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1. Introduction

Although divination practices are common throughout Africa, the use
of spiders and land crabs appears to have a relatively restricted distribu-
tion, being confined to the Nigeria/Cameroon borderland, with some
possible extension eastwards in Chad and Gabon.

This paper has two functions: to summarily describe the methods of
divination in this area and to map its distribution. By compiling the
terminology for both land crabs and spiders, it is possible to show that
these are not only related to each other but also to a far larger nexus of
meanings of considerable importance in the vocabulary of proto-Bantu.

Divination using spiders falls into two types: simple and complex. The
documentary evidence remains too uneven to produce a confident syn-
thetic account. However, the following pattern seems to emerge from the
literature (a more detailed survey is to be found in Zeitlyn, 1987);

1. The simple form uses a few {(usually less than ten) sticks placed
around the spider hole. Different meanings are associated with the sticks
either by their position or through markings scratched onto their surfa-
ces. Divination is through the interpretation of the pattern created by the
emergence of the creature from its hole, thereby disturbing the sticks.

2. The complex form uses a set of leaves on which are drawn ideo-
grams. The patiern created by disturbing the stack of leaves by the spider
is interpreted by the diviner to give the results. The interpretation is
guided by the position of the leaves with respect to certain fixed marks,
either lines drawn in the dust, or stones placed near the hole. This form
of divination is often preceded by an initial divination using the simpler
form; the leaves are then used to give extra detail.

The secondary literature with regard to groups on the Adamawa pla-
teau makes frequent reference to divination using sticks, siraws and
pebbles. The type of sortilege divination which has been described in
detail among the Mundang in Chad (Adler & Zempléni, 1972) is wide-
spread and occurs in the same area as crab divination. For example, it is
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used by both the Tupuri (Guillard, 1965:127 & Ruelland, 1988:115) and the
Mofu (Vincent 1970:71). When the presence or otherwise of land crabs is
not mentioned it is generally assumed that they are not used in the local
form of divination.

The language family terminology used in this article may be unfami-
liar to some readers. It is based on the recent publication 'The Niger-Con-
go Languages’ (Bendor-Samuel, 1989) which includes discussions of
Benue-Congo (Williamson, 1989) and Bantoid (Hedinger, 1989 & Watters,
1989). Additional discussion of these revised classifications can be found
in Blench (1989, forthcoming).

2. Crab Divination

There are a number of species of land crab in West Africa (Monod,
1980:369 ff.) most importantly Pofamonautes and Sudanonaufes spp. in
the NigeriafCameroon borderland. Balss (1929:115 [f.) provides a number
of useful vernacular names for the Cameroonian land crabs. The land
crab used by the Mambila has been identified as Sudanonautes (convexo-
nautes) aubryi (Zeitlyn 1990:83).

Crab divination appears to be used by the Samba Daka and Samba
Leeko, the Momi (Vere) and adjacent peoples. The most detailed descrip-
tion of it has been published by van Beek (1978:221233). Pieces of cala-
bash, some stalks of grass, and a variety of other objects are placed in a
dish of moistened sand. The stalks are identified by the differential pla-
cing of knots as male, female or if plain as representing a hut or a grana-
ry. The calabash pieces are marked and the objects have fixed meanings
associated with them. Van Beek notes (op cit: 225-7) that broadly spea-
king the grass stalks represent "immobile"” objects (ie. basic elements of
society in general) and the calabash fragments represent "mobile" objects
(individuals). A crab is placed onto the sand and the surface covered for
some time. The pattern resulting from the disturbance of the objecis in
the dish by the crab is then interpreted by the diviner. Although there are
some general rules of interpretation it appears (pace van Beek) that the
diviner has great frcedom. He responds to the pattern of objects in the
dish, viewed in the light of the problem at hand.
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Among the Mambila and the Vute, who both live near the edge of the
Adamawa Plateau, the crab can be an alternative to spiders in the "stan-
dard” forms of divination summarized above. It is relatively unusual to
find the "northern” crab used for "southern" spider divination.

3. SPIDER DIVINATION

The use of a spider in divination was [irst recorded in 1621 in South
America (De Arriaga, 1968). However, there is no evidence for a link with
the systems in Cameroon and Eastern Nigeria, which do appear to be
historically interconnected. Among the identifications for the spiders
which have been published are: Heteroscroda crassipes among the Yamba
(Gebauer, 1963:42), Phoneyusa bidentata Pocock, 1899 among the Bekpak
(Leiderer,1982,1:116) and Hysterocrates robustus Pocock, 1899 among the
Mambila.

The basic techniques of spider divination have been summarized
above, and further detail may be found in Zeitlyn 1987, 1990, Leiderer
1982. In early reports, divination is mentioned in passing without details.
After the First World War, Colonial Officers were encouraged to include
ethnological information in their intelligence reports. One excellent
early account is of Mbembe spider divination (Pollock, 1926). C.K.Meek,
the Nigerian Government anthropologist, refers to spider divination in
passing (Meek, 1931 a: 328-9), as does Jeffreys (1953a.b). Among French
researchers, Labouret (1935) noted its presence, whilst it is mentioned in
one Colenial report from the Banyo area (Banyo, Rapport Général, 1935).
Dellenbach (1930,1932) published two sets of Bamun divination cards,
although the illustrations in Paré (1956) are far more comprehensive.
Dugast’'s account of Nen divination (1960:43ff) uses sticks, stones and the
leaves simultaneously, although primacy is given to the positions of the
sticks. Dugast also appears {on literary evidence) to be the author of the
anonymous "Rapporl Général sur la Sorcellerie, 1935" (in Cameroon Na-
tional Archives, Yaoundé).

Spider divination is also recorded among the immediate neighbours of
the Mambila, the Tikar, the Kwanja, the Bangwa (Pradelles, 1979), the
Mfumte/Wuli (Baeke, 1984) and the Oku (Krafczyk, 1982). Forgwe (1983)
calls the Meta version Tikafu and it figures in the work of some contem-
porary Camerocnian authors (e.g. Matip n.d., & Hegba, 1979). Attention is
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commonly given to the meanings of the individual cards (illustrated by
many of the authors already cited) but less to the processes of interpreta-
tion by which the diviner is able to answer the question by reference to
the meanings of the cards and their positions.

Gebauer's (1964} monograph on the Yamba techniques, Spider Divina-
tion in the Cameroons is the definitive work on the meanings of cards,
although still meagre on the process of interpretation. More recently.
detailed aecounts have concerned groups practising the "complex" form
of divination, for example, the Bekpak (Bafia) (Leiderer, 1982, 1:161ff), the
Bamiléké (Pradelles 1986) and the Mambila (Zeitlyn, 1987).

4. Crabs, spiders and related meanings in Bantu languages

We wish to explore the hypothesis that there is a vocabulary complex
which includes the terms for divination, spider and crab. Appendix |
shows a table of all the terms we have been able to compile that relate to
this vocabulary complex. Terms for 'crab’ and 'spider’ have been listed
somewhat indiscriminately, since few authors distinguish species or
detail their role in divination. in addition, the following terms are set
out: divination, medicine, and divinerfhealer. The following patterns are
evident:

L There is a root for erab’ which is at least as ancient as Proto-
Benue-Congo and which presumbly can be reconstructed *kamba, since
the prenasalized bilabial consonant in C. position is retained in some
Bantu forms, such as the Basaa mgombo. Reflexes in other languages ei-
ther have a final nasal (Shall #an), a lateral (Balep -kaf) or else a bilabial
(Mada -kab).

2. There is a root for 'medicine’ that exists in a number of Adamawa
languages (Nyongnepa, Mumuye and Pere) of the approximate form *ga-
na. Related forms are found in some RBenue-Congo languages, but are not
sufficiently widespread to argue that such a root formed part of the
proto-language. At least one form has a voiceless initial consonant (Shall
kanm. If it is accepted that weakening is a more likely process of sound
cbange than strengthening, the word has probably passed from De-
nue-Congo to adjacent Adamawa languages. At any rate, it is not recarded
with the meaning "divination” in these languages and almost certainly
has nothing to do with the root for ‘crab’.
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3. Among Somié Mambila (where both crab and spid.er divination are
practised coneurrently) the same word, Agame, is applied to both. This
therefore suggests that at this point in the phylogenesis of Bantu langu-
ages crabs, sptders and divination became inextricably linked. Re.grettu-lr
ly. the evidence for the terminclogy relating both to crabs and spiders in
Mambiloid and other 'North Bantoid’ languages such as Ndoro and Vute
as well as the Dakoid languages is incomplete.

4. Among the Bantu-speaking populations further south, crab divina-
tion disappears (presumably due to the changing ecology?) and only
spiders are associated with divination. Among the Nen (Dug.ast. .1960:4(_))
the same term is applied to spider and as a generic for divination. This
coincides with a diagnostic devoicing of the velar in C, position. Forms
such as gam for divination are documented among Bassa and Beti (Hegba,
1979:146, Matip n.d:37) and among the Beti-speaking groups in southern
Cameroon (Laburthe-Tolra 1984:69, Mallart Guimera 1981:48 & Towo-Atan-
ga, 1966).

5. Meanwhile, the terms for ‘medicine’ became so similar to words for
divination that they were re-interpreted as part of the same verbal nexus.
As a result in N.armw Bantu, spider, diviner, healer and medicine show a
set of closely linked forms.

6. Related forms also show up in both Chadic languages {e.g. Hausa
and Mbara) and Fulfulde. It is here assumed that these are recent loans.

5. Conclusion

Crab and spider divinatory systems are strikingly rich and complex
aspects of the culture of the peoples of the Nigeria-Camercon horderland,
and dcserve to be better known. This paper provides a glimpse of the
distribution of these systems together with a preliminary interpretation
of the vocabulary associated with them. Tt is striking that only _the
Mambila people are reported to use both crabs and spiders in divination.
The Mambila Plateau thus appears to be the crucial ‘crossover’ point
where crabs are exchanged for spiders. However, our knowledge of both
the ethnography and linguistics of this region remain so sketchy z-ns. to
make this a programme for further research rather than a definitive

conclusion.
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Résumé

11 nous semble que, en Afrique, les oracles de la mygale et de la crevette
d’eau douce sont limités a la région frontidre entre 1a Nigeria et le Camne-
roun avec des branches éventuelles dans le Tchad et le Gabon. Dans cette
région, les systémes de divination se révélent d’une maniére surprenante
comme des aspects culturels riches et compiexes. Il y appartient un
vocabulaire qui s'est diffusé évidemment ensemble avec ce complexe de
divination en négligeant les unités linguistique de de la classification
génétique. Dans cet article nous traitons en détail les lex&mes pour les
concepts de "crevette”, "mygale”, "divination”, "médecine"”, "divinateur",
"guérisseur” et "prédire”. La population du plateau de Mambila qui pra-
tique l'oracle de la mygale et £galement celui de la crevette d’eau douce
nous semble d'etre les répresentants d’une culture transitoire entre les
cultures du nord utilisant pour la divination exclusivement la crevelte et
celle du sud utilisant exclusivement la mygale. Pour vérifier cettes thase

d’autres recherches ethnographigues et liguistiques dans Ia region sont
nécessaires.

Zusamnmenfassung

Das Wahrsagen mit Hilfe von Spinnen und Landkrabben scheint in Afrika
auf das Grenzgebiet zwischen Nigeria und Kamerun und mégliche Aus-
ldufer in Chad und Gabun begrenzt zu sein. Die zugehdrigen Wahrsage-
systeme erweisen sich als iiberraschend reiche und komplexe Aspekte der
Kulturen in diesem Raum. Zu diesen Wahrsagesystemen gehort ein Voka-
bular - im vorliegenden Beitrag werden Lexeme mit den Bedeutungen
"Krabbe", "Spinne”, "Wahrsagerei”, "Medizin", "Wahrsager”, "Heiler",
"wahrsagen” besprochen - das sich offenbar, genetische Spracheinheiten
Ubergreifend gemeinsam mit diesemn Wahrsagekomplex verbreitet hat.
Die Bevolkerungen des Mambila-Plateau, die sowohl Krabben wie 5pin-
nen benutzen, scheinen den Ubergang zwischen nur Krabben verwen-
denden Kulturen im Siiden darzustellen. Weitere ethnographische und
Iinguistische Forschungen in der Region sind nétig, um zu abgesicherten
Erkenntnissen zu kommen.
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