The following is an excerpt from Chapter 8 of Silences in African History:  between the syndromes of discovery and abolition, by Jacques Depelchin.  Dar es Salaam:  Mkuki Nyota Publishers;  North American Distributors:  Michigan State University Press, 2005. 
Palaver as a way of living democracy
History did not always exist as a separate, specialised body of knowledge. Neither was it always the sole preserve of chroniclers, scribes, recorders or griots. In his stimulating 'Reflections on the Practice of Communalist Palaver’ Wamba-dia-Wamba showed that if one went beyond the Western dictionary’s pejorative definitions of the phenomenon, one would find ‘an organisational form of a generalised organic community criticism and self-criticism’, and not ‘a useless verbal disputation nor a form of generalised anarchy’.
 As he goes on to try to cover all the various manifestations and ways in which a palaver may come about, the reader realises that the palaver, or more precisely palavers, can easily be categorised as relevant to several academic disciplines, such as politics, anthropology, history, sociology, cultural studies, drama, religious studies, philosophy. But for the BaKongo, the palaver cannot be so easily cut up. Doing so for the purposes of satisfying a scientific curiosity is bound to distort what it is all about. However, one senses that it is for the sake of these curious scholars that Wamba tries to describe in terms they will understand how the palaver can be perceived, without betraying the Kongo’s own conceptions: it can be all and/or a combination of any of the following: ‘a kind of community strike’, ‘a process of “spiritual” cleaning up of the “community’s house”’, a ‘collective/ individual cleaning-up of people as community’, a ‘mass bursting of active involvement in matters of the entire community and of “free” or “liberated” speaking’, a ‘social movement’, or an ‘ideological struggle assuming appropriate form to resolve real community’s conflicts giving rise to ideological tensions’.
 The multiple level dimensions of the palaver make it difficult to define in terms of neatly differentiated social sciences categories. As Wamba puts it: ‘I say the palaver is organised, it is more correct to say that the palaver takes shape with the gradual intervention, eruption of the masses of the community on the scene’ (1985, 9). While its definition is difficult to explain, the objectives of the palaver seem more straightforward:

…first of all, to impose organically in the entire community a new form of exercise of power — a good sorcery, a sorcery of protection of the entire community, a sorcery of the ‘integral preservation of the community’ (‘kindoki kia ndundila kanda’) which must overthrow the bad one (sorcery to kill) from the post of command and its complete banishment from the entire community (through rituals). And secondly, it is to strengthen the community people’s power — people’s determination of selves and the community’s organic affairs — being threatened to be dismantled through a politico-spiritual terrorism. (1985, 9)

Wamba argues that the palaver is a process of re-anchoring the community, re-aligning it with its founding values: ‘The palaver requires of and provides to each community member the right to carry out, and the obligation to be subjected to, an integral critique of/by everyone without exception. It inaugurates, if only temporarily, an egalitarian collective dictatorship (=communal organic centralism)’ (Wamba 1985, 12; emphasis in the text).
However, in addition to the inner contradictions which can be found in any society, the communal groups were fractured by the impact of colonial rule and externally organised religions. Under such conditions, it is inevitable that the rules, principles and values which might have governed the palaver would be distorted by these internal and external interferences, generating contradictions beyond its resolving capacities. At the core of the palaver are the ancestors. They are the ultimate resort because they are the ultimate guardians of the living. ‘To evoke the ancestors is to re-affirm their line, the one which allowed the community to reproduce’ (1985, 16). From these internally and/or externally generated contradictions, frictions and divisions did emerge. Leaders of a clan or a village could then try to take advantage of these conflicts, and present themselves ‘as the real servants (seat, representation, agency, incarnation, voice) of the powers of the ancestors’ (1985, 10).
Even if palavers are not organised, the more formal ones do have recognised officers — ‘Nzonzi’ — who ‘are literally “speakers”, masters of the clarification of speech. They function as competent handlers of dialectics: they are therefore dialecticians’. But, again, as in trying to define the palaver itself, Wamba has difficulty giving one a precise definition of the Nzonzi: ‘They can and do make use of rhetoric but they are not above all rhetoricians.’ They can also be ‘cadres of the popular democracy organised through the palaver’. And then ‘there are those who emerge and discover themselves competent Nzonzi through the very dialectics of the palaver’. A good Nzonzi is one who knows how ‘to listen attentively and tirelessly, to rapidly pick up the essence of each word spoken, to attentively observe every look, every gesture, every silence, and to grasp their respective significance (their target) and at the same time to elaborate, in conformity with the axiomatics of popular wisdom (ideology), arguments to counter these unjust positions and/or to re-affirm or reinforce correct positions’. In a sense the good Nzonzi is like a shepherd who makes sure that the palaver moves on toward a resolution. ‘The role of the Nzonzi is not to openly take sides with a thesis of a member of the community but to assure that the criticism and self- criticism are carried out according to the ancestral procedure of mass democracy’ (1985, 17).

Following every additional element of the palaver, Wamba summarises, corrects and anticipates any hasty generalisation which might be deducted. What appears as a process of democratic resolution of community conflicts is much more than that: ‘besides being an ideological and philosophical struggle organised and carried out communitarily, it is also and above all a process of very intense generalised mass education’ (1985, 31). As a means of reconnecting with the line of the ancestors, the palaver is a process of construction of knowledge (including historical knowledge). ‘The palaver is an industry of creation of new ideas.’ Wamba’s emphasis is on the palaver as an example of how communal societies sought to practise democracy. Not that the way toward democracy will be guaranteed by recreating these practices, but a return to democracy rooted outside of these ancestral practices will certainly guarantee its failure. In a world which, since the days of slavery, is convinced that Africa cannot resolve its recurring crises without recourse to the outside, it may seem romantic to suggest that there is something in the various practices of the palaver which might contain ingredients toward a cure. Others will ask what is the relevance of the palaver, as analysed by Wamba, to the production of historical knowledge which avoids the pitfalls of the twin syndromes of discovery and abolitionism. Borrowing from the practices of the palaver and créolité (to palaver = to creole) let us repeat the lessons of the palaver and then note their pertinence to a conception of history which does not relegate it to archives and museums, but which understands it as a nurturing process between the ancestors (the past), the present and the unborn generations.

As pointed out earlier, one of the consequences of slavery and colonial rule in Africa has been the reproduction of the denial to the African peoples of their past achievements as well as their capacity for autonomous thinking and creativity, whether it be in history, politics, economics, philosophy, law, botany, biology, or ecology.
 Since the history of any people cannot be reduced to events, individuals or any specific arena of human endeavour, it is not difficult to see in Wamba’s analysis of the palaver that, while restricted to the question of power and democracy, it is also a powerful means of reproduction (and, at times, of falsification, mystification) of historical knowledge. Access to history is ‘live’ and it is a collective exercise net! mediated through or by institutions which are far removed from the sites of memory.

Not everyone shares Wamba’s perspective on the palaver.
 Robert G. Armstrong, for example, prefers to stay away from the word palaver and prefers ‘public meeting’, in part to avoid the confusion created by the pejorative connotations which accompany the use of palaver (1979, 11). Aside from this disagreement, it is clear that in his analysis of the ‘public meeting’ or palaver in Idoma (Benne State, Nigeria), one can see similarities between their uses, definitions, and objectives: ‘open-sided debates’, and ‘family conclave’. As already noted with Wamba, it is not difficult to see that Armstrong is at pains to cover all the various aspects of the meaning of tin public meeting:
All things considered, the habit of conducting open-sided debates and discussion is an important counter-influence to the rigidity of the well-known Africa gerontocracy. The resulting system is at once stable and resilient, conservative in a difficult, risky environment and yet open to new ideas which crowd in from the rest of the world

The emphasis on meetings means that the art of rhetoric is highly developed in a great many African societies and languages: the art and practice of speaking in public to persuade, to organize support for a political group, to make a complaint, to make a defence, to make peace, to represent a group interest in a larger body, to express or insist on the royal prerogative, to conduct a legal process, to announce a verdict, to express a group’s feelings of joy or sorrow or fervour or sociability, to invoke ancestral spirits, to pray

It should be clear from the above that there is no single social phenomenon that we may call ‘the palaver’, even if we translate the word into a more acceptable phrase, ‘the public meeting’. (1979, 15-6)

For the Idoma, the palaver is known as ‘ójìlà’ or ‘council of elders’. ‘Jìlà’ means ‘to come together’. The ójilà, like the Mbongi, has its shepherd (Nzonzi) or, as Armstrong calls him, a spokesman (‘he who receives the voice’) who is known in Ghana as the ‘translator’ in English literature. As in many other societies, the forms of public meetings vary in formality and in their objectives, but their centrality in the reproduction of culture, history and a way of being and of looking at the world, relating to others, will be the same. Among the Yoruba the public meeting is called an àpèjo (‘a calling together’) or àpérò (‘a complete [gathering] to think’). The diversity and formality of these meetings as well as the number of specialists on them will tend to increase.
 And, as Wamba pointed out in his own analysis, one should be careful to distinguish between the palaver as it is practised communally for the sake of reproducing, democratically, the community and as it might evolve in communities that have been overtaken by feudalism, or how it could be falsified by political leaders in search of opportunistic and demagogic means to reassert their grip on state power.

The most innovative aspect of Wamba’s approach was to break away not only from the pejorative attributions of the palaver, but to re-impose its concept as viewed and practised daily by those who have made it what it is today. Even though he does not mention anything about historical texts and historical documents, it is clear that by breaking through the conventions and taxonomies imposed by social scientists, he is also making it difficult for historians hunting for their data to dictate which data are of historical value and which are not. His approach to democracy is not determined by the parameters coming from political science. Democracy properly understood cannot be restricted to political life; it is an integral part of how the community confronts the changing world. The good and bad sorcery is not dealt with as it would have been by an anthropologist, but as part of the modes and ways of resolving the tensions and confrontations that arise in communities which have thrived for centuries on egalitarian and solidarity principles.

Anthropologists who have approached the palaver as a legal way of resolving conflicts failed to see beyond the blinders imposed by their methodology, but also by an ideology steeped in the syndrome of discovery which takes for granted that the only way to evaluate, assess or compare other societies is to measure them against the Western models. In the very first sentence of the 1956 preface to his Justice and Judgment Among the Tiv, Paul Bohannan pleads: ‘[S]hould this book fall into the hands of lawyers, I hope that they will realise that it is a book of social anthropology, not a book of law’. He goes on to explain what distinguishes lawyers from his own society (whose ‘job is organizing and conceptualizing social action of given sorts within our own society’) and a social anthropologist whose ‘job is studying the conceptualizations of social action in alien societies’. And as if to make sure that his plea has been heard he goes on: ‘I repeat, this is a book of social anthropology, the subject matter of which may possibly interest lawyers. I request that it be judged by the canons of social anthropology, not by the canons of jurisprudence’ (1989, xxi). The syndrome of discovery is extremely difficult to combat as can be observed by comparing Bohannan’s various prefaces from 1956, to 1967, to 1989, from asserting that anthropologists were better trained and qualified to write about conceptualisations of jurisprudence in societies other than their own, to beginning to wonder whether he might be right. In 1967, he had begun to understand that such neat distinctions do not necessarily resolve the problems of understanding how other societies conceptualise and resolve their conflicts. He was certain that ‘the relationship between the legal institutions and the other institutions of society is one of the frontiers on which legal anthropology should concentrate its next attacks’ (1989, xviii) but did not quite know how to go about it. By 1989, clearly understanding that compartmentalisation has not worked, he nevertheless goes on to elaborate the virtues of various models in order to elucidate a set of questions:

(1) the folk model in which the central question — ‘What can I do to explain a people’s ideas for order?’ — is .answered by an ethnographic context

(2) the analytic model framed around the question ‘How do I establish a set of generalisations that allows me to look at the insights of many societies at a given moment?’ and answered by a social science context

(3) the planning model in which one asks ‘How do I have to see these people’s culture and the principles of social science in order to introduce change or new practices?’

Next to monarchs, academics (especially social scientists) must be the hardest people to convince that they might be wrong, the more so if they come from groups within societies which consider themselves at the top of all other societies in the world. It is even harder when the social scientists come from privileged groups within societies immersed in racism and racialist notions about the intrinsic worth of individuals or societies which are ranked below them. Such social scientists, and especially those who have specialised in ‘area studies’, usually balk at such assessments because, in their view, their interest in other cultures is the obvious proof that they cannot be racist. In the case of Bohannan, the syndrome of discovery comes through loud and clear as he implies that changes cannot come from within the very societies he has examined, except through external agency.

For those who were quick to criticise Wamba’s idealisation of the past, one can only refer them to Filip Reyntjens’s study showing the benefits which could be derived by greater usage of gacaca or ‘justice of the lawn’ in Rwanda. Reyntjens’s interest in the study is very much that of the lawyer concerned with problems of cost and efficiency of a justice system. He concluded his study (based on research carried out in 1978) by lamenting that the ideological preoccupation with centralisation of power (generally toward dictatorial regimes, JD) leads to the marginalisation of a popular system of rendering justice, especially in urban areas. He shows that, in fact, it would be to the state’s advantage to promote such a system because of its easy access to everyone; because its workings and mechanisms are understood by everybody; because it is inexpensive to administer; and, furthermore, because it is not solely concerned with punishing, but also makes sure that the community is reconciled with itself. This is one of the points emphasised by Wamba (1985, 19) and Batomba Katik Diong (1979, 88, 92) in their studies of the palaver in Zaire.

� The derogatory meaning attached to palaver continues to be pervasive, particularly in Western European societies as exemplified by this quote:  ‘Techniques of new propaganda practice, exalt, and deify palaver while courting, beguiling, and charming people in their everyday lives.  Palaver does so with people’s willing co-operation, and often at their own instigation.  For palaver is the form of talk that engages us in profusions of big talk, circular reasoning, circumlocutions, jawboning and babbling, parleying and cajoling, speaking in riddles, talking our way out of trouble, and so on endlessly…In the modern age, palavering is the kind of talk appropriate to the conduct of the new propaganda’ (James E. Combs and Dan Nimmo 1993, 23-4).  Interestingly, the authors decided to apply the definition which came from the Latin translation to the exclusion of any other possibility of its meanings.  The assumption behind such a decision is that it is inconceivable that Africans could have anything positive to offer in terms of harmonising social relations (Africa being better known for tribal wars).  The same assumption which dictated, during colonial rule, that Africans did not have a history and could not possibly know what democracy meant.


� This is only a sample.  In ‘The palaver is an industry of creation of new ideas’, Wamba summarises best the spirit and meaning of the palaver (1985, 17).


� See especially Ivan van Sertima (1983).


� This should not be seen as advocating the elimination of such repositories, but transforming at least the current modes of accessibility.  The treasures which were stolen during colonial times are not accessible to the palavering communities.  In the meantime, whether it be Tervueren (Belgium), London, Berlin or Paris, these collections keep alive the notion of colonial rule as an altruistic paternal endeavour, not to speak of the notion that such collections are ‘safer’ where they are.


�One of the accusations levelled at Wamba’s analysis is that it is a romanticisation of the past, and, in any case, the palaver would not be very practical for dealing with the problems faced by the modern state.  See Codesria Bulletin. 


�In the same study sponsored by Unesco other authors wrote about Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania and Zaire:  Kifle (Selassie) Beseat, ‘The palaver in Ethiopia’ (1979, 27-40);  Bi W.M.Karanja-Diejomaoh, ‘The palaver in Kenya’ (1979, 41-60); I.K. Katoke and D.K. Ndagala, ‘The palaver in the United Republic of Tanzania’ (1979, 61-76); Bakomba Katik Diong, ‘The palaver in Zaire’ (1979, 77-93). 


� There is no particular reason for choosing Bohannan.  It is conceivable that a better choice and example could have been any of the works by Max Gluckman dealing with conflict resolution, jurisprudence or judicial process.  But it is no accident that while Africans were pronounced to be incapable of having produced their own conceptions of democracy, they were found to have legal systems.  Such a recognition was crucial for colonisation and the implementation of the Dual Mandate strategy.  Furthermore, by separating customary law (by and for the natives) from Roman law (for the civilised whites and few Africans who might be given the status), colonial officials imbedded the syndrome of discovery so deeply among the colonised that the consequences of this dichotomy continue to be felt to this very day.  This can be seen in Reyntjen’s ‘Le gacaca ou la justice du gazon au Rwanda’ (1990, 40 especially), where the imposition (Bohannon’s planning?) of a foreign conceptualisation of the judicial system reduces further and further the majority of the population’s access to justice.  No one can say for sure, but given the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, it is not unreasonable to ask what would have happened if the opposite strategy had been adopted, that is, if the system which was already popular within the population had been popularised further.  It would have made it more difficult for the planners and conceptualisers of the genocide to carry out the propaganda for and the implementation of the genocide.  Reyntjen’s argument, a full four years before the genocide, stated unequivocally that the so-called modernisation of justice in Rwanda was contrary to the interests of the majority.
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