
Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology vol. 21 n. 2 (Winter 2025) 53-74 – ISSN 1973 – 2880

Antrocom Journal of Anthropology
journal homepage: http://www.antrocom.net

keywords abstract

ANTROCOM

Please cite this article as: Samorini G., Studies on the iboga cults. VI. The divinatory practices - Antrocom J. of Anthropology 21-2 (Winter 
2025) pp. 53-74.

Independent researcher <g.samorini@gmail.com>
Giorgio Samorini

Studies on the iboga cults
VI. The divinatory practices

Hallucinogenic plants, 
Tabernanthe iboga, 
Equatorial Africa, Gabon, 
divinatory practices, misoko

This section on the cults of the hallucinogenic iboga plant of equatorial Africa first presents 
a general overview of divinatory practices, including those using mirrors or other reflective 
surfaces (catoptromancy). Follows the presentation of the African nganga, understood as a 
witch-doctor. The principal divinatory rites using iboga are then presented, including the 
gbana of the Gbaya people of the Central African Republic and Cameroon, and the misoko 
of the Mitsogho people of southern Gabon. The origins of misoko—which may be recent, as no 
documents prior to 1960 are at this time known—and its alleged affiliation with the religious 
cult of Bwiti—as claimed by its adherents but considered anomalous by several scholars and 
opposed by many Bwitists—are extensively analysed.

Divinatory practices are based on the belief in the possibility of receiving information about this 
reality, for example about past or future events, from supernatural sources that may appear in the form 
of revelations or be intrinsic to natural phenomena.

Divinatory practices are numerous, as are the numerous attempts to classify them that have been 
developed over time. One classificatory method is based on the techniques employed. For example, 
Bottéro (1982), referring to ancient Mesopotamian populations, distinguishes inspired divination, 
where the cognitive act is the result of a supernatural intervention, from deductive divination, where 
cognitive acquisition is the result of a physical operation or the diviner’s observation of a natural 
phenomenon (for example, the flight of birds, hence ornithomancy, or the analysis of an animal’s 
liver, hence haruspicy). A distinction is also made between “spontaneous clairvoyance” and “induced 
clairvoyance”, where the latter is obtained through the intake of intoxicating sources (Fromaget 1986).

Other classificatory methods are based on the purposes of use. For example, following Fields (1969), 
in the context of modern native Mexican divinatory rites using intoxicating plants, one can distinguish 
between objective divination, that is, when one intends to locate the whereabouts of a lost object, the 
perpetrator of a theft, or receive information about a distant person; and diagnostic divination, used to 
discover the cause and identify a cure for an illness.

A still widely used purpose concerns the identification of acts of “witchcraft” perpetrated against 
the victim by certain individuals known as “witch doctors”. These individuals may act with malevolent 
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intent against other members of the society, either intentionally or unknowingly, based on complex belief 
systems that have been clarified from time to time through specific studies on different populations. 
As a single example, I cite a classic of African ethnographic literature, that of Evans-Pritchard (2002), 
dedicated to the study of divinatory practices among the Azande people of Sudan and Congo.

Belief in malevolent acts of witchcraft has developed everywhere in parallel with the belief that 
natural death is rare or nonexistent, and that an individual’s death is always or often caused by an act 
of witchcraft. Among the most extreme practices of diagnostic divination are ordeals, now obsolete, 
in which the identification of a malevolent act of witchcraft was left to the discretion of the suspect, 
who was poisoned or physically injured: only if he or she survived was he or she considered innocent 
(Echevarría 1984).

Other diagnostic modalities are based on the interaction between the victim of the witchcraft act 
or the patient with a professional figure—soothsayer, shaman, curandero, etc.—by inducing altered 
states of consciousness in one or both parties involved, which in many cases develop through methods 
recognisable as “psychotherapeutic”. This is the case of the mesada practices of the Peruvian Andes, 
conducted by a female curandera who, under the influence of the hallucinogenic San Pedro cactus, 
also administered to the patient, leads a dialogic interaction aimed at identifying the traumas, feelings 
of guilt, or other psychological factors believed to be responsible for the onset of the illness (Glass-
Coffin 1998). It should be noted, however, as Quintanilla and Eastmond (2012:269) point out in the 
case of the use of intoxicating sources among the modern Maya, that in several cases what is defined 
as a “divinatory-diagnostic” action actually concerns a “diagnostic-curative” practice, better defined 
as “psycho-diagnostic”, since these are practices that rely on introspection to reach a diagnosis. This 
carelessness on the part of ethnographers in confusing purely divinatory practices with diagnostic-
curative ones has ancient origins, namely, the denigration and condemnation of native ritual practices 
that deal with the sphere of the sacred by Western colonisers, particularly missionary clerical figures; a 
denigration that continues to this day and is everywhere based on tracing such practices back to vulgar 
superstitious beliefs, including divinatory ones.

The two functions, “divinatory-diagnostic” and “psycho-diagnostic”, are not always clearly 
distinguishable, and in many cases they present themselves simultaneously with different levels of 
involvement. There are cases—which we will encounter in the use of iboga—where this diagnostic work 
is left entirely to the patient’s discretion.

That certain altered states of consciousness grant humans, or at least certain humans, divinatory and 
prophetic abilities was a well-known fact among ancient populations. Regarding the ancient Greeks, it’s 
enough to observe what the playwright Euripides said in his work The Bacchae, from the 5th century 
BCE: “Bacchic frenzy and delirium have prophetic virtue” (v. 299). Or the disquisition that Plato made 
a few decades later in his Phaedrus, having Socrates say regarding prophetic virtues that “the greatest 
gifts come to us precisely from that state of delirium, given to us as a divine gift”, attributing to the 
term manica the meaning of “prophetic exaltation”, which would later be renamed mantica. Without 
dwelling on the etymological problem of the derivation of mantica from manica, it is interesting to note 
how Plato defends the positive value of prophetic practices based on states of delirium, and considers 
them superior to those based on “human reasoning ”, such as observing the flight of birds (Phaedrus 
245a–d). Cicero, who lived in the first century BCE, pointed out that, while the Greeks derived the 
name given to divinatory practices from the word “madness”, the Romans derived it from the names of 
the deities, hence the term “divination” (De Divinatione I, 1,1).

The fact remains that a good portion of divinatory practices are based on experiences of altered states of 
consciousness—trance or visionary, natural or induced—through which messages from the supernatural 
world are captured. Among the induced states are those achieved by ingesting intoxicating substances.
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Divinatory practices and intoxicating sources
The use of intoxicating sources in divinatory practices is ancient. One of the oldest evidences is found 

in cuneiform texts engraved on terracotta tablets discovered among the ruins of the Semitic city-state 
of Mari, dating back approximately 4,000 years. These texts suggest the existence at the royal court of a 
type of professional figure called muhhum, the “ecstatics”, who were administered an intoxicating drink 
to obtain answers to questions posed to them. The texts of some oracular responses begin with the 
phrase: “I gave drink to those in charge of the holy signs [the muhhum] and asked them my questions” 
(Cagni 1995:72, 78).

References to these practices are also present in the Old Testament, albeit accompanied by a negative 
judgment, and likely refer to Babylonian contexts. The prophet Isaiah rails against “false prophets”: 
“They stagger because of wine, they go astray because of strong drink, they are deceived when they see 
visions, they waver when they judge” (Isaiah 28:7). In another passage, and again with a critical tone 
towards certain prophets, it is said: “I prophesy to you by wine and intoxicating brews” (Micah 2:11). 1

In China in the fifth century BCE, we find the technique of divination with intoxicants in a medical 
text entitled Ming-i-pieh-lu, 2 where it is reported that “necromancers use mafen [hemp] in combination 
with ginseng to see the future” (Li 1977).

As a further Asian and contemporary fact, among the Chukchi living in the Siberian region of 
Chukotka the hallucinogenic mushroom Amanita muscaria is also ingested for divinatory-hunting 
purposes, for example to see the places where to hunt wild reindeer or where to navigate with a canoe to 
hunt walruses (Simchenko 1993:47, 30). 3

Moving to the Americas, Christopher Columbus had the opportunity to observe the practice of 
inhaling the hallucinogenic powder of cohoba 4 among the Taino, the native population he met in the 
Caribbean islands (Columbus, Historie LXI: 125). Further details on the cohoba rite were reported by 
Ramón Pané in his report on the customs of the natives of the island of Hispaniola commissioned by 
Columbus himself, from which its divinatory-oracular purposes are highlighted: an officiant enters a 
house used for worship and inhales cohoba, then “says he has spoken with the Cimi [deity], and that 
they will win, or that their enemies will flee, or that there will be great mortality, or wars, or famine, or 
something similar, according to what, while drunk, he happens to say” (Pané 1571, XIX, in Columbus, 
Historie:137–8).

An interesting case concerns the use among Mexican natives of the psychoactive seeds of a climbing 
plant anciently called ololiuhqui, 5 which is worth examining due to its similarities with the divinatory 
rites of iboga, which will be discussed below. The ancient author who has most extensively described 
the use of ololiuhqui is Hernando Ruiz de Alarcón, who at the beginning of the 17th century engaged 
in intense inquisitorial activity 6 in the valleys of central Mexico. He dealt with numerous cases of 
“idolatry” and described them in detail: “The so-called ololiuhqui is a seed resembling lentils or vetches, 

1	  It is interesting to note how in these testamentary passages, particularly in that of Micah, wine is distinguished from 
other intoxicating drinks (“by virtue of wine and intoxicating brews”), a fact that is not always taken into due consideration 
by scholars, who tend to consider wine as the only intoxicating source (for example Durand 1982; more cautiously Lemaire 
1996, who speaks of “certain drinks”).

2	  “Formulas of Famous Physicians”, published during the Liang Dynasty (Kan 1965).

3	  For the use of intoxicating sources for cynegetic purposes see Samorini 2025c.

4	  Cohoba is obtained from the seeds of the tree Anadenanthera peregrina var. peregrina of the Fabaceae family 
(Torres 1998).

5	  This is Ipomoea (Rivea, Turbina) corymbosa (L.) Roth. ex Roem. & Schult. of the Convolvulaceae family.

6	  Alarcón practiced inquisitorial activity abusively, not belonging to the Santo Ofizio de la Inquisición, as evidenced 
by a process brought against him by this institution (Quezada 1980).
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the drinking of which deprives one of judgment, and the faith these unfortunate natives have in this 
seed is astonishing, since by drinking it, they consult it as an oracle for all the things they wish to know” 
(Alarcón 1629, I, VI). Once the ololiuhqui is hired, “they say that a venerable old man appears who tells 
them he is the ololiuhqui and who comes at their call to help them in what they need; when asked about 
the theft or about his absent wife, he answers where and how they will find her” (ibid. I, VII).

The same intoxicating source is still used for divinatory purposes, for example among the Zapotecs, 
where the most common vision involves the apparition of two little girls who respond to the divinatory 
request. The consultation is carried out by the interested party under the supervision of a curandera. Most 
of the time, the person who has taken the seeds can only stammer words and phrases that are difficult to 
understand, but these are carefully listened to and then interpreted by the curandera (Fields 1969).

The same plant, known as cecectzin, is currently also used in the Mexican state of Guerrero. In this 
case, greater emphasis is placed on community participation in the diagnostic-divinatory ritual. The seeds 
are used in extreme cases, when allopathic hospital medicine is unable to resolve the problem and when 
the patient’s life is clearly in danger. The seed potion is administered solely to the patient, who, however, 
requires a group of 6–12 individuals—usually relatives—who fast and attend the divinatory event. This 
ritual is called kipaitian, “taking the drink”, and is performed only by a few community shamans. The 
diagnostic work is entrusted entirely to the patient, who, in the altered state of consciousness induced 
by the seeds, relives crucial life experiences and recognises the conflict that led to this situation. The 
seeds also have an emetic and purgative effect on the patient’s body, and these are considered positive 
physical symptoms, as it is believed that it is through these actions that the patient expels “his problems, 
his ailments, his anguish, his emotional putridity”. Sometimes during the vision, the patient receives the 
gift of becoming a healer themselves, a gift that cannot be refused (Villaseñor 2003:8).

The Franciscan missionary Isidro Felix de Espinosa reported the divinatory use of an intoxicating 
drink for war purposes among the Caddo people of the Texas region: “When [the Caddo] go to war, 
they hold general meetings in the house of a Captain and give drink to the one among them who is 
considered the bravest, until he loses or pretends to lose his mind; and after a day and a night he says he 
saw where the enemies were and whether they were prepared or not; and from this they foretold their so-
called victories” (Espinosa 1746 I, V, XI:430). The ethnographic data elaborated from the documents 
drawn up by the missionaries must obviously be purified from their Western religious interpretation.

Turning now to Africa, I have elsewhere described various divinatory practices involving the use 
of intoxicating substances. For example, the judicial technique of leba shay, a legal institution of the 
Abyssinian Empire used until the early 20th century, which was implemented when a theft occurred. 
This practice consisted of having a young boy consume a hallucinogenic plant substance, most likely a 
type of datura. Under the influence of a vision, he would wander through the village houses in search 
of the thief, miming the act of sneaking in like a thief. At a certain point, he would encounter the 
suspected thief and strike him with his hands or knees, or collapse exhausted to the ground in one of 
the houses he visited, and the owner of that house was considered responsible for the theft (Samorini 
2018). Xhosa diviners in South Africa today use the root of a Caryophyllacea plant—Silene undulata 
subsp. undulata—as a source of oneirogenic dreams, that is, to induce dreams from which they draw 
divinatory information (Samorini 2025a).

Another case that is culturally and geographically similar to the iboga cults concerns the Byeri, 
the cult of the Fang and other ethnic groups of equatorial Africa that was based on the custody 
and adoration of the bone relics of ancestors and the use of the intoxicating plant alan. 7 Numerous 
propitiatory, divination, and purification ceremonies took place around the Byeri. Trézenem (1936:75), 
who studied the Pahouin (Fang) in the 1930s, reported that “all the Pahouin we interviewed affirm 

7	  Alchornea floribunda; cfr. Samorini 2002–2003; 2019.
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that the predictions made to people intoxicated with alan, through the byeri, have always come true”. 
Among the Mitsogho and other Gabonese ethnic groups, the adepts of the Nyembe—a secret female 
society—practice divinatory rites, generally inside a house where men cannot enter: they dance and sing 
all night to the sound of drums, while the divination specialist ingests intoxicating leaves of unknown 
nature, the effects of which facilitate the faculty of clairvoyance (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1973:553).

A curious information was gathered by Hubert Deschamps among the Kouélé people of northeastern 
Gabon, who live near the border with Congo: they perform a male ceremony, attended only by female 
twins, which appears to resemble the Bwiti, where an unspecified bois malado is consumed instead 
of iboga: 8 “It is placed in a special pot; after drinking, the attendants dance, see other countries, and 
denounce evildoers and people with bad intentions” (Deschamps 1962:77–8).

Before examining the divinatory rites using iboga itself, it is worth briefly examining the figure of the 
nganga and the divinatory techniques that use mirrors or other reflective surfaces.

The African nganga
The figure of the nganga is generally interpreted as a “witch doctor”, feticheur in French, who 

works for the good of the community. Often, different types of nganga exist within the same society, 
depending on their goals and the techniques they practice. Widely used among Bantu societies, this 
specialist diagnoses and cures the causes of ailments afflicting individuals or the community through 
magical, oracular, and divinatory practices. This type of nganga often involves witchcraft, generally 
with the aim of counteracting it.

The existence of nganga in the societies of Equatorial and Southern Africa is attested in Western 
documents since at least the mid-17th century. 9

In 1645, a group of Italian Capuchin missionaries arrived in the then Kingdom of Kongo and 
founded the Prefecture of the Capuchin Order in Kongo, otherwise known as Missio antiqua, which 
carried out missionary activity for the next two centuries. Several of these friars wrote reports, mostly 
in Italian, which are preserved in the Italian clerical archives. Some of these reports were published in 
books that enjoyed considerable success and were reprinted in the decades and centuries that followed 
(Filesi 1967). The first of these reports, signed by the Capuchin friar Francesco Romano and dated 
1650, reported that the natives of the city of Banza, in the province of Sogno of the Kingdom of Kongo, 
referred to Catholic priests with the term ngangaza zambianpugu, which the missionary translated as 
“priests of God” (Romano 1651:19). Ngangaza refers to nganga, while zambianpugu refers to Nzame, 
one of the supreme beings or the human ancestor depending on the ethnic groups of equatorial Africa 
and Christian interpretations (Samorini 2024b). 10 Even during a journey undertaken by two other 
Capuchin missionaries from Emilia between 1666 and 1670 in the province of Mbamba (Bamba), also 
in the Kingdom of Kongo, these friars were called ngamga by the natives (Carli and Guatini 1671:69). It 
is interesting to observe the attribution of the function of “sorcerer” given by the natives to the Christian 
“ministers of God”.

Another reference from those same years concerns the term gangazumbo, a name the Giaghi 
8	  We know nothing about this bois malado, which I have found so far in this single passage.

9	  It’s possible that with more in-depth research, references to the nganga may be found in earlier writings. The first 
Westerner to come into contact with the peoples of Kongo and Angola was the Portuguese explorer Diogo Cão in 1482.

10	  It is worth noting that Nzambe a Pongo, understood as “Nzambe the Wind” among the Mitsogho (Gollnhofer 
and Sillans 1997:81), has been preserved as Nzambi a Pongo in the syncretic Bwiti. According to my field notes, this name 
is often pronounced during the ngozé (night rites) of the Ndea Kanga branch and, according to the officiants, “Nzambi a 
Pongo is the god of the Bwiti Minkongo”. Among other informants of the same branch, Nzambi a Pongo is the name of 
Jesus Christ (also reported as such by Świderski 1990:228). Minkongo or Mikongo is considered the first form of Bwiti Fang, 
in practice the Disumba of the Mitsogho; see Samorini, 2025c:117–8.
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population 11 used to refer to the “necromancer and sorcerer”, and it was also the name of an idol. The 
description suggests an oracular practice for diagnostic purposes by these gangazumbo. 12

One of the most in-depth accounts of native beliefs and rituals is that of the Capuchin friar Giovanni 
Antonio Cavazzi, dated 1687. He was the superior friar (Prefect) of the Apostolic Missions of Black Africa 
and reported first-hand information. In his text, he described different types of ganga: ganga itiqui, who 
performed sacrifices and determined the cult calendar; ganga amoloco, who performed ritual practices on 
victims of spells; ganga macuta and ganga matamba, who cured with magical practices, etc. 13

The Dutch physician Olfert Dapper reported a list of about fifteen types of nganga for the region 
of the kingdom of Lovango (Loango), each specialised in specific healing and divinatory tasks (Dapper 
1668:549). The name of the nganga liboka, the “iboga nganga” that we’ll encounter for the late 
nineteenth century and for the current period in the area corresponding to the ancient kingdom of 
Loango, does not appear, perhaps evidence of a diffusion of the use of this plant in periods more recent 
than those of Dapper.

The presence of the ganga in the territories of present-day Gabon is attested as early as Du Chaillu’s 
early writings. This explorer encountered an ouganga among the Camma (Nkomi) of Fernan Vaz and 
described its appearance and ritual practices in great detail, even including a drawing of it (Du Chaillu 
1861:240–1). In the account of his second voyage, Du Chaillu reported that among the various ethnic 
groups he had visited, these “doctors” were variously called ouganga, uganga, mganga, nganga (Du 
Chaillu 1867:429).

The divination through the mirror
The use of mirrors or other reflective surfaces for divinatory purposes is a practice called catoptromancy. 

It was recognised among ancient peoples of the Old and New Worlds 14 and is still widely used among 
modern populations.

The mirror is the quintessential divinatory instrument of the African nganga. In the mid-19th 
century, surgeon Recard observed its use by a Gabonese feticheur during the treatment of an illness: 
“periodically, the witch doctor looks at the patient through a mirror to observe the effect of the 
medication” (Recard 1855:260).

During his first journey, Du Chaillu observed the practice of an ouganga of the Nkomi ethnic group, 
using a mirror to identify the perpetrator of a witchcraft (Du Chaillu 1861:241–2). On his second 
voyage the explorer reported this divinatory practice among the Otando (a subgroup of the Eshira), 
where instead of a mirror a clay tray filled with water was used, on whose reflective surface the sorcerer 
would scrutinise to identify the cause of a witchcraft (Du Chaillu 1867:173–4).

Among many peoples, the reflective surface of water is recognised as humanity’s first mirror. Within 
the divinatory rites of the Mitsogho misoko, in which, as we will see, a large mirror is used to process 
visions, in some cases the reflection of the water’s surface is still used, where the neophyte must gaze into 
a bowl filled with water (a rite called “misoko of the bowl”; Bonhomme 2007).

Regarding the simultaneous use of the mirror and the ingestion of intoxicating sources in the 
context of divinatory practices, this may be an ancient association, although archaeological data and 
ancient texts have only been conjectured. It was proposed, for example, among the ancient Maya, where 

11	  Also called Jaggas, an undetermined ethnic group from the Matamba Kingdom.

12	  Antonio da Gaeta and Gioia,1669. The definition of gangazumbo is found on the first, unnumbered page of the 
Declaration of Some Names. The oracular type rite is described on pp. 416–7.

13	  Cavazzi 1687, Book I, paragraph “De’ Sacerdoti”.

14	  For Mediterranean cultures see Bolton 1893; for Mesoamerican cultures see Gallaga and Blainey 2016.
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the divinatory mirror appears to have been a prestigious object for the noble class. Together with the 
water surface and the eyes—particularly the jaguar’s eyes—the mirror was part of a complex of reflective 
surfaces that were perceived “as exceptional representations of the liminal threshold between the natural 
and spiritual realms” (Blainey 2015:182). Several vase paintings depict Maya princes peering into a large 
mirror to obtain divinatory responses, and some iconographic and literary details suggest the use of 
intoxicating sources in the same context (id.).

We encounter an interesting case of the combined use of a reflective surface and the ingestion of an 
intoxicating substance in South Africa. Robert Thornton observed a divinatory practice widespread 
among various ethnic groups using the hallucinogenic bulb of leshoma. 15 He obtained this information 
from Swazi-speaking sangomas (medicine men) in the Barberton area of the Mpumalanga region 
of South Africa. The primary purpose is to identify witches who have cast the evil eye or otherwise 
“bewitched” someone. In the divinatory practice using leshoma, the victim of witchcraft is given it to 
induce a visionary state during which they can see the responsible witch. This divinatory practice is called 
lispëel in the Zulu language, a term derived from the Afrikkaner spieël, “mirror”; in the Venda language, it 
is also called tshivhone, meaning “mirror”, “vision”, while in English, the terms “bioscope”, “traditional 
TV”, or “security camera” are common. Victims of witchcraft usually resort to this technique as a last 
resort after other practices have failed. After taking the leshoma bulb, either by chewing it or drinking 
an infusion, the subject sits in a dark, empty room and stares at the blank wall in front of them. As 
the effects come in, the individual sees visions projected on the wall, in which they try to see the witch 
doctor who caused the problem (Thornton 2017:250).

Turning now to iboga, the next section presents Le Scau’s (1908:332) document regarding the use of 
a mirror by a nganga diboha to determine whether a death had been caused by an act of witchcraft. The 
mirror was also part of traditional Bwiti practices. Le Scau (ibid.:333–4) also described a Bwiti statue 
present in a temple of the Loumbou (Balumbu) with a mirror inserted around its neck. In describing 
the Bwitist initiation rite, albeit in a disparaging manner, he reported that the neophyte, after awakening 
from the journey produced by the diboha (iboga), must look at the mirror inserted in the mouth of the 
Bwiti fetish and report what he sees: if the response is in accordance with traditional rites, he is admitted 
to the Bwitist community. Chauvet (1933:2–3) reported that among the ethnic groups of southern 
Gabon, a mirror was inserted at the height of the navel in the Bwiti idol, of human form, “which serves 
sorcerers to read the future and discover hidden secrets”.

The mirror is also an important tool in contemporary ritual practices that employ iboga and are based 
on states of possession, such as the Mitsogho Ombudi. In the female initiation rites of the Ombudi, the 
neophyte, after taking iboga, is made to sit on a stool and must gaze into a mirror for many hours until 
she sees genies appear in the form of shadows (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1979).

Adepts of the misoko divination rite pass down an origin myth that associates the mirror generated 
by water with iboga: one day, a man collected the roots of an iboga plant in the forest, brought them 
to the village, and ate them in the mbandja that night. It started to rain, a puddle formed in front 
of the mbandja and the man saw the moon reflected in it and, under the influence of iboga, he saw 
reflected in the puddle “all the secrets of the village” (Bonhomme 2003:193). Interesting in this myth is 
the association of the moon (ngonde) with the practice of divination.

Divinatory rites and iboga
Regarding iboga, its divinatory use has been recorded among the Gbaya, an ethnic group residing 

in the western part of the Central African Republic and neighbouring areas of Cameroon. Members 
of the Gbógótó clan practice a magical-divinatory consultation rite called Gbana, which is also the 
name given to iboga. The Gbana rite is typically led by an elderly woman and performed in a small, 

15	  Boophone disticha (L.f.) Herb., Amaryllidaceae family (Pasquali 2021).
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rudimentary, conical hut made of straw and branches, accommodating only one person. When evening 
comes, the woman administers an iboga infusion to the client who comes for the consultation. The 
client is then ushered into the hut, where he or she will spend the night and receive the answer to his or 
her consultations through the visionary state induced by iboga. In this divinatory practice, the client 
is responsible for the visionary experience. In ancient times, there was also a more open and collective 
Gbana divination practice, practiced when the community was struck by illness or other unfortunate 
events. Participants would gather in the evening and drink gbana. This visionary state would allow 
them to discover the person or persons responsible for the witchcraft that had befallen the community. 
It’s interesting to note how the term gbana is used to refer to iboga, the woman who presides over the 
divination practice, and the person who undergoes it.

Infertile women are among the people who most assiduously practice gbana. After one of these 
women has drunk gbana in the evening, “she is locked in a straw hut. They dance, sing, and play the 
drum while awaiting the hallucinogenic effect. The stage of excitement is not long in coming. Her body 
trembles, she sees revelations, and she is informed about the causes of sterility and the taboos to be 
observed” (Hilberth 1962:84).

Burnham and Christensen (1983: 18) reported the name wan gbana for a Gbaya sorcerer-diviner 
who “possesses the witchcraft substance but uses his power to aid the community in the search for 
sorcerers”. It is interesting to note how the name of iboga (gbana) is inserted into the name of this type 
of magical practitioner.

Curiously, and probably not coincidentally, the Gbaya call another plant—Rauvolfia mannii Stapf, 
family Apocynaceae—be-gbana, “little gbana”, meaning “little iboga” (Sandberg 1965:10–11). In 
Kenya, the root of this Rauvolfia is used to prepare an arrow poison; it produces a large number of 
indole alkaloids, including yohimbine and reserpine (Neuwinger 1996:136–142), and it is possible that 
in addition to its toxic properties it possesses psychoactive properties.

Regarding the origins of divinatory practices using iboga, it is not easy to determine whether they 
preceded more strictly religious ones, whether the opposite occurred, or whether both divinatory and 
religious purposes coexisted and intersected on several occasions.

Among the oldest literary sources, the use of iboga for divinatory purposes is mostly reported. Du 
Chaillu (1867:102) reported what the chief of an Eviva village told him in reference to a statue of the 
mbuiti—assuming that by mbuiti we mean a cult object of the Bwiti (see Samorini 2024a)—namely, 
that “his mbuiti was a very good one; for when she told them it was a good time to go and fish or hunt, 
they were sure to succeed in getting plenty of food”. In a 1885 manuscript, Henri Neu described the use 
of iboga in the Gabonese Estuary area “to discover hidden things and to foresee the future. 16 In 1903, a 
French commercial agent named Guien reported the use of iboga for divinatory purposes in the area of 
present-day Congo (De Villers 1903).

And it is precisely in the area of the ancient kingdom of Loango, including the southern part of 
Gabon and part of present-day Congo, that we find the most interesting data regarding the divinatory 
use of iboga. A document dated 1888 reported a “liboka dance” practiced by a nganga in the territory of 
the Kingdom of Loango, which had the aim of identifying the person responsible for a witchcraft that 
had made the local chief ill. All participants in the rite chewed a piece of liboka (iboga) root (Delcourt 
1930, I:190). At the beginning of the 20th century, Le Scau (1908:332) reported among the Vili of 
southern Gabon a divinatory rite of a nganga-diboha, where diboha is a further name given to iboga. 
In addition to the more than likely use of iboga, the nganga used a mirror to identify the “soul eater” 
who had caused a death in the community. The existence of a nganga specialised in the use of iboga, 

16	  Joseph-Henri Neu 1880 (but more probably 1885), ‘Travail sur le Gabon’, Archives générales des Pères du Saint-
Esprit, 148, cit.in Gollnhofer and Sillans 1983:13. See Samorini 2024a:103.
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as evidenced by the name nganga-diboha, is confirmed by another piece of evidence from the same 
geographical area and more recently. This is the figure of the nganga liboka, specialised in identifying 
the perpetrator of a curse through apparently shamanic techniques: through the liboka dance, the 
ethereal part of the nganga leaves the body and travels to the supernatural world of the village of the 
dead (chibungu) to reclaim the “stripped soul” or “double” of the sick person. The use of iboga during 
the liboka dance does not seem to be an indispensable requirement anymore (Hersak 2001), as also 
reported by Hagenbucher-Sacripanti (1992:179, 286), but it has been confirmed for some practices of 
the nganga liboka (Hagenbucher-Sacripanti, 1993: 98; 2002:71).

It is plausible to hypothesise that the professional figures of the nganga liboka and the nganga diboha, 
literally the “iboga nganga”, as well as that of the Gbaya’s wan gbana, the “iboga sorcerer”, with their 
divinatory functions, may have been involved in the early use of iboga among the Bantu populations.

As for further divinatory practices, there are references to oracular activities during Bwitist 
ceremonies. Leroux (1925) mentioned this when discussing the Bwiti of the Mitsogho, whose public 
rites he claimed to have personally witnessed. At a certain point, from the back of the temple, “a wooden 
puppet emerges from the smoky window, and, in a hoarse throat, the ‘great master of ceremonies,’ 
possessed by the spirit, prophesies the god’s oracles”. Describing the Bwiti cult of the Lake Alombié 
area, the missionary Ernst Haug (1904:436) reported the adoration of the Bwiti statue, from which the 
participants obtained prophecies about their health. In the Bwiti ceremony of the Eshira, at the end of 
the dance an initiate turns to the statue representing the Bwiti, questions it, and transmits the answer to 
the participants (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1962:222–3).

According to Mary (1983:297), the Masango, Eshira, Bapunu, and Nkomi of southern Gabon, 
in adopting the Bwiti cult, “perverted the meaning of the vision, subordinating it to divinatory use”. 
This is a plausible consideration, but it fails to take into account pre-existing divinatory practices, as 
evidenced by the oldest documents just presented for the southern territories of Gabon.

Another hypothesis, in the context of the ritual uses of iboga, could see divinatory and religious 
purposes initially coexisting, as well as visionary and trance experiences, 17 before later following 
autonomous cultic paths with more differentiated purposes. However, one must take into account 
the possibility that the ethnographic data suffer from inaccuracies and confusions that prevent the 
development of reliable historical paths.

The misoko of the Mitsogho
Misoko is a magical-divinatory practice of the Mitsogho that has become significantly more 

widespread in Gabon in recent decades. Although it is now considered a form of Bwiti, its affiliation 
with this cult is considered anomalous by several scholars, as well as being fiercely opposed by many 
Fang Bwitists, as I observed during my fieldwork.

Regarding the etymology of the word misoko, Bonhomme (2007:10) derives it from the verb sokogo, 
“to discover”. Frenchman Huges Tatayo, who underwent misoko initiation and who will be introduced 
later, instead derives it from the term getsogho (the Mitsogho language) which means “eyes” (Laval-Jeantet 
2005:23, 66). Indeed, in getsogho “eye” is esö, and the plural “eyes” is misso (Mouyendi et al. 1996).

In 1965, Świderski observed the presence of a “Bwiti a missoko” among the Apindji. The term 
missoko should derive from the verb mossokaga, “to try to discover the cause”, meaning an illness or 
death. According to Świderski, it was therefore a term from the Apindji language, later adopted by 
the Mitsohgo along with other terms; but the weakness of the Polish scholar’s belief that the Bwiti 
originated among the Apindji has already been discussed (Samorini 2025c).

17	  For the difference between visionary and trance experiences see Samorini 2025c.
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Idyata-Mayombo (1994), in his text on the Masangu, presenting the figure of the nganga misoku, 
derives misoku from the verb usokè, “to have clairvoyance”.

What we know today about misoko is essentially thanks to French anthropologist Julien Bonhomme, 
who, during missions conducted between 2000 and 2002, managed to delve deeply into the complex 
ritual and symbolic system of this divinatory practice. His graduate thesis in anthropology, Le miroir 
et la crâne, is the result of a brilliant and impressive ethnographic study. It is also a fine example of 
participatory ethnography. Bonhomme personally underwent the misoko initiation rite (of the Ngonde 
tradition), and it was this act of courage (because it also requires a good deal of courage) that allowed him 
to delve deeply into the mechanisms and meanings of misoko ritualism: “the fact of occupying a place 
within the system constitutes a precious source of objective information, and I would undoubtedly not 
have done the same work if I had not been initiated” (Bonhomme 2003:29, 31).

When an ailment is suspected to be caused by witchcraft, the patient is referred to a nganga-a-
misoko, who conducts an initial consultation session to verify whether the cause is truly a spell. These 
consultations are typically conducted during the misoko community’s regular night vigils within the 
mbandja (temple). They are usually conducted at the final stage of the vigil by the “initiating fathers”, 
or nyima. In these consultations, the nyima uses a mirror as a magical-divinatory diagnostic tool and 
interrogates the patient with questions structured to require only “yes” and “no” answers. Affirmative 
responses are indicated by the patient with a “base!” This word, which is considered an identifying slogan 
of the misoko, means “yes, it’s true”. The nyima continually examines the patient’s body for indicative 
signs, then examines the mirror to confirm what he sees. He traces lines (magogo) on the patient’s body 
with white kaolin, each corresponding to an ailment or type of treatment. For example, a line running 
from the side to the mouth indicates the need to administer an emetic. Finally, the nyima explains the 
meaning of magogo to the patient and, if he determines that the cause of the ailment is witchcraft, or 
more generally “mystical”, he proposes initiation into misoko, through which he himself will personally 
verify the nature of the ailment and find a cure (Bonhomme 2008). The nganga commonly use the term 
“mystical” (mystique) to describe all illnesses believed to be malevolently caused by spirits or sorcerers.

The central phase of the initiation takes place at night in the mbandja. The patient is seated on a 
mat in front of a large mirror. He must ingest a certain amount of iboga—also called ngobe—enough 
to give him clairvoyant powers, but not excessive, to avoid complete catatonia. He must maintain the 
ability to communicate verbally with those present throughout the night. To prevent the neophyte 
from retreating into a state of self-absorption, which would result in a communication blockade, he is 
regularly made to stand up, jump, and continually wave the fly swatter he holds in his hand. The amount 
of iboga is sufficient to induce a state of dermal anaesthesia in the neophyte, gradually developing 
from the limbs until it spreads throughout the body; a process that the initiating nyima controls by 
periodically pricking various parts of the neophyte’s body with a needle. As long as he responds to the 
needle pricks, iboga intake should be continued.

The central aspect of the misoko initiation, which distinguishes it from those of the Bwiti cults, 
involves the active and continuous interaction between the neophyte and the officiants and other initiates 
present. The neophyte must continually verbally report what he is seeing, that is, he must share his vision 
down to the smallest details. It is the other initiates who encourage him to observe more closely what he 
is seeing, asking specific questions about who the person he is seeing is, what he is doing, what object he 
is holding, what is inside a basket he is seeing, etc. Consent and approval are always expressed verbally 
by the audience with a choral base! The neophyte must constantly keep his gaze fixed on the mirror, 
avoiding blinking as much as possible and constantly waving the fly swatter. Any distraction is stopped 
and reprimanded by the nyima who leads the session. A lit torch (mopitu) is frequently passed around 
him to illuminate his vision and keep evil spirits away. An irritating ey drop is instilled into his eyes two 
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or three times. 18 The entire session is accompanied by the sound of the mongongo (Bonhomme 2003:67).

The primary purpose of this vision and sharing of visions is to identify the person responsible for the 
curse that caused the ailment. It therefore involves seeking out a specific person, generally belonging to 
the neophyte’s family circle. The constant questions posed to the neophyte by those present help direct 
and influence the development of his vision:

“When the banzi suddenly finds himself (in the vision) in a village, the initiates surrounding him 
ask him what village it is. When he says he sees a man, they ask him who he is and what he is doing. 
In doing so, they revitalise the novice’s visionary activity, who will then have new visions that allow 
him to answer the questions. This interaction actively contributes to shaping the visions” (Bonhomme 
2003:78).

The visionary state induced by iboga proceeds chronologically with a development of content. 
First, images are perceived as “flashes”, such as the faces of initially unidentified people, who later reveal 
themselves to be people known to the neophyte; then the “flashes” give way to “films”, 19 that is, scenes 
involving the acts of witchcraft that were the cause of the disease.

But the initiatory purpose does not end there, and what follows the identification of the perpetrator 
of the curse is the most “therapeutic” part of the ritual. It is now a matter of action; that is, the neophyte 
must enter into his visions and become an active participant. For example, he must block the sorcerer’s 
action, or dig up and destroy objects used by the sorcerer, or attack the sorcerer by striking him with his 
fist, which is externalised by striking the air forcefully with the fly swatter, etc.

Bonhomme highlighted a very interesting, decidedly fascinating aspect of the initiatory rite, which 
seems to be unique to misoko: if the neophyte experiences difficulty with his visions, for example, if 
he finds himself in a state of impasse that hinders him from continuing the visionary process, another 
person, usually a relative, is involved. He sit next to him, facing another mirror, and quickly ingest a 
sufficient amount of iboga with the aim of reaching the neophyte’s vision and thus helping him break 
the impasse. This practice “confirms that the visionary world is absolutely not one of solipsism and 
subjectivity” (Bonhomme 2003:83).

Another aspect that may arise at the culmination of the initiatory process is the neophyte’s acquisition 
of clairvoyant abilities, to the point that he himself may be consulted by those present for divinatory 
purposes, temporarily replacing the nyima who directs the initiation in this divinatory function.

As in the Bwiti initiatory rites, in the misoko rites it is expected that during the course of his vision an 
individual will appear to the neophyte, most often a deceased relative, who will communicate his kombo, 
that is, his new initiation name. The initiatory rite concludes with the arrival of daylight. 20

The complete initiatory cycle consists of a series of rites, of which the initiation just described is 
only the beginning. Other rites involve magical practices of protection and strengthening of the new 
banzi: the “cutting of the rope”, consisting of a vigil during which the banzi eats iboga to gain further 
visions; the edika vigil, during which the banzi ingests a dish of meat, primarily rooster, which allows 
a protective spirit to reside in his belly and alert him in the event of a witchcraft attack; the motoba 
vigil, which involves the incorporation of an auxiliary protective spirit symbolised by a young catfish fry 
that the banzi must ingest and which will communicate with him throughout his life through dreams, 

18	  The practice of eye drops is also used in Bwitist initiation rites (Samorini 2024c). The composition of these eye 
drops varies greatly. For the eye drops used in misoko, Bonhomme (2003:67) reported the following composition: chili 
pepper leaves, mukwisa vegetable soap, and iboga leaves.

19	  Flash and Pelicule are terms used by the same misoko initiates.

20	  The initiatory rite is described in detail in Bonhomme 2003:61–90.
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visions, inspiration, and specific signs formed on his body; the rite of the “delivery of the bwete”, a 
protective fetish that will become a personal possession of the banzi; the mugungu rite, which consists 
of a sacrificial purification. The length of time between these rites varies and depends primarily on the 
novice’s financial resources. At the conclusion of this long initiatory cycle, the banzi effectively becomes 
a nganga (Bonhomme 2003:100–184).

It is interesting to note that, in the opinion of the nganga misoko, auxiliary spirits such as edika 
meat and motoba fish not only have magical-protective functions, but also act as inducers of mental 
images and visions similar to those induced by iboga. For this reason, the nganga have a greater visionary 
potential than the officiants of the Bwitist branches such as disumba: “in disumba one sees only one 
night, while in misoko one sees every day” (ibid.:188). “Seeing” more or better than others is a frequent 
claim among the different iboga cults and reveals a certain sectarian rivalry.

Three initiatory degrees are recognised in misoko, apart from the profane, who are called etema: 
the novice (banzi), the nganga, and the initiating father (nyima). To become an initiating father, the 
nganga must undergo a further series of initiatory rites called the “crossing of the Bwete”, during which 
he receives various objects, including the mirror he will use for consultations, an iboga root as evidence 
that he can direct the initiations of new banzi, a long cane symbolising his becoming an “elder”, and 
an object called mongonda, which represents the supreme fetish of misoko and contains parts of an 
ancestor’s skull. Once the “crossing” is completed, the new nyima can erect his own mbandja, construct 
fetishes, and direct all misoko ritual activities (Bonhomme 2003:458).

In addition to the initiation rites, misoko members hold periodic night vigils. All participants eat iboga 
in smaller quantities than those used in the initiation rites; an amount sufficient to induce “flashes”, but 
not so large as to induce “films”. The initiating father leads the vigil, distributing pinches of iboga root 
bark, placing it with his right hand in the mouth of each initiate, who kneels for the occasion. Once 
the iboga bolus has been ingested, the initiate stands up and leaps into the air with his arms raised in a 
gesture of greeting and thanks. It is important to note that all participants in the vigil must ingest iboga; 
they cannot refuse it, since even a small amount serves to “awaken” their inner bwete.

Each initiate brings to the vigil a basket, which he places at his feet and contains the ritual objects 
and personal fetishes he has acquired during the initiatory cycle. After everyone has ingested iboga, the 
“laying the Bwete” ritual takes place, which consists of passing several objects from hand to hand among 
the group of participants: a needle, with which each person pricks their own tongue; a lit candle, which 
each person passes before their eyes; a piece of money; lit tobacco leaves, the smoke of which is blown 
over their basket; bottles of beverages such as soda, beer, or wine; and sometimes a little salt.

In a subsequent phase of the vigil’s preliminaries, the participants go to the sacred precinct of the 
bwenze 21 and, around midnight, take a purifying bath (mososo) in a nearby stream. Around 2 a.m., the 
initiates return to the mbandja to perform the rites of the actual vigil, consisting of a long series of dances 
that continue until daylight. During the vigil, one to three divinatory consultations are performed by 
the nyima (Bonhomme 2003:117–138).

The “bwitization” of the misoko
Although misoko is currently considered a type of Bwiti, especially by its practitioners, its historical 

origins and affiliation with Bwiti remain enigmatic. The anomaly of misoko lies in the fact that, unlike 
Bwiti, which is a religious cult, misoko is a purely magical-divinatory practice. Several 20th-century Bwiti 
scholars did not associate it with this cult, and some categorically rejected its affiliation.

It should be noted that among the Mitsogho the existence of a category of nganga healers has long 
21	  It corresponds to the nzimbé of the traditional and syncretic Bwiti cults; it is a space exclusively accessible to 

initiates, usually located just outside the village.
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been recognised, divided according to their specialisation into simple nganga, nganga-a-myobe, and 
nganga-a-misoko (Samorini 2025d).

In 1967, Sillans, in classifying the Mitsogho types of Bwete, refused to include the “Bwete of the 
nganga”, since their purpose and structure were totally different from that of Bwiti tout court. In 
describing the initiatory grades of the Bwete, one of which is called nganga, he was quick to specify 
that this should not be confused with the nganga-healers, misoko and myobe, who were diviners (Sillans 
1967:23, 51–2). Sallée also criticised the fact that “one calls Bwiti misoko when in reality it is only a 
question of divination, for example among the Eshira” (Sallée 1985:101).

Even more recently, based on ethnographic observations conducted in 1993 among the Masangu, 
Idyata-Mayombo (1994) maintained a distinction between the various male initiatory rites, including 
the Bwitist ones, and the practices of “specialist healers”, such as the nganga misoku seers.

It is significant that in 1960, Raponda-Walker, when discussing the Mitsogho, mentions the existence 
of the nganga-misoko, described as “sorcerers, magicians, seers”, without linking them in any way to 
the Bwiti (Raponda-Walker 1996:190). This same document represents the first reference to the term 
misoko that I have thus far identified.

Gollnhofer and Sillans, in a 1997 book summarising the knowledge acquired in 30 years of studies 
among the Mitsogho, included the nganga-a-misoko and the nganga-a-myobe in the nganga corporation, 
without placing them in any relation to the Bwete (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1997:93–95).

Świderski reported an interesting description of the misoko practice as shared with him by his Apindji 
informants. In those days, when a case arose that required the nganga’s involvement, a boy was sent to 
him as a messenger with a piece of iboga. The nganga ate the iboga and, before heading to the location 
where his presence was required, went into the forest where he performed a divination with the fruits of 
a tree, pronouncing the name of the sick or deceased he was to treat. From this, he determined whether 
the sick or deceased had been poisoned or bewitched, that is, he verified that it was not a case of natural 
illness or death. Upon reaching the destination village, he sought to find out from the elders whether the 
sick or deceased had previously had a quarrel with anyone, then began the divination session through 
which he discovered the wrongdoer (Świderski 1965:566). This divinatory practice called misoko, in 
which the nganga acted alone, has nothing to do with modern misoko, which, as we have seen, involves a 
group of actors engaged in a collective effort and in which the patient plays an active role in identifying 
the malevolent origin of their ailment. This 1965 document appears to be the first to consider misoko as 
a form of Bwiti, and it is unclear whether the Apindji informants of the time considered it as such, or 
whether this was a personal deductive extrapolation by Świderski.

The indications regarding the ethnic origin of misoko also appear contradictory. We have seen how 
Świderski considered both misoko and Bwiti cult to be of Apindji origin. Sallée (1985:389) reported that 
misoko was a branch of the Bwiti of the Sira (Eshira) and was a divination dance. Gaulme, following his 
Nkomi informants from Fernan Vaz, reported that there is a type of “Bwiti” (which, unlike the other 
types, he puts in quotation marks), practiced among the Bandjabi and Bavili of the southern territories 
of Gabon, which is “a simple divinatory test, for identifying acts of witchcraft, theft, and misdeeds in 
general” and which is called bwiti misoko (Gaulme 1979:43).

Mitsogho misoko is divided into several branches, the main one being Myobe, which continues to 
reject women. Two other branches are Ngonde and Sengedya, characterised by the presence of women, 
known as Mabundi. A further development in the ongoing dynamism of these rites has seen the 
Mabundi of Ngonde misoko form an autonomous, all-female stream called Mabundi in recent years, 
incorporating ritual elements from Nyembe, the women’s secret society (De Ruyter 2015, I:83).

Bonhomme firmly believes that Myobe is the original stream of misoko and that it is of Tsogo 



Samorini G. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 21 n. 2 (Winter 2025) 53-7466

(Mitsogho) origin, while Ngonde, whose rites include women, originates from the Masangu, who live 
near the Mitsogho (Bonhomme 2003:11).

One cannot help but note the contradictions and confusions, even conceptual ones, expressed by 
some scholars. According to Świderski, Missoko, sometimes called Mossoko, was the oldest form of 
Bwiti, whose primary purpose at the time was “to predict the future, to create an ecstatic and mystical 
state”, and to heal the sick through medicinal plants and iboga. This contradicts the belief reported by all 
Bwiti informants, including Świderski’s, that the very first form of Bwiti was disumba. According to the 
Polish scholar, Missoko was still widespread in southern Gabon, particularly among the Apindji, and 
he added that initiation into Missoko was reserved for men, “as in the Bwiti of the Apindji” (Świderski 
1990:173). While recognising Missoko as the first form of Bwiti—a fact which is already questionable 
and not adequately documented by the Polish scholar—he nevertheless seems to distinguish it from 
the Bwiti of the Apindji, Bwiti which Świderski always considered to be the first ever (Świderski 1975).

In 1983, French psychologist and sociologist Michel Fromaget observed the Bwiti misoko in a Tsogo 
“nganga village” near Libreville. The seer nganga (nganga-a-misoko) and the therapeutic nganga (nganga-
a-myobe), who called themselves Bwitists, practiced their rites either inside the Bwitist temple or “in the 
shadow of its walls”. Considering the distinction commonly made by scholars between “spontaneous 
clairvoyance” and “induced clairvoyance”, meaning the former without and the latter with the aid of 
intoxicating sources, the French psychologist concludes that misoko is an “intermediate” form. This is 
because, he argues, the nganga a misoko permanently acquire the ability to divine during their initiation 
with iboga, and subsequently no longer require the use of this plant. Observing how, when used by other 
ethnic groups, inebriating sources—such as peyote, psilocybin mushrooms, etc.—confer a momentary 
power of clairvoyance, he believes that the “intermediate” form present in misoko is “a very rare form 
of shamanism” (Fromaget 1986:91). Leaving aside the problem of recognising these African divinatory 
practices as forms of shamanism, Fromaget creates interpretative models that find no real ethnographic 
correspondence. It is well known that during all Bwitist practices—for divinatory, therapeutic, or 
religious purposes—iboga is always taken, and not only in the context of initiations. For the specific case 
of misoko, the in-depth ethnographic observations of Bonhomme (2003:121) are worth.

French psychotherapist and writer Marion Laval-Jeantet provided historical information based on 
what she learned from Jean Fidèle Muemba, a nganga misoko Tsogo and son of Jean-Mala Mambuete. 
Mambuete was a famous nganga from the Lopé region who, in the 1950s, faced missionary persecution 
of his Bwitist practices (Samorini 2025c). This persecution was based primarily on denunciations by 
native converts to Christianity. Mambuete had been initiated into misoko by the nganga Tsogo Mangu 
Mona Polo and, during the difficult years of persecution, practiced in great secrecy in the depths of 
the forest. Following Gabon’s independence in 1960, Mambuete approached the regional government 
commander in Booué to request and obtain the right to openly practice his Bwiti misoko: “This 
unprecedented judgment in the region marked the renewal of a misoko cult that was wrongly believed 
to have been buried in favour of disumba alone” (Laval-Jeantet 2006:106). According to this testimony, 
which should nevertheless be considered with a certain benefit of the doubt, misoko existed before the 
1950s. However, in addition to not having personally found any documentation of it prior to 1960, the 
fact that it was considered a form of Bwiti at that time may have been an arbitrary “taken for granted” 
on the part of native informants or modern Western scholars.

Bonhomme (2003:11) hypothesised that it was the influence of the nganga on Bwete disumba that 
gave rise to Bwete misoko. Bonhomme also believes that the inclusion of women in the ngonde stream 
of misoko is recent and that ngonde itself originated in the first half of the 20th century and then spread 
widely in the 1980s to the point of displacing disumba and myobe. Furthermore, bwiti misoko would 
be an elaboration of various loanwords, including some Pygmy elements (Bonhomme et al. 2012:400). 
However, and again, to the current state of our knowledge, the term misoko is not attested before 1960.
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Problems also arise in understanding the term myobe. It has been seen that among the Mitsogho 
there are nganga-a-myobe who, while also using iboga, are kept distinct from the nganga-a-misoko, due 
to their different functions and practices. Bonhomme considers the Myobe a sub-branch of the Bwete 
Misoko, alongside those of the Ngonde and the Sengedya, and considers the Myobe to be “the oldest 
branch of Misoko” and “the most faithful to the original spirit of Disumba” (Bonhomme 2003:11, 
109). 22 It would seem as if the misoko had somehow swallowed up the myobe, although from this 
perspective it remains enigmatic to consider the myobe as the oldest branch of misoko.

Significant references to myobe, under the distorted name of nyobe, are found in a couple of written 
documents from a completely different geographical area, Equatorial Guinea, with very ancient dates—
in fact, the oldest known to date.

In an article dated 1946 and published in the Catholic magazine La Guinea Española, a priest 
named Anastasio Bedate in an alarmist manner reports the spread of “Bueti” in the Río Benito area 
of the Spanish colony. Although he uses a disparaging tone, he describes the Bwiti rites in some depth, 
including a myth of the cult’s origins, and adds the following observation:

     “It should be noted that there are two classes of Bueti. Those who originate from the Echogo legend, 
namely the Sumba, and those who trace their origins to the Bañok (Gabonese) legend, namely the Nyobe. 
Those of the Nyobe must pay with a victim to take iboga. The Sumba do not, and they mix ekaso, a 
special herb, with iboga” (Bedate 1946:207).

Sumba stands for disumba, echogo for Mitsogho, nyobe for myobe, and ekaso refers to ekasso, the 
enigmatic plant-based element used in possession rites involving iboga, such as the Fang’s Ombwiri 
(Samorini 2025b). I have been unable to find any plausible explanation for the term bañok. Considering 
the very likely confusion between ethnic names and religious cult names, as well as the phonetic 
distortion of these names, it is nevertheless surprising that in this passage the terms and concepts of 
disumba, myobe, and ekaso, closely associated with Gabonese iboga cults, appear for the first time in 
the literature and concern a different geographical area. The passage is quite enigmatic and raises both 
interesting and perhaps insoluble problems.

Looking at the history, or rather, what little we know about the history of the spread of iboga cults 
in Equatorial Guinea (Samorini 2024b; 2025d), the first known reference to the presence of Bwiti in 
this nation dates back to 1927. Documents report the arrival of Bwiti from the Fang by Fang Bwitists 
fleeing the persecution then underway in Gabon. We also know that at least since the early 1950s, on 
the Guinean island of Corisco, women practiced the ivanga dance during which they consumed iboga 
(Alvarez 1951:219–220); a fact that already attests to a differentiation in the purposes of use and practices 
associated with the consumption of this intoxicating source in Equatorial Guinea at that time. The 
most puzzling problem in the Bedate passage is the presence of the term nyobe/myobe, a name associated 
with the iboga cults of the Mitsogho and/or other populations of central-southern Gabon, and which 
it appears not to be present in the Fang Bwiti. To explain its presence in Equatorial Guinea, and at such 
an early date, one can again invoke the tendency to consider Bwiti something it is not, and even more 
so something it was not. It would appear as if a cultic practice called nyobe (myobe), which made use 
of iboga, spread to Equatorial Guinea from Gabon by non-Fang individuals and independently of the 
arrival, perhaps around the same time, of the syncretic Bwiti of the Fang.

22	  In a different passage he states instead that the Mitsogho “practise at least the Bwete Disumba, Ndea, Myobe, 
Misoko” (ibid.:18), from which one might deduce that the Myobe is a Bwete different from the Misoko. It is interesting, 
however, to note that the word myobe is included in a list of names for spirits, “iya, teta, maombe, myobe, migesi, etc.” 
(ibid.:479), or that it is otherwise considered a divine figure similar to Disumba in the aspect “of a caregiver, a mother who 
takes care of her children” (ibid.:426–7).
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A few years after Bedate’s testimony, Heriberto Alvarez Ramón, 23 dealing with the Bwiti in Spanish 
Guinea, also distinguished two branches of this cult, the Nyobe and the Disumba. The Nyobe was 
widespread in the interior of the nation, among the Pamu (Fang), and the Disumba among the coastal 
populations. (Alvarez 1951:235) Again, from these documents we cannot consider with certainty the 
existence of a form of Bwiti called Nyobe, and in any case there is no reference to the term misoko.

Leaving aside the difficult problem of the origin and genesis of myobe and returning to misoko, taking 
into account that this term is documented only from the 1960s onwards and that its affiliation with 
Bwiti appears uncertain and poorly documented (or interpreted) for its original phases, the following 
hypothesis can be suggested: the original misoko arose among an unspecified ethnic group, perhaps 
among the Mitsogho, within the divinatory practices of the nganga world and with the establishment 
of the nganga-a-missoko specialists. This presumably occurred after the first development of the Bwiti 
cult, given that no mention of the term misoko is found prior to 1960, while Bwiti had already existed 
for at least a century. Subsequently, and probably not before the mid-20th century or even a few decades 
later, a series of factors led to a process of “Bwitization” of the misoko. The reasons may have been 
multiple: the rapid and “disconcerting” diffusion of Bwiti in the field of ritual practices could have led 
to a convenience in considering misoko a Bwitist practice; the gradual merging of Bwiti into a conceptual 
level of ritual practices in which iboga is employed by natives, that is, the consideration of any rite that 
uses iboga as a form of Bwiti; the responsibility of the arbitrary deductions of scholars in considering 
Bwiti what in reality is not or was not; finally, that mechanism of “interpretative feedback” of Western 
(but possibly also native) origin, which has repeatedly influenced the beliefs of natives and which led, 
for example, to the adoption by the ethnic groups of Equatorial Africa of the monotheistic missionary 
concept of the one God Nzame (Samorini 2024b).

Bwiti cults are closely associated in their origins with ancestor cults, both in the case of the Bwete 
Mitsogho and the syncretic Bwiti of the Fang. From Bonhomme’s fieldwork, we know that modern 
misoko contains references, practices, and objects derived from ancestor cults. One of his informants 
reported that “Bwiti is the skull”, and several misoko protective magical objects contain fragments of 
human bones. Even the founding act of a new mbandja requires the burial of a protective magical object 
(mbando) containing fragments of ancestor skulls under the central pole (Bonhomme 2003:456, 484). 
But it would be unwise to consider this presence of ancestor cult elements within misoko as evidence of 
its antiquity. The difference, emphasised by Bonhomme himself (ibid.:460–1), in the type of ownership 
of relics in Bwete Disumba and misoko is indicative: “In Disumba, relics are the collective property 
of the village, clan, or ethnic group. In misoko, on the contrary, the relic is the individual property of 
the initiating father”. It is as if the misoko, dominated by power games and a strong individualism, has 
taken possession of a common good. We know nothing about the rites of the original misoko—we only 
have the 1965 testimony given by Świderski for the Apindji, which is nevertheless indicative—and we 
know only, thanks to Bonhomme, about its modern practices, those of the 2000s. It is legitimate to 
suspect a later adoption of elements of ancestor worship by the misoko for reasons of convenience in its 
“Bwitization”. As we will see later, misoko officiants are by nature “cheaters”, although not in a totally 
negative sense of the term.

It must also be considered that misoko officiants hand down a cosmogonic and anthropogonic 
mythological corpus that does nothing but revisit mythological themes from Bwete disumba. As for the 
mythical origins of misoko rites, they are largely recent elaborations and inventions, and are also quite 
confusing, where the names of the protagonists are often distorted or interchanged (ibid.:304, 307). 
In one of these origin myths of the “bwete misoko”, which tells the story of Esinga, his wife, and their 
daughter Dibenga, who is sacrificed, there is no reference to iboga (ibid.:310–2). It is as if the misoko 

23	  A school inspector who resided for several years in Spanish Guinea and is known for having reformed the school 
system of that colony.
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officiants hastily acquired a “traditional” mythological corpus to legitimise the “bwitness” and growing 
expansion of misoko in various areas of Gabonese territory.

In recent years, misoko has seen impressive growth, primarily for economic reasons, as the activity of 
the nyima has become lucrative. According to French scholar Tatayo, since the 2000s, the number of 
nyima has increased 50-fold (Laval-Jeantet 2006:103–4). In addition to the Mitsogho, in the last decade 
misoko has been practiced by the Masango, Bavove, Simba, and Babongo Pygmies (Bonhomme et al. 
2012:400).

The success of misoko is not solely driven by economic factors and demonstrates the persistence of 
beliefs in the malevolent acts of “sorcerers” among all social strata of the Gabonese population. I put 
the term sorcerer in quotation marks to stigmatise his social existence on a more mythical than real level: 
“witchcraft is a virtual relationship rather than a concrete interaction, since by definition the sorcerer 
remains invisible” (Bonhomme 2008:139).

A further incentive for misoko’s current success lies in the privileged relationship its practitioners 
maintain with Westerners who travel to Gabon to contact the Bwiti. Wherever there are Whites, there 
is their economic wealth, and perhaps this is also why the misoko, sensing a business opportunity, has 
increasingly forced its affiliation with the Bwiti, since it is the Bwiti that the Whites seek. Even more 
than in Bwiti cults alone, misoko is able to evolve rapidly and respond to the needs of its new Western 
clientele. A Westerner may find it difficult to accept the idea that their problem lies in a malevolent act 
committed by a relative, and that this must be sought through the mirror technique. But for about 
twenty years, some innovative nyima have abolished the mirror (Laval-Jeantet 2006:267), and have 
thus begun to create initiatory rites ad hoc for Westerners. There are also references to the practice of 
obscuring the mirror’s reflection by wetting it and sprinkling it with talcum powder, so as to avoid 
direct contemplation of the person (id.:76).

It’s also worth considering the opinions of the many Fang Bwitists I’ve met, who categorically reject 
misoko’s affiliation with Bwiti, considering it an unacceptable abuse of the “feticheurs du misoko”. 24

The “deception” of misoko
Bonhomme astutely observed how, during the consultation preceding initiation, when the nganga 

tries to understand through the mirror and the questions he asks the patient whether the problem is of 
a “mystical” nature, a series of discursive tricks emerge that allow the nganga to assert his clairvoyance or 
at least avoid jeopardising his credibility. For example, the nganga “sees” that the patient risked death in 
an event, tells him so, and if the patient responds negatively, the nganga promptly adds “not yet”. When 
the patient doesn’t respond with a basic affirmative to the nganga’s statements regarding personal events, 
the nganga immediately changes direction in his research/vision of the patient’s life. Furthermore, 
the nganga’s statements are often so general that they cannot help but be true. The initiating fathers 
themselves say that “the nganga are liars” and recognise the “deception” component of their ritual 
practices: “Consultation is the art of lying. But it is the truth. You look in the mirror when you consult. 
This is only to deceive people, the uninitiated or even the initiates who are not yet at that level. They 
believe that everything they say is seen in the mirror. But no. You see nothing in the mirror. You only see 
yourself” (Bonhomme 2003:506). Even the practice of eye drops, which supposedly serve to impart the 
gift of clairvoyance, is a subterfuge: “an irritating eye drop blinds rather than opens the eyes” (ibid.:507).

Bonhomme (ibid.:508–9) speaks of the “ironic circularity” of misoko. The initiatory fathers often 
open their oracular discourses with “The Bwete says that...”, but in reality they mean “I say that...”:

“These ironic confidences allow us to take this paradox very seriously. Divination, and consequently 
24	  In the spring of 2023, I had the opportunity to attend a television broadcast on the GGT (Groupe Gabon 

Télévisions) network where some Fang Bwitists spoke, who harshly criticised misoko, excluding it from any form of Bwiti.
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the entire initiatory process, indeed rests on a series of subterfuges: the lies of the mirror, of the eye drop, 
of the motoba, of the divinatory word, and of the skull itself. We could draw on this initial demystifying 
reading to conclude, along with others, that initiation or divination is a vast deception that satisfies its 
world only because of a cultural consensus based on the credulity of some and the hypocrisy of others” 
(Bonhomme 2003:511).

However, Bonhomme is quick to point out that stopping at this rational, critical evaluation would 
be missing the essence of misoko. What saves the nganga’s reputation is the state of inspiration in 
which they practice divination. In practice, the nganga do not utter their divinatory pronouncements 
at random, even though they are not based on immediately evident clairvoyant faculties, but follow 
the “psychic impulse” of the moment: “We feel something that tells you ‘Say this’,” states one of 
Bonhomme’s nganga informants. Under the influence of iboga, the nganga is subject to a continuous 
flow of images and thoughts, and the validity of his pronouncements is due to the trust he places in this 
mental flow. This flow of images and thoughts, however—again following Bonhomme—“goes from 
intense lucidity to psychic confusion” (ibid.: 512).

A Fang woman from Lambaréné who had been initiated into misoko practices but later abandoned 
them to embrace the Fang Bwiti of the Disumba branch complained about them: “in misoko there are 
too many rules, it is full of forbidden things, you must always give, give, give, the day you don’t give you 
can die” (Laval-Jeantet 2006:27).

Significant is the opinion of a Frenchman who has lived in Gabon for over 40 years and is personally 
involved with Bwiti: Hugues Poitevin, nicknamed Tatayo. Born in 1950, he was one of the first Westerners 
to be initiated into the Bwiti Disumba of the Fang in 1979, later achieving the rank of nganga officiant. 
In 1994, he was also initiated into misoko. Having obtained dual French and Gabonese nationality, 
Tatayo founded an association for the preservation of the ecosystem called Eando and developed his 
own initiation ritual using iboga, combining elements of Disumba Fang and misoko. Among those 
initiated by Tatayo are numerous Westerners. “Bwiti Eando” can be considered one of the new forms of 
Bwiti that are geared towards satisfying Western needs. 25

Tatayo criticises misoko from a Western perspective: “During the misoko vigil, everyone displays what 
they know about Bwiti. It’s impressive and very aesthetic, but it can sometimes seem like a competition 
that lasts until morning, in which the quest for power seems an essential driving force, without necessarily 
elevating one very high on the spiritual level” (Laval-Jeantet 2005:64). The aesthetics of misoko, with its 
eccentric body decorations and the attire of its officiants, are captivating to Westerners, which is also 
why misoko has an advantage over other iboga cults in satisfying the expectations of White people.

Another aspect that stands out to a Westerner concerns the misoko practices that are reminiscent 
of witchcraft. Although operating with the aim of defending against witchcraft, in reality “whoever 
says defence necessarily says entry into a witchcraft practice. Moreover, certain elements of the misoko 
initiatory rite, such as the sacrifice of the edika, equally reveal a witchcraft practice” (ibid.:66–7).

Bonhomme also noticed this when he observed how, in the context of misoko initiation, one 
consequence of identifying the sorcerer-relative who caused the neophyte’s illness is the redoubling of 
witchcraft attacks by those who feel exposed, leading to a paradoxical situation: although initiation 
provides protection against sorcerers, “the witchcraft threat weighs even more than before. There is 
thus a true obsession with witchcraft among misoko initiates, who see sorcerers constantly circling 
them”; “misoko does not eradicate witchcraft, it merely provides the means to coexist with its sorcerer” 
(Bonhomme 2003:92, 359). The conclusion that can be drawn is that “the invisible world of the Bwete 
misoko is none other than the invisible world of witchcraft” (Bonhomme 2008:149). Among the 
Mitsogho, there is a saying: “sorcerer by night, nganga by day”, and it may refer to the same person. 

25	  Laval-Jeantet (2005) dedicated a book to Tatayo’s experience.
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The Bapunu, who live near the Mitsogho, say it even more explicitly: “the nganga and the sorcerer are 
friends” (Bonhomme 2012:200).

An even more disturbing relationship between the nganga misoko and witchcraft is based on the belief 
common among many Equatorial Africa ethnic groups in the evu, which the Mitsogho call enzanga, 
and which is considered the organ of witchcraft that resides in the form of a polyp in a person’s belly. 
This organ, inherited or acquired, gives the ability to leave the body during sleep to perform witchcraft 
practices. 26 Following an in-depth study of misoko, Bonhomme concluded that its entire initiatory 
journey constitutes, in fact, “a ritual undertaking to acquire and strengthen the enzanga”.

From all this, the intimate derivation of misoko from witchcraft practices and its anomalous and 
claimed affiliation with the Bwiti cults are evident. But it is to be expected that it will be the misoko itself 
that will create future initiatory rites specifically for White people, passing them off as the “true Bwiti”, 
possibly abandoning the witchcraft elements most incompatible with Western culture and leading both 
Bwiti and misoko itself towards increasingly “globalised” paths, as has occurred in the case of Amazonian 
ayahuasca (Fotiou 2016).

26	  For the concept of evu see Mallart Guimera 1981.
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