cult through the work 

15	  The word Ozambogha—with its numerous variants Adzambogha, Ondzambowa, etc.—would be formed from 
the name of the adzap tree and from mboga, ‘door’; cf. Deschamps 1962:91. For Mary (1999:357) mbogha means ‘dug’.

16	  This is Baillonella toxisperma Pierre, of the Sapotaceae family, with synonym Mimusops djave Engl. It is one of the 
giant trees of the equatorial forest.

17	  The creator god of the Fang. For the divinization of the original figure of Nzame see Samorini 2024b.
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of ‘prophets’ who brought about liturgical reforms and amplified the syncretism with Christianity.

The origins of the Bwiti Fang remain little known. According to Mary (1997:65), missionary and 
colonial sources do not report the presence of Bwiti among the Fang before the First World War. Raponda-
Walker appears contradictory in this regard. In 1910 he included the Fang in a list of ethnic groups 
among whom Bwiti was already practised at that time; later he believed that it was only around 1927 
that the Fang adopted this cult (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1962:191). For Bonhomme (2003:14), the 
Bwete reached the Fang around 1910. Świderski fixed an earlier date, around 1890, on the basis of what 
his Bwiti informants had told him. They tell the story of a boat full of Alombo, Mitsogho and Apindji 
migrants led by a White man from Mayumba (a coastal area of southern Gabon) who landed in the 
Estuary area in 1890. It was on that occasion that the Fang simultaneously discovered iboga and Bwiti.  18 
This White man is identified as Pierre Savorgnan De Brazza (1852–1905), the Italian-French explorer 
known for having explored the Congo River and for his opposition to violent colonial policies and 
exploitation of the native populations. On his return journey from the south to Libreville, De Brazza 
was accompanied by natives Bwitists, including a legendary character named Mbumba or Mbomba, of 
Tsogho or Masango or Alombo ethnicity depending on the version, who was said to have been the first 
to initiate the Fang to Bwiti (Mary 1999:36).

The first form of Bwiti that the Fang received and adopted from the southern people was the 
Disumba (or Dissumba) of the Mitsogho, who also called it Mikongo or Mikongi. For all Bwitists, both 
those who are not syncretic and those who are syncretic with Christianity, the term Disumba means ‘the 
origin’, and is considered the very first form of the Bwiti cult.

As for the date of the beginning of Bwiti among the Fang, it is very likely that it is earlier than that 
of 1927 indicated by Raponda-Walker. Bwitists do not forget the date of their initiation—just as one 
does not forget the date of one’s birth—because they consider the visionary and revelatory experience 
a very important moment in their life, like a second birth. For this reason, the dates of initiation into 
Bwiti reported in their biographies are to be considered reliable. This is the case of Evoung Etoughé, 
future founder of the Yembawé branch, who was initiated in 1912; of the founders of the Eboga Nzame 
branch, who were already initiated before 1917; of Nzé Meyo Nguéma, initiated in 1921; of Nguema 
Nkogho, who was initiated in 1922; of Menguélé Mé Nzé, initiated in 1925. 19 All were initiated into 
Disumba, at a time when it is not possible to distinguish the Disumba of the Mitsogho from the first 
forms of Disumba Fang, that is, from the first Fang adaptations of the cult received from the Mitsogho. 
It was in this first phase of adaptation, elaboration and inventiveness that the Fang introduced into the 
cult elements of their Byeri ancestor cult, and that more than any other subsequent Bwitist branch the 
first form of Disumba was characterised by the marked presence of relics and the cult of the dead.

The Bwitists pass down the names of the first Fang who were initiated into Bwiti. The first was 
Ntoutoume Nze Mvame, of the Efak clan, although the story of his initiation sees his wife as the first 
protagonist. The couple lived in the surroundings of Libreville. When Ntoutoume became seriously ill, 
he was treated by Mitsogho healers, who told him that to get better he would have to eat iboga. But at 
first he refused out of fear and it was his wife Akoume Essono who ate iboga, acquiring the initiation 
name of Egnepé. Afterwards, the woman convinced her husband to eat iboga as well. Ntoutoume 
‘saw the Bwiti’ and was healed. This tale is known to Bwitists of all Fang branches, and Ntoutoume’s 
initiation is generally dated to around 1890 (Świderski 1990a, 1:243). The accession of women to the 
cult—a characteristic of the syncretic Bwiti of the Fang—seems to have occurred later, and it is likely 

18	  According to the Bwitists of the Disumba Mongo Na Bata branch, the arrival of De Brazza’s boat in Libreville 
dates back to 1850, and the first initiation of a Fang around 1890 (Mifune 2012, I:75). Other Fang Bwitists date the arrival 
of De Brazza’s boat in Libreville around 1875 (id. I:173), a more plausible date than 1890, given De Brazza’s biography and 
wanderings.

19	  See respectively Świderski 1990a, 1:357, 284, 392, 362, 328.
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that the first Fang initiation by a woman, as transmitted in this tale, is intended to reflect the mythical 
tale of the origin of the Bwiti specific to the Fang and known as the ‘story of Bandzioku’, where the first 
person to eat iboga was a woman (Samorini 2024c).

The first form of Bwiti Fang, the Mikongo, has maintained the characteristics of the Mitsogho 
Disumba, with a scarce presence of Christian elements, the use of the original secret language of 
the Mitsogho, and with the nudity of the participants covered only by a raffia skirt. It is considered 
the ‘traditionalist’ branch of Bwiti Fang. According to Mary, for about thirty years the Fang did not 
substantially modify the cult received from the Mitsogho, apart from the introduction of elements of 
their Byeri cult or an interpretative re-adaptation of the latter in the context of Bwiti, being ‘a first form 
of syncretism that can be qualified as endogenous’ (Mary 1993:622).

Several Fang initiated into this Disumba, however, soon distanced themselves from it, considering 
it too focused on the cult of the ancestors and, following the inspirations and indications that they 
believed they had received during their initiatory visions, founded other Bwitist branches characterised 
by varying degrees of inclusion of Christian religious and liturgical elements. One of the first was the 
Eboga Nzamé, created in 1917 by three Fang who had already been initiated into Disumba. Christian 
elements began to appear in their visions, such as the figure of the archangel Gabriel, and the music of 
the harp, understood as a revealing voice, showed them how to modify the cult. They had to abandon 
Disumba, considered as the ‘Old Testament’, eliminating various elements, including the mongongo, 
which was the musical instrument par excellence of the Mitsogho, and the secret language, and they 
had to cover their nakedness with clothes made of cloth and no longer of raffia, and sing in the Fang 
language. The temple also had to undergo some modifications, making it more solid and raising the 
back area where the harps were placed (an area called mambongo).

As regards women’s access to Bwiti, it must be remembered that the Disumba received by the 
Mitsogho was and still is an initiatory cult exclusively accessible to men. We are not able to know when 
the Fang opened the cult to women. Leaving aside the initiation of Akoume Essono, the wife of the first 
Fang man who was initiated into Bwiti, which is said to have taken place in 1890 and whose treatment 
is included in a story with mythological connotations, the first news of women being initiated dates 
back to the 1930s. Marie Obone Nzoghé was initiated into Disumba Fang towards the mid-1930s, and 
we know that Marie-Christine Mezouè Eyegne was initiated first into Ombwiri Emando in 1934, and 
then in 1939 into the Ndeya Kanga branch of the Bwiti Fang (Świderski 1990a 1:375, 325). With the 
founding of a new reform movement, the Nganga Disumba, in 1942, Bwiti’s access to women became 
widespread and encouraged everywhere.

In the years 1930–1950, some people appeared who promoted a reform of the Bwitist cult; a reform 
based on the elimination of elements attributable to the ancient cult of skulls. It is no coincidence 
that the appearance of these prophets coincided with the wave of persecution of the Bwiti carried out 
by missionaries and the colonial government on the basis of the main accusation of practising human 
sacrifices (see below). These reformers, defined as ‘prophets’, while promoting the foundation of 
different Bwitist branches, aimed with their message at the formation of a real ‘religion of the Blacks’, the 
‘religion of iboga’. A first great illusion of the missionary promise—‘convert and you will become rich 
like the Whites’—was followed by a disappointment for what was considered the ‘missionary betrayal’ 
(Mary 1993:633). The message of the reforming prophets denounced this betrayal, which was based on 
a much greater and older guilt of the Whites: Christ was killed when the Whites discovered his plan to 
go to Africa to bring iboga to the Blacks (ibid.:364). These same prophets promoted a politicisation of 
Bwiti by claiming cultural and political independence from French colonialism.

It is interesting to observe the genesis of the Nganga Disumba branch, which influenced the entire 
Bwiti Fang. In 1942, a Fang of the Efak clan was initiated into Disumba, and in a vision he noticed that 
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the star closest to humanity—the star Owanga Sanga, the pole star—had disappeared due to the improper 
use of the bones of the ancestors. This ‘news’, which spread quickly among the Fang Bwitists, caused a 
stir and generated a strong discussion that saw the followers of Disumba traditionalism oppose the new 
generations of Bwitists who were demanding the need for a reform of the cult. A group of Bwitists decided, 
through the visions of iboga, to search for the lost star. It was a woman, Efire Mintsa, who was the first to 
eat iboga for this purpose. In her vision she saw the disappeared star and a divine nganga who invited her to 
do ‘the work of the nganga’. Together with her husband, they founded the Nganga Disumba movement, 
also known as Eboga Nganga, and worked hard for the abolition of the bone cult in all Bwitist movements 
and for the social equalisation of women within the cult (Świderski 1990a, 1:378–385).

In the decade 1940–1950 we observe a peak of this prophetic movement, with charismatic figures 
who have remained in the memory of all Bwitists. One of these is the prophet Ndong Obame Eya, 
founder of the Assumgha Ening (‘Beginning of Life’) branch. One of his most significant initiatives 
was to gather in his village of Nzobermitang the representatives of twelve clans of the Betsi, a sub-group 
of the Fang, with the aim of promoting the foundation of a national Church of Bwiti. In the work of 
reform of Bwiti the clan ancestors were not completely eliminated, and acquired a new status becoming 
the ‘apostles’ or ‘saints’ of the new Bwiti cult.

Regarding the etymology of the word ‘Bwiti’ scholars have exposed the most disparate hypotheses. 
Sialo considered the word Mbueti composed of the two particles of the Fang language we (‘death’) and 
eté (‘among’), with the meaning therefore of ‘among the dead’ (Bedate 1946:206), without considering 
that the Fang were the last to adopt the term Mbueti/Bwiti coming from the other ethnic groups, and 
that therefore any etymological explanation starting from the Fang language is vain. According to Sillans 
the word Bwete comes from the Tsogho verb ebwota, ‘to arrive’, ‘to reach’, ‘to succeed’, to emerge from 
one place to another (Sillans 1967:23).

Sallée has developed an interesting consideration by observing how the reliquary baskets of the 
north-eastern populations of Gabon are called Bwete. For example, the reliquary covered with copper 
lamellae of the Kota (an ethnic group that is not known to currently profess the cult of Bwiti) is called 
Bwete. This statuary would therefore seem to provide a key to the original meaning of the term Bwete/
Bwiti, which would come from the cultural universe of the Bwete of the Kota and, Sallée adds, possibly 
also of the Byeri of the Fang (Sallée 1985:137–8). In fact, Trilles had already highlighted the closeness of 
the terms Byeri and Bwiti, based on the recognised interchangeability of the ‘r’ with the ‘t’ among the 
Fang (Trilles 1912:47 and note 1), and Gaulme observed how the ‘r’ is mostly used in coastal areas, while 
the ‘t’ is mostly used in the northern regions (Gaulme 1979:67). These considerations are again based on 
the unlikely assumption of an etymology of the term Bwiti starting from the Fang language.

More esoteric etymological interpretations have also been reported, such as that given by Hamidou 
Okaba, a Tsogo anthropologist and linguist, for whom the term Bwiti would be a deformation of the 
term Getsogo bo-hete, ‘emancipation’, ‘liberation of a fluid’, with a meaning of the term bwiti as ‘that 
which allows man to reach freedom’ (Laval-Jeantet 2006:14).

Świderski preferred to derive the term Bwiti from the name of a group of Pygmies called Biti or 
Mbouiti (plural Ba-Mbouiti) who live between Gabon and the Democratic Republic of Congo, and 
who would have transmitted the knowledge of iboga to the Apindji (Świderski 1990a, 1:121). Since 
the name Bwiti came to be identified with the dead and the ancestors, this would have meant a ‘de-
historicisation’ of its original meaning as the name of a group of Pygmies (Świderski 1990b:19).

The Persecutions of Bwiti
Although there was already a clear missionary intolerance towards the traditional Bwiti, this 

intolerance resulted in real persecutions in the 1930s–1950s when Bwiti spread among the Fang, who 
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developed a form of it that was strongly syncretic with the religion of Westerners. This inclusion of 
Christian symbols and values in a ‘pagan’ cult was perceived by the missionaries as a challenge and above 
all as a danger far more unacceptable than that of traditional cults. It is no coincidence that the privileged 
victims of the persecutions were the Fang Bwitists. In Equatorial Guinea too, persecution was unleashed 
against the Fang Bwitists and those of other ethnic groups who had adopted the syncretic Bwiti.

The act that began the persecutions was a report written by the governor of Gabon Vuillaume dated 
1930. 20 Of the 30 pages of the manuscript, which had as its theme the customs of the Pahouin (Fang), 
five pages are dedicated to Bwiti. Vuillaume railed against this cult, considering it ‘a dangerous religious 
manifestation’; ‘the practices of the Bwiti are harmful to the races that adopt it, they cause mental 
disturbances that annihilate all will and the race becomes brutalised’ (Fernandez 1982:349).

On the one hand, the missionaries considered the syncretic Bwiti a heresy that was spreading 
uncontrollably among the population they intended to convert to pure Christianity; on the other hand, the 
colonial administration saw the Bwiti of the main native population on which the construction of colonial 
power was based as a political danger, seeing in it—and not without reason—a potential for social rebellion 
through the values of identification and ethnic pride professed by this religious cult. The commonality of 
missionary and governmental interests created the basis for the persecutions against the Bwiti.

The accusatory construct elaborated against the Bwiti could not fail to be based on the anthropophagy 
of the Fang, a rumour that had long been consolidated among the settlers and the native Gabonese 
population. The belief that initiation into the Bwiti required a human sacrifice was so tenaciously 
inculcated by the missionaries that even today the Fang Bwitists themselves consider it true (Samorini 
2024b). ‘The Bwiti is the father of the mongongo, of theft and of murder’, wrote the Spiritan missionary 
Joseph Coignard in 1926, and it is interesting to note in this accusation the inclusion of one of the musical 
instruments par excellence of the Bwiti, the mongonogo. The music of the Bwiti was also demonised.

In several cases, the missionaries employed the cunning technique of pushing the Bwitists towards 
conflict with the colonial administration (Fernandez 1982:354). In several others, the missionaries 
themselves physically organised the persecutions, with the help of converted natives and the colonial 
gendarmerie. The attacks were carried out especially during the Bwitist night vigils, and at the war cry of 
the priests ‘tigan éboga!’ (‘eradicate iboga!’), the group of attackers would launch themselves against the 
participants. Those who could escaped; the others were captured, tied with ropes around their necks, 
dragged to the barracks and whipped until they bled. Those who fought back were killed, hanged or 
shot. Often, in order to humiliate the Bwitists, the French soldiers raped their women before their eyes 
(Świderski 1990a, 1:299–300).

The Fang Bwitists have handed down the names of several martyrs, at least a dozen between those killed 
in Gabon and those killed in Equatorial Guinea. Only a few of these dramatic events are documented in 
official documents—police reports, court records, etc.—and in some other cases, although they actually 
happened, it is not possible to distinguish the real event from the details added to the handed down 
story, which has undergone an inevitable process of mythification.

20	  This manuscript is kept in the Archives of the Presidency of the Government of Libreville. Both the name of the 
governor and the title of the manuscript appear contradictory to modern scholars. Regarding the title, Fernandez (1982:640, 
note 11) reports ‘La coutume pahouine dans l’estuaire du Como’, but in the original it is written ‘Congo’ instead of ‘Como’. 
Regarding the name of the Governor, in the bibliography Fernandez (ibid.:673) reports ‘G. Vuillaume’, while on p. 348 he 
writes of a ‘M. Vuillaume’. Furthermore, in the list of the governors of Gabon on the French Wikipedia page (under the 
entry ‘Liste des administrateurs coloniaux au Gabon’), it appears that in 1930 the administrator was Marie Joseph Jules 
Pierre Bernard, and a Paul Vuillaume appears as governor of Gabon in the years 1943–1944. Again according to the French 
Wikipedia, under the entry ‘Paul Vuillaume’, in the 1930s he held the position of deputy administrator and later head of 
province in Gabon. He later held administrative positions in India and in 1943 he was elected Governor of Gabon. Bernault 
(2019:119) reported the name of Pierre and not Paul of the governor Vuillaume.
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One of the most documented cases concerns that of the Catholic priest Jérôme Mba. In May 1934, 
he organised a systematic operation to destroy the Bwitist temples along the route from Libreville to 
Medouneu. With an armed escort, he entered the temples, destroyed the harps and other paraphernalia 
of the cult and provoked the initiates to revolt against him. In the village of Abogotom, the Bwitist 
chief Nguema Bibang physically opposed the priest’s entry into the mbandja (temple) and was killed 
with a rifle shot. The temple was partially destroyed. The entire village turned against the priest and his 
men, who had to hastily take refuge in the nearby military district, from which they were escorted by a 
large group of soldiers to Libreville. The case had a judicial follow-up that was resolved in favour of the 
Bwitists, recognising the right to defend their temple and giving permission to rebuild it. What happened 
was confirmed in the 1970s by the then chief of the Bwitist temple of Abogotom, who was the nephew 
of Nguema Bibang. 21 Regarding the priest Jérôme Mba, he is mentioned in some missionary writings 
of that period. Of Fang origin, with the full name of Jérôme Marie Mba Bekalé, in 1923 he became the 
seventh Gabonese priest of indigenous origin (Assoumou Nsi 2011:190, 194–5). Following the judicial 
process for the death of Nguema Bibang, he was sentenced to a monetary fine as civil reparation, which 
was paid by his superior, and was sent on another mission by the apostolic vicar of Gabon (Assoumou 
2011:214). He continued the fight against the Bwiti, however, as in a letter addressed to the apostolic 
vicar Tardy dated May 15, 1943, he complained that he was attacked by a group of people from the 
village of Aboctom together with a man named Edzo Biban, who was both the civil chief of the village 
and a Bwitist chief. The previous year the same priest had had him removed from his position as head of 
the canton and had ransacked his Bwitist temple, and this was supposedly the reason why he had been 
attacked during his further passage through that village. 22

Świderski had the opportunity to meet Jérôme Mba shortly before the latter’s death in 1970, and 
the priest expressed his deep regret for the anti-Bwitist campaign he had led in the 1930s and 1940s, 
explaining that ‘he had reacted on the basis of his education received in the seminary, without knowing 
the cultural and religious values of his fellow brothers, the Fang’ (Świderski 1990a, 1:301). In this 
regard, it is interesting to know an event in the life of this priest as reported by a nun who had known 
him personally, Marie Germaine Godar: at the age of only four, he was caught red-handed in a theft 
together with other Fang who were teaching him how to steal. The judge refused to condemn the child 
and handed him over to the Catholic prelate, who raised and educated him until he became a priest 
(Godar 1931:83).

It is reported that in 1945 another missionary was busy destroying some Bwitist temples in the 
villages of Aderayoi and Nkein, and that he regretted that when he left the Bwitists built ‘a new temple 
even more beautiful’. 23

Another famous Bwitist martyr is Nkogho Mba Ndzambiavanga (Ndzambiavanga was his kombo, 
that is, his initiation name), famous above all for the brutal way in which he was killed, with a nail 
hammered into his skull. He was a carpenter who worked in N’toum on a building site owned by a 
Frenchman named Zophine. Zophine hated the Bwitists and when he learned that Nkogho Mba was 
one of them, he and two other Whites captured him while he was returning from a ngozé held in the 
village of Alarmitang and locked him in the carpenter’s tool store. His body was found in the river a few 

21	  From documents in the Medouneu District Archives dated the first quarter of 1934. See Fernandez 1982:353–4 
and 642 note 27.

22	  From contemporary documents kept at the Archives d’Outre Mer; see Assoumou 2011:214. Assoumou reports 
in the same passage the story of the killing of Nguema Bibang, but with a tendentious interpretation of the facts, since his 
writing—a university thesis—is aimed at glorifying the work of the Gabonese priests. In fact, he reports that the rifle shot 
that killed Nguema Bibang had actually been fired by the Bwitists ‘certainly to provoke the abbot’ (id.). But the documents 
relating to the trial records examined by Fernandez (1982:642 note 27) testify that the rifle shot was fired by one of the men 
accompanying the priest, who were the only ones equipped with firearms in that tragic event.

23	  Weinstein 1966:64, rep. in Fernandez 1982:642, note 28.
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days later inside a barrel, with a nail hammered into his head. The murderer, Zophine, did not receive 
any legal sentence and was simply repatriated to France (Świderski 1990a, 1:301).

Even more bitter were the persecutions in Equatorial Guinea, where the Spanish colonial regime 
was in fact identified with a Christian religious power of an inquisitorial nature. The Bwitists were 
continually accused of sacrificing and eating human beings, an interpretative cliché that lasted longer 
than in Gabon:

‘To enter the Embueti [Bwiti] one must sacrifice a human being, generally a son. Death is given very 
slowly by means of a drink that consumes it little by little, and they are so skilled in this and calculate 
the dose so well, that they know the month until the day on which he must die, which is generally between 
three and six months. Once dead, as this flesh is necessary to eat it together with the tremendous narcotic 
called EBOGA, before entering the functions of their sect, in order that it does not corrupt, they subject 
it for some weeks to smoke to dry it’ (Un Continental 1938a).

It was common slander that during the Bwiti initiation iboga was eaten together with human 
flesh, thus attributing to it the value of a sacrilegious sacrament (Un Continental 1938b). Cases of 
missing persons or mysterious deaths, including those of infants and children, and where the adjective 
‘mysterious’ was also associated with deaths caused by innumerable tropical diseases, were invariably 
attributed to the Mbweti (Fang 1938). The missionaries inculcated this interpretation in the frightened 
population, to the point of convincing them of this infamy cast on the Bwitists.

In Equatorial Guinea, too, the impetus for persecution was given by a government report dated 
1939 where, although no cases of human sacrifice had been recognised, concern was expressed about 
the power of brainwashing and power of suggestion that the ‘sorcerer’ had over the initiates. To deal 
with the spread of Bwiti, the sub-governor requested and obtained extraordinary measures, including 
sending Bwitists to forced labour, and in the most serious cases, hanging, in order to ‘give the soul of 
the native the tranquillity and the conviction that the power of sorcerers is limited by the White man’. 
In Spanish Guinea, repression had begun even earlier. There is news in 1927 of the arrest of one of the 
Bwitist leaders, named Alfonso Mba. In his hiding place ‘bones, skulls, hands, etc.’ were found, and the 
guilty party spent two months in Calatrava (the name of the prison) being tortured to make him confess 
the names of other Bwitists, to the point of killing him: ‘It may be that he said something, perhaps he 
revealed something insignificant, but the bulk of it went away with him, leaving us who break his heads 
with the task of verifying the most secret part of the sect’ (Fernández 1927).

The editors of missionary/government newspapers called for drastic solutions to the criminal 
activities of the Bwitists: ‘Shall we deal with the Mweti [Bwiti]? Let the Administrator of Oyem ship 
them all to Fernando Poo for life, and we shall see how such an accursed sect will magically disappear’ 
(Fang 1938). One of the main reasons for an individual to join the Bwiti was thought to be to get rich 
(Bourelly 1928), and as the Bwiti spread among the more educated social classes, such as among clerks 
in commercial and government offices, suspicion began to spread that an individual’s fortune was due 
to his secret membership in the ‘accursed sect’: ‘One way to put an end to all this would be to exile the 
[Bwitist] leaders to Fernando Poo, since there is such a great need of labour there. Another way would 
be to take away the jobs of all those who hold positions in state offices, since many of these believe that 
they have their jobs because of the Embueti’ (Un Continental 1938b).

The tenacity of the Bwitists often led them to be repeat offenders, being caught red-handed while 
performing their rites in the depths of the forest. A journalist, reporting that about twenty ‘iboga-
drinking delinquents’ from the Río Benito area had been arrested again within a month, rejoiced at the 
police’s actions, concluding his article with the Spanish saying ‘de los escarmentados salen los avisados’ 
(‘from the punished come the warned’). 24

24	  Article by journalist B. Bérnikon dated 26–1–1944 in La Guinea Española Year 41, N. 1167, 10 February 1944, p. 45.
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In 1946, there were those who wittily wrote:

‘I believe that there are only two solutions in front of the Mbueti: to accelerate the process of 
disintegration, introducing disturbing elements and fomenting internal dimensions, or to use the 
sect for certain colonial political purposes, effectively controlling the direction and orienting it towards 
predetermined objectives’. 25

Three years later another author—probably a Spanish colonial government official or a missionary—
made a similar argument:

‘Two solutions can present themselves [on the Mbueti]: destroy it or take advantage of it. For the first, 
a harsh repressive action is never recommended, which does not even go in the manner characteristic of our 
well-established colonising doctrine, an unusual example of piety and missionary warmth, while another 
policy should be applied; a policy that, starting from a deep knowledge of the organisation, eliminates 
the authentic leaders, and later disconnects the local nuclei, the cells that, like thin branches, extend 
throughout the population. As for the second case (taking advantage of it), the development of our further 
African policy in the Gulf of Guinea could be of magnificent results’ (Pinillos de Cruells 1949:52).

A recent study based on the consultation of the trial records kept at the ‘Archivo General de la 
Administración of Fernando Poo’ (now Bioko), has confirmed the existence of Bwiti also on this island 
belonging to the Spanish colonies of the Gulf of Guinea. Brought by workers from the continental area—
Equatorial Guinea and Gabon—Bwiti seems to have also spread among the native Bubi. In the state 
archives there are several trial records against the Bwitists. The first is dated 1940 and entitled ‘dedicación 
de medicinas Bueti’, and the last is dated 1951. Several sentences condemned the accused to prison for 
several months, often for a whole year. The most tragic episode occurred in 1948, with the hanging of 
seven bandzi (initiates) (Sánchez Azañedo 2016). Among the Bwitist martyrs of Equatorial Guinea, a Fang 
officiant named Essindong is often mentioned, who was crucified on a flagpole (Swiderski 1990a, 1:300).

Interesting is a sentence from 1947, where a native named Beernardo Ripen was sentenced to one 
year in prison ‘for having found in his hands a book and medicinal objects and dedicating himself to 
practising and explaining the medicine of the country’. Another sentence from the same year also refers 
to a ‘book of medicine of the Boti [Bwiti]’ owned by a Bwitist woman. The existence of ‘books’—more 
likely handwritten notebooks—where the knowledge and complex Bwitist ritual practices were and still 
are reported, with the main purpose of memorising and transmitting them, is little studied by Bwiti 
scholars. I personally had confirmation of their existence when in the 1990s the officiants (kombo) of the 
Fang Ndea Kanga branch showed me a large notebook filled with text and drawings, which they used as 
a mnemonic tool during their training to become kombo.

It is a known fact that during the Bwitist initiations some neophytes died; this is a rare event that 
occurs even today. These events were destined to become ‘the spearhead’ in the accusatory construct 
against Bwiti.

In 1928, in Akoré, a village near Lambaréné (Gabon), three young Fang were initiated into Bwiti. 
One or two 26 of them died in the following days. The three young men had previously been converted 
to the Christian religion, becoming catechumens, but because they had not kept their promise to enter 
the Bible school, they had been expelled from the Mission. The return to ‘paganism’ and their death 
were passed off by the missionaries as an excellent example of divine punishment: ‘God made some 
young men who wanted to be initiated into the mystery of Bwiti understand in a tragic way that He 

25	  Written by an editor of the magazine Cuadernos de Estudios Africanos signed as L.T.I., in the introduction to the 
text by González de Pablo 1946:73.

26	  The data reported by two missionaries differ from each other. According to Fillit (1928) two died, according to 
Bourelly (1928), who was present in the village at the time, one died.
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cannot be mocked with impunity’ (Fillit 1928). Encouraged by the missionary Bourelly, who had held 
mass in the village on the same day as the Bwiti initiation, the chief of the canton arrested some of 
the cult’s officiants. At the trial that followed, with the accusation strengthened by a letter from the 
missionary himself asking for a severe punishment to be inflicted, the main culprit was sentenced to life 
imprisonment, the others to several years in prison (Bourelly 1928; Fillit 1928).

Bourelly added the curious news that in order for the neophyte who has eaten the large quantity of 
iboga during the initiation to be able to ‘resuscitate’ from the visionary state, he must be made to take 
another root. This second plant was not known to all the ‘witch doctors’, and for this reason they left 
the people who were subjected to the initiatory rite to die. This is a rumour probably invented by the 
missionary or told to him by some non-Bwitist native.

There are references to a martyr of Bwiti that would concern one of the first black priests of Gabon, 
who was murdered by the missionaries. He would later appear in a vision to the Bwitist reformer prophet 
Ndong Obame Eya (Mary 1993:633).

In 1951, a death occurred during a Bwitist initiation. It is interesting to observe the legal events that 
followed, both because they highlight how the accusation levelled at the initiatory rite as the cause of 
death was not always valid, and because it involved as a witness a figure of ‘mythical’ importance in Bwitist 
culture, Leon Mba, who a decade later was destined to become the first President of decolonized Gabon.

The death involved a 13-year-old girl and occurred in the district of Mitzik. The Bwitist leaders who 
had performed the initiation rite were accused by the Catholic priest of Mitzik of having kidnapped the 
girl and intentionally sacrificed her during the initiation rite by poisoning. In this case the missionary-
style accusatory cliché of the presence of human sacrifices in Bwiti is repeated. However, the autopsy 
excluded the presence of poison in the girl’s body, while an enlargement of the liver typical of chronic 
malaria was observed. In a first trial, the accused were hastily sentenced to 30 months in prison and 7 
years of forced labour. But the accused appealed, and a new trial was held in Libreville, where Leon 
Mba, who at that time held the office of Territorial Advisor, was called as a witness, while the priest of 
Mitzik was called on the side of the prosecution. During the trial, a confrontation took place between 
the priest and Leon Mba. The former reported that it was known that in Bwiti a human sacrifice was 
necessary; Mba replied that he had never heard of such crimes during his extensive territorial experience 
and that these were rumours born of ignorance; the priest accused Leon Mba of being a Bwitist, and he 
defended himself vigorously. The trial ended with the complete acquittal of the accused, believing that 
the girl had died due to complications of her chronic malaria (Fernandez 1982:352).

In the decades that followed the wave of persecution of the 1930s and 1950s, the Bwiti Fang continued 
to spread and, above all, to evolve into increasingly syncretic forms, to the point of developing modern 
Marian-style sects. The clash with the missionaries became a clash with the Gabonese Church, held 
above all on an ideological level, but also on the level of territorial conquests. Attacks on the Bwiti 
continued to occur by the government administration, always when incited by the powerful Catholic 
prelate. In 1969, a councillor of the Estuary region, Ignace Bekalé, a fervent Catholic and later converted 
to Islam, promoted a new and anachronistic campaign against the Bwiti and the Ombwiri. In a single 
day, accompanied by numerous gendarmes, the Prefect of the Estuary and the deputy Obiang Ndong, he 
travelled with numerous trucks along the Libreville-N’toum route, forcibly seizing the harps that were 
in the Bwitist temples he encountered. The harps were gathered in the football stadium of Libreville, 
some of which were burned and some of which were delivered to the Mission Saint Marie in the capital. 
The event caused quite a stir among public opinion and was counterproductive from the point of view 
of the image of the administration. It must be considered that already at that time Bwiti was widely 
spread among the administrative, political and military personnel of the country. The harps that had 
been saved from the fire were returned but many Bwitists, wounded in their pride, refused to take them 
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back because they considered them desecrated and built new ones. As a result of this provocative act, 
the Minister of the Interior issued a decree with the aim of regularising Bwitist practices; a gesture that 
implicitly intended to recognise this cult. But the decree caused even more uproar and opposition 
because it required the Bwitists to request written authorisation for each of their rituals. Furthermore, 
the bureaucracy induced by the decree was unmanageable by the government administration itself, and 
in fact there was a general disinterest in the ministerial decree (Świderski 1990a, 1:306).

Today’s Bwitists remember their martyrs with various manifestations, martyrs who are often cited 
in sermons. In May 1982, a group of Bwitists organised a pilgrimage from Libreville to the village of 
Abogotom to hold a vigil of remembrance around the tomb of Nguema Bibang (Świderski 1990a, 
1:302–4). In Medouneu, a temple of the Fang Disumba branch bears an inscription with a quote from 
Nguema Bibang. The Assumgha Eñin branch annually performs a rite in Kougouleu called ‘Blood of 
the Martyrs’, to remember all the initiates who suffered missionary and government repression in the 
past (Fernandez 1982:353).
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