
Among the Pagans
10,000 Miles From Home

ANTISANANA, Madagascar April 1, 1997

ByJohn B. Robinson

On Easter Sunday I sat with my parents and my son in a large Episcopal ca-
thedral in Cape Town, South Africa. There was a minister in full regalia, a choir
robed in white, a gold cross, a raft of lighted candles, flowers, prayer and song.
The spicy smell of incense perfumed the sea air. These religious symbols were fa-
miliar to me. The service was even conducted in English, a great relief after eight
months of navigating the shoals of French, Malagasy and Kiswahili.

The preacher spoke about apartheid, and how, instead of forgetting the hor-
rors of the past, it was best to remember them. He related an incident involving
his widowed aunt. Upon visiting the grave of her dead husband, she discovered
the body and gravestone missing. After a few heart-wrenching days, she learned
that he had been marked "coloured" on his death certificate and his body re-
moved to another section of the racially segregated burial ground.

"We lived through these
times," said the preacher. "How-
ever fantastic they might appear,
they happened. To deny their ex-
istence is deny a part of life. As
Christians, we must try to under-
stand our past."

His words sent my mind fly-
ing back to Madagascar. A men-
dicant nation. A nation which

cannot feed its own people, educate its own elite, shoe its own soldiers, build its
own factories, decide on its own language or remove its own pestilent garbage
from its own decaying streets. Americans would be shocked if the French drew
up plans for the re-organization of their school system, the Japanese overhauled
their hospitals, the Indonesians trained their soldiers, charities sent garbage
trucks to remove refuse from their streets. For the Malagasy Government, that is
incapable of insuring any basic services at all to 75 percent of the population, in-
ternational aid is the only way to ward off total anarchy. Madagascar is a
nation that, like it’s former role-model North Korea, has utterly and com-
pletely failed. Current hope for the future rests on President Ratsiraka’s slogan,
"We must forget the past." So I asked myself, on Easter Sunda a day that re-
minds Christians of a human crucifixion 2000 years ago, even if it is possible to
forget the past, is it a good idea?

Upon my return from South Africa I was invited to a very different type of
religious ceremony. Apagan ceremony. One so old and filled with so manybizarre
rituals that it, or a ceremony of its type, pre-dated the coming of Christ and the
impact of Christianity on the western world. In short, I was invited to a sacrifice.

The ceremony took place on the edge of a sacred lake called Antanavo. In



Madagascar, the word "sacred" means divine, touched
by the divine or a manifestation of the divine. There are
sacred animals, rocks, caves, trees, lakes and mountains
everywhere. This means that they are hol in the sense
that the divine deity, or an ancestor, has at one time or an-
other manifested its power through these objects.

According to legend, the lake is the result of a curse.
It is said that an old woman came to a village asking for
water to drink. She was turned away at the first house,
and every other house except for the last. In this hut,
filled with young children, she was given comfort and a
large cup of water. When she had satisfied her thirst, she
called divine retribution down upon the villagers. "Since
water is so precious in this village," she is supposed to
have declared," will send you more of it than you have
ever seen." It started to rain and all the villagers except
her hosts, who lived to tell the story, were eventually
drowned as a lake formed on top of the village.

Many big crocodiles now live in lake Antanavo. It is
believed that the crocodiles are the spirits of ancient
nobles. One proof is that some of the crocodiles have been
seen wearing bracelets around their forearms. My sug-
gestion that these bands may have been the result of a sci-
entific research project was met with general scorn.
Hence the lake, as a manifestation of divine retribution,

and the crocodiles, reincarnations of long dead ancestors,
are both considered Holy. Nearby inhabitants do not
bathe or wash their clothes in lake water or drink from
the lake. This is not entirely true, because the lake serves
as a reservoir for a nearby town, but folks generally ig-
nore this fact.

In the simplest of terms, a sacrifice at the sacred lake
means killing a zebu, symbol of earthly wealth and
power, and feeding its flesh to the crocodiles. The entire
ceremony must be paid for by the person seeking to re-
ceive ancestral benediction. As a typical zebu costs about
one million frog, and the salary for an average worker is
160,000 fmg a month, the cost of a sacrifice is a major life-
time event.

My family (Delphine, Rowland, Nicolas) and ar-
rived precisely at 8 a.m., the designated hour. This was no
small feat, considering the condition of the route. Once
off the main road all development stops. Only ox cart
traces lead into the bush. There is no electricity or run-
ning water; there is no modern health care. People live
about like they did many centuries ago. Except for
the purchase of plastic plates, knife blades, and
factory-made cloth, there is no need for money.
Wealth, spiritual and societal, is determined by the
number of children produced and zebu owned. know
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a factory manager who refers to the Malgash as the last
survivors of the stone age.

Presiding over the sacrifice were a bunch of old men
and middle-aged apprentices. They were dressed in rags
and one of them appeared to be wearing a Muslim
prayer cap. According to one informant, they all held
very noble positions in the court hierarchy that owed al-
legiance to the King of Amilobe.

Soon after we arrived, a big crocodile surfaced to
watch one of the old men cut a clearing in the tall
grass. When he was finished a sleek brown bull was
tied to a tree in sight of the crocodile. Each of the
crocodiles has a local name, like "he who thrashes a
lot," and this particular reptile was bold enough to
actually climb out on the bank, an extremely
propitious sign. In the course of a usual sacrifice a
traditional caller must coax the crocodiles into sight.
The crocodiles have a notoriously fickle reputation.
Last year a group of Japanese tourists purchased a
zebu in order to film its dem.ise and
catch the crocodiles on video tape,
but the crocodiles stayed away de-
spite all entreaties. The locals
claimed the Japanese came with the
wrong intentions.

After an hour of swatting mosqui-
toes in the hot sun, the hosts of the cer-
emony roared into the clearing like styl-
ish city people, standing on the bed of
a battered, mud-spattered pickup
truck. One old man said, "Diego!"
meaning the town, and all the country-
side peasants laughed. At this point
there must have been a hundred specta-
tors surrounding the condemned zebu,
the old men and the crocodiles.

The ceremony was an attempt to create a "whole," a har-
monious world order.

Another old man, more ancient than the first, then
held the zebu’s tail and spoke to it at length. After he was
finished our host, a forty-year-old woman, joined hold of
the tail and communicated with the ancestors as well. She
was here to repay a promise she had made years ago.
Back then she had asked the ancestors for help because
she had many diplomas and no future. She and her
mother slept together on the dirt floor of her cousin’s
house. They had nothing. A month after she made her
plea she won a scholarship to study in France. Things had
only got better and she had bought a house for her
mother, a car for herself and had given European medi-
cine to her village. She was slaughtering the zebu to thank
the ancestors and repay a "celestial" debt.

A group of apprentices forced the zebu’s head into a
fixed position and a third old man stepped forward and
cut the zebu’s throat in a slow precise manner. As the
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The zebu’s feet were quickly bound together and the
beast was manhandled into a lying position. A five-liter
container of white rum made the rounds. Rum, a divine
spirit, is a crucial element in the ceremony. Without rum,
the Malgash believe it is impossible to "change states"
and communicate with the ancestors. Without rum, there
would be a "silence," a "void."

A boy poured water over the inert zebu, then a
woman with two living parents stepped forward and
walloped the defenseless beast with her fist. She lectured
the animal that it was only a zebu, but even so, when it
died it would be replaced by another zebu. Its death was
in the natural scheme of life.

The ceremony itself, was told, was an attempt to
balance the past with the future, the known with the un-
known, the living with the dead. The sacrifice of a living
animal was an acknowledgment that one day we will all
die and then we will have to "live" with our ancestors.

blood gushed out of the animal’s neck,
the gentleman holding the zebu’s tail
hobbled around the animal and caught
some of its warm blood on a white plate
containing a paper bank note and an
old silver coin. The bank note and the
blood would be offered to a nearby to-
tem pole topped by a zebu’s horns. The
silver coin would become a closely
guarded family heirloom.

In the north, silver is a special metal
because it was once worn as bracelets
by the nobles. Their name in malagasy
is zafin ’nyfotsym "grandchildren of the
white silver." Therefore volafotsy--" sil-
ver metal," has sacred properties.

The blessed silver coin has a special
place in northern malagasy society. If a person touches
something "dirty" steps in an open sewer, for example

he or she needs to bathe with water touched by the sil-
ver coin to "wipe away the dirtiness." The coin is also
used to correct "celestial" faults. For example, if a man
sleeps with his best friend’s daughter, creating a breach in
their relationship, he must perform not only several com-
munity acts as recompense, but he must also wash with
a bucket of water containing the blessed silver coin "to
wipe away his bad acts." A more serious offense may call
for the sacrifice of a zebu to "appease the ancestors."

At the societal level, the presence of the silver coin
reveals the existence of a secondary structure of gov-
ernment, that is to say traditional kings, healers and head-
men. While Madagascar is a nominally Christian nation,
ruled by an elected government, the reality of the situa-
tion is that the elected government has little direct impact
on the day-to-day lives of the majority of its people. In
Madagascar, moral authority rests with the traditional
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rulers. If one accepts the old clich6 that power accumu-
lates in direct proportion to its non-use, then traditional
rulers are very strong indeed. They either bless, or decline
to bless, projects proposed to them, rarely sticking out
their necks to create a solution.

Just before Ratsiraka’s first presidency imploded, he
tried to create "Federalism," a political movement to put
power in the hands of traditional leaders while retaining
the presidency. The movement failed and when Presi-
dent Zafy was inaugurated he threw many of these
"agitators" in prison. With Ratsiraka’s reincarnation,
some of the Federalists have become ministers, but
Federalism as a movement no longer serves a political
purpose.

One of the reasons Madagascar as self-destructed
for the last 25 years is that the elected government and the
traditional rulers have been fighting each other tooth and
nail. The communist tactic of crushing religious practices
and ignoring traditional authority resulted in the com-
plete collapse of all initiative. Instead of imposing their
will from Antananarivo, nationally appointed bureau-
crats need to ask the blessing of traditional leaders. Yet
due to differences in religion (Christian versus pagan)
and tribe, they refuse. In many ways it is the age-old story
of the haut plateau versus cotiers.

The pagan symbolism of the silver coin is rife with
Christian irony. Although Christ threw the money chang-
ers from the steps of the temple, nobody in Madagascar
has figured out how to deal with Indo-Pakistani and Chi-
nese merchants. As a class they control about 85 percent
of the cash economy. The merchants are contemptuous of
both the elected government and the traditional rulers.
As a result, economic backing for social projects is rarely
forthcoming.

My invitation tO the sacrifice was also rife with
symbolism. For although foreigners are mistrusted,
misunderstood and generally scorned, at the present
moment in Malagasy history they are the only people
capable of bridging the internal rifts in Malagasy societ
Successful international organizations typically

negotiate with the elected government, traditional
leaders and the merchants (often represented by local
banks) all at the same time. Those that fail to accomplish
their mission (USAID’s environmental conservation
project in the early 1990’s is a prime example) often
neglect one of the three parties. For although each power
group has the possibility of blocking the others, all three
have to be in agreement before anything major can be
accomplished. [See appendix A]

When the blood had stopped spewing into the air
and the zebu finally died amid a few last convulsions,
hunks of its carcass were sliced off and thrown to the
waiting crocodiles. People began to sing, clap their hand,
and dance anything to encourage the crocodiles to ap-
proach. One of the old men explained that "the crocodiles
come to us, we do not seek the crocodile. [This is] proof
that these crocodiles contain the spirits of men." A high-
light of the blood bath was an enormous crocodile that
swallowed an entire leg without chewing hoof, thigh
bone and all.

The hostess of the proceedings came over to me and
encouraged me to ask a favor from the crocodiles, the
reincarnated spirits of long dead nobles. So, standing
there, staring at pre-historic reptiles swallowing a
sacrificed ox, thought of a wish. thought of the only
thing that could possibly reconcile all my negative
feelings towards Madagascar with my positive feelings.
thought of my well-educated past in comfortable

surroundings and the present circumstances that had led
me to participate in a pagan ritual 10,000 miles from
home. held my eighteen-month-old son up so he could
see the crocodiles and asked for something really
needed. asked for understanding.

Immediately after made my wish it began to rain.
According to the pagans this was an auspicious sign, so
my family and decided to leave on a good note. Four-
teen old women, young girls and newborn babies
crammed into my midget Land Rover and together we
slithered and bounced out through the mud until we
reached the paved road and the modern catastrophe
beyond. GI
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