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The Impact of Scholarship and Collections in German-speaking 
Europe on my Africanist Medical Anthropology

It is an honor to be asked by Ekkehard Schröder of 
the AGEM to offer a comment in connection with a 
short article Traditional Medicine now Seen as Na-
tional Resource in Zaire and Other African Coun-
tries,1 first presented in enlarged form at the1980 
conference in Hamburg on “Ethnomedizin und 
Medizingeschichte.” Rereading these words brings 
back many memories with 40 years of hindsight. Of 
initial note is the realization that I have enjoyed sev-
eral significant moments of inspiration from schol-
ars, scholarship, archival resources, and creative ex-
changes with my counterparts in German speaking 
Europe, for which I am most grateful. In particular, 
I note my semester as a Humboldt Fellow in Bonn 
in 1977 (under the sponsorship of Joachim Sterly, 
University of Cologne, and the Anthropos Insti-
tute, Sankt Augustin), and my visiting lectureship 
in 2004 at the Ethnomedicine Unit of the Medical 
University in Vienna (with Armin Prinz and Ruth 
Kutalek). I shall offer a few reflections on the topic 
of the 1980 paper, my own work on African health 
and healing, and the shifting terrain of health and 
healing scholarship in anthropology.

Within a few years of my Hamburg presentation, 
Zaire would be plunged into decades of chaos and 
conflict, and the initiatives (primary health care as 
promoted by the World Health Organization and the 
valorization of African healing) which I discussed 
were among the many victims. Did anything sur-
vive? One of the few steadfast features of the re-
gion was the name Democratic Republic of Congo 
which was restored after Mobutu’s ouster, in the 
context of an extension of the Rwandan war into 
all of Central Africa. The collapse and fracturing of 
the Zairian state into multiple armed camps, allied 
to neighboring countries and special interests, pro-
duced millions of victims—who were killed, died 
of disease or starvation, displaced within the region, 
or became refugees abroad. Miraculously, the WHO 
inspired primary health program that had been built 
up across Zaire in the 1970s and 80s, survived in 
many places in the form of health workers and meth-
ods of intervention, to experience episodic revival 
especially where funds, medicines, and emergency 
support became available through outside NGO 

support.2 Little documentation existed on the role 
of traditional healers in this period, although one 
supposes they persisted and thrived in their work.3 
Campaigns similar to that launched in Zaire existed 
in Tanzania, Zimbabwe, Ghana, Rwanda, and more 
recently South Africa. In my own research and writ-
ing, a three month engagement with an NGO in 
Eastern Congo, Rwanda, and Burundi following the 
Rwandan genocide and war, shifted my scholarly 
attention to the importance of the study of conflict, 
post-conflict rehabilitation, healing, and the accom-
modation to persisting memories of terror in the 
health of individuals and populations.4

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s my research 
was devoted to a better understanding of the basic 
and historical nature of African healing in response 
to the array of diseases that affected populations 
in chronic or episodic form, the philosophical 
foundations of knowledge applied to healing, and 
the social institutions that carried this knowledge, 
practice, and traditions. A sub-continental survey 
in 1982–83 to converse with scholars, and to make 
direct observations of “cults of affliction” couched 
in the ancient proto-Bantu and widespread contem-
porary term ngoma—in Kinshasa, Dar es Salaam, 
Swaziland, and the Western Cape revealed signifi-
cant common features in the social dimension of 
this large region of African healing traditions. This 
broad survey work came after the in-depth scholar-
ship on Lemba, a “cult” in the Lower Congo that 
emerged in the 17th century in response to the col-
lapse of coastal kingdoms and the overwhelming 
impact of the coastal trade. Lemba offered a thera-
peutic solution to class-based conflict by protecting 
the mercantile elite—the sufferers—from the envy 
of kin, and taxing them with the redistribution of 
food and goods as part of the “cure”. Across Central 
and Southern Africa ngoma orders address a myriad 
of issues, chronic and episodic. My 1982–3 project 
sought to determine the fate of these orders in con-
temporary urban settings.

Although specialized research such as that which 
I have pursued in Central and Southern Africa is the 
mark of a successful scholar, the reality of teaching—
even at a major research university—requires one to 
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be a connoisseur of many regions of the world, and 
to foster the ability to relate many disparate subjects 
to students’ own projects and expectations. Thus, 
while I was actively researching African health and 
healing topics, I was advising M. A. and PhD disser-
tations on a variety of topics (as seen in the special 
edition of VEN “Global Medical Anthropology in 
the U. S. Heartland.” My strategy for dealing with 
this centrifugal pull in all directions was to focus 
my teaching on courses of familiar and basic subject 
matter: “Introduction to Medical Anthropology,” an 
“Advanced Medical Anthropology” seminar, and 
“Peoples of Africa.” Within these courses I could 
use my specialized knowledge and research to ad-
dress broader issues that affected other regions of 
the world, as well as the general fields of anthropol-
ogy. This toolkit of generalized medical anthropol-
ogy is what I brought to Vienna during a sabbatical 
semester in 2004 and taught to undergraduates and 
a few advanced graduate students there.

The Vienna invitation allowed me to take a side 
trip to the Sudan where I became better acquainted 
with Islamic medicine and could relate it to my ex-
perience in Central Africa. The collection of con-
temporary paintings on African health and healing 
topics that had been assembled by Drs. Prinz and 
Kutalek were of great interest in another project I 
was pursuing on museological representations of 
African healing. Museum collections were an im-
portant part of the discoveries I made with regard to 
Central Africa, and used in my research. The Ber-

lin-Dahlem collections (and the guidance of chief 
curator Hans-Joachim Koloss) of Adolph Bastian’s 
Loango Coast expedition of 1870s were essential 
for my reconstruction of the Lemba order, as well 
as in interpreting a carved Loango ivory that was 
donated to my university.

My anthropological and Africanist scholarship 
has been—and continues to be—abundantly en-
riched by colleagues, collections, and venues of 
German-speaking Europe. May this brief note cel-
ebrate those experiences and contacts.
John M. Janzen 			   June, 2011
Professor of Anthropology 
at the University of Kansas
Lawrence
e-mail: jjanzen@ku.edu

Notes
1	 See Ethnomedizin IV(1976/77)1+2: 167–170, reprinted in Cu-

rare 34(2011)3: 244–245.
2	 This amazing largely unpublished story was told to me by 

Dr. Pakisa Tshimika, one of the physicians in charge of pub-
lic health infrastructure in Bandundu province and the city of 
Kikwit during the 1980s. 

3	 Although Armin Prinz reported from Azande country in NE 
Congo that political chaos there produced a popular backlash 
against healers who were accused of using secretive knowl-
edge to control and exploit the masses.

4	 The scholarship that resulted from this involvement is con-
tained in “Do I still have a life?” with Reinhild Kauenhoven 
Janzen. The title is based, with permission, on a question asked 
by a traumatized Rwandan man during our first of several con-
versations in his site of exile in Eastern Zaire.
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The photo is from an Igqira-type sangoma in Gu-
guleto township, Capetown, of a graduation cere-
mony, in 1982, with graduate in veil to my left (fa-
cing camera), her sponsoring healer to my right, 
and a kinswoman to her left. (Photo by Reinhild 
Kauenhoven Janzen)


