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Introduction 

 

Background 

It is 2 AM in a provincial town in Zambia. The residents are sleeping. Some 

stray dogs are barking. All is dark. But at the church the lights are on, and the 

sound of the PA-system carries far in the quiet night. Inside, people are singing 

and praying, and pastors take their turn to preach from the pulpit. All-night 

prayer meetings like this are quite popular in Zambia, especially among the 

youths.  

Suddenly a girl – she cannot be more than twelve years old – gets up 

and starts walking toward the doors of the church. “Where are you going at this 

time of the night?” someone asks. The girl seems upset. “I can’t continue this 

kind of life,” she replies. What does she mean? In church she is known as an 

active Christian, full of faith. More questions are asked, but the girl collapses. 

The visiting pastor is called. He kneels beside her and orders the devil to let her 

go.  

The girl regains consciousness and starts to tell a stunning story. “I am 

a Satanist, sent here to this all-night prayer to bring confusion,” she confesses. 

“I have been tormenting the resident minister, making him to fail to pray, and 

making his sermons dull so that his listeners will not become born-again, and 

those who have demons will not be delivered.” A crowd of eager listeners 

forms around the girl. “Remember the big accident on the road from Ndola to 

Kitwe?” she continues, “It was me who caused it.” The audience gasps. Several 

onlookers have lost relatives in this accident. Some start to cry. The girl goes 

on: “The Devil promised me that if I manage to kill 1,000 people, I will 

become a queen under the Indian Ocean. And in the physical world I will be a 

famous singer, like Nicki Minaj or Wiz Khalifa. Or I will get married to the 

president of any nation of my choice.”  

The visiting pastor starts praying for her again, trying to break the 

influence of the Devil over her. It takes hours, but at 5 AM the pastor declares 

her delivered, and the girl repents for her past as a Satanist. She is now, once 

more, a good Christian.
1
  

“Thought and talk about the devil seem to be on the increase in Africa,” 

Donal Cruise O’Brian wrote in a review article in 2000 (2000:520). 

Considering the discourse of Satanism in Zambia, this statement certainly rings 

                                                 
1 I thank Rev. Abbishai Mponda Phiri – who was among the attendants of the overnight prayer – for sharing 

this account with me.  
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true. According to an old English proverb, ‘Speak of the Devil, and he appears.’ 

In contemporary Zambia, many people are speaking about Satan and his human 

agents, the Satanists... at all-night prayers or other church meetings, but also in 

school or at the market, with friends or colleagues. In this dissertation I closely 

examine narratives and events related to Satanism to find out why they are such 

a ‘hot’ issue in Zambia. Before I introduce the problem statement I will give a 

broad sketch of the Zambian context in which these narratives and events occur. 

Zambia is a landlocked country in Southern Africa with a population of 

about 13 million and the size of – on a European scale – Poland, Germany, 

Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg together. From 1911 the territory 

was known as Northern Rhodesia; it took the name Zambia upon independence 

from British colonial rule in 1964. Economically, Zambia is heavily reliant on 

its natural resources, especially copper. The worldwide decline in copper prices 

that started in the 1970s proved to be a severe challenge. Until 1991, Zambia 

was a single-party state ruled by President Kenneth Kaunda. In 1990 the 

opposition against the ruling party grew stronger, inspired by food shortages 

and general economic decline. In 1991 Zambia became a multi-party 

democracy, and after peaceful elections a new political party came into power. 

Government-led economic reforms and an increase in the copper price have 

boosted economic growth since the 1990s. For the past ten years, Zambia has 

been one of the world’s fastest growing economies. That said, poverty is still 

widespread, with 60% of the population not having adequate income to meet 

their basic food requirements in 2010, especially in rural areas (CIA World 

Factbook 2015). In 2016, between slumping copper prices and power shortages, 

the economy again came under intense pressure (IMF 2016). 

The population of Zambia is ethnically diverse. Over seventy different 

languages or dialects are spoken by distinct ethnic groups. In urban areas the 

diversity of language is transcended by the use of a lingua franca: the main 

language for the capital, Lusaka, is Chinyanja; and Chibemba is spoken in the 

industrial Copperbelt. English is the official language used predominantly in 

newspapers and as one of the media of instruction in schools. Ethnic groups in 

Zambia have been studied by a number of renowned anthropologists – for 

example, Max Gluckman and Victor Turner – mainly from the Manchester 

School and working through the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute. In their 

ethnographies they mainly focused on a specific ethnic group: Gluckman wrote 

about the Barotse (1955); Audrey Richards about the Bemba (1982[1956]); 

Turner about the Ndembu (1957); Elizabeth Colson about the Tonga (1962); 
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and Max Marwick about the Chewa (1965).
2
 Meanwhile, other anthropologists 

in Zambia, such as Arnold Epstein, did pioneering work in urban anthropology 

(cf. Englund 2013:670).
3
 In more recent years, anthropologists in Zambia have 

investigated aspects of life in the ethnically diverse urban areas (see for 

example Ferguson 1999; Hansen 2000; Mildnerová 2015; Haynes 2017a), and 

others have emphasised the diversity within rural ethnic identities (for example 

Kirsch 2014). Stories and events connected to Satanism most often occur in 

urban areas, and are not related to a specific ethnic background. 

The Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life estimates that, in 2010, over 

95 percent of the Zambian population was Christian (2011).
4
 While 69.5% of 

Christians are Protestant, Roman Catholics form the largest single 

denomination (21.6%). Jehovah’s Witnesses and Seventh Day Adventists are 

significant Christian minorities. In Zambia African traditional religions are 

hardly seen as a viable alternative religious belonging. In the past decades, 

there has been a marked shift toward neo-Pentecostal Christianity in Zambia, 

encouraged by the declaration of the Second Republican President, Frederick 

Chiluba, in 1991 that Zambia is a Christian nation (Phiri 2003).  

Pentecostalism originated as an early twentieth century revival 

movement within Christianity. The history of Pentecostalism has been 

described as a succession of ‘waves’ or consecutive periods of growth, each 

with its own theological focus. In this brief introduction I will use this 

classification – although I am aware that it can be misleading from a global 

perspective, since outreaches from the different waves may reach a specific 

place at the same time (Anderson 2010:23). The first wave of Pentecostalism 

emphasises a personal relationship with God and the gifts of the Spirit, 

especially speaking in tongues. Churches based on this first wave of 

Pentecostalism are known as the classical Pentecostal churches (Anderson 

2013b:6f). These are present worldwide, including in Africa (Anderson 

2013a:114). African examples are the local churches within the worldwide 

fellowship of the Assemblies of God, which started its ministry in Africa in 

1914 (Kalu 2008:42), or the Church of Pentecost which was founded in Ghana 

in 1937.  

                                                 
2 For an overview of anthropological research in Zambia see Harri Englund’s article ‘Zambia at 50. The 
Rediscovery of Liberalism’ (2013.) 
3 For a discussion of urban anthropology on the Copperbelt in Zambia see James Ferguson’s Expectations of 

Modernity. Myths and Meaning of Urban Life on the Zambian Copperbelt (1998). 
4 Statistics on religion in Zambia vary. The CIA World Factbook gives the same numbers (2014), where Paul 

Gifford in 1998 gave an estimate of “75% Christian, 1% Muslim and 24% traditional believers” (1998:183) – 

without quoting a source. 
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The charismatic renewal movement which arose in the 1960s in both 

mainline Protestant and Roman Catholic churches is referred to as the second 

wave of Pentecostalism. Here focus shifted slightly from speaking in tongues to 

the gift of healing. Many charismatics did not leave their churches for 

Pentecostal denominations, but the development did boost missionary activity 

in mainline as well as Pentecostal churches. In Africa, the Deeper Life Bible 

Church, founded in Nigeria in 1973, is an example of a denomination with its 

roots in second wave Pentecostalism (Marshall 2009:69).  

In the third wave of Pentecostalism, which developed in the 1970s and 

1980s, the focus shifted to spiritual warfare and prosperity. Churches with their 

roots in this third wave are known as neo-Pentecostal churches, and in Africa 

the popularity of these churches has surpassed the older non-Pentecostal 

African Independent Churches or AICs, suggesting a new phase in the 

appropriation of Christianity in Africa (Meyer 2004:448). The development of 

neo-Pentecostalism in its African forms has been discussed by a number of 

scholars in recent years. For example, Ogbu Kalu (2008) and Kwabena 

Asamoah-Gyadu (2013) write about Pentecostalism in sub-Saharan Africa. 

Ruth Marshall (2009) and Nimi Wariboko (2014) focus especially on Nigeria, 

but their observations are relevant for a broader African context as well. In 

Zambia, neo-Pentecostal churches are mushrooming (Cheyeka, Hinfelaar & 

Udelhoven 2014). Many new neo-Pentecostal churches have been founded in 

Zambia since 1991, and several mainline Protestant churches, for example the 

United Church of Zambia (UCZ) and the Reformed Church in Zambia (RCZ), 

have experienced breakaways taking a more Pentecostal direction (Kangwa 

2016; Soko 2010). Monographs on neo-Pentecostalism in Zambia are rare, but 

important articles have been written on aspects of Pentecostal religiosity by 

Adriaan van Klinken (2012, 2014) and Naomi Haynes (2012, 2015, 2017b). 

Justo Mwale University, the institution where I teach, has contributed to the 

academic debate with two collections of articles on the implications of the 

popularity of neo-Pentecostalism for the older mission churches like the 

Reformed Church in Zambia and the Presbyterian churches (Kroesbergen 2013, 

2016).   

 It is against the backdrop of a growing but uncertain economy and a 

shift towards neo-Pentecostal theology that stories about Satanism started to 

spread. In both second and third wave Pentecostalism there is an emphasis on 

the threat formed by forces of evil (Marshall 2009:77). Testimonies about these 

forces are presented in churches and through religious media. This is the 
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context in which stories about Satanism spring up. Their dissemination through 

religious media lends these stories extra authority. As I will argue, within neo-

Pentecostalism, the conceptualisation of evil is influenced by global spiritual 

warfare theology (Beilby & Eddy 2012) as well as the changing reception of 

African traditions (Meyer 1999). Narratives about Satanism occur in different 

parts of sub-Saharan Africa, and have been analyzed by anthropologists and 

historians such as Birgit Meyer (1995, 1999), Jean and John Comaroff (1999), 

Misty Bastian (2001), Rosalind Hackett (2003), Stephen Ellis and Gerrie ter 

Haar (2004), Filip de Boeck and Marie-Françoise Plissart (2004), David 

Frankfurter (2006), and Ruth Marshall (2009). In most cases, the authors refer 

to narratives about Satanism in passing, and Satanism does not form the focal 

point of the books and articles. This dissertation seeks to help close that gap by 

focusing attention on a phenomenon that is relevant in the lives of many 

African Christians. 

 

Problem statement 

When I arrived in Zambia in 2011, I realised quickly how secularised my home 

country in Western Europe is. In the Netherlands, religion is a private matter, 

something that is not commonly discussed in the workplace or even among 

friends. In Zambia, on the other hand, religion is omnipresent. Stickers on 

busses and cars proclaim Bible verses and indicate which church the driver 

belongs to. On the radio, gospel music is the tune of the day. Events – both 

religious and secular in nature – start with prayer. People ask where you go to 

church; not going to church appears not to be an option. The Zambians I met 

seemed to connect everything, good as well as bad, with the supernatural. In 

the courses I taught about Religious Studies and Anthropology students shared 

stories about witches, about spirits, and about Satanists. These powers of evil 

were feared to be responsible for illness, accidents and even poverty.  

To my Western ears, all of this speaking about religion in general and 

about Satan in particular was bewildering. My initial interest in the topic of 

Satanism sprang from the lack of understanding I noticed on my part. How can 

people believe a twelve-year old girl who says that she has caused an accident 

while she was not even near the place where it happened? How is it possible 

that this girl believes this about herself? How can people take stories about 

Satanism seriously, so seriously even that sometimes riots erupt and services 

delivered by schools and hospitals are disrupted? Why do ministers give space 

to these stories in their religious services? These queries culminate in the 
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following question: What makes ex-Satanists and their audiences convinced 

that the Devil operates through Satanism and brings about evil and misfortune? 

 This question can be answered in a number of ways. From the start, 

there were three answers that I did not find wholly convincing. The first is that 

Zambians are convinced by stories about Satanism because they are somehow 

different from Westerners who do not believe in them. In the past, observers 

have frowned upon local African narratives because they were, in their eyes, 

uncivilised and incomprehensible. As Luise White (2000:14) writes about a 

legend of firemen stealing blood: “To European officials, these stories were 

proof of African superstition, and of the disorder that superstition so often 

caused. It was yet another groundless African belief, the details of which were 

not worth the recall of officials and observers.” Strange rumours and legends 

were discarded as irrelevant superstitions, or, if reported, used as an othering 

discourse proving a fundamental distinction between Europeans and Africans.  

This position has a long history in the anthropological study of African 

societies. The classical anthropology of the 19
th
 and early 20

th
 centuries mainly 

discussed the question of whether a worldview that incorporates witchcraft is 

rational or not (Moore & Sanders 2001b:2). Anthropologists following 

evolutionary theories like those developed by Lucien Lévi-Bruhl and James 

Frazer interpreted witchcraft and magic as a characteristic of primitive, pre-

logical thought, or as a misunderstanding of chains of cause and effect. In 

response to these theories, E.E. Evans-Pritchard argued that witchcraft 

functions within a coherent worldview, and can therefore not be discarded as 

irrational or mistaken. I agree with this stance toward narratives about 

witchcraft and Satanism. For me the fact that Zambians talk about witches and 

Satanists does not make them less developed, less advanced or less modern. In 

universities, hospitals, courts and parliament – places that could be labelled as 

‘modern’ – people talk about witches, Satanists, zombies and the like. Calling 

their narratives irrelevant, or those who share them backward, fails to 

appreciate the life-world of ordinary Zambians.  

 A second explanation for the presence of narratives about Satanism in 

contemporary Zambia is that people who confess that they have been Satanists 

are frauds, who make up a testimony to attract attention or to gain status. In 

some instances this could be the case. Some ex-Satanists give testimonies that 

repeat almost verbatim what other ex-Satanists have published in their 

testimonies. Getting airtime on radio or being the centre of attention in a church 

service can be a motivator to invent a story, and with so many examples of 
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testimonies readily available, all roughly following the same script, I am sure 

that many Zambians would be able to fabricate a story of their own.
5
  

However, speaking to self-proclaimed ex-Satanists has led me to reject 

this as a general explanation. I will give the example of the first ex-Satanist 

whom I interviewed. Her name was Grace, and she was not at all what I 

expected. I probably expected an ex-Satanist to be talkative, to be a person with 

a story to tell. Maybe not proud of what had happened, but at least proud of 

what they had become as a born-again Christian. To meet Grace, my research 

assistant and I went to a small provincial town in Zambia. My research 

assistant knew there were a lot of stories about Satanism going around in that 

town, and she knew people who were active in bringing back Satanists to 

Christianity. Grace was willing to come and meet us to share her story. Except 

that “willing” may not be the right word. It took us a morning of calling and 

driving around to finally meet the young woman in a church building. There 

she sat, silent, reluctant to meet my gaze. Grace spoke hesitantly, in an 

unemotional tone, about her attempts to kill relatives. This was not a girl with a 

sensational story to tell. Rather, she wanted to get the whole thing behind her 

and move on. She only accepted to be interviewed because she knew and 

trusted my research assistant. I noticed the same attitude in later interviews 

with other ex-Satanists. Without exception this was a difficult topic for them to 

speak about. They spoke reluctantly, fidgeting uneasily in their chairs. After 

meeting these ex-Satanists I became convinced that they were not frauds who 

make up a story to attract attention.  

 A third possible explanation for the occurrence of stories about 

Satanism is that the people who share these stories suffer from a mental illness 

that makes them see things that are not there or believe things that are not true. 

This explanation cannot be easily dismissed. Many elements of stories about 

Satanism are highly unlikely. The ex-Satanists that I have interacted with for 

this research are in majority young people, most commonly adolescent girls. 

They confess to causing many deaths, but they hardly seem capable of literally 

committing these crimes. Take for example the twelve-year-old girl at the 

beginning of this introduction, who said that she had caused a road accident. 

From a rational perspective, in contemporary Zambia, there are plenty other 

possible causes for unexpected deaths and road accidents that do not 

                                                 
5 In my research I have found several instances whereby testimonies build upon each other (see Chapter 1), 

and one instance in which a testimony was reproduced almost verbatim. I know of one youth who pretended 

to be a Satanist at a workshop about this topic, and was able to come up with a testimony on the spot.  
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necessitate invoking Satanism: roads and cars that are in a bad state, the 

prevalence of drunk driving, etcetera. Some elements in the stories of ex-

Satanists show intriguing similarities with psychiatric delusions – for example, 

like Zambian ex-Satanists, some of Sigmund Freud’s patients described acts of 

cannibalism and satanic rituals (Introvigne 2016:377). That self-proclaimed 

Satanists are mentally disturbed or ill may explain why they make strange 

claims. But what this explanation does not account for are the contents of their 

narratives, nor does it make clear why so many apparently “normal” and 

healthy people are fascinated by narratives about Satanism, wanting to hear 

them and spreading them by repeating accounts to their friends and relatives. 

Mental illness is therefore not a satisfactory explanation for the popularity of 

stories about Satanism. 

These explanations – Zambians take narratives about Satanism 

seriously because they are different from Westerners, ex-Satanists are frauds, 

or ex-Satanists are mentally ill – address the phenomenon of Satanism from 

different perspectives. What they have in common for me is that they can be 

used to quickly discard these hard-to-understand narratives as mere fantasies. 

The three explanations insufficiently attempt to understand narratives about 

Satanism on their own terms, as stories that are meaningful to ex-Satanists and 

their Zambian audiences. Rather than labelling these narratives as fantasies it is 

my aim in this dissertation to appreciate how ex-Satanists and Zambians 

understand them. Renouncing certain narratives as fantasies also may imply 

that they are inconsequential. But narratives about Satanism are not 

insignificant. Testimonies of ex-Satanists are given space in church services, 

and are broadcast by popular radio and TV stations. Religious proceedings are 

not the only instances where Zambians hear about Satanism. They watch 

movies from Nigeria or Ghana that visualise the powers of evil. On the market, 

in school, and among friends and colleagues, people share rumours and make 

accusations of involvement in Satanism.  

The effect of all of this speaking about Satan is significant. 

Sporadically, accusations of involvement in Satanism made against new 

churches or local businessmen lead to violence (cf. Kroesbergen-Kamps 2014). 

For example, in 2013 riots erupted in the provincial town of Katete after a 

schoolgirl was found murdered. The mob quickly decided that an ethnic Indian 

businessman had sacrificed her in a satanic ritual, and rumours spread that the 

businessman was found with a cooler box holding her body parts. Angry 

villagers threw stones and looted shops in the town’s business district. 
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Although most rumours do not lead to violence, they can disturb everyday life. 

A growing body of academic literature describes the unwillingness of 

Zambians to take part in medical trials because they fear that their blood will be 

used in rituals and they will be initiated into Satanism by participating (cf. 

Peeters Grietens et al 2014; Kingori et al 2010; Schumaker & Bond 2008; 

Geisler & Pool 2006).   

In recent years, the discourse of Satanism has branched out into other 

fields, most notably politics. Since a member of Parliament in 2011 during a 

church service confessed to having been a Satanist – he was sacked shortly 

after that – rumours about satanic politicians became quite common. Both the 

ruling party the Patriotic Front (PF) and the most vocal opposition leader, 

Hakainde Hichilema, from the United Party for National Development (UPND), 

have been associated with Satanism in the press by adherents of the opposing 

party. During the presidential election that became necessary after President 

Michael Sata’s death in 2014, some villagers refused to fill in forms at a voter 

education meeting for fear that signing would initiate them into Satanism.
6
 

Rumours of Satanism often spread in schools, sometimes leading to suspension 

of classes and dismissal of teachers.
7
  

In these examples, stories about Satanism disrupt medical, civic and 

educational activities. Testimonies and rumours fuel each other. Hearing 

testimonies can teach listeners to be on the lookout for Satanism in every 

context of their lives, and in places where many people talk about Satanism, 

new testimonies are likely to surface. What happened at the all-night prayer 

meeting is but a small feature of a larger discourse on Satan and Satanism in 

Zambia, which has wide implications and should not be easily discarded as 

backwardness, fraud or mental illness. 

 As I have argued, narratives about Satanism have significant 

consequences and, rather than being dispensed with as fantasies, should be 

investigated as stories that are meaningful to ex-Satanists and their Zambian 

audiences. The central question of this study is: What factors contribute to 

the persuasiveness of narratives about Satanism in contemporary Zambia? 

I use the term ‘narrative’ for various kinds of reports about Satanism in Zambia, 

including second-hand rumours, first-hand testimonies, and reports of both in 

                                                 
6 Lusaka Voice, 16/1/2015, ‘Villagers associate voter education with Satanism’; 

http://lusakavoice.com/2015/01/16/villagers-associate-voter-education-with-satanism/ 
7 For example: Muvi TV, 9/10/2014, ‘Chibelo primary school pupils in “Satanism” initiation’; 

http://www.muvitv.com/chibelo-primary-school-pupils-in-satanism-initiation/, and Times of Zambia, 

29/8/2014, ‘DC dismisses Satanism accusations against teachers’; http://www.times.co.zm/?p=32721.  

http://www.muvitv.com/chibelo-primary-school-pupils-in-satanism-initiation/
http://www.times.co.zm/?p=32721
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the media. These narratives are persuasive: they are spread and taken seriously, 

and for some they are reason to see themselves or others as possible Satanists. 

A satisfactory answer to the question of what makes these narratives so 

persuasive should take into account the motivations for individuals to label 

themselves as Satanists, as well as the reasons for audiences to take their claims 

seriously. Narratives about Satanism are meaningful in different circles of 

engagement: the individual who self-identifies as an ex-Satanist; the 

congregation where the ex-Satanist gives a testimony; the community in which 

accusations of Satanism are spread; and Zambian society as a whole. In this 

dissertation I look at the persuasiveness of narratives about Satanism for these 

different levels or circles of engagement.  

Furthermore, narratives need to be understood in the context of the 

dynamics of the society in which they occur. A wider view of the society in 

which testimonies arise is therefore necessary. Cultural conventions can make a 

narrative plausible: Satanism can only be taken seriously if the stories that 

circulate about it are, to their audiences, imaginable. At the same time, changes 

and tensions in a society can explain why certain storylines and images in 

narratives suddenly become more or less popular. This dissertation therefore 

tries to understand narratives about Satanism in their cultural and social context.  

An investigation into the persuasiveness of narratives about Satanism 

furthers our understanding of why stories about Satanists, witches and other 

hidden agencies are so persistent. After the 1970s, anthropologists seemed to 

avoid the topic of witchcraft (Geschiere 1997:215). The expectation was 

widely held that under the influence of modernity, witchcraft would cease to 

play an important role in African societies. This, however, has not happened. 

On the contrary: witchcraft and related issues such as Satanism seem to be 

more openly discussed and publicised, in urban as well as in rural areas. If we 

want to understand how living in a contemporary urban setting goes together 

with seeing the world as populated with witches, Satanists and other hidden 

agencies, we need to be able to see the world through the eyes of ordinary 

Zambians.  

Narratives form an excellent point of entry to understand how people 

see and experience the world. Since the 1960s, there has been a growing 

interest in narratives in the social sciences. Sharing stories is a quintessentially 

human activity – so much so that human beings may well be characterised as 

“homo narrans” (Koschorke 2012). Narratives have been used to investigate 

the perspective on the world of disenfranchised groups like women, labourers 
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and inmates, and in that way produce counter-narratives to generalising social 

theories (cf. Maynes, Pierce & Laslett 2008:1). Also, a focus on narratives 

helps to bridge the gap between macro and micro levels of analysis, because 

important developments on the level of society are reflected in the stories 

people tell. These stories are not merely personally relevant. They also show 

the understanding of the world that is particular to a specific context (cf. 

Somers 1994), because our knowledge and our understanding of the world and 

ourselves depends on the story lines that are available in our time and place. 

This approach has been used by, for example, Luise White (2000), who 

investigates what rumours about blood-stealing firemen say about the 

experience of colonialism, and Patricia Turner (1993), who discusses urban 

legends shared by African-Americans as an expression of social instability. In 

this dissertation I investigate the persuasiveness of narratives about Satanism to 

understand how ordinary Zambians understand their lives and their place in the 

world.  

 

The study of witchcraft and Satanism in Africa 

In this section my aim is to position this research within the existing literature 

on Satanism and similar topics in Africa. Only two authors have written 

extensively about Satanism in Zambia, though from different perspectives than 

mine. The theologian and social anthropologist Bernhard Udelhoven has been a 

keen observer and interpreter of Zambian accounts of Satanism since the mid-

2000s. In 2015 he published Unseen Worlds. Dealing with Spirits, Witchcraft 

and Satanism. As the title suggests, the focus of this book is on how to deal 

with or help those who feel affected by Satanism, witchcraft and possession. 

Although this is not my goal, I will use Udelhoven’s work because it contains 

many astute descriptions and insights about the characteristics and history of 

Satanism in Zambia.  

The second author, Joseph Hachintu, wrote his PhD thesis in Religious 

Studies on the prevalence of Satanism in Zambia’s Kabwe district (2013). 

Hachintu tries to establish to what extent narratives about Satanism are related 

to the presence of actual Satanists in Kabwe district. He concludes that most 

narratives are fabrications, – or, at best, doubtful incidents – or non-local 

narratives related to a nationwide satanic scare. A few incidents, generally 

connected to ritual murders, could suggest the prevalence of Satanism in 

Kabwe district. A problem with Hachintu’s thesis is that he does not 

distinguish Satanism in Zambia from Satanism in the West, nor does he make a 
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distinction between the claims of religious Satanists and the claims of anti-

Satanist movements. In my opinion, both distinctions are essential for a proper 

understanding of Satanism in Zambia. In this dissertation I will try to avoid this 

confusion by presenting potential meanings of the term Satanism and the way 

they relate to Satanism in Zambia in Chapter 1. 

From a theoretical perspective, the study of Satanism in Zambia is 

related to what has been called the ‘witchcraft and modernity’ approach. 

Witchcraft is one of the classic anthropological topics. The history of the 

anthropology of witchcraft in Africa shows a number of different approaches.
8
 

However, after the 1970s, the expectation was widely held that under the 

influence of modernity, witchcraft would cease to play an important role in 

African societies, and anthropologists lost some interest in the topic. From the 

1990s onwards, however, anthropologists have seemed to realise that the 

disappearance of witchcraft will not happen any time soon, and a new 

anthropological perspective emerged, connecting witchcraft and modernity. 

The volume Modernity and Its Malcontents. Ritual and Power in Postcolonial 

Africa (1993a), edited by Jean and John Comaroff is often cited as a first 

inspiration for this new approach. Peter Geschiere’s The Modernity of 

Witchcraft. Politics and the Occult in Postcolonial Africa (1997) is another 

book that is credited as the beginning of this new perspective. Since the 1990s, 

a number of publications have combined modernity and witchcraft or related 

phenomena in their titles, for example the edited volumes Spirit Possession. 

Modernity & Power in Africa (Behrend & Luig 1999a), Magical 

Interpretations, Material Realities. Modernity, Witchcraft and the Occult in 

Postcolonial Africa (Moore & Sanders 2001a), The Power of the Occult in 

Modern Africa. Continuity and Innovation in the Renewal of African 

Cosmologies (Kiernan 2006a).  

The approach that brings together witchcraft and modernity in a 

positive manner gained enough popularity to become known as the ‘witchcraft 

and modernity paradigm’ – although this label was used more by its opponents 

than by its advocates.
9
 According to this new approach, modernity does not 

                                                 
8 For an overview of the anthropological perspectives on witchcraft in Africa see Moore & Sanders 2001b, 

Ashforth 2005:111-121, and Geschiere 1997:215-223. 
9 In 1997 Peter Geschiere writes that it “is, as yet, too early to say whether a dominant paradigm […] is 

emerging” (1997:222). It may not have been his intention, but Geschiere’s musings about a coming new 

paradigm in the study of witchcraft seems to have worked as a self-fulfilling prophecy: after Geschiere’s 
book, the ideas of anthropologists who linked witchcraft to the modern condition became known as the 

‘modernity of witchcraft’ or ‘witchcraft and modernity’ paradigm. In a later article, Geschiere seems 

unhappy with this terminology (2006:67): “[I]t is to be hoped that this conceptual link will not be fossilised 
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necessarily mean that traditions are discarded, and the prevalence of witchcraft 

in the contemporary age is an example of that. Tradition is not static but fluid. 

It is part of a stream of history, changing and adapting to new circumstances. 

When the context of a worldview that incorporates witchcraft changes, that 

worldview will also change. This means that witchcraft does not necessarily 

disappear under the influence of modernity – although it may acquire new 

forms and associations. Furthermore, Africans are not just passive recipients of 

global processes; rather, they have the agency to make their own choices and 

decisions. Anthropology nowadays emphasises that modernity is more than a 

Western export article, unchanged in the hands of its new owners. Modernity in 

an African country is possibly different from modernity in Europe, and it may 

well include the belief in witchcraft (cf. Appadurai 1996; Eisenstadt 2000). 

 In the following, I will discuss three strands within the ‘witchcraft and 

modernity’ approach. According to this approach, witchcraft and modernity are 

related. But how exactly? This question is rarely systematically addressed. 

Between authors, the opinions seem to differ; even within the works of one 

author the relation between witchcraft and modernity can be described in 

strikingly different terms. In the literature that uses the ‘witchcraft and 

modernity’ mode of analysis, I distinguish three broad ways to speak about the 

relationship between witchcraft and modernity.  

 The first is a simple observation: witchcraft is in modernity. In other 

words, the fear of witchcraft does not disappear under conditions of modernity. 

In the city, in parliament, in hospitals and universities – which all can be 

described as apogees of modernity – people speak about witchcraft and fear its 

powers. As Geschiere puts it (1997:3): “[R]umors and practices related to the 

occult forces abound in the more modern sectors of society.” Several authors 

state that witchcraft is on the increase – although this is hard to measure (see, 

for example, De Boeck & Plissart 2004:158; Geschiere 1997:216; 2015:2; 

Moore & Sanders 2001b:2). Talk about witchcraft definitely seems to be 

increasingly out in the open, for example through popular newspapers 

recounting the stories that are shared in African rumour mills (cf. Bastian 2001, 

2003; Geschiere 2006:48). The current narratives about witches and other 

spiritual forces incorporate contemporary or modern items. Behrend and Luig 

give a number of examples from possession narratives (1999b:xiii): “[W]e find 

Christian spirits named Hitler and Mussolini or King Bruce after Bruce Lee, 

                                                                                                                       
in a new ‘paradigm’, as some critics pretend.” Rather it should leave space for a dynamic and heterogeneous 

perspective on both witchcraft and modernity. 
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the Kung-Fu actor, in a pantheon of new Christian holy spirits in Northern 

Uganda [… and] in Central Africa we find spirits of aeroplanes, engines, 

guitars and angels...” New or modern elements of life are thus incorporated in 

African worldviews or imaginaries of spiritual power. 

 In Africa, witchcraft is a system of meaning that bears especially upon 

uncertainties surrounding power and inequality. If, in a context where this 

system of meaning is present, globalisation or new inequalities caused by the 

workings of the global market become prominent, the discourse of witchcraft 

will be activated. According to Peter Geschiere (1997:221): “[I]t is precisely 

because witchcraft addresses uncertainty that it remains the preferred discourse 

for interpreting modern changes.” And James Kiernan (2006b:4) states – in a 

quite patronising manner: “While the majority of Africans may lack 

understanding of the global market-place and the politics of the nation state, 

they are not entirely bereft of intellectual resources for making sense of their 

own experience of the debilitating effects of these phenomena. For this, they 

have in the occult a ready-made repertoire of beliefs, ideas and techniques to 

give meaning to their predicament.” Witchcraft has always given meaning to 

misfortune and inequality. In the contemporary context, witchcraft still 

functions as an explanation for these human experiences, even though now they 

are caused by global forces.
10

 

 The relationship between witchcraft and modernity in these examples 

seems to be incidental rather than structural. The second way of speaking about 

witchcraft and modernity takes the relation to a new level. Witchcraft is not 

only in modernity, but intrinsically of modernity. The new occupation with 

elements of modernity changes the discourse of witchcraft in important ways. 

Narratives about witches and related phenomena start to use the language of the 

market. Geschiere (2006) describes new and popular narratives about 

witchcraft, which speak about a debt that can be redeemed by selling relatives 

to acquire wealth – which is conceptualised as modern consumer goods. Also, 

the scale on which witches operate increases – “witchcraft has proven to be 

every bit as expansive and protean as modernity itself” (Comaroff & Comaroff 

1999:286). Where previously witchcraft operated within the intimacy of the 

village, new forms of witchcraft find victims on a global scale – although some 

connection to intimate relations is generally still present (Geschiere 2013:49f). 

Another increase of scale can be found in the association of witchcraft and 

                                                 
10 This argument is similar to the relation between African traditions and Christianity described by some 

scholars, whereby conversion to Christianity leaves African “maps of the universe” intact.  
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other spiritual forces with the Devil. This makes witchcraft, especially in neo-

Pentecostal churches, “part of a cosmic battle between God and the devil” 

(Geschiere 2013:182f). 

 The modern condition is received with ambiguity. Narratives about 

witches, Satanists or zombies enable people to “cope with the modern changes” 

(Geschiere 2006:60), and especially to deal with the ambivalences of living 

under conditions of modernity. Modernity brings new opportunities for wealth, 

for travel, and for consumption and luxury. These opportunities are regarded 

with desire, but also inspire fear. About new, luxurious consumer goods, that 

are suspected as well as coveted, Meyer writes (1998a:770f): “The 

pentecostalist discourse on consumption clearly addresses not only the dangers 

and possibilities of consumption, but also offers a virtual space – a dreamland 

located at the bottom of the ocean – to dream about its forbidden pleasures 

which defy any rational, utilitarian stance.” In testimonies, ex-Satanists 

describe in great detail a satanic realm at the bottom of the ocean in which 

consumer goods are produced and modern technologies are used to track and 

influence their buyers. These testimonies allow their audiences to indulge in 

their desire for these same goods and technologies. At the same time, they are 

placed at a safe distance by condemning them (Meyer 2001:121f): “By 

encountering this narrative in the framework of the Christian imaginary space, 

members can safely fantasize about and face their hidden desires of unlimited 

greed and selfishness without actually giving in to them.” David Frankfurter 

(2006) refers to such narratives as “spectacles of inversion” in which the 

transgression of taboos can be enjoyed in a harmless fashion. The taboos in a 

society are enforced by these spectacles, because the meaning of the narrative 

presupposes a shared knowledge of these taboos. At the same time the 

transgressions are enacted with desirable splendour. In Frankfurter’s words 

(2006:158): “Thus representations of inversion […] provide opportunities to 

fantasize transgressive delights (or ‘worst possible behaviour’) in a form that is 

safely relegated to a realm of evil.” By expressing the ambivalence of fears and 

desires inspired by modernity, narratives about witchcraft and Satanism help 

audiences to handle their own feelings towards the modern world. 

 Narratives about witchcraft can be interpreted as symbolic critiques of 

the modern condition. According to Moore and Sander’s description, 

“witchcraft is not only implicated in and moulded by the global system; it goes 

further, according to some analysts, and provides a metacommentary on the ill-

doings of capitalism and globalization” (2001b:14). When Africans are, for 
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example, telling stories about zombies, according to Jean and John Comaroff 

they are actually expressing their experiences of dispossession: “Zombie 

production is thus an apt image of the inflating occult economies of 

postcolonial Africa, of their ever more brutal forms of extraction” (1999:299). 

Luise White gives a similar reading of stories about firemen and ambulances, 

driving around at night to steal blood (2000:34): “I think bloodsucking by 

public employees is a fairly obvious metaphor for state-sponsored extractions”. 

In the modern economic and social climate, Africans feel exploited and jealous 

of those few that are somehow able to acquire wealth, and the narratives about 

witchcraft and related phenomena are ways to express this. 

 A third way to describe the relation between witchcraft and modernity 

turns the tables. Instead of saying that witchcraft is in some way connected to 

modernity, it states that modernity can be perceived as some kind of witchcraft. 

Witchcraft and modernity may penetrate an individual’s life in a similar way. 

Both presume the existence of hidden forces shaping human life. Geschiere, for 

example, sees a clear analogy between the experience of witchcraft and the 

experience of modernity (2006:61): “It imposes an opening, often forcefully, 

that seems to drain the life-force from the local community – think of all the 

coercive recruitment of labour during both colonial and post-colonial times – 

but it simultaneously opens up new horizons for self-promotion and individual 

ambition.” Witchcraft takes away the life-force of its victims, and, as Geschiere 

shows, so do contemporary economic conditions. At the same time, witchcraft 

can promise the acquisition of individual wealth, just like wealth may be 

acquired in the modern market economy, whereby the workings of witchcraft 

and the economy are equally unclear. Meyer makes a similar point in an article 

on Pentecostal narratives about dangerous, satanic commodities (1998a:764f):  

By representing the market as a domain of possible activities of 

Satan’s agents, and themselves as capable of providing adequate 

protection against these powers, they confirm people’s fear that 

trade is a dangerous and insecure affair – a fear which is, of course, 

very much to the point since global trade works according to laws 

which are not transparent from a local perspective, but which 

nevertheless have very real (and often negative) consequences for 

one’s own business. 

Like witchcraft, the workings of modernity are often hidden and not transparent. 

In this context, Comaroff and Comaroff speak of “the enchantments of 
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modernity” (1999:278), and Geschiere (2001:32) of “enchanted modernity”.
11

  

 Seeing modernity as witchcraft is not limited to an African context. 

Several authors give examples of “enchanted modernities” in other localities 

(cf. Comaroff & Comaroff 1999:281) This line of argument helps to counter 

mechanisms of othering and exotisation that are often present in Western 

thought about Africa. Peter Pels, for example, states in his introduction to a 

volume on magic and modernity (2003:16): “[I]t is not just in the ‘Third World,’ 

but in global culture in general, that the problem of the containment of human 

dealings with the occult turns out to be inherent to modern societies.” In the 

same volume, Peter Geschiere (2003) makes an analogy between the role of 

African witch doctors and American spin doctors, showing that politics in the 

USA are just as enchanted as African politics. In a similar vein, Moore and 

Sanders (2001b:1f) start their introduction of a volume on modernity, 

witchcraft and the occult in postcolonial Africa with an excursus into 

spiritualism and New Age thought in the UK. In all of these examples, what 

happens in Africa is made to look more normal by revealing analogies to 

occurrences closer to the context of a presumed audience. 

 How does my research fit within the ‘witchcraft and modernity’ 

approach? A first aspect of my position concerns the use of general concepts. 

Critics have objected to both the use of the term witchcraft or occult (Ranger 

2007, Ter Haar & Ellis 2009) and the term modernity (Englund & Leach 2000). 

In my view, we need general terms like witchcraft and modernity, but should 

be attentive to their meaning in a given local context. I will clarify this 

statement below.  

Authors within the ‘witchcraft and modernity’ approach have 

attempted to introduce the broader concept of the ‘occult’ to cover witchcraft as 

well as similar phenomena. Witchcraft has long since been a contested term. It 

is an English term, with its own history, that is used as a translation for a 

variety of African vernacular words. Two important problems in translation are, 

first, that there are meanings inherent to the English word that are absent in the 

vernacular, and, second, that there are meanings inherent to the vernacular lost 

in the translation to the English word. Also, in contemporary Africa there are 

phenomena – such as Satanism – that have clear resemblances to witchcraft but 

are not necessarily called witchcraft on the ground. Therefore, some authors 

                                                 
11 Speaking about ‘enchanted modernity’ or the ‘enchantments of modernity’ is of course a reference to Max 
Weber, who in his work claims that modernity will bring about rationalization, secularization and 

disenchantment. This disenchantment or loss of the spiritual dimension seems not to be happening in 

contemporary Africa.  
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have argued for the use of a more broad term like the occult.  

 The first social scientists writing about Africa to specifically employ 

the term occult, starting in the late 1980s, was a group of scholars writing about 

Cameroon. Fisiy, Geschiere, Rowlands and Warnier all make use of the term, 

in various collaborated articles. In their discussion of “Sorcery, power and the 

modern state in Cameroon” (1988), Rowlands and Warnier seem to refer to 

‘occult powers’ out of a dissatisfaction with the classic distinction between 

sorcery (as beneficent medicine) and witchcraft (as maleficent psychic power). 

Their designation ‘occult powers’ is deliberately ambiguous, glossing over 

boundaries between sorcery and witchcraft (1988:131n).  

 A slightly different dissatisfaction motivates Fisiy and Geschiere (1990) 

to choose the term occult: “There is good reason to question whether terms like 

‘sorcery’, ‘witchcraft’, or the French ‘sorcellerie’ are good translations of the 

African terms. In many instances these Western terms have highly pejorative 

overtones which do not do justice to the African terms. Often, a more neutral 

translation like ‘occult forces’ is to be preferred” (1990: 136n). In practice, the 

authors use ‘the occult’ or ‘occult forces’ as a synonym for both witchcraft and 

sorcery. Geschiere explains in his most recent monograph Witchcraft, Intimacy 

and Trust. Africa in Comparison that he does not limit himself to the “more 

neutral notion” of occult forces (2013:6), because in the society itself terms like 

‘witchcraft’ and ‘sorcery’ are used. So the first authors to widely use the term 

‘occult’ did so because they needed a concept that conveyed that the topic they 

are writing about is wider and more ambiguous than specific definitions of 

witchcraft or sorcery. In the end they were not very rigorous in their choice of 

terminology: they kept using all of the concepts under discussion 

interchangeably. Witchcraft and the occult are used as umbrella terms for a 

range of similar phenomena. For example, Comaroff and Comaroff (1999) join 

witchcraft, organ trafficking, zombies, Satanism, and more in their analysis of 

“occult economies”. 

 Geschiere et al. started using the term occult as a neutral term that is 

more vague and ambiguous than the concepts of witchcraft and sorcery. 

However, the history of the term occult shows that it is not neutral at all. Over 

time, ‘the occult’ became a designation for anything that is not accepted as 

mainstream science, nor as established religion. Scholars of western 

esotericism like Wouter Hanegraaff state that ‘the occult’ in general should be, 

like ‘magic’ and ‘superstition’, rejected as a viable analytical concept: “[T]hey 

are wholly unsuitable as neutral instruments in scholarly interpretation: they 
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belong to the category of value judgments and political Kampfbegriffe (battle 

concepts), not of valid ‘etic’ terminology” (Hanegraaff 2012:157).  

Criticism of the term occult comes from within African studies as well. 

Ellis and Ter Haar (2009) point out that authors in African studies generally do 

not define what they mean by ‘occult’. In line with Hanegraaff, they argue that 

using the word ‘occult’ is a way to set apart aspects of religion that we think 

harmful, adverse or unacceptable: “the concept of ‘the occult’ may be seen to 

be a recent addition to the stock of labels designating those aspects of African 

religion that observers find bizarre, distasteful, or, in any event, that they do not 

consider to be part of any ‘true’ religion” (2009:402). Witchcraft is known to 

be a problematic term. But introducing the term occult in African studies as a 

solution does not seem to work.
12

 In this thesis I will use the term witchcraft 

when I am writing about Zambian traditional ideas about witchcraft. If there is 

need to refer to a wider complex of phenomena, this will be done by speaking 

of ‘witchcraft and related phenomena’ – as I have done throughout this 

introduction. Use of the term occult as an analytical concept will be avoided. 

Like witchcraft and the occult, modernity is a concept that has 

generated much debate, as I will clarify below.  The scholars who analyse the 

modernity of witchcraft reject modernisation theory and its evolutionist 

implications of a shared goal for all societies. Rather, they follow scholars like 

Arjun Appadurai, who argue that different societies make modernity their own 

in different ways. Therefore it is common to speak about multiple modernities 

(cf. Comaroff & Comaroff 1993:xi). Modernity in the ‘modernity of witchcraft’ 

approach is a fluid and diverse phenomenon. However, when speaking about 

modernity a limited number of processes is referred to: politics in the 

postcolonial nation-state, neo-liberal market economy, individualisation, and to 

a lesser extent urbanisation. Different authors focus on different aspects of 

modernity and their relation to conceptions of witchcraft and related 

phenomena. I will give a few examples, although this list is by no means 

exhaustive. In The Modernity of Witchcraft (1997), Peter Geschiere shows how 

narratives about witchcraft are entwined with anticipations towards politicians 

and the government. Comaroff and Comaroff (1999) link experiences of 

disillusionment and exploitation in the current economic climate to stories 

about zombies who are forced to work in the fields of their owners. For Birgit 

Meyer (1995, 1998b, 1999, 2001) encounters with witchcraft and the Devil are 

                                                 
12 The situation is different if on the ground the term occult is frequently used. In that case, like witchcraft, it 

cannot be avoided as an emic term. In Zambia, unlike for example Ghana, this is not the case. 



26 
 

opportunities to cut stifling ties with relatives in favour of individuality. 

According to Julien Bonhomme (2012), stories about penis-snatching represent 

the dark side of the anonymity in African cities. In all of these cases, discourses 

about witchcraft and similar phenomena, which are rooted in traditional culture, 

help people to cope with consequences of globalisation in what is also called 

the ‘domestication of modernity’ (Geschiere & Rowlands 1996). 

The analytic value of the concept of multiple modernities can be 

questioned, as Comaroff and Comaroff already acknowledge in the 

introduction to a collection of articles on modernity and its malcontents 

(1993:xii): “Looked at up close, then, modernity itself all too rapidly melts into 

the air. As an analytic term, it becomes especially vague when dislodged from 

the ideal-typical, neo-evolutionary theoretical frame that classically encased 

it...” Multiple modernities means that modernity has its own characteristics 

depending on the context in which it is adapted. But if a concept can mean any 

number of things in any number of places, its meaning is in peril of becoming 

elusive rather than elucidating.  

Another issue with the concept of modernity is that modernity is a 

word that is used not only in academic texts, but in the field as well. In 

Expectations of Modernity (1998:84f), James Ferguson describes his surprise 

upon finding that mineworkers on the Zambian Copperbelt use precisely those 

teleological distinctions between tradition and modernity that anthropologists 

are trying to avoid nowadays. In their introduction to a volume about 

modernity in Africa, Geschiere, Meyer and Pels (2008:1) note a similar trend: 

“While scholars were busy discrediting modernization theory, ‘becoming 

modern’ became part of African vocabularies, mobilized so as to articulate 

contemporary experiences.” These interactions between etic and emic discourse 

should be acknowledged. 

Problems of definition are not new or unique within anthropology or 

religious studies. The concepts that anthropologists of religion use to order and 

interpret what is happening in the field are notoriously hard to pin down in a 

short definition that everyone agrees upon – the most famous example of this 

case is probably the inability to define religion. We all use terms like modernity 

and religion, and agree that there are recurrent core elements, but there is no 

agreement on whether there is a single defining essence, or, if not, what should 

belong to the list of core elements. A rejection of all general concepts does not 

seem to be productive. I agree with Meyer that “[h]ighly diverse societies may 

still face similar challenges” (2009:413) – meaning that different contexts can 
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be compared and general statements can be made about their development. A 

shared conceptual framework is necessary to do this. Without concepts that 

transcend local contexts academic knowledge and debate in the broad field of 

religious studies would be unfeasible. Therefore, the use of general terms like 

witchcraft and modernity as concepts for analysis is a necessity for academic 

understanding. Researchers should, however, be attentive to their meaning in a 

given local context. 

A second element of my position in the academic debate surrounding 

witchcraft and modernity is my view that contemporary developments do 

influence how people think and speak about issues like witchcraft. Witchcraft 

and similar phenomena are part of contemporary life-worlds across Africa, and 

this in modernity, as several authors discussed above have shown. People in 

contemporary Zambia live in a world with witches, and with capitalism, nation 

states and the internet. Even in urban regions witchcraft and other forms of 

human manipulation of spiritual forces – like Satanism, or zombies – are 

central aspects of the popular imagination and everyday experience.  

Witchcraft also seems to intimately respond to modern conditions, and 

can therefore be said to be of modernity. Anthropologist Stephen Ellis (1989) 

argues that ‘tuning in to pavement radio’ is especially important in African 

studies, because in Africa written sources are scarce, official news-channels are 

inadequate, and oral information is – unlike in Western countries – perceived 

as credible. Rumours are told on the streets, but are shared as well in elite 

circles (Ellis & Ter Haar 2004:25). Where oral communication is predominant, 

focusing on what passes through word of mouth is a necessity to gauge the 

public opinion. Which rumours and legends people deem worthy to repeat can 

tell us something about the world as it is experienced by ordinary people. 

Social conditions that inspire rumours about evil conspiracies that are 

comparable to narratives about Satanism, are inexplicable events – 

unforeseeable, extreme misfortune or disaster – but also the confrontation with 

the forces of globalisation. These narratives arise in circumstances of social 

stress, of social problems that urgently require attention. Terrorism, 

immigration and international trade are examples of contemporary 

developments and social problems that are reflected in Western rumours and 

urban legends (cf. Fine & Ellis 2010). In the Zambian context the development 

of a market economy, a shift towards personal agency and individualism, and 

the expectations of modernity can be identified as significant developments. 

Narratives are, however, not told with the intention of reflecting 
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contemporary developments, and therefore an effort should be made to 

understand them on their own terms as well. In my view, the ‘witchcraft and 

modernity’ approach tends to fall short in this respect. As I have shown above, 

some authors present narratives about witchcraft as a metacommentary on the 

challenges of modernity (Moore & Sanders 2001b:14). From this perspective, 

for example, stories about zombies and fire-men who steal blood are seen as 

metaphors for an unfair economic situation (cf. Comaroff & Comaroff 1999 

and White 2000). In my occupation as lecturer in Anthropology and Religious 

Studies I have introduced these ideas to my students. The students are 

intimately familiar both with the kinds of stories in which zombies, witches and 

Satanists figure, and with the developments that authors like the Comaroffs and 

White connect to these stories. And, yet, these students do not see the 

connection between the stories and the developments in this way.
13

 According 

to my students, by interpreting narratives as expressing concerns about 

modernity in a figurative way, the ‘witchcraft and modernity’ approach is 

missing the point.  

Perhaps an example can clarify my students’ feelings. If people start 

building wall fences around their houses, an observer may say that this says 

something about a perception of insecurity; or about the importance of the 

home as a secure space; or about creating clear boundaries between private and 

public spaces; or about a lifestyle that is less oriented toward communal living 

and is more individualistic in nature. All of these things make interesting 

hypotheses for further research. But for the people who build the wall fence 

around their house, the main reason is not to make a point about private spaces 

and individualism, but to keep criminals out. In a similar way, people in 

Zambia are afraid of witches, zombies and Satanists because to them they – 

like the criminals for the one who builds a wall fence – are a real threat. 

Tensions surrounding economic inequality are real too, but stories about 

witches, zombies and Satanists cannot be reduced to these things. The intention 

with which narratives are shared should be acknowledged, so that stories can 

be understood on their own terms as well.  

In this dissertation it is my objective to understand the persuasiveness 

                                                 
13 This is not to say that a population under study – in this case ordinary Zambians – should always agree 

with the outcome of the research. Other theories and concepts, for example ‘toxic masculinity’, led to lively 

discussions about how masculinity is perceived in southern African societies and what good or bad effects 
this has. But whenever I introduced theories that connected stories to developments in the direct way of some 

of the authors in the ‘witchcraft and modernity’ approach, the response was a blank stare and a feeling of 

disconnection.  
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of narratives about Satanism from the perspective of their narrators and 

audiences, without portraying these as primitive or backward, and without 

taking narratives as intentional allegories of the modern condition. Beyond the 

understanding of the narratives according to their narrators and audiences, it is 

my aim to show what effects narratives about Satanism have in the religious 

setting in which they are presented, and in the local community where they are 

shared and inspire action. Lastly, I aim to analyse how narratives reflect 

changes in Zambian society, thereby deepening the academic understanding of 

life and its challenges in developing African countries. The ‘witchcraft and 

modernity’ approach discussed in the literature review is especially useful for 

this last objective. 

 

Plan of the dissertation 

This introduction started with a glimpse of what Satanism in Zambia looks like. 

There is, however, much more to describe before I can start analysing this 

phenomenon. In Chapter 1 I will give a more extensive characterisation of 

Zambian Satanism. For the definition of what Satanism in Zambia means, it is 

also important to look at differences and similarities with Satanism in the West. 

In the second part of Chapter 1, I will discuss my theoretical and 

methodological approach towards the narratives about Satanism in Zambia, 

introducing the concept of the imaginary as well as narrative theory. At this 

point I will also explain how I have collected narratives about Satanism in 

Zambia, and note which infrastructures make the spread of narratives possible.  

 Chapter 2 sees the persuasiveness of narratives about Satanism as lying 

in their plausibility. Sociologist Gary Fine and folklorist Bill Ellis (2010) point 

out that plausibility is an important characteristic of a successful rumour. A 

rumour that is obviously untrue will not spread. Satanism can only be 

perceived as a reality if the stories that circulate about it are, to their audiences, 

somehow conceivable. Chapter 2 argues that narratives about Satanism are 

linked to other narratives popular in contemporary Zambia. Some of these 

narratives have their roots in traditional notions of witchcraft and spirit 

possession; others are connected to the dissemination of spiritual warfare 

theology. This chapter sets the stage for the different forms of narrative 

production encountered in the next chapters. 

 The next chapters analyse the persuasiveness of narratives for different 

circles of engagement: for the individual who claims to have been a Satanist; 

for the pastor and the congregation where testimonies of Satanism are shared; 
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for local communities in which people are accused of Satanism; and for 

Zambian society as a whole. In Chapter 3 the focus is on the individuals who 

give their testimonies, claiming previous involvement in Satanism. How does a 

girl like the twelve-year-old at the all-night prayer meeting come to see her 

experiences as involvement in Satanism? In other words: Through what process 

does an individual accept the discourse of Satanism as a personal narrative? 

Chapter 3 discusses the persuasiveness of the discourse of Satanism to 

individuals living in present-day Zambia, and connects their life stories to 

developments in society. 

Pastors frequently give ex-Satanists a platform to share their testimony. 

Often their involvement with ex-Satanists goes even beyond that: the pastor is 

closely involved in the production of testimonies from the moment that a 

connection with Satanism is detected. What is the appeal of the discourse of 

Satanism for pastors, and what is their role in the production of testimonies? 

This is the central question of Chapter 4. Production here refers to both the 

development of the testimony and its staging in a church service. The chapter 

argues that testimonies are evidence for the theology of spiritual warfare in 

which the pastors operate. They are also proof for the power of the pastor as 

man of God: they show that he is able to protect from harm and fight evil.
14

 

Pastors and ex-Satanists are co-producers of testimonies.  

In contemporary Zambia, the discourse of Satanism is well-known. It 

has become part of the common knowledge in society. A full account of what 

Satanists do is not necessary any more; just referring to Satanism is enough. 

Rumours sometimes include referrals to the discourse of Satanism. If a young 

girl goes missing, it is enough to cry “Satanism!”, and the audience will ‘know’ 

exactly what happened to the girl, and often even who the culprit is. Chapter 5 

looks at the social situations in which rumours of Satanism lead to civil unrest. 

Like accusations of witchcraft, accusations of Satanism point to tensions in 

local communities. In these local communities the discourse of Satanism can 

inspire action, like riots and acts of violence against businessmen or churches. 

In Chapter 5, it is discussed how the discourse of Satanism becomes content for 

groups or professionals to promote their own objectives. 

Popular narratives reflect developments in the wider society. In 

Chapter 6 the persuasiveness of narratives about Satanism is discussed in the 

                                                 
14 There are women of God as well in Zambia, but not that many. Also, they are, as far as I have been able to 

establish, not as actively engaged with narratives about Satanism as the male pastors mentioned in this 

dissertation.  
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context of changes in society such as modernisation and globalisation. These 

changes give hope for a better future, but at the same time they are perceived as 

threats. In testimonies this ambiguity is reflected and explored. Together, these 

seven chapters show what factors contribute to persuasiveness of the discourse 

of Satanism in contemporary Zambia on different levels: the level of the 

individual, the level of the church and its pastor, the level of the community 

with its tensions, and the level of Zambian society as a whole. 
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1. Studying Satanism in Zambia 

 

1.1 Satanism in contemporary Zambia 

The introduction started with a brief description of an all-night prayer meeting, 

where a young girl confessed to being a Satanist. This chapter establishes in 

more detail what Satanism in Zambia is, how it could be defined, and which 

approach I have used to study it. To give a clear impression of the Zambian 

understanding of Satanism and the stories it inspires, I will start with my 

transcript of a testimony of an ex-Satanist. In 2013, like the girl in the 

introduction, Grace confessed that she was once a Satanist. Her testimony is 

one of the many narratives about Satanism shared in contemporary Zambia. 

Grace is a young woman in her early twenties. Her father died when she was 

very young, and in her youth she lived alternately with her mother in a 

provincial town and with relatives in the Zambian capital, Lusaka. Like many 

young adults in Zambia, Grace does not have a job, and things sometimes “get 

rough” – meaning that it is hard for her to make ends meet. But Grace looks 

stylish when I meet her, with a black skirt, a red blouse and matching red 

earrings. Although her mother does not like her speaking about it, for fear of 

public opinion, Grace agrees to tell me her story:  

I went to live in Lusaka, and when I was there I had really 

changed. I became rude to other people, I was not who I used to be. 

While I was there I had a dream that I was in a room with all these 

Satanists. They spun me around, and when I didn’t fall, they said: 

“If you had fallen, you would have become a Satanist, but since 

you didn’t fall you are not.” Later I had another dream, where I 

was at a party with friends. They offered me a drink, and I took it. 

When I drank it, I realised that it was blood. I knew then that I had 

joined Satanism. 

 After I became a Satanist, they told me I had to kill 

someone. I tried to kill my aunt, the sister of my mum, but I failed. 

So, instead, I took her child by sending a sickness. At night they 

showed me a mirror with the image of the person I wanted to kill. 

I would stab that image. The next day, after eating, the child 

started vomiting through the nose. She was taken to the hospital, 

but she died. 

 After that I advanced in rank. I received control over 

Eastern Province as a queen. I used to rule over people who have 
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small businesses here, and we would sell satanic products there 

and at the supermarket. For example we used foetuses and put 

them in the half chicken that is sold there. For the fish we used 

babies’ hands, and the rice was maggots from the brain of a dead 

person. We put blood in drinks like Coke. When people would 

drink it, they would become possessed by demons. We also used 

symbols in clothing, for example CK [i.e. the fashion brand Calvin 

Klein – JK]. In the underworld there are monitors, and everyone 

who wears these clothes can be observed. So we could tell who is 

strong in faith and who is weak. In church, we used to send ghost 

members who would steal the message that the minister is 

preaching so that the church members cannot remember it, and we 

used to make people fall asleep. 

 We used to meet at a graveyard, where we would arrive in 

many cars. Some of these cars were not even cars, but coffins, or 

hyenas. If I saw the other Satanists during the day, in the physical, 

we couldn’t talk. I was given the task to sleep with men in their 

sleep, like a spiritual wife. The sperm of these men was used to 

make yoghurt, lolly-pops and eggs. I used to sleep with ten men 

during the day and ten during the night. In total I slept with three 

hundred men and I initiated seventy five. I caused problems in the 

marriages of the men I slept with. During the day, some men 

would want me, but I said no. During the night I would visit them 

in the spirit. We also caused many accidents. We would stand in 

the middle of the road so that people would try to evade us. A 

drum nearby would collect the blood of the injured and dead. We 

used to get hair from Lucifer. This hair, when you put it in water it 

grew really fast. We used that to make wigs. These wigs would 

cause barrenness and problems in marriage. We also used skin to 

make make-up and powder, and the skin of a snake to make 

skinny jeans.  

 In the underworld, they gave me three gifts. The first was 

beauty: every man who saw me, saw a beautiful girl. The second 

was my step: when I walked, men would turn around and think I 

was beautiful. The third was an irregular period. After some time, 

I had killed my aunt and her sister and there were no more family 

members left to kill. So I took a boyfriend so that I would become 
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pregnant. When the baby was born, I sacrificed that. Then they 

told me I had to kill my mother. But I failed because she was very 

prayerful. That was in 2011. I tried many times. I would stand in 

front of the window at night, and in the morning my mother would 

say: “I saw someone at the window.” When I tried to kill her in the 

flesh, I felt pity and I couldn’t do it. My mother was suspicious. 

She saw that I was wearing these clothes – I had special outfits for 

every task – and she asked: “What is happening to you?” 

 Then I was sent to church where a Nigerian pastor was 

preaching. I was sent there to disturb the service, but I fell and 

became unconscious. It was late in the afternoon before I regained 

consciousness. I had 150 demons when I was delivered. Still 

sometimes I feel that cars are following me, because they are 

angry that I am delivered now. I gave a testimony here in church, a 

summary of what happened. After that, I didn’t really talk about it. 

Only sometimes to friends, when I can see that they are going the 

wrong way. Then I tell what happened to me, to encourage them 

and to say: “Don’t go there.” It has helped me to be more sensitive 

and careful. Now I can encourage others. I see their behaviour, 

and because I went through the same thing I can tell. So then I call 

them and try to help them. 

The details of Grace’s story are horrifying: killing family members, using 

foetuses and sperm to prepare groceries, becoming pregnant just to sacrifice the 

baby, etc. But her narrative is not uncommon in contemporary Zambia. Ex-

Satanists give their testimonies in the deliverance services of Pentecostal 

churches, but also at the all-night prayer meetings that are popular with the 

youths in mainline churches. Not every experience of Satanism becomes a 

testimony. Pastors, Pentecostal as well as mainline, know of many more cases 

of people struggling with dreams and experiences they understand as satanic. In 

contemporary Zambia, the threat of Satan and Satanism is everywhere: in 

school, in hospitals, on the road, in the market and even in churches. Satanists 

are said to cause illness and death, to sell your blood and organs, to cause road 

accidents and to try to get you in their thrall by selling you seemingly innocent 

satanic products. Satanism is portrayed as an organisation of evil in which 

people can be initiated knowingly and unknowingly, willingly and unwillingly. 

This organisation is believed to operate from an underwater or underground 

world, which can be accessed in the night through dreams. Once initiated, the 
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Satanists are assigned to cause chaos and sacrifice people. Satanists supposedly 

sacrifice people through road accidents, fatal diseases like AIDS and 

unexplained deaths in hospitals. Being successful in sacrificing people 

allegedly brings rewards like money, success in business, a house or a car, and 

an advancement in the ranks of evil. 

 The use of the term Satanism is relatively new in the African context. 

The first African testimonies of ex-Satanists appeared in the 1980s – 

Emmanuel Eni’s Delivered From the Powers of Darkness from 1987 is an early 

example from Nigeria. Eni describes how he grew up in poverty as an orphan. 

A former school friend, by that time living in Lagos, introduced him to an 

“occult” society that promised to make him rich. He made covenants and was 

initiated through rituals involving secret altars and human blood, which 

allowed him to travel to a hidden world under the sea, filled with riches and 

under the dominion of a queen. This ‘Queen of the Coast’ commanded him to 

sacrifice relatives and fulfil other assignments. Soon it became clear that Eni 

was serving an even higher lord, namely Lucifer himself. As Satan’s agent, he 

took pride in destroying the lives of innocent people, especially Christians. 

However, he ran into trouble when he met a prayerful Christian, who was able 

to counter his powers. It took long, but in the end Eni was delivered and started 

his new life as a born-again Christian, ready to spread the gospel and warn 

others of the powers of darkness. Delivered From the Powers of Darkness 

became a popular published testimony, and has been discussed by Birgit Meyer 

(1998a; 1995) and David Frankfurter (2006). Around the same time, evangelist 

Mukendi, an ex-Satanist from Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of Congo) 

gave his testimony in churches across Africa. It was published as Snatched 

From Satan’s Claws by a Nigerian publisher in 1991, and is discussed by 

Stephen Ellis and Gerrie ter Haar (2004).  

 These early examples of testimonies found their way to Zambia 

through the religious channels of international ministries. One Zambian pastor 

remembers that the first time he heard about Satanism was when evangelist 

Mukendi came to tell his story in Zambia in the 1980s. In Zambia, stories about 

Satanism gained in popularity in the 1990s. In 1997, the press picked up the 

testimonies of a group of girls from the Copperbelt Province (Zambia News 

Online 1997:#20). They confessed that, before they were delivered by a 

Pentecostal pastor, they had been initiated into Satanism (Udelhoven 2009b:1). 

Soon testimonies, rumours, and accusations spread in churches and newspapers.  

The most famous Zambian testimony is a privately published tract by 
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Gideon Mulenga Kabila, probably written around 2005. Gideon Kabila writes 

about his initiation into Satanism and witchcraft by his mother. He gives 

extensive descriptions of another world, Satan’s kingdom. This world is full of 

factories and universities, where human sacrifices are made into consumer 

goods like clothes and food, and agents of the Devil are trained and sent on 

assignments. Kabila is sent to cause accidents, deaths in hospitals, and to 

disturb church services. Like Emmanuel Eni, in the end he rejects Satan and 

becomes a born-again Christian. Kabila is well known not only for his 

published testimony, but also for his performance at overnight prayers, where 

he shares his testimony. In 2015 he became the pastor of a branch of a Zambian 

neo-Pentecostal church in one of Lusaka’s high-density areas.  

The Zambian panic surrounding Satanism peaked around 2007. By this 

time the phenomenon had become disruptive, with many new cases arising 

each week. Some schools – especially boarding schools – experienced panics, 

causing concern among pupils, staff and parents; and hospitals reported that 

patients were apprehensive of having their blood samples taken (Udelhoven 

2009b). Though the intensity of the phenomenon has since abated slightly, 

pastors known as specialists in this field discover new cases every week.  

 It is quite obvious that testimonies build upon each other. Echoes of 

Gideon Kabila’s published testimony are apparent in many later Zambian 

testimonies. Grace’s remark that the fashion brand CK (Calvin Klein) is 

somehow related to Satanism is unique to Zambian testimonies and can be 

traced to Gideon Kabila, who says that CK is an abbreviation for Christian 

Killer and is used as a symbol on clothes manufactured in the evil, under-world 

kingdom.
15

 Grace’s narrative is relatively short, but it follows the same scheme 

as longer testimonies, and it contains the types of imagery that all such 

testimonies share. This imagery resembles story lines and images known from 

popular African movies, and is used in sermons as well. The script of the 

testimonies of ex-Satanists resembles that of a conversion story: it speaks of an 

evil past, a turning point and a new-found, Christian, life. In Grace’s testimony, 

her evil past as a Satanist includes promiscuity and being responsible for the 

death and misfortune of relatives, innocent shoppers and victims of car 

accidents. Her deliverance is the turning point that leads her to a life in which 

she tries to help others avoid similar experiences. In most of the Zambian 

testimonies, ex-Satanists narrate visiting an underwater or underground world. 

                                                 
15 In Zambia, the phrase ‘Christian killer’ is known from testimonies. On a global scale, this phrase echoes 

the more well-known slur ‘Christ-killer’ which is used as a derogatory term for Jews. 
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In some testimonies the descriptions of this world are extensive, depicting 

roads, factories and universities. Often a queen, named Bella or Cinderella, 

reigns over this alternate world. Most ex-Satanists have an experience of 

initiation that gives them access to this world. This initiation is never a 

voluntary choice. It often happens unconsciously and unintentionally by taking 

offered food or drink, or by wearing certain clothes. Others say they are 

initiated by family members. As Satanists, they claim to be responsible for 

misfortunes like illness, accidents and poverty. They also say they diminish the 

Christian faith by inducing moral vices like prostitution and cheating, and by 

seducing Christians to show behaviour that is not fitting for a strong faith, like 

sleeping in church or failing to pray and tithe. Drinking or stealing blood is a 

trope that returns in almost every testimony. To obtain blood, the Satanists 

have to sacrifice family members and strangers. For these actions, they are 

awarded titles and material rewards. In Grace’s testimony, relatively short as it 

is, most of these motifs are evident. Interestingly, there seems to be a difference 

in the imagery used by on the one hand adolescents, and on the other hand 

adult male narrators. Adult men who confess to having been Satanists often 

engage the central theme of receiving money and success. For adolescents – 

maybe because they are dependants rather than providers themselves – this 

seems to be less important.  

 This description of Satanism in Zambia and its recent history gives an 

impression of what the phenomenon involves. But how can it be classified in a 

more general sense? This is the main question of the next paragraph. 

   

1.2 Defining Satanism 

When I tell people I am doing my research on narratives about Satanism in 

Zambia, the first impression people – academics, friends and relatives in 

Zambia and elsewhere – have is of groups of Satanists worshiping the Devil 

through shady rituals, involving inverted pentagrams, black robes and possibly 

sacrifices. Some have heard about the Church of Satan, and they may be 

surprised that this exists in Zambia. But testimonies like Grace’s show almost 

no similarities to the practices and doctrines of groups like the Church of Satan. 

Although Grace feels dedicated to Satan, it is not clear from her testimony 

whether this is of her own volition, and whether her relation to Satan can be 

described as ‘worship.’ The Satanism that Grace describes in her testimony 

happens through dreams, and there is no evidence of an organised group of 

Satanism beyond this spiritual world. So what is Satanism in Zambia? This 
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question seems to confound even some scholars of this phenomenon. In his 

dissertation on the prevalence of Satanism in Kabwe district, Joseph Hachintu 

lists the following key words (2013:vi): “Black magic; Church of Satan; 

Demonology; Devil worship;  [...] Modern Satanism; Occult religion; Ritual 

murder; [...] Satanic Bible; Satanic scare; Satanism; Serial killer.” This 

combination of key words and their treatment in Hachintu’s dissertation 

suggests that all of these concepts refer to the same thing, and that they refer to 

Satanism in Zambia as well, and does not take into account the obvious 

differences between Zambian narratives about Satan and Satanism in the West. 

Even scholars discussing Satanism in the West have commented on the “almost 

Babylonian confusion of tongues [surrounding] the terminology around 

Satanism” (Van Luijk 2016:2), on Satanism as a “contested space” (Petersen 

2011:13) or opted to abandon the academic use of the term Satanism altogether 

(Granholm 2001).  

 Since the early 2000s, Satanism is an upcoming field in the academic 

study of religion, and scholars working in this field have tried to find a proper 

way to use the term Satanism. Most of them make – in different terms – a 

distinction between Satanism as it is seen by outsiders, and Satanism according 

to those groups and individuals who see themselves as Satanists. Satanism as it 

is seen by outsiders is labelled as the “discourse on the satanic” (Dyrendal, 

Lewis & Petersen 2016:3) or as “discourses about Satanism” (Harvey 2016:27). 

These discourses attribute Satanism to individuals or groups (Van Luijk 

2016:13), portraying them as subversive or dangerous Others (Petersen 

2011:16f) and demonising them (Dyrendal, Lewis & Petersen 2016:3). Often 

the discourse on the satanic claims to discern the true and not immediately 

obvious nature of the groups labelled as satanic (Van Luijk 2016:2). This 

discourse is generally negative in its tone and its evaluation of Satanism, and 

can therefore also be called “anti-Satanism” (Introvigne 2016:11ff). The ideas 

of groups and individuals who see themselves as Satanists, on the other hand, 

are labelled as “satanic discourse”, and seen as providing a positive, non-

Christian identity (Dyrendal, Lewis & Petersen 2015:3). Satanic discourse 

includes what is labelled as contemporary religious Satanism (Petersen 2016) 

and other forms of self-identified (Harvey 2009:27) or self-declared (Petersen 

2011:11f) Satanism. The keywords in Hachintu’s dissertation obviously come 

from both sides of this distinction: the Satanic Bible is a text written by Anton 

LaVey, the founder of the Church of Satan, one of the groups of self-identified 

Satanists. On the other hand, ritual murder and serial killer are notions that are 
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attributed to certain groups by anti-Satanists. 

 In the academic literature a number of different definitions of Satanism 

have been developed. Massimo Introvigne (2016:3), for example, defines 

Satanism as “1) The worship of the character identified with the name of Satan 

or Lucifer in the Bible, 2) by organised groups with at least a minimal 

organisation and hierarchy, 3) through ritual or liturgical practices.” For Jesper 

Aagaard Petersen the level of organisation of Satanists is not that important; he 

sees Satanism as part of the heterogenous ‘cultic milieu’ of ideas, individuals 

and groups, from which new movements continuously crystallise (2016:4). One 

thing that the definitions of Satanism have in common is that they address 

satanic discourse, and not discourses on the satanic or anti-Satanism.  

 Discourse on the satanic and satanic discourse, or, in other words, anti-

Satanism and Satanism are in constant reciprocity. According to the Italian 

scholar of new religious movements and Western esotericism Massimo 

Introvigne (2016:12f), Satanist movements emerge from an occult subculture, 

and are subsequently rejected and demonised by the dominant religion and 

culture. This rejection becomes so exaggerated that it loses credibility, thereby 

creating space for new Satanist movements. In this way the social history of 

Satanism swings like a pendulum from Satanism to anti-Satanism. The Dutch 

historian of religion Ruben van Luijk has a slightly different perspective on this 

reciprocity, giving primacy to anti-Satanism instead of Satanism (2016:62). 

According to Van Luijk, the idea of Satanism has its roots in the imaginary of 

Satan, the Christian Devil. Long before there were any self-proclaimed Satanist 

groups, Christians identified certain individuals or groups as playing on the 

Devil’s team. Therefore, in Van Luijk’s words, “the concept of Satanism 

predated the practice of venerating Satan itself” (2016:61, italics in original). 

This concept of Satanism, or this anti-Satanist discourse, did, according to Van 

Luijk, inspire later groups practicing religious Satanism.  

 Making the distinction between Satanism and anti-Satanism, or satanic 

discourse and discourse on the satanic, seems very useful. However, applying 

this distinction to narratives about Satanism in Zambia is not straightforward. 

The most extensive narratives about Satanism in Zambia are the testimonies of 

ex-Satanists such as Grace. These ex-Satanists go further than attributing 

atrocities executed in the name of Satanism to a group: they identify 

themselves as Satanists, albeit in the past. So should they be labelled as 

Satanists because they self-identify as such, or as anti-Satanists because the 

point of their testimony is showing how they were delivered from the Devil’s 
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hold? If we look at the descriptions of Satanism and anti-Satanism given above, 

anti-Satanism is the better option. Satanism in the Zambian testimonies is never 

a positive and affirming religious choice. Rather, the testimonies give a 

negative evaluation of Satanism, portraying it as dangerous and subversive. I 

have found no evidence of the existence of organised groups of Satanists. 

Testimonies of ex-Satanists are, even though they self-identify as Satanists, of 

an anti-Satanist nature.  

However, there is a problem with the treatment of anti-Satanism in the 

academic literature. Anti-Satanism is described as a polemic device that is 

consciously utilised by a dominant group to discredit others. In this context, 

fake testimonies and fabricated stories are used as a means to vilify the alleged 

Satanist groups. Famous examples are the publications of Leo Taxil in the 

nineteenth century, and the testimonies of Mark Warnke in the 1970s. Both 

were later proved to be intentionally forged. “Yet,” according to Introvigne 

(2016:12), “false information often generates true consequences.” He gives 

examples of people who ended up in jail, and about the influence of the anti-

Satanist discourse on politics and religion. For Introvigne, these real 

consequences are based on fraudulent narratives. In the introduction I have 

argued that explaining narratives about Satanism as fraudulent is a direction I 

do not want to take in this dissertation. Zambian ex-Satanists do not seem to be 

intentionally forging stories to discredit others. While Zambian narratives about 

Satanism are part of an anti-Satanist discourse on the satanic, this dissertation 

will show that this discourse is more complex than Introvigne and other authors 

make it out to be.  

 Satanism in Zambia is more than an attribution to certain groups and 

individuals, portraying them as dangerous and subversive. Satanism in Zambia 

is also related to the experiences of the young women and men who decide to 

label themselves as (former) Satanists. In his definition of what a Satanist is, 

Bernhard Udelhoven emphasises these experiences (2015:289, italics in 

original): “A Satanist is a person who has dedicated himself/herself to Satan (or 

a Satan-figure) or who feels he/she has been dedicated to Satan to such an 

extent that this defines his/her experience of selfhood.” In this definition, the 

Zambian ex-Satanists are not depicted as frauds. Rather, their experiences are 

taken seriously: they have either dedicated themselves, or they feel that they 

have been dedicated to Satan. What is potentially confusing about this 

definition, is that it includes both self-identified contemporary religious 

Satanists as they are known in the West, and the Zambian ex-Satanists. I think 



41 
 

it is clearer to distinguish between the two groups, because in Zambia, unlike in 

the West, being a Satanist is not a positive identity. For the members of for 

example the Church of Satan, calling themselves Satanists has positive 

associations. In Zambia, there are no accounts by Satanists who are part of an 

organised group worshiping Satan at the time of their narration. Testimonies of 

ex-Satanist are told in a Christian context, as a warning against Satanism.  

 Considering the complex nature of Satanism in general, and 

considering the use of the concept in Zambia, I will define Satanism and ex-

Satanists as follows: 

Satanism refers in Zambia to a supposed organisation, commanded by 

Satan, dedicated to bring evil and harm, especially to Christians. Ex-

Satanists claim and/or experience a previous allegiance to this 

organisation. 

This definition is not intended to define with general validity and applicability 

what Satanism is in any given context. It is tailor-made for the Zambian 

situation. Satanism in – say – the Netherlands means something else. From this 

definition it is clear that Satanism in Zambia is a form of anti-Satanism, but it 

does not designate the ex-Satanists as frauds.  

I agree with Introvigne and Van Luijk that there is a constant back-and-

forth between Satanism and anti-Satanism. The ideas about Satanism that are 

spread in anti-Satanist testimonies may give some individuals the idea to 

develop Satanism as a religious practice. Bernhard Udelhoven (2017) writes:  

[We] have no evidence of open Satanic Churches in Zambia. [...] We 

know of a few individuals in Zambia who dedicated themselves openly 

to Satan, some through the websites of Satanic Churches on the internet 

and other through handwritten letters that family members eventually 

found. Some approached the Fingers of Thomas for advice how to join 

Satanism. 

The Fingers of Thomas are a Zambian group that investigates cases of 

Satanism. Since they form one of the locations for my fieldwork I will 

introduce them more extensively later in this chapter. What this quote shows is 

that organised religious Satanism seems to be absent in Zambia. According to a 

spokesperson, the Church of Satan does not give information about its 

members, but they do distance themselves from the portrayal of Satanism in 

Zambian testimonies.
16

  

                                                 
16 Private communication with the author.  
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 However, people seem to be interested in joining a Satanist group. In 

Zambia, Satanists are believed to sacrifice people and receive riches or power 

in return. In many countries in Southern Africa murder victims are found with 

some of their body parts – genitals, ears, heart, tongue – missing. These killings 

are known as ritual murders, because the missing body parts are probably used 

for medicines that are believed to make someone successful in business or 

politics. In the first quarter of 2016, eight victims of ritual killings were 

discovered in Lusaka alone. Are the perpetrators of these crimes Satanists? 

They may not be. Criminals intent on earning money in the trade in human 

body parts are not necessarily Satanists. But since many people believe that this 

is a way to acquire wealth and power, and since Zambia is a poverty-stricken 

country, it is conceivable that there are people who resolve that becoming a 

Satanist and committing murder is a way to achieve their goal.
17

 In Zimbabwe, 

this is happening, according to court reports.
18

  

 In sum, Satanism in Zambia is a form of anti-Satanist discourse which 

inspires some individuals to interpret their own experiences as Satanism. It 

cannot be ruled out that from this Zambian anti-Satanist discourse forms of 

organised Satanism will emerge, although it is thus far unclear whether this has 

already happened, and to what extent these groups will be similar to 

contemporary religious Satanism in the West. In this dissertation the focus lies 

on understanding the complexities of the popular anti-Satanist narratives. In the 

following paragraph I will introduce a number of concepts that are important in 

my approach of the topic of Satanism in Zambia. 

 

1.3 Narratives and the mediation of the imaginary of Satanism 

This dissertation is not an ethnography of a religious movement. It is not based 

on participant observation at religious meetings and ceremonies, or on 

interviews with believers and religious specialists. As I have argued in the 

previous paragraph, Satanism in Zambia is not a movement. Rather than 

researching a Satanist movement, I am investigating the imaginary of Satanism 

in Zambia. In this section I will introduce the concept of ‘imaginary’. 

 The imaginary – sometimes termed ‘social imaginary’ – refers to the 

way individuals and societies see and understand the world; which is specific to 

a society in a certain place and time. The imaginary is what gives things and 

                                                 
17  Even these ‘Satanists’, however, would probably not fall under one of the definitions of Satanism 
mentioned in this chapter. 
18  See for example http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/zimbabwe-vampire-killer-accused-of 

murdering-12-women-and-drinking-their-blood-10245749.html 

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/zimbabwe-vampire-killer-accused-of%20murdering-12-women-and-drinking-their-blood-10245749.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/zimbabwe-vampire-killer-accused-of%20murdering-12-women-and-drinking-their-blood-10245749.html
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practices their value and meaning. As Andrew Strathern and Pamela Steward 

write (2006:6f), “people’s thoughts about the world often run far beyond its 

obvious empirical manifestations.” The contents of this ‘beyond’ come from 

our imaginary. If we hesitate to walk underneath a ladder, it is because we 

share the cultural convention that doing so is unlucky. The world we know is 

constructed in our minds through the ideas, beliefs, experiences, stories and 

images that we hear and share with others (Meyer 2015:14f). This use of the 

term imaginary is inspired by, among others, the Greek-French social 

philosopher Cornelius Castoriadis (1987) and the Canadian philosopher 

Charles Taylor (2002; 2004).
19

 In recent years imaginary has become a popular 

and common term in anthropology, where it seems to be a substitute for culture 

and cultural knowledge, beliefs, meanings, representations and models (Strauss 

2006:322).   

 According to a non-specialist dictionary, imaginary is something that 

exists in the imagination; is unreal, or illusory (cf. Collins English Dictionary 

2009:823). It is important from the start to distinguish this use of the word 

imaginary as an adjective from its use as a noun in several disciplines within 

the Humanities. The imaginary is not an imagination or a fantasy. It is a 

common understanding, an a priori assumption that is rarely rationally 

questioned, and enables us to “carry out the collective practices that make up 

our social life” (Taylor 2002:106). The imaginary is shared by members of 

society – everybody ‘has’ it. Because of the imaginary, one knows what is 

good, what is love, what is family, what is God, etcetera; and this enables a 

person to act towards others the way that is conventional in a given society. 

According to Cornelius Castoriadis, it is the imaginary that even determines 

what is considered real (1987:263): “‘[R]eality’ is socially instituted, not only 

as reality in general, but as a specific reality, as the reality of this particular 

society. In this way the fecunding of a woman by a spirit is do-able – and hence 

real – for certain societies and undo-able, hence unreal, in our own.” What 

people say is not just a description or reflection of an external reality. Rather it 

intervenes in the world and in a way brings it into existence (Koschorke 

2012:40).
20

 Spirits impregnating women, or, in the context of this dissertation, 

                                                 
19 Other scholars credited with the development of the concept of the imaginary are the French psychoanalyst 
Jacques Lacan, for whom the imaginary order was part of a triad that also includes the symbolic order and the 

real, and the political scientist Benedict Anderson, especially in his book Imagined Communities. Reflections 

on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (1983). 
20 Albrecht Koschorke writes (2012:40): “Das Bezeichnen interveniert in die Welt, die es scheinbar nur 

widerspiegelt, und lässt sie in einem kreativen Aneignungsprozess in gewisser Weise überhaupt erst 

entstehen.” 
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Satanists causing misfortune, are in a given society real because the imaginary 

of that society establishes their reality.  

 Thus, the imaginary is not a fantasy. It is also not a set of beliefs that 

exists only in the mind. The world does not exist as a construct in our mind, but 

it is perceived through all our senses. The imaginary is what enfolds individual 

members of a society within a material world. In this world, material objects 

have a meaning that is constituted through the imaginary; and these objects 

furthermore transmit or mediate this imaginary. In this sense, “meaningful 

objects [...] help to give form to the worlds that people inhabit” (Fuglerud & 

Wainwright 2015:15f).  

 Up until now I have used ‘the imaginary’ in the singular. This is the 

way in which Castoriadis and Taylor have used it. In recent years, it has 

become more common to use the plural ‘imaginaries’. Speaking about a 

singular imaginary – even with the disclaimer that every society has its own 

imaginary (Castoriadis 1987:160) – carries the risk of reifying society. It 

ignores diversity, disunity, contact and cultural exchange (Strauss 2007:325). 

Imaginaries are both collective and personal. They are shared, transmitted in 

institutions, through social interactions or through media; and at the same time 

an imaginary is a personal assemblage, reflecting the complexity and 

differentiation of society. Imaginaries are not static or unchanging. Over time, 

imaginaries change, and in that process, the material world acquires new 

meaning. As Charles Taylor (2002, 2004, 2007) has argued, in Europe 

modernity has brought a profound change in the social imaginary. New 

developments, spread by contact between people and cultures, can be 

introduced or give earlier practices a new sense. For example, before the 1980s 

Satanism was unknown in Zambia. Since then, through international contacts, 

it has become a meaningful notion. According to Filip de Boeck, imaginaries 

are a contemporary alternative for the classical anthropological field site. 

Studying imaginaries “presents novel opportunities for more detailed analytical 

scrutiny of the multiple transformations that African society is currently 

undergoing” (De Boeck & Plissart 2004:157). In this dissertation, my focus is 

on a specific imaginary, namely that of Satanism in Zambia.  

 Imaginaries are not formulated as well-defined dogmas or theories. The 

social imaginary defines “the way ordinary people ‘imagine’ their social 

surroundings, and this is often not expressed in theoretical terms, it is carried in 

images, stories, legends, etc.” (Taylor 2002:106). Taylor’s distinction between 

theory and imaginary is reminiscent of Bruner’s contrast between the 
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paradigmatic and narrative mode of understanding the world. In his seminal 

essay Actual Minds, Possible Worlds Jerome Bruner (1986) argues that we 

understand the world in two complementary modes. The paradigmatic (or 

logico-scientific) mode knows the world through scientific hypotheses, 

experiential facts and evidence, while the narrative mode understands the world 

through stories, intentions and plots. It is this latter, narrative mode that 

constitutes the cultural reality in which people live – which roles are deemed 

acceptable, which plots are seen as plausible, and which actors are allowed to 

influence us. Bruner’s ‘cultural reality’ seems very similar to Taylor’s social 

imaginary.  

 What Bruner emphasises is that narratives are an important way 

through which the imaginary is mediated or transmitted. Our imaginaries 

constitute what we consider real. These imaginaries are, among other media, 

transmitted through stories. In this way, stories make the world. On another 

level, identity is constituted through stories. Stories help individuals to make 

sense of who they are and guide their actions (Somers 1994; McAdams 1998). 

In narratives, a process of world-making (Goodman 1978) is apparent. In this 

study I will show how narratives make people interpret and constitute the world 

in a certain way – as a world that contains Satanists – and how narratives help 

some people to understand themselves as Satanists. 

 That I am researching narratives may give the impression that I am 

studying texts. However, a narrative is much more than a text. Initially, the 

study of rumours and legends dealt predominantly with texts: transcripts of 

fairy tales and legends, or collated versions of these stories based on a number 

of transcripts. However, treating narratives as texts limits their interpretation. 

Instead, folklorist Bill Ellis proposes to see the sharing of narratives – for 

example legends – as a social activity. “Legend telling is the communal 

exploration of social boundaries,” he states (Ellis 2003:11). Through the telling 

of legends, with their portrayals of extreme situations – extreme evil, bizarre 

and inexplicable incidents – the people participating in the legend-telling 

establish what is real, what is good and evil, and how to respond to that. The 

world-making capacity of stories is not an individual but a social thing.  

 Because of this social side of the telling of legends, Ellis emphasises 

that collecting legends is not about acquiring a neat transcript of the story, but 

about noting the whole social situation, with questions and comments from the 

audience and sidetracks of the performer. The telling of a legend cannot be re-

performed; its meaning depends on the interactions between narrator and 
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audience. This social side of narratives has been somewhat neglected in the 

academic treatment of stories about Satanism and similar phenomena. Some 

scholars who discuss Satanism use testimonies of ex-Satanists as fixed 

narratives; focusing only on their content, as if the testimony is a text waiting 

to be deciphered. In the following chapters of this study, I also take into 

account the context in which narratives about Satanism are shared, and the 

different actors who are involved in this sharing. This means that my analysis 

of narratives about Satanism has two different dimensions: the dimension of 

narratives as representations of the imaginary, and the dimension of the 

performance and social effects of narratives (cf. Koschorke 2012:215f).  

 In this paragraph I have argued that stories are an important medium for 

imaginaries. Therefore, understanding stories means gaining an understanding 

of the worldview of ordinary Zambians. This worldview or imaginary is not 

fixed or static. It changes over time and is influenced by global developments 

that touch Zambia, such as changes in the economy, culture and identity. 

Narratives reflect how these changes are perceived and made coherent through 

the existent imaginaries, while at the same time the changes also alter these 

imaginaries. The best way to investigate narratives is by seeing them as social 

activities which involve various actors. 

 

1.4 Collecting and analysing narratives 

Types of narratives 

In this dissertation, I focus on narratives about Satanism in Zambia. With 

‘narratives’ I mean a number of different types of accounts, namely testimonies, 

legends, rumours, gossip and newspaper articles. I will briefly introduce each 

type.  

Testimonies are a major source of information about Satanism in 

Zambia. In testimonies, people who claim to have been Satanists describe what 

they did and saw when they were still Satanists, and they also explain how they 

were delivered and became born again Christians. Testimonies about Satanism 

are usually shared in a Christian setting, during a church service, an all-night 

prayer meeting, or in the Christian media. Testimonies can be anything from a 

few sentences long to narratives that take several hours or pages to share. 

Because they are sometimes very extensive, testimonies form the most detailed 

type of narrative about Satanism. Pamphlets, audio recordings and videos 

containing testimonies can be bought in church, purchased at the market, or 

shared with friends. This makes testimonies a widespread source, and details 
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from testimonies seep into other types of narrative as well.  

Like testimonies, legends are narratives in which a plot is 

chronologically constructed. Unlike testimonies, which are presented as first-

hand accounts, legends are stories that are shared as something which happened 

to a friend of a friend. Legends are shared between friends, in person or online, 

in an informal setting, and are often based on information and story lines 

gleaned from testimonies.  

Like legends, rumours are second-hand accounts. Unlike legends, 

rumours are short and do not have a chronologically constructed plot. A 

rumour can be one sentence long, something like: “Have you heard that this is 

the house that Satanists are using?” A rumour may refer to a more extensive 

testimony or legend, in which the story – for example the story of that house – 

is unveiled. Like legends, rumours are shared between friends, in person or 

online in private and public groups. Rumours are shared on a large, often 

transnational, scale.  

Like rumours, gossip generally consists of short accounts without a 

clear story line. Unlike rumours, gossip refers to people known to those who 

are sharing it. Gossip is often malicious in nature, and can be analysed in terms 

of interpersonal conflict. “Have you heard that our teacher is a Satanist?” is an 

example of gossip. Like legends and rumours, gossip is shared in person and 

online between friends, although it is more a private than a public affair. 

Testimonies, legends, rumours and gossip may all become input for the 

media. Zambian newspapers publish extracts from testimonies, and report 

about rumours and gossip if these concern famous persons, or if they cause 

riots or other unrest. Fortunately most of these newspapers have an online 

presence where one can search their archive. In this way I have collected many 

articles, both narrating the stories of ex-Satanists, their victims, or otherwise 

referring to Satanism. 

 

Keeping eyes and ears open among contacts and on Facebook 

Studying narratives about Satanism in Zambia means collecting stories. In my 

introduction to the different types of narratives it has become clear that these 

stories vary: from lengthy testimonies to the briefest allusions to the existence 

of Satanism and Satanists in rumours. Collecting stories is not as easy as it may 

seem to be. Rumours circulate in chance meetings among friends – there is no 

set time and place for the sharing of stories about Satanism, no organised 

meetings in which a researcher could participate. Fine and Ellis (2010:15) 
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describe as critical the ability of the researcher to “keep one’s eyes and ears 

open.” In this research I have kept my eyes and ears open. I have been listening 

to what my contacts – students in the Bachelor of Theology at Justo Mwale 

University, members of the Reformed Church in Zambia, my husband’s 

draughts-playing friends, et cetera – are talking about. 

Monitoring social media is another way of keeping one’s eyes and ears 

open. Facebook is a very popular medium in Zambia,
21

 and issues related to 

Satanism are discussed in several Facebook groups and on the accounts of 

pastors of certain churches. Social media like Facebook have the ability to 

contribute greatly to the spread of narratives about Satanism, because through 

these media information can be disseminated with ease to a large and 

widespread population. Posts about Satanism are mainly created by pastors – I 

will turn to the role of the pastor in Chapter 4 – and by youths active in the 

church. Posts on Facebook give an impression of what the current ideas about 

Satanism are, and have led me to churches where ex-Satanists give their 

testimonies.  

It is not only important to hear what people are talking about. Relevant 

as well is what they are reading, viewing or listening to. Through the 

mentioned channels I have come across programmes about testimonies on radio 

and television, and movies from West-Africa that form an inspiration for the 

discourse of Satanism. Also, my contacts have given me several pamphlets and 

audio files containing testimonies.  

One limitation of the approach of ‘keeping your eyes and ears open,’ is 

that the eyes and ears of the researcher only go where the researcher goes. In 

my case, this means a predominance of rumours spread by people with a 

Reformed and Presbyterian background – since that is the background of my 

students and they are my main entry into the field. On the other hand, in the 

current Zambian religious landscape the boundaries between churches are not 

rigid. My Reformed students like to visit Pentecostal churches or meetings 

every now and then, and through one of the students I received an audio-file of 

a testimony with a clear Seventh Day Adventist point of view. Besides relying 

on my students, I have also visited several more neo-Pentecostal churches in 

Lusaka, observed their services and interviewed ministers.  

  

                                                 
21 This popularity is reinforced by the policy of one of the large mobile phone companies in conjunction with 

the Facebook-company to provide access to a basic version of Facebook without charging costs for mobile 

data (free.facebook.com). 
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Interviews with and recordings of ex-Satanists 

The collection of testimonies through interviews with ex-Satanists should be 

easier than finding evanescent rumours, was my initial expectation. However, 

for several reasons this has proved to be a challenge. First of all it was difficult 

to get in touch with the ex-Satanists. People with experiences of Satanism often 

consult their pastor confidentially. Pastors therefore know about many cases, 

but it would not be ethical to give their names and contact details to a 

researcher without consulting those affected first. When asked, many ex-

Satanists did not want to discuss their past experiences out of both fear and 

shame. A second challenge is that an interview with an ex-Satanist provides 

different results than a testimony given for an audience and in a religious 

setting – as I have already mentioned, sharing stories is a social activity. A 

testimony delivered in a church service cannot be reproduced for an audience 

consisting of a researcher and a research assistant. Testimonies collected 

through interviews are always brief summaries (cf. Ellis 2000:12), by far not as 

extensive as a testimony performed for a wider audience. Furthermore, the 

setting and interpretation provided by the pastor who hosts the testimony is 

absent in an interview. The ‘genuine’ testimonies are those that are delivered as 

testimonies, in a natural setting. The social setting in which most testimonies 

take place are church services. In Lusaka, Zambia’s capital, there are several 

churches where ex-Satanists often deliver testimonies. Through participant 

observation in one of these churches I have collected a number of testimonies.  

The pastor of this church is also the host of a radio programme where 

testimonies are showcased, and he gave me access to his archive of testimonies, 

which contains both edited and unedited audio files. The edited files are 

episodes of the programme as they were aired, with an introduction by the 

presenter on the topic of the day, and the interview with an ex-Satanist mixed 

with jingles of the radio station and gospel music. Since the slot for the 

programme is one hour, all the edited files are of the same length. The unedited 

files contain interviews as they were recorded, and may take longer or shorter 

than an hour. The longest interview in the collection is more than two hours 

long. Unfortunately I do not have individual interviews in both their edited and 

unedited form, meaning that I cannot compare the two or analyse which 

decisions the editor has made in creating the programme that is aired. 

  

The Fingers of Thomas 

A final way that I have used to get in touch with the discourse of Satanism is 
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through the Lusaka-based Roman Catholic group called ‘The Fingers of 

Thomas.’ In 2007, the newly opened Roman Catholic Faith and Encounter 

Centre Zambia (FENZA) decided to start an inquiry into the phenomenon of 

Satanism (Udelhoven 2008). A think-tank was formed and later complemented 

with a number of youths from a parish in Lusaka. The resulting group, named 

the Fingers of Thomas after the Biblical story of Doubting Thomas, has been 

meeting weekly ever since, discussing and following up cases of Satanism and 

witchcraft. The Fingers of Thomas also present workshops about these topics in 

dioceses across Zambia, and in 2015 Bernhard Udelhoven, the first leader of 

the group, published a study of Satanism, witchcraft and spirit possession in 

Zambia with recommendations for pastoral care. In the following paragraphs I 

will briefly describe the approach of the Fingers of Thomas.  

 A first assumption of the Fingers is that one does not have to be a 

pastor or a ‘man of God’ to be able to help. The aim of the group is to empower 

those who have disturbing experiences, instead of allocating responsibility in 

the hands of a specialist. Secondly, the Fingers see spiritual issues, like 

experiences of Satanism, as related to problems in other spheres. In his book, 

Udelhoven makes a distinction between ‘inner world’ and ‘outer world’ 

(2015:106-124). The following table gives an illustration of this distinction 

(Udelhoven 2014:114f):  

 

Inner World Outer World 

Violet goes under the ocean. Violet is on the floor, being prayed over. 

Violet interacts with a lion, a girl, and a 

snake. 

Violet is in a trance, speaks words as if 

to an invisible audience, and vomits 

what she describes as ‘slippery things.’ 

Violet is told that she is married to a son 

of Lucifer. 

Violet has split up with her boyfriend 

whom she still loves. She never spoke 

about him to her family. 

Violet is declared a queen and has a 

third eye that gives her magical powers 

over others. 

Violet performs poorly at school and 

alienates friends. 

Violet belongs to the underworld. Violet expresses that she feels not really 

belonging to her family and unloved by 

her mother. She is not allowed to visit 

her father whom she loves. 

Illustration 1: Inner world and outer world 

 

Bystanders cannot follow individuals to their inner worlds. The table 
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demonstrates the case of Violet, a girl experiencing spiritual attacks in which 

she goes into a trance-like state. In that state, she sees herself going to a world 

located under the ocean, where she interacts with a snake, a lion and a girl. The 

girl tells her that Violet is married to a son of Lucifer, who is both the snake 

and the lion. This makes Violet a queen in this underworld and gives her 

special powers.  

For the Fingers of Thomas, this inner world does exist, but since it 

cannot be shared or accessed by others, they reserve their actions for what is 

happening in the outer world. In Violet’s case, they encouraged her to perform 

better at school and to prepare for the exams, by organising a tutor who could 

help her with difficult subjects. They also tried to help her to develop a sense of 

belonging to God, to her family, to friends and to the Church (Udelhoven 

2015:114,116). All of these things can be accomplished through actions in the 

outer world. A third aspect of the approach of the Fingers of Thomas is that the 

experiences in the inner world are seen as symbols for problems in the outer 

world. The meaning of these symbols is not fixed. Bernhard Udelhoven writes 

about Violet’s symbols of the lion and the snake (2015:115):  

We tried to help her to come to terms with the symbols in a new way. 

Since they had to do with marriage, I asked Violet at one point what 

would symbolise for her a good marriage. Oddly, the figure of the lion 

came back, and she explained: ‘In my family, I always had to fight for 

myself. My husband must be a person who will fight for me!’ This 

helped us to remove some of her fears about the spiritual lion she 

encountered. In another playful association, we compared the lion with 

God and with Jesus: ‘God will always fight for you.’ In this way, we 

liberated the symbol from a purely satanic world, allowing a more 

playful engagement that dispelled many of her fears. 

In this case, the image of the lion is addressed. Conversations with Violet show 

that the lion is not only an image connected with the satanic. By making Violet 

aware that she associates the lion with positive aspects as well, Udelhoven and 

the Fingers of Thomas are able to reduce her fear. 

Participating in the meetings and workshops of the Fingers of Thomas 

has been an excellent way to get to know more about circulating rumours as 

well as hearing the stories of those who experience Satanism in their own lives. 

Besides that, Bernhard Udelhoven has given me access to the archives of the 

Fingers of Thomas, which contain reports and recordings of many testimonies.  
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Analysing narratives 

Through these different sources I have collected reports or testimonies from a 

total of 49 ex-Satanists. Some of these are very short summaries from the 

archives of the Fingers of Thomas, others are based on interviews I conducted, 

and still others are oral testimonies performed in a religious setting. Some are 

given in multiple instalments or versions. Testimonies from the eleven most 

comprehensive ex-Satanists form the core of my data. An overview of the 

testimonies is given in Appendix 1. In addition, I have collected 80 newspaper 

articles reporting about incidents or accusations of Satanism. These are listed in 

Appendix 2. A number of other sources are also presented in Appendix 1, 

namely testimonies from other countries; participant observation at deliverance 

sessions, at meetings of the Fingers of Thomas and in different neo-Pentecostal 

services – especially at Kingdom Business International Ministries; interviews 

with pastors from different denominations; and interactions with my students. 

These sources have helped me to put the testimonies and newspaper articles 

into context. Together, these sources give an in-depth impression of the 

discourse of Satanism in Zambia.  

 I have analysed the collected data using a mix of qualitative methods. 

Rather than starting out to verify a particular theory, I have taken the data as a 

point of departure for the development of theoretical insights (cf. Glaser & 

Strauss 2012). In this approach, the data provides information about a group or 

phenomenon, and through this information conclusions can be drawn about the 

social lives of similar groups or phenomena (Dillon 2012:1f). Theory and data 

inform each other in a reciprocal process during which new insights are 

formulated. Reading academic literature gives a certain perspective on what 

one encounters in the field; and at the same time the fieldwork can give new 

leads for academic theory. Switching between the etic and the emic perspective, 

and regarding both in a critical manner provides a constant validity check 

(Bernard 1995:361). In the case of this research, the data from different kinds 

of narratives about Satanism has allowed me to form insights about the 

phenomenon of Satanism as it is experienced by Zambian ex-Satanists and 

their audiences (Chapters 2 and 3), about the social effects of this phenomenon 

in religious and local communities (Chapters 4 and 5), and about Zambian 

society in general (Chapter 6). In the following paragraphs I will briefly 

describe the methods used to come to these insights. 

 All collected narratives – whether collected in interviews with me, or 

acquired as audio files or on video – have been converted into text by 
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transcribing them as verbatim as possible. In cases where I was not able to 

record interviews or testimonies the transcription is based on my notes. In cases 

where the testimony was given in Chinyanja or Chichewa I have made an 

abbreviated translation. After transcribing the testimonies, I have analysed 

them using the MAXQDA 11 software. This software package allows the 

selection of sections of text, which are then labelled in a process known as 

coding (Rapley 2016).  

In the initial phase of analysis, the aim is to get a feel for what is going 

on in the texts. In this stage, interesting sections are highlighted. I generally use 

different colours to highlight different aspects of the narrative. In the initial 

phase of coding, some of the aspects I looked at were self-descriptions of the 

narrator, descriptions of relationships with others, descriptions of things 

(objects, persons, places, etc.) deemed satanic, and references to possession and 

witchcraft. Another part of this first level of analysis is the condensation of the 

narratives into shorter formulations (Kvale 1996:193f). An example comes 

from one of the longest testimonies in my collection, shared over the course of 

multiple sessions and with a length of over 60 transcribed pages. I have 

condensed this material in the following description: 

David – things are not what they seem 

In contemporary Zambia, luxury products like suits, dresses, 

makeup, accessories etc. become available for a growing part of 

the population. A wedding is an occasion par excellence to show 

wealth and to acquire more goods. David, who used to be a 

supplier for everything to do with weddings, from dresses and 

suits to decorations and rings, warns the listeners to his testimony 

not to take material things for granted. Everything he sold was 

linked to the evil world and had dire consequences for the user, 

who was monitored, possessed or influenced through these 

products. According to David, the Devil is specifically targeting 

marriages and homes, through the products that are used in 

contemporary marriage ceremonies where traditional and Western 

rituals are blended, and through things that are left outside. Using, 

or even just having, these products, causes some kind of change 

for the worse, in behaviour or in health. Throughout David’s 

testimony, things are not what they seem; they can corrupt you. 

Condensing the meaning of narratives as I have done in this vignette helps to 

get an overview of the wealth of material. 
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 In the first level of analysis, important themes in the narratives are 

discovered. A very useful feature of MAXQDA 11 is the overview of coded 

segments, in which all sections with the same label are presented in a table for 

in-depth analysis (Saillard 2011). The themes can then be categorised (Kvale 

1996:196f) and used as a taxonomy for more selective coding, whereby the 

software package enables the production of memos in which the choices made 

can be explained. For example, during the first phase the theme of ‘things that 

are not what they seem’ was discovered. In the next phase I used the taxonomy 

presented in Illustration 2 to analyse all testimonies further. In the memos I 

explain, for example, that the category of cars includes car parts, or that the 

category of accessories includes jewellery like rings and necklaces as well as 

belts. The results of this analysis can be found in Chapter 6.  

 

 
Illustration 2: Taxonomy of one of the themes in the narratives 

 

A different type of analysis is the investigation of the narrative 

structure of the text. Rather than looking at the answers to interview questions, 

this mode of analysis focuses on narrative episodes in the data. The data I have 

collected consists almost exclusively of narratives with a clear plot and 

storyline. In Chapter 3 I discuss the testimonies as life stories, an approach 

inspired by the works of psychologist Dan McAdams (1993, 2006). Another 

possibility is looking at similarities in the narrative structure and plot-

development of the testimonies. This is the approach I have taken in Chapter 4 

to determine the typical script of a testimony.  

 Another type of analysis I have used is lexical analysis, which focuses 

on the words used in the text. Instead of analysing what is said, this type of 

analysis emphasizes the importance of how it is said (Bolden & Moscarola 

2000:452f). Keywords are identified; then their contextual meaning is 

determined. I have used this mode of analysis in my discussion of the jargon 
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used in testimonies (Chapter 4) and in the interpretation of safe and threatened 

spaces (Chapter 6). 

  In this dissertation, the collected data is presented mainly in the form 

of selected quotes from the testimonies and other texts (Bernard 1995:363f). 

These quotes act as illustrations of the theoretical statements I make. While the 

data I have analysed consisted of verbatim transcripts, the quotes given in this 

dissertation are slightly edited to make them easier to read, without changing 

their meaning (cf. Luhrmann 2012:ix). In a limited number of cases – found 

mainly in Chapter 4 – I have presented my results in illustrations such as 

graphs and pie charts.  

  

1.5 Conclusion 

Narratives about Satanism have a relatively short history in Zambia – the first 

instances are from the 1990s, and the narratives started to become widespread 

in the 2000s. Satanism in Africa in general and in Zambia in particular should 

be studied as a phenomenon that has some similarities to anti-Satanist 

discourses in the West, and should not be confused with the contemporary 

religious Satanism of groups like the Church of Satan.  

Narratives are among the “sensational forms” in which popular 

imaginaries are mediated (Meyer 2010). The sudden rise in the occurrence of 

narratives about Satanism points at a change in the social imaginary. In this 

dissertation narratives will be discussed in both in relation to the imaginary, 

with its conventions and genres, and the social situation of the narrators and 

their audience. 

I have collected narratives about Satanism by being attentive to 

situations in which these narratives could be shared, by collecting testimonies, 

and through the Fingers of Thomas. The data collected in this way was 

analysed using different qualitative modes of analysis. The results of this 

analysis will be presented in the following chapters. 
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2. Satanism in local and trans-local narratives and practices 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Stories about Satanism, like Grace’s testimony in Chapter 1, sound improbable 

to Western ears. What makes these narratives persuasive and believable in 

contemporary Zambia? In this chapter, I answer this question through an 

investigation of their plausibility. In their study of American urban legends, 

folklorist Bill Ellis and sociologist Gary Fine note that rumours are not shared 

because people believe they are true in a strict sense, but because they are 

plausible: “If we believe that a story or assertion makes intuitive and cultural 

sense, given how we conceive of our world, we are likely to accept the rumour 

as at least potentially true” (2010:5, italics in original). Ellis and Fine write 

about American legends, but the same is true for African stories. This chapter 

aims to show how stories about Satanism make ‘cultural sense’. In other words, 

taking, with Geertz (1973), culture as a ‘web of significance’,
22

 this chapter 

shows how narratives about Satanism are connected to other local and shared 

meaningful rumours and stories, traditions, practices, and beliefs. These 

connections with other stories make testimonies plausible.  

According to Fine and Ellis, some stories are “too good to be false” 

(2010:5), meaning that they are perceived as true because there is no need to 

question them since they are particularly close to the audience’s imaginary. The 

imaginary is not an intuitively accessible, collective philosophical, theological 

or cultural system. Following Meyer (2003), I see imaginaries as mediated and 

coming alive through and in communication. Stories take an important place in 

this mediation. In her study of religious narratives of ordinary Americans, 

Nancy Ammerman writes (2014:7): “[W]hat people carry with them […] are 

practices and narratives more than tightly argued philosophical systems.” An 

imaginary is mediated in stories and rituals. To establish how narratives about 

Satanism fit in the lived world of contemporary Zambians, this chapter 

investigates whether and how the stories about Satanism are related to other 

stories told and practices experienced in Zambia. These other stories and 

practices encompass far-reaching systematic theology as well as local tales. 

Some of the ideas and stories I am referring to come from academic, textual 

theology; others are oral folk stories.   

In this chapter I trace the footholds of the narratives about Satanism in 

                                                 
22 Geertz takes the phrase ‘web of significance’ from Max Weber (Geertz 1973:5).  
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Zambia along three different facets: 1) traditional ideas about witchcraft and 

spirit possession; 2) the reinterpretation of the traditional ideas from a Christian 

framework; and 3) the adaptation and dissemination of the Christian framework 

by African agents via various media, from sermon to film. The sequence of 

these aspects seems to hint at a historical development. However, this is not my 

position. Traditional ideas have not disappeared after the coming of 

Christianity, and American spiritual warfare theologians are as well-read as 

Nigerian pastors who introduce African images like the spiritual husband as 

examples of this theology. The three components are contemporaneous strands 

feeding the narratives about Satanism in Zambia. Zambia is not an isolated 

island. Stories told in Zambia can be old, relating to traditional practices, or 

new; and they can be local, or have their origins in other places and cultures.  

 

2.2 Traditional ideas about witchcraft and spirit possession 

Local knowledge about witchcraft and spirit possession in Zambia is not 

necessarily restricted to a single ethnic background. Within Zambia’s borders, 

more than 70 languages are spoken by different ethnic groups. However, ethnic 

or tribal identity should not be ossified (cf. Morris 2000; Ranger 2010 [1983]; 

Steinforth 2009). The active stimulation of inter-tribal marriage during 

Zambia’s First Republic, combined with a relatively high level of urbanisation, 

has led to a flourishing of discourses on an inter-ethnic, aggregated level. 

Therefore, I cannot limit my investigation of traditional ideas about witchcraft 

and possession to a single ethnic group.  

On a very basic level, testimonies and rumours about Satanism deal 

with questions surrounding evil. Why do bad things happen? Where does 

misfortune come from? In his study of religious change in Zambia, Wim van 

Binsbergen notes that in the traditional cosmology, evil can have two origins: it 

can be caused by “personal supernatural beings” like gods and, more often, the 

spirits of ancestors; or it can be attributed to “human malice” or witchcraft 

(1981:141). In the narratives of Satanism, the two are not easily separable. 

What Grace, whose testimony was presented in Chapter 1, describes seems a 

form of human malice, but she relates it also to being possessed by demons. In 

this paragraph I will discuss first how Satanism has its roots in witchcraft 

beliefs, and then how it is embedded in beliefs about the spirit world.  

 

Witchcraft  

Some authors see the African narratives of Satanism as a continuation of 
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traditional witchcraft beliefs. David Frankfurter (2006:97), for example, writes 

about testimonies of Satanism: “[A]ffiliated with modernity and recast as 

Satanic, traditional witchcraft notions became updated and legitimized.” 

Bernard Udelhoven (2009a) states that what is described today by Satanism, 

people could as well have described in the older terms of witchcraft or spirit 

possession. Stated like this, Satanism may appear to be the final stage in a 

development transforming older or traditional witchcraft beliefs. Rather than 

buying into this seemingly evolutionary model, I think that stories about 

Satanism seem probable because they resonate with co-existing ideas about 

witchcraft. My perspective is therefore synchronic rather than diachronic.  

An issue that needs to be addressed is the use of the term witchcraft. 

Witchcraft is an English word, used as a translation for a variety of African 

vernacular words. In translations it is always open for discussion whether a 

word from a different language and culture carries exactly the same meaning. 

Concerning the translation of witchcraft, there are two main problems, namely, 

first, that there are meanings inherent to the English word that are absent in the 

vernacular, and second, that there are meanings inherent to the vernacular 

words lost in the translation to the English word ‘witchcraft’. This means that 

under the label ‘witchcraft’ different meanings coexist and are evoked for 

different audiences. Regarding the first problem, witchcraft has a long history 

in Europe, and is in this context defined as “the human exercise of supernatural 

powers for antisocial, evil purposes. […] Over time, the idea of witchcraft has 

started to include the idea of a diabolical pact or at least an appeal to the 

intervention of the demons” (Valente 2006:1174). Two main notions in this 

definition are that witchcraft is utterly evil, and that it is connected to demons 

or the Devil. Using the word witchcraft in an African context means that these 

two notions get transplanted to that context as well. This is problematic 

because the Devil and his demons are not known in African traditions, and 

because in Africa witchcraft used to be an ambiguous term – witchcraft could 

be used for protective as well as harmful purposes. The second problem is that 

using one English word for a manifold of vernacular terms glosses over local 

variations. According to some African traditions, witchcraft is inherited. Others 

say it is acquired. For some, witchcraft resides as a specific fluid in the belly. 

Yet others see it as an invisible, spiritual force. The ideas about what is 

translated with the one word ‘witchcraft’ are by no means uniform.  

Since there are these problems with the use of the word witchcraft, 

should it be used at all? Most scholars of religion see witchcraft as a 
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problematic term, but in general it is retained. It is difficult to avoid the term 

because it is not only used by scholars, as an etic term, but on the ground as 

well. In contemporary urban areas in Africa, people are mixing different 

languages, and the English word witchcraft is used even while speaking in the 

vernacular. Witchcraft as an etic term is problematic, but it proliferates as an 

emic term and therefore cannot be avoided. I use the term ‘witchcraft’ here 

instead of a local vernacular, since the discourse of Satanism is not limited to 

one tribe or ethnicity, and can draw on a number of similar concepts of 

witchcraft. In fact, in the testimonies the word ‘witchcraft’ is used rather than a 

local vernacular. Even when the testimony is narrated in Chinyanja (the local 

language that is commonly spoken in Lusaka) the English word ‘witchcraft’ is 

used rather than the vernacular ufiti.  

 Though there are misgivings about the uniformity of witchcraft notions 

in Africa, there seems to be a common core. In the New Encyclopedia of Africa, 

Peter Geschiere describes this core as follows (2008b:220f):  

A basic theme is that misfortune – and often also spectacular 

success – are attributed to hidden human agency. Witches and 

sorcerers are believed to use secret forces to hurt other people or 

to enforce their own success. Witchcraft and sorcery are therefore 

closely related to jealousy, inequality, and the illicit search for 

power.  

Misfortune refers to afflictions, problems, and anything that is wrong or bad in 

one’s life or in society as a whole. Some afflictions and problems can be 

explained by natural causes, others through moral transgressions or problems in 

relations with the ancestors. If these explanations fail to satisfy, witchcraft is 

called upon as a cause. The belief that witches cause misfortune is shared by a 

significant proportion of the African population. The Malawian Welfare 

Monitoring Survey, for example, found that 76% of the interviewed households 

said they knew there were witches active in their community, and this 

percentage was even higher in urban than in rural areas (NSO 2008). Also, 

Christians as well as non-Christians experience witchcraft as a reality. In his 

study of Bantu witchcraft beliefs, Haule gives examples of what witches may 

achieve (1969:14ff): they cause fertility problems in women by cancelling 

pregnancies or hindering a successful birth; they cause diseases and death; they 

cause agricultural problems like drought or crop failures; and they cause 

difficulties in marriage. To inflict harm on their victims, witches use several 

techniques. They may send evil spirits or familiars to do harm, control the 
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forces of nature – especially lightning – or use ‘medicines’ that may contain 

poison (Crawford 1967:125). To avoid attacks using poison, pregnant women 

in particular are warned against eating market food (Steinforth 2009:47). The 

witch keeps her medicines in a vessel, for example the hollow horn of an 

animal. During witch-finding campaigns the discovery of such a horn is often 

used as evidence against the alleged witch (Richards 1982).  

The belief that witches eat people is widespread and often described (cf. 

Crawford 1967; Haule 1969; Van Breugel 2001). In some African traditions, 

this eating is believed to be a spiritual act in that it is the life force of the victim 

that is eaten. In other traditions eating is taken literally to mean the actual 

consumption of human flesh. In southern Africa, witches are said to meet at the 

burial ground, where they eat the flesh of recently buried corpses. They may 

use supernatural means of transport to go about their business. According to the 

participants in the Malawian study, witches fly at night using a broom or a 

woven basket (Chilimampunga & Thindwa 2012:35). According to Crawford, 

the Shona believe that a witch uses an animal like a hyena, owl or crocodile as 

a familiar and steed to travel to nocturnal meetings. All over southern Africa, 

the lilomba or ilomba is a witch’s familiar in the shape of a snake with a human 

head. This familiar feeds on the blood of its victims and helps the witch to 

become rich.  

 Stories about Satanism show clear similarities to these beliefs about 

witchcraft. Like witches, Satanists cause misfortune. Grace, for example, 

confesses to causing a sickness in her niece, and also says that Satanists are 

responsible for barrenness and problems in marriage. Like witches, in almost 

every testimony Satanists are said to eat human flesh and drink blood. Corpses 

are even used to produce foodstuffs found in every supermarket, thereby 

making every innocent customer complicit in satanic activity. Where the 

corpses come from, whether they, for example, were recently buried and dug 

up again, is generally not mentioned. Satanists are sometimes said to meet at 

the graveyard, travelling in extraordinary ways. This motif is present in Grace’s 

testimony in the introduction, where she says: “We used to meet at a graveyard, 

where we would arrive in many cars. Some of these cars were not even cars, 

but coffins, or hyenas.” In other testimonies the motif of meeting at the 

graveyard is missing. These similarities between witchcraft and Satanism 

suggest that Satanism has its roots in witchcraft discourse. However, there are 

differences between witchcraft and Satanism as well. Narratives of Satanism 

are generally set in an urban context, whereas the natural setting for witchcraft 
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is the village. Satanists most often speak about living in towns or cities. 

Misfortunes that are specific to village life, like the agricultural problems 

described by Haule, are absent in the testimonies of ex-Satanists. Satanists 

generally do not use medicines to inflict harm. However, the danger of bought 

– in opposition to home-cooked – food is emphasised in most testimonies.  

 In different parts of Africa, different categories of people may be 

accused of witchcraft. Men and women, rich and poor, old or young: they all 

may be witches. In some African countries, such as Malawi and the Democratic 

Republic of Congo (DRC), accusations against children are on the increase (cf. 

Chilimampunga & Thindwa 2012; cf. De Boeck 2008). Like witches, Satanists 

can be women or men, but Satanists generally are younger rather than older. In 

pre-colonial Africa, to ascertain whether an accused person really was a witch, 

they had to go through a test known as the mwavi or poison ordeal. Guilty 

witches would die of the poison they were given, while an innocent person 

would just vomit it. In 1900, the British colonial regime in Rhodesia outlawed 

this technique. Witch-finders replaced the poisonous substance with a non-

poisonous concoction called mchape, which served to detect and cure witches. 

Later, in the 1930s, the witchcraft eradication movement that swept through 

Malawi, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Tanzania and the DRC took its name from that 

concoction. Groups of witch-finders (mucapi) would travel from village to 

village at the request of local chiefs (cf. Udelhoven 2015; cf. Gordon 2012). In 

the course of their efforts to find witches, confessions of alleged witches – 

often extracted under severe pressure – were not uncommon. Confessions of 

Satanism do not seem to develop in quite the same way. There are no Satanist-

finders comparable to the mucapi who travel from place to place and make the 

finding of the witch a very public spectacle. Also, the ex-Satanists who give 

their testimonies are not doing it under a clear threat of violence. Usually there 

is time between the first suspicions of Satanism and the presentation of the 

testimony. Although some businessmen are attacked following accusations of 

Satanism, in general the emotions toward confessing ex-Satanists do not run 

that high.  

 Some authors have focused on the relation between the supposed witch 

and his/her victim. According to Marwick, witchcraft works within the family, 

more specifically in the matrilineage (1952). Isak Niehaus expands the circle in 

which witchcraft is thought to be effective to other close social relations, like 

those between neighbours (2001:84). Peter Geschiere argues that notions of 

witchcraft are anchored in the experience of intimacy (2013). Often Satanists 
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make their victims in these intimate circles as well. In the testimonies there is 

no clear preference for matrilineal relatives. Mostly, the relatives that ex-

Satanists claim to have sacrificed are close relatives, often members of the 

same household: parents, brothers and sisters, and their own children. Most 

Satanists, however, exceed this circle of intimacy in their actions. The 

consumers of the tainted products that are claimed to be made in the 

underworld, are random people, as are the victims of traffic accidents that 

Satanists say to have caused. It seems that victims tend to be either close 

relatives or random strangers – in the Zambian testimonies neighbours are not 

mentioned as victims of Satanists. 

 In the testimonies themselves, Satanism is seen as distinct but closely 

related to witchcraft. While in other African countries alleged witches give 

testimonies very similar to the testimonies presented here, the Zambian ex-

Satanists never refer to themselves as witches. However, some are initiated into 

Satanism through their relatives. These (older) relatives are referred to as 

witches, rather than Satanists. For example, when Gideon Mulenga Kabila, 

Zambia’s most famous ex-Satanist, narrates how he was initiated into Satanism, 

he begins his story with his mother, who was a witch (Torp 2007). When his 

mother arranges that Gideon is initiated, he becomes a Satanist rather than a 

witch. According to the testimonies, witchcraft is older and less advanced than 

Satanism. Comaroff and Comaroff note a similar sentiment when they quote an 

ex-Satanist who claims that “Satanism is high-octane witchcraft” (1999:292).  

 

Illicit accumulation 

The ideas about witchcraft described above are held by many people in 

contemporary Zambia. Many of the reports cited about these ideas come from 

anthropologists active in this region some fifty years ago, which points to a 

long history of these ideas. At the same time, the discourse of witchcraft has 

the potential to incorporate and address many modern changes, especially 

concerning the unequal distribution of wealth and power. Throughout Africa 

there are stories about acquiring wealth through spiritual means that harm 

others.
23

 These narratives are closely linked to the imaginary of Satanism, and 

                                                 
23 In recent years, these stories have received a great deal of scholarly attention. This could mean either that 

the stories that people tell have changed, or that contemporary anthropologists are more interested in them 

than they previously were. In the case of narratives about illicit accumulation this is open for discussion. For 
example, Comaroff and Comaroff (1999) speak about zombies – spiritually summoned unconscious workers 

in factories or on plantations of nefarious businessmen – as new arrivals on the African scene. On the other 

hand, Peter Delius (2001) has argued that stories about zombies have their roots in older, local beliefs.  
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in the following sections I will examine a number of them.  

 Arne Steinforth describes the Malawian (Chewa) concept of kukhwina, 

which he locates in a grey zone between accepted beneficial magic and rejected 

witchcraft. Kukhwina is the name for “achieving a personal advantage at the 

cost of some form of compensation” (Steinforth 2008:181). The personal 

advantages that one can receive through this practice are protection, and the 

accumulation of material wealth and political power. The cost of this is usually 

the sacrifice of a close family member, such as a parent or a child. Steinforth 

notes that notions of kukhwina have not been investigated in detail, and gives 

no indication of how long these beliefs have been in existence. Rijk van Dijk’s 

discussion of the same concept points to its existence before the 1990s 

(1995:180f). Other scholars have reported stories similar to both kukhwina and 

Satanism in various African countries. Often these stories describe how some 

people get rich and powerful through using the life force of many others. For 

example, Luise White (2000) describes stories told all over colonial East Africa, 

including Zambia, about firemen and hospitals, driving around at night in their 

vehicles and stealing blood from unlucky villagers. From Zimbabwe comes a 

story about humans trafficked to South Africa to be used as bait catching a 

magical fish with precious stones in its belly (White 1997:331). Movies from 

West Africa – popular in Zambia – tell stories about businessmen joining devil-

worshipping secret societies. The Devil makes them rich beyond measure, but 

in return asks for the sacrifice of family members and sexual relations.  

Many motifs of these stories about illicit accumulation resonate with 

the testimonies of ex-Satanists. Almost every testimony refers to the stealing of 

blood, and contemporary fears connecting Satanism with the medical 

profession obviously have their predecessors in the stories about hospitals 

draining blood for nefarious purposes. Zombies do not feature in many current 

testimonies, but the idea that one can unconsciously be used by the forces of 

evil does. In his testimony, Gideon Mulenga Kabila refers to the Zimbabwean 

story about humans used as bait for fishing.
24

 Satanism as a means to become 

rich through the killing of relatives is a very common trope in testimonies as 

well, and is especially emphasised in testimonies narrated by adult men. As this 

discussion shows, stories about Satanism are closely linked to ideas about 

witchcraft and spiritual means to acquire wealth. That the discourse of 

                                                 
24 In his video testimony, Kabila says about his mother (Torp 2007): “She used to sell [her victims] in Durban 

at the sea, where they use it to catch the sharks. You know they believe there are some minerals in the shark, 

so they put the heart of a human being....” 
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Satanism echoes these narratives makes the testimonies plausible to their 

audience.   

 

Possession  

Besides witchcraft, possession and interaction with the spirit world are 

established features of the traditional Zambian – as well as more generally 

African – worldview. The spirit world forms an integral part of reality. Since 

the Enlightenment, Western thought has been shaped by a dualism that divides 

the cosmos in two realities: the supernatural world of God and other spiritual 

forces, and the natural material world of humans, animals, plants and matter. In 

recent centuries the boundaries between these two realities have become more 

and more impenetrable. This means that (Western) humans have few direct 

experiences of the supernatural world in their daily life, and also that God and 

the spiritual forces are not expected to intervene directly in the natural world. 

In the African traditional worldview, the inhabitants of the spirit world involve 

themselves in human affairs. There are some local variations in thinking about 

this spirit world, but a common idea is that the spirits of the ancestors are able 

to act in the world of their descendants. The ancestors, although they are dead, 

are still a part of the community. As elders of the living, they may help as well 

as rebuke. Maintaining good relations with these spirits is as important as 

getting along well with one’s neighbours. If pleased, the ancestors can bestow 

blessings; if angered they may cause harm. Ancestral spirits act within their 

own lineage. Troublesome spirits generally are spirits that do not belong to a 

lineage. These spirits may possess a person. In Zambia, the following two types 

are the most well-known: 

 Mashawe/mashabe (in Chinyanja) or ngulu (in Chibemba). These 

nature spirits are often associated with local landmarks such as a 

river or a hill, or with foreign peoples. They can manifest 

themselves in the form of wild animals, such as a lion, snake or 

baboon. The ngulu or mashawe spirits may be connected to a 

lineage. If a deceased relative was possessed by these spirits, they 

may be inherited patrilineally or matrilineally. Also, some ngulu 

are said to be the spirits of legendary ancestors, such as chiefs, 

prominent healers or famous warriors and hunters. Certain dreams, 

such as dreaming of flying, swimming under water or being bitten 

by a lion, snake, monkey or dog, are a first sign of a mashawe-

possession (Mildnerová 2015:162). Today – as will be discussed 
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more extensively in Chapter 3 – these dreams are, in a Christian 

context, generally connected to Satanism. According to Udelhoven 

(2015:33), mashawe-spirits can “make a person upon whom they 

befell sick, but could also become a valuable resource for the 

community by bestowing extraordinary abilities of healing, 

prophecy or divination.” After an initial period of illness, a person 

possessed by these spirits may reach an understanding with them 

and become a channel for them when needed. The possessed 

medium often uses singing and dancing to the rhythm of drums 

(ngoma), and sometimes special medicines, to grant the spirits 

access. 

 Chiwanda/chivanda (in Chinyanja) or cibanda (in Chibemba). 

These treacherous spirits are the ghosts of dead people who do not 

belong to a person’s lineage. Their death may have placed them 

outside the community, as is the case if a person dies under 

unknown circumstances, such as in a natural disaster or a war. Or 

they may have placed themselves outside of the community by 

committing murder or other severe crimes. Chiwanda-spirits are 

unpredictable. They possess people outside of their lineage, and 

without any apparent reason; and this possession brings misfortune 

and illness. A chiwanda is always looking for a host to possess. 

Innocent persons can pick up such a spirit by being in the wrong 

place, especially at the graveyard.  

Different ethnic groups have different names for spirits, but they often fall into 

these categories. The Tumbuka vimbuza and the Tonga basangu and masabe, 

for example, seem to be varieties of the category of mashawe. 

 Zambian narratives about Satanism are related to both witchcraft and 

possession. Testimonies of adult male Satanists have much in common with 

narratives that connect witchcraft to illegitimate ways to acquire wealth. 

Testimonies of adolescent Satanists, who often confess that they were not 

aware of being initiated into Satanism and thus were not aware of the harm 

they were causing, are more similar to possession. Like someone possessed by 

a spirit, the adolescent Satanist is not in control of her actions. Also, dreams 

that were previously interpreted as communications from ancestral spirits are 

now being connected to Satanism.   

The similarities between narratives about Satanism and traditional 

Zambian notions of witchcraft and possession are clear. But Satanism is related 
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to a wider range of narratives than just these traditional notions. A second 

important strand in the development of the discourse of Satanism is the 

reinterpretation of these notions from a Christian framework. How Zambian 

ideas about witchcraft and about the spirit world have been transformed by 

missionary Christianity is the topic of the next section. 

 

2.3 The reinterpretation of traditional notions from a Christian 

framework 

The Devil and missionary Christianity 

In African traditional beliefs there are harmful spirits, and supernatural harm 

may be caused by human agents, but there is no concept similar to the Devil in 

Christianity. The discussion of Zambian traditional notions shows that spirits 

and even witches were not necessarily seen as forces of evil. This changed 

when missionary Christianity was introduced in Zambia. The missionaries did 

not speak in positive terms about spirits. They saw spirits as demons or agents 

of Satan; as idols worshipped instead of the true God; or as superstitions that 

exist only in the mind. In Translating the Devil, Birgit Meyer (1999) describes 

the mission history of the Ewe, a people living in South-East Ghana and 

Southern Togo. When the missionaries arrived in their territory, in 1847, they 

found a community with long-established religious traditions. Obviously, the 

Christian missionaries rejected the traditional Ewe gods and spirits, seeing 

them as agents of the Devil. The Ewe – like many African societies – did not 

have an established concept of the Devil. The first translators decided to use the 

Ewe word for witch or sorcerer as translation of the concept of devil (Meyer 

1992). Elsewhere, other missionaries made similar decisions which identified 

the Christian Devil with local concepts of evil. Biblical scholar Musa Dube 

(1999), for example, analyses the translation of the biblical word ‘demon’ in 

the Setswana translation. The translators chose the word for ancestor, thereby 

literally demonising spirits that in traditional thought could offer protection and 

give blessings as well as cause misfortune if they were displeased. The 

ambivalent character of the spirit world was recast in absolute terms: spirits 

were either good – a designation reserved only for the Holy Spirit – or evil. 

According to Meyer, the equation of traditional gods and spirits with the 

Christian Devil was found appealing, as many Ewe were happy to convert and 

thus follow a stronger god who could provide more blessings and better 

protection.  

 The expectations of the Ewe and the theology of the missionaries were 
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not evenly matched. The Ewe were converted by Pietist missionaries from 

Germany. Pietism is a movement within Protestant Christianity which places a 

great emphasis on both a pure inner life and a strict and sober way of life. 

According to the Pietists, to be accepted by God it is not enough to perform 

certain rituals or to behave well. What really matters is one’s state of mind, 

which can only be ascertained by God. For the missionaries, the Devil was 

primarily a force of temptation, an inner voice that leads people to do evil 

things (Meyer 1999). Evil is inside the human being itself, and every person 

has his or her own responsibility for fighting the evil in him- or herself. For the 

Ewe, on the other hand, the Devil – and his helpers: spirits, demons and 

witches – was an external force that brings misfortune. The natural state of a 

human being was to be and do good. If something bad happened, the Devil was 

held responsible. Since the missionaries saw the fight against evil as an inner 

struggle, they did not have rituals to protect and free the Ewe from the external 

evil they perceived. The missionary churches left their converts alone and 

unprotected in a world of evil spirits. Over time, this perceived shortcoming of 

the mission churches has proven to be a reason for backsliding to traditional 

practices as well as leaving the church for newer, Pentecostal churches. Unlike 

the mainline churches, neo-Pentecostal deliverance and anointing services do 

provide healing and protection that cannot be found in the traditional mission 

churches. 

 In Zambia, the situation was similar. In his discussion of the Devil of 

the Catholic Church, more especially of the White Fathers, Udelhoven (2015) 

qualifies the notion that for the missionaries everything pagan was evil. 

Although the White Fathers prayed every evening for the deliverance of Africa 

from Satan’s hold, their perspective of Satan seems to have been more of a 

rhetorical nature: everything that is outside of the church – in Europe or in 

Africa – was deemed satanic. In fact, for the White Fathers, “[t]he process of 

studying the language and local culture brought to many missionaries an 

appreciation and a love for the traditional wisdom” (Udelhoven 2015:36). In 

general, Catholic missionaries have been more appreciative of traditional 

culture and religion. In her study of the Reformed mission in Zambia, 

Verstraelen-Gilhuis (1982) mentions more or less successful attempts to 

eradicate traditional dances and initiations. Even for the White Fathers, 

involvement with the spirit world was not a part of the cherished traditional 

wisdom. The White Fathers saw the belief in spirits as superstitious 

imagination, and preferred not to talk about the spirit world. The silence of the 
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missionary churches on issues of spirits left open a space for spiritualist and 

Zionist AICs and later for neo-Pentecostal churches, which did take the spirit 

world seriously and could offer countermeasures.  

 The Devil was one element of missionary Christianity that was 

appropriated with enthusiasm. However, from an initial belief in the Devil to 

widespread narratives about Satanism is a long journey. In the next section I 

turn to an important element needed for the discourse of Satanism in Zambia: 

spiritual warfare and the Satanism scare. 

 

The rise of the ‘American gospel’  

Neo-Pentecostal churches have been booming in Zambia since the 1980s. 

Many of these churches were founded by local preachers. Here I turn first to 

the Western roots of these churches, and then in the next paragraph to the 

African agents appropriating and disseminating their ideas. Neo-Pentecostal 

churches see traditional spirits as evil realities, and, unlike traditional mission 

churches, they do offer a solution to affliction by spirits in the form of 

deliverance or healing prayer. The theology of these new churches – 

characterised by some authors as an ‘American gospel’ (Brouwer, Gifford & 

Rose 1996) – stands in contrast to the European Protestant theology of the 

classical mission churches. European Protestants have long been uncomfortable 

with the notion of a literal devil. Philip Almond (2014) describes how the Devil 

in Europe after the 16
th
 century lost his supernatural powers, his embodiment 

and his ability to act in the world through a process of disenchantment, to 

persist as a merely symbolical or rhetorical vestige. This is the view of the 

Devil reflected by the history of European Protestant and Catholic missionaries 

as described by Meyer and Udelhoven. Brouwer, Gifford & Rose (1996:13ff) 

argue that the neo-Pentecostal theology that has found worldwide acclaim over 

the past decades is a typically American phenomenon (see also Poole 2009; 

McCloud 2015). In American religious culture, religion and the state are 

formally strictly separated but ideologically closely intertwined: God has a plan 

for the United States. From this proposition the whole of world history can be 

interpreted as a battle between forces of good and evil. Over the years, 

American politicians and preachers have, time and again, identified forces that 

are threatening to thwart US progress as evil. Unlike in Europe, in the United 

States there has been – at least since the 1960s and 1970s – a widespread 

acceptance of the Pentecostal emphasis on gifts of the Spirit and the literal 

reality of supernatural forces of evil.  
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The 1960s saw a general charismatic renewal in Christian churches in 

the US. This renewal was not limited to Pentecostal churches, and made 

healing, deliverance and the gifts of the Spirit acceptable in a range of 

Protestant and Catholic congregations. In his history of exorcism or deliverance 

in the US, Michael Cuneo describes how in the 1970s and 1980s congregants 

from different churches and different social classes lined up to have their 

demons expelled (Cuneo 2001). On an individual level, these Christians felt 

that an external source was responsible for their afflictions or discontent. The 

novelty in this is not only the widespread popularity of deliverance, but also the 

underlying assumption that a Christian can be afflicted by demons. The battle 

between good and evil is not only held to take place on the level of world 

history, but on an individual level as well. This theology is often joined with 

the notion of the existence of an organised force of evil agents. Who are 

identified as the evil agents depends on the tensions of the moment – Illuminati, 

communism, and Islam have all been mentioned – but a group explicitly 

labelled as Satanists has been in people’s minds since the 1970s.  

 The preoccupation with Satanism in the USA and Europe came to a 

peak in the 1980s and 1990s. The beginning of the 1980s saw the publication 

of Michelle Remembers (1980), a sensational book based on recovered 

memories of abuse by a satanic cult. A few years later, in 1983, accusations of 

ritualistic child abuse were made against a preschool in California. The trial – 

which ended without convictions in 1990 – was covered widely in the media, 

and similar allegations towards other child care centres are made. In the UK, 

the Satanism scare caught on in 1988, when tabloids started publishing about 

sexual abuse and child murder in ritual settings (La Fontaine 1998:1). In both 

the US and the UK there were reports about a powerful satanic organisation, 

abducting and breeding children for use in their rituals and orgies. In the 

Netherlands, the village of Oude Pekela was gripped by fear of Satanists after 

children told about ritual abuse (cf. Verrips 1997:31). The dread of a satanic 

organisation was highly publicised, which means that reports could easily have 

crossed over from the US and Europe to Africa. During the 1990s, the panic 

slowly evaporated in the West. Material evidence of ritual abuse by a satanic 

cult is extremely scarce.
25

 

                                                 
25 This is, to some extent, a question of definition. For example, in his social history of Satanism, Massimo 

Introvigne distinguishes “folk Satanism” from Satanism stricto sensu. According to Introvigne (2016:8f), 
folk Satanism can be connected to a number of murders, but because it lacks formal organization and a clear 

ideology it should not be counted as ‘real’ Satanism. Within the Italian Satanist group called the Beasts of 

Satan murders were committed out of metaphysical grounds – as human sacrifice to the devil – but this 
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 According to some authors, narratives of Satanism in Africa are a spill-

over from the Satanism scare that spread in the US and the UK in the 1980s 

and 1990s (Frankfurter 2006:3).The timing of the first African testimonies in 

the 1980s fits with the Satanism scare. News about accusations of Satanism 

could have spread to Africa. Folklorists have noted that legends spread through 

channels or ‘conduits’ of people with shared beliefs and interests (Ellis 

2000:10). What is the conduit between the Satanism scare and African 

testimonies? At first sight, there are few similarities between this Satanism 

scare and the African testimonies of Satanism. Both speak about a powerful 

organisation of Satanists, but the African testimonies are placed in a religious, 

Christian setting, whereas the Satanism scare was a relatively secular affair, 

with experts from the secular sphere like psychologists and police officers 

instead of religious experts like pastors. Although some accounts of satanic 

abuse came from Christians, other professed victims were not religious. The 

reports had their setting in day-care centres, with evidence collected not by 

pastors but by therapists and child protection workers. Ritual abuse of children, 

a core motif in the Satanism scare, is absent in African testimonies. There is no 

clear direct conduit between the Satanism scare and African churches that stage 

testimonies.   

However, it is likely that both phenomena have a common origin in 

American neo-Pentecostal theology. The Satanism scare and the African 

testimonies share a history. In the US, testimonies of self-proclaimed ex-

Satanists have been around in Christian circles since the 1970s – Michael 

Warnke and John Todd are well-known examples. Unlike the narratives 

coming up in the Satanism scare, Warnke and Todd’s testimonies show some 

similarities to African testimonies. Warnke (according to Ellis 2000:185ff) 

narrated how he was introduced into a cult, where he received the opportunity 

to specialise himself in an aspect of the occult. His choice was Satanism. As 

Warnke progressed through the levels of this cult, the rituals got more perverse, 

including sex, the desecration of religious symbols and cannibalism. He 

received apartments, drugs, money and cars for his involvement. John Todd’s 

(Ellis 2000:195ff) apocalyptic testimony conflated witchcraft and paganism 

with Freemasons and Illuminati. His own main role in this movement was to 

promote rock music that had the power to demonise adolescents through spells 

                                                                                                                       
motivation was combined with a conflict over money (Introvigne 2016:545ff). The victims were members of 

the group, not outsiders. Although connections between Satanism and abuse or even murder can be made, 

there is no evidence of the sustained abuse supposed by Christian and secular anti-Satanists.  
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it contained. On a larger scale, he predicted worldwide carnage as the 

Illuminati take control over the world. Both Warnke and Todd were popular in 

the USA for a time, delivering their testimonies in Pentecostal-charismatic 

churches. They both published about their experiences, and recordings of their 

testimonies circulated through the Pentecostal milieu. Although these 

testimonies are still far from African testimonies, like Grace’s narrative 

presented in Chapter 1, they have some common features. They all describe a 

worldwide, evil organisation where horrifying rituals are practised, and where 

participants can advance in rank – remember how Grace tells that she advanced 

in rank after her fist sacrifice.  

 The early American testimonies make sense in the neo-Pentecostal and 

Pentecostal-charismatic cosmology, where history itself is seen as an ongoing 

war between forces of good and evil. The other side of the view that God 

actively and miraculously intervenes in the world and in people’s lives is the 

perception of an almost equally powerful counterforce of darkness. Through 

‘spiritual warfare’ these forces of evil have to be forced back before the 

Kingdom of God can materialise in this world (Hunt 1998). This cosmology 

forms the basis of the testimonies of ex-Satanists in both the USA and Africa. 

The idea of spiritual warfare is very visible in Zambian church services, where 

pastors address the need to fight the forces of evil. Conquering these powers 

brings wealth, health, a job, or children. The notion of spiritual warfare is often 

also visible in testimonies, though it is not always explicitly addressed. 

Testimonies describe the tactics used against Christians by the agents of evil. 

The enemy uses certain products as spies to see which Christians are ‘strong in 

faith’, and therefore dangerous, and which are ‘weak’ and therefore easy to 

conquer. The Satanists also try to weaken the forces of Christianity by 

preventing them from hearing the words of their commander, the pastor.  

Rather than being a direct spill-over from the satanic panic, narratives 

of Satanism are likely to have reached Africa through the works and media of 

Pentecostal-charismatic preachers. Together with the already present pre-

occupation with the Devil, this made a fertile ground for narratives about 

Satanism in Africa. However, it would be one-sided to lay all the agency with 

Western actors like missionaries and neo-Pentecostal preachers. In the next 

section I examine the role of African agents in the development of the 

discourse surrounding Satanism.  
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2.4 The adaptation and dissemination of a spiritual warfare framework by 

African agents 

African innovations in spiritual warfare theology 

Much of modern spiritual warfare theology originates in the US. However, we 

live in a globalised world, where preachers use television, radio and internet to 

deliver their message. What is popular in the US does not stay there, but travels 

all over the world. In Africa, many neo-Pentecostal Christians perceive 

themselves to be the target of attacks by demonic forces that need to be 

overcome by spiritual warfare (Simojoki 2002). In his published testimony, 

Gideon Mulenga Kabila lists the churches that have been instrumental in his 

deliverance (n.d.:4). Of the thirteen churches that he mentions, two are 

mainline churches, while the others could be grouped under the label neo-

Pentecostal. Some of the mentioned churches were established by missionaries 

from Western countries, others are locally founded, and still other churches 

have their origins in other African countries. In Zambia, neo-Pentecostal 

theology is influential even in the classic mainline churches. In recent years, 

the mainline Protestant theological university where I teach has published two 

collections of articles written by its lecturers and other southern-African 

scholars on the prosperity gospel and the meaning of prophecy today 

(Kroesbergen 2013; 2016). Students observe that church members expect their 

pastors to promise wealth and declare sickness to depart.  

 The modern cosmology of spiritual warfare that originated with 

American authors like John Wimber and Peter Wagner has a cross-cultural 

appeal, since it is very compatible with the demonisation of traditional spirits 

and deities. At this point it has been taken up by a host of African preachers, 

who have access to their works in local Christian bookstores and through the 

internet. These African preachers are not merely recycling the theology of their 

Western counterparts. African Pentecostal-charismatic Christianity is 

developing its own voice which travels through intra-African channels. 

According to the Ghanaian theologian Opoku Onyinah, contemporary African 

neo-Pentecostalism is a combination of two trends that started in the 1970s and 

1980s, namely the prosperity gospel and a focus on spiritual warfare that 

heightened people’s awareness of demons and how to expel them. In Africa, 

this theology has taken up a distinct local flavour that Onyinah (2004:336) calls 

witchdemonology: “[W]hile some Westerners concern themselves with demons, 

Africans, while accepting the Western term, reformulate it within their concept 

of ‘witchcraft’ in a new way that is a combination of the terms witchcraft and 
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demonology. The term ‘witchdemonology’, coined from both terms, therefore 

seems to fit into the situation more than the term ‘demonology’ or ‘witchcraft’.” 

Local spirits, which in previous times could be benevolent or harmful, have 

entered a global stage as agents of evil, to be conquered through spiritual 

warfare. In the framework of spiritual warfare theology, both African spirits 

and witches have become agents of the Devil. Since they now belong to the 

same category, the distinction between witchcraft and possession has begun to 

fade. Neo-Pentecostal churches are attentive to the fears of witchcraft and spirit 

possession among their church members. Pastors in these churches claim the 

ability to discern who is possessed or bewitched, or even who is a witch or a 

Satanist. Pentecostal churches seem to have taken up the role of the older 

witch-finding movements.  

 Nigeria is a nerve centre for this type of Christianity. In Zambia, one of 

the most popular TV-channels is Emmanuel TV, a Christian television network 

founded by the Nigerian pastor T.B. Joshua. Nigerian pastors regularly speak at 

conferences and crusades in other African countries, including Zambia 

(Burgess 2008:31). In her testimony, Grace’s deliverance from Satanism starts 

when she tries to disturb a service led by a Nigerian pastor. Books from the 

publishing house of the Mountain of Fire and Miracles (MFM), one of the 

largest neo-Pentecostal churches in Nigeria, are readily available in Zambian 

Christian bookshops. Within the framework of deliverance and spiritual 

warfare, local, African, elements are added, for example the preoccupation with 

spiritual husbands/wives, marine spirits, the unconscious initiation into evil 

also known as ‘blind witchcraft’ or ‘blind Satanism’, and the importance of 

dreams. In the following paragraphs, these preoccupations are discussed in 

light of the Christian re-interpretation of traditional spirits and spiritual warfare 

theology. 

 Many testimonies tell about being married in the underworld.
26

 Having 

a spiritual husband or wife is not limited to those who have experienced 

Satanism. I sometimes visit the Women’s Fellowship in a Reformed Church in 

Zambia congregation in Lusaka. When asked what their biggest spiritual 

challenge is today, the women answered “spiritual husbands and wives.” 

Having a spiritual husband or wife typically causes men and women to remain 

single, or if they are already married it causes barrenness and other problems in 

                                                 
26 In francophone Africa the spiritual husband is known as ‘mari de nuit’, night-husband. This term is also 

used in Zambia. See Tonda (2016) for a discussion of this phenomenon in Gabon, and Van de Kamp (2011) 

for Mozambique. 
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this marriage. Other problems in physical and mental health may also originate 

in having a spiritual husband or wife. Spiritual husbands – troubling women – 

are most common, but spiritual wives occur as well. In traditional Zambian 

cosmology, the relationship with spirits is sometimes described as a marriage. 

In forms of Christianity where all spirits are deemed inherently evil, these older 

notions of interacting with spirits become threatening and harmful. In the 

theology of spiritual warfare, spiritual husbands and wives are agents of the 

Devil, operating on a global scale. African spirits, Christianised notions of evil 

and American spiritual warfare theology all come together in this discourse.  

 Water spirits are well-known in the African religious landscape. They 

may inhabit rivers or lakes, and can be ceremonially addressed to provide 

favours or food (cf. Frank 1995). Probably the most famous marine spirit is 

Mami Wata. Mami Wata (“mother of water”) is a relatively new deity, who has 

attracted many followers in the course of the 20
th
 century. She is portrayed as a 

woman with a light complexion, holding a mirror and combing her long, 

flowing hair. She often has a snake around her middle and a fish-tail instead of 

legs, and is also known as the ‘Queen of the Coast’. The Mami Wata-cult has 

followers from Senegal to Tanzania (Drewal 1988), although it is not very 

known in Zambia. In their rituals, her followers make altars for Mami Wata, 

often including ‘European’ items such as cutlery, Western foods, children’s 

toys and cosmetics (Wendl 2001:273f). Through the use of a mirror, Mami 

Wata devotees travel spiritually to her realm beneath the sea, where coveted 

consumer goods like televisions can be found. In neo-Pentecostal churches, the 

marine spirits are strongly rejected and claimed to be agents of the Devil 

(Meyer 1998a:765). According to them, Mami Wata is an agent of the Devil 

who can give her followers money, power and success if they become her 

lovers. This means that it is prohibited for them to have sexual relationships or 

children with a human spouse. This line of thought is also a theme in several 

Nigerian and Ghanaian movies. Again, we see the process of demonising local, 

traditional spirits at work.  

Marine spirits like Mami Wata have a prominent place in the 

testimonies of ex-Satanists. The first well-known African testimony, Delivered 

from the Powers of Darkness by Emmanuel Eni (1988), describes how Eni 

becomes a servant of the Queen of the Coast, with access to her marine 

kingdom. The Queen of the Coast is not explicitly identified as Mami Wata, 

but her attributes are very similar: the mermaid-like figure, the marine world 

full of modern goods, the mirror, the snake and the prohibition of sexual 
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relationships in the physical world. In Zambian testimonies, the Queen of the 

Coast or Queen of the Ocean is mentioned regularly. Although there are stories 

about water spirits and entrances to an underground realm in central Africa (cf. 

Ellis & ter Haar 2004:52), it is unlikely that the image of a kingdom under the 

ocean arises from local traditions in a landlocked country.  

 Another typical feature of Zambian testimonies that originates with 

African spiritual warfare theology is the idea that someone can be initiated into 

Satanism unknowingly and unwillingly. Like the spiritual husbands/wives and 

the Queen of the Ocean, this belief has no clear precedent in non-African 

testimonies. Unconscious witchcraft in not a new notion in Africa. Evans-

Pritchard, in his famous study on witchcraft, magic and oracles among the 

Azande, defines witchcraft as an innate ability to harm others through the 

psychic force of one’s conscious or unconscious intentions. This is what 

distinguishes witchcraft from sorcery, in which material objects are needed to 

work magic. The distinction between witchcraft and sorcery does not work well 

in the Zambian context – witches are often said to use objects as well. But the 

idea that one can be a witch and harm others even unknowingly, is not unheard 

of in Zambia. The related notion of ‘blind’ or ‘unconscious’ witchcraft’ is 

known in African Pentecostal circles (cf. Pype 2011:295). A blind witch, 

according to the Facebook page of a certain Pentecostal pastor, meets his or her 

colleagues in the night to plan attacks on churches and Christians.
27

 These 

meetings take place in the spirit world, and are therefore only remembered as 

dreams, or a feeling of tiredness in the morning. The blind witch is not aware 

of her activities at night, or of her responsibility for harm caused. It is only a 

small step from this blind witchcraft to unconscious initiation into Satanism. 

 Whether someone is experiencing Satanism or is troubled by a spiritual 

husband or wife, dreams are important indicators that something is not right. 

Traditionally in Zambia dreams are interpreted as messages from the spiritual 

world (Udelhoven 2013). Dreaming about food, eating and drinking is in 

contemporary Zambia interpreted as something satanic. Other significant 

dreams that point to Satanism are dreams about snakes, dreams about getting 

married and about nursing a baby. This interpretation of dreams is not typically 

Zambian, but can be traced – like the Queen of the Coast and the ideas about 

blind witchcraft – to Nigerian Pentecostal churches. In a Nigerian internet poll 

asking whether eating in dreams is harmless or dangerous, 55% of the 

                                                 
27 https://www.facebook.com/notes/revernd-max-wellspring-oseogena/blind-witchcraft/382754705126080. 

https://www.facebook.com/notes/revernd-max-wellspring-oseogena/blind-witchcraft/382754705126080
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respondents said ‘dangerous’.
28

 In her discussion of Nigerian Pentecostalism, 

Ruth Marshall describes manuals for dream interpretation in which dreaming of 

water or of eating is interpreted as a sign of demonic activity (2009:150) The 

idea that there are dangers in dreaming about eating food is found on several 

African Christian websites, but rarely outside of Africa. 

 The previous examples show that neo-Pentecostal Christianity in 

Africa builds upon the theology of early missionaries in the rejection of all 

traditional spirits. It is also influenced by later American interpretations of the 

gospel that emphasise a spiritual war between good and evil taking place on a 

worldwide scale as well as within the individual. These external influences 

have left their traces in Zambian testimonies of ex-Satanists. In the end, 

however, the Christian theology behind the testimonies is an African 

construction. Elements like the Queen of the Coast, spiritual husbands and 

wives, blind witchcraft, and the negative evaluation of eating in dreams are 

found almost exclusively in African testimonies. It seems that Nigerian 

Pentecostalism is an important hub in the Africanisation and dissemination of 

theology over the continent.  

  

Satanic images in popular African movies 

In the previous paragraphs I have discussed the origins and African adaptation 

of spiritual warfare theology. Theology, as an academic affair, may sound 

scholarly, bookish, away from the ordinary language of contemporary believers. 

In Zambian neo-Pentecostal churches several aspects of American and African 

Pentecostal-charismatic theology can be traced. But do the church members 

take these ideas home with them? It seems they do; otherwise altar calls for 

those who feel they may be into blind Satanism would not have found such an 

appeal. Another important factor in the dissemination of the neo-Pentecostal 

worldview is popular movies from film studios in Nigeria and Ghana, 

especially those of the ‘occult’ genre, depicting evil spiritual forces. Besides 

the pastors discussed in this paragraph, movies and their directors are a second 

category of agents disseminating and adapting the spiritual warfare theology. In 

her study of the Ghanaian film industry, Birgit Meyer (2015:153) states: “The 

imaginary of popular Christianity, strongly deployed especially in Pentecostal-

charismatic churches, converged considerably with that conjured up in video 

movies [...], sustaining a thick, mutually affirming intermedial texture.” These 

                                                 
28 http://www.nairaland.com/265072/how-get-rid-eating-dreams. 

http://www.nairaland.com/265072/how-get-rid-eating-dreams
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movies can be watched in small video centres or bought relatively cheap or at 

the markets in Lusaka’s town centre and in the high-density areas. Often the 

movies deal with businessmen trying to get rich through membership in a 

secret society dedicated to the Devil. To acquire riches they have to sacrifice 

relatives and participate in blood rituals. The portrayal of the businessmen in 

the movies seems inspired by images of Western ritual magic, with props like 

robes and wands. The link with the discourse of Satanism is clear: Zambian 

Satanists are also believed to receive money for sacrificing others. Similar to 

the movies, in some testimonies ex-Satanists are said to have a secret room for 

practising rituals. Some ex-Satanists describe black or scarlet robes worn in the 

underworld. In most of the testimonies, however, the ritualistic aspect of 

Satanism that is so visual in the movies is understated, and direct links between 

testimonies and specific movies are hard to find. While the movies are 

definitely related to the discourse of Satanism in Zambia, their imagery does 

not seem to feature large in the testimonies.  

According to the discourse described in this chapter Satan is the enemy, 

a threatening force that should be overcome. This may be too one-sided. In 

Chapter 1 I have stated that discourses about Satanism swing back and forth 

between positive Satanism and negative anti-Satanism. For some, the anti-

Satanist discourse portrayed in this chapter can be empowering. Youths may 

for example play with the image of the Satanist to acquire a certain status. 

Traditional healers or witch doctors sometimes use the image of satanic groups 

in their advertising, offering solutions that promise their clients to become as 

rich as the Illuminati.   

 The discourse of Satanism in Zambia is not merely imported from 

American Pentecostal preachers. Nor is it purely a further development of 

Zambian traditions. Rather, it forms what Birgit Meyer (2015:195) calls a 

“constant recuperation and reworking of globally circulating ideas and images.” 

In the last section of this chapter, I will illustrate how traditional ideas and an 

African adaptation of spiritual warfare theology come together in testimonies 

of ex-Satanists. 

 

2.5 Zambian testimonies between traditional notions and spiritual warfare 

theology 

In the following case-study of the occurrence of traditional notions and African 

neo-Pentecostal theology in testimonies, I will focus on the image of the snake, 

because it has a presence both in the traditional Zambian worldview, and in 
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African spiritual warfare theology.
29

 Zambian traditions on snakes are diverse. 

In many traditions the snake holds a special position, and can be seen as 

ambiguous, morally neutral or even helpful. For example for the Chewa, from 

the Eastern Province in Zambia, the snake – especially the python – is closely 

related to the arrival of the rains. Should someone kill such a snake, God 

(Chiuta) would not send the rains (Van Breugel 2001:67). In Luapula Province, 

in the north-east, a deity (Makumba) appears in the form of a snake with a 

white spot on its head. Its appearance is believed to bring good fortune and a 

rich harvest. According to Bemba traditional beliefs, snakes may carry 

messages from important ancestors, mainly former chiefs. At different places – 

for example Victoria Falls – a supernatural snake is thought to live in the water 

and bring blessings as well as punishments. Lastly, throughout Southern Africa 

lilomba is the name for the witch’s familiar in the form of a snake. As can be 

seen from this limited overview of snakes in Zambian traditions, the snake is in 

many traditions connected to the divine or supernatural, and by no means 

necessarily evil.  

 Snakes are mentioned in more than half of the testimonies that I have 

collected for my research on the discourse of Satanism in Zambia. Some 

references to snakes are clearly built on Christian notions – for example calling 

the Devil “that old serpent,” following the biblical book, Revelation. Others 

seem to have their roots in traditional Zambian views, as becomes clear from 

the following example. Chimwemwe is a middle-aged mother of five children 

when she first testifies in church about her involvement with Satanism. 

Looking back, the first sign of evil manifested when she was six years old and 

defied her mother’s commands by jumping into a river. This river is a fearful 

place. She recounts other stories of people who jumped into the river. Some 

never came back; others appeared after a few months, filled with spiritual 

knowledge. The river runs through the land belonging to Chimwemwe’s uncle. 

She says:  

I was not the first to go in that river. Others never came back. 

Others became half fish, half woman, and were seen breastfeeding 

children. The mother of my grandmother disappeared for months 

in the water. She came back with a bag full of medicines and 

became a witch doctor. Two white men came – this place was full 

of precious stones – and they went into the water. The first came 

                                                 
29 An extended version of this case-study can be found in Kroesbergen-Kamps (2017).  
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out, and all his skin had been peeled off. He was very red. He went 

in again, and the water became his grave. The second man 

disappeared in the same way. My uncle, who was managing the 

farm, one day decided that he wanted to sell the minerals in the 

ground. But he never did. When working in the field, he stepped 

on something soft. He stepped on something soft and he realised 

he was standing on the back of a huge spotted snake. It was not a 

python, a python is smaller. This snake – he couldn’t see where 

the head was, or where the tail was, it was so big. He had to take a 

few steps just to get off its back. He ran. When he got home, he 

had a dream. The same snake appeared and told him: “Don’t touch 

our stones.” This place, it was filthy rich with minerals. How 

wealthy my uncle could have been! But he never touched them, 

and when people started praying there they just disappeared. 

Rivers and lakes are often considered both as inhabited by spirits and as points 

of access for the spirit world in general (Ellis & Ter Haar 2004:52). In Zambia, 

the spirit dwelling in Victoria Falls is probably the most well-known example; 

but lesser water features contain their own spirits. All over Africa, water spirits 

are depicted as mermaids, half fish and half woman. Chimwemwe’s narrative is 

not explicit about the precise workings of the spirit world. However, the figure 

of the mermaid is clearly present, and it is likely that the woman who came 

back as a witch doctor is believed to have accessed the spiritual world and its 

knowledge through the river. The snake described by Chimwemwe seems to be 

another local spirit, though earth- rather than water-bound. The snake is 

connected to the precious stones found in the ground, protecting them from 

being extracted by white businessmen. Filip de Boeck (2016:206) describes 

how, in the neighboring Katanga region of the DRC, earth spirits are believed 

to make mineral resources accessible to those who please them. Chimwemwe’s 

uncle experiences the snake both while working in the fields and in dreams. In 

Zambia, dreams are interpreted as a medium for communication from God, 

spirits or ancestors. A dream can give confirmation, the promise of a blessing, 

or a warning. In the dream described by Chimwemwe, the snake is warning her 

uncle to leave the precious stones alone. This whole sequence in 

Chimwemwe’s testimony is built upon traditional notions of the spirit world.  

 The last sentence of Chimwemwe’s episode signifies a breakaway from 

these traditional notions. When people started praying on Chimwemwe’s 

uncle’s land, the precious stones disappeared. Prayer refers to the coming of 
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Christianity. When Christianity came, local gods and spirits, like 

Chimwemwe’s snake, did not just disappear. Rather, local systems of 

classifying the supernatural – the snake, the water spirit – become incorporated 

in an ideology that transcends the local (Frankfurter 2006:15). The concepts of 

the global ideology are used to redefine local notions of the supernatural. In 

contemporary Zambia, experiences with snakes are interpreted as spiritual 

attacks. Often, Christians bring these experiences to the church, hoping for 

spiritual protection, healing and guidance. Through spiritual warfare these 

forces of evil can be fought and expelled. As ‘men (and women) of God’, 

contemporary neo-Pentecostal pastors have the power to protect and deliver 

their congregants from evil. Pastor Panji Chipeta is a Zambian radio and 

television pastor and founder of a church called Kingdom Business Ministries 

(KBM). Testimonies form an important part of the church services at KBM. 

Pastor Chipeta regularly refers to testimonies in his sermons, and in the 

deliverance service on Sunday afternoon there is often a slot where an invited 

guest gives his or her testimony. Pentecostal pastors, as experts in demonology, 

play an important role in the interpretation of snakes as agents of evil. In the 

following example, Pastor Chipeta interviews David for his radio program 

Precious Testimonies. David is a young man in his twenties who confessed that 

he became a successful businessman through his involvement in Satanism. 

After his initiation into Satanism, David received a briefcase which he took to a 

cave near his home village. In the briefcase, he found an egg from which a 

snake hatched.  

David: When I reached [the cave], I opened the briefcase. To my 

surprise I found a red egg. So when I was concentrating on the egg, 

I just found that egg did what? Broke. Then there was a very small 

snake which came out from the egg. It started moving there. It was 

moving and it was growing bigger, until it covered the entire cave. 

Pastor Chipeta: Weren’t you scared? I mean, every one of us 

human beings [when we see a snake we become scared, translated 

from Chinyanja JK] – I mean am I right? 

David: Yes. 

Pastor Chipeta: There is an enmity between man and snake from 

the garden of Eden. So when you see a snake, the first reaction is 

that you shudder and you want to run. Naturally, that’s the 

reaction. So in your case, you didn’t get scared. 

David: I didn’t get scared, and it started talking to me and telling 
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me: “You are now my partner, we’ll be working together. I’ll be 

giving you whatever you want, but remember I need to eat as well. 

So right now what I’m going to do, I’m going to give you money 

for orders.” So it started vomiting money for me now. 

Pastor Chipeta: You remember that Lucifer in the Old Testament 

came in form of a snake? 

David: Yes. 

Pastor Chipeta: Did you know that whoever was in that snake 

form was Lucifer himself? So you were literally talking to the 

Devil himself, in that village where you went to that snake. It was 

the Devil himself. So when the cave opens and you start talking to 

the snake, how would you stand? Would you sit by the side of the 

cave like romantically talking to the snake, or would you be in 

front of it, straight, or how? 

David: I was given the instruction immediately that I reach there I 

have to bow three times. Then that’s when that cave opens. Then 

that snake will start talking to me. So I put on my red gown, I 

bowed, [the cave] opened and [the snake] started talking to me. 

The first time I talked to it is when I saw [the snake], but every 

time I was going there [afterward] the instruction was that I need 

to touch my chest, like this, then bow down. 

Pastor Chipeta: So as you bow with your two hands on your chest, 

which is almost the symbol of holding your heart, it’s an 

allegiance to the snake, to the Devil himself and you seem to say: 

“My heart is yours, it’s no longer mine, my heart is in your hands.” 

As you did that, that is what you were saying literally.  

At first sight, David’s experience with the snake is very similar to the 

traditional notion of lilomba or ilomba, a witch’s familiar in the shape of a 

snake with a human head. This familiar feeds on the blood of its victims and 

helps the witch to become rich. David’s snake does not seem to have a human 

head. It does, however, vomit money for him, and reminds David that it will 

want something in return for that. David’s description of his invocation of the 

snake, on the other hand, resembles popular African movies. In these movies, 

there is frequently a brotherhood of businessmen who worship the Devil, 

wearing robes and making ritual gestures. In this sequence, the references to 

the Devil all come from Pastor Chipeta, and not from David himself. The 

pastor reminds David of the story of the fall in Genesis, and explains that when 
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he was talking to the snake, he was actually talking to Lucifer. According to 

Pastor Chipeta, David’s involvement in Satanism made him lose his fear for 

snakes. He also interprets the ritual gestures David had to perform to 

communicate with the snake as pledging allegiance to the Devil. David agrees 

with these interpretations which seem to originate from the pastor’s 

discernment. While David’s words can be interpreted from a traditional 

Zambian perspective, the conversation between David and Pastor Chipeta 

places it firmly in the context of spiritual warfare.  

In the globalizing theology of spiritual warfare, the Zambian snake has 

become part of the legions of evil, and mysterious experiences with snakes are 

connected to the Devil. According to Pastor Chipeta, demons can appear as 

snakes. In another testimony, he remarks: “The Devil in Genesis came out as a 

serpent, and that’s what deceived Eve: [the Devil] impersonating a snake. So 

snakes even in the Bible were talked about as demons.” This connection 

between snakes and demons means that if a person dreams about a snake 

attacking him, it can be a sign that they are under attack from evil powers. If a 

person dreams about talking or playing with snakes, it may mean that this 

person is, unknowingly, in league with the forces of Satan. Seeing snakes in 

dreams or in the physical world has become a signifier for the presence of evil. 

In contemporary Zambia, this interpretation is commonplace, not restricted to 

neo-Pentecostal churches. This case-study about the notion of the snake in 

testimonies of Zambian ex-Satanists shows how traditional ideas and spiritual 

warfare theology are intertwined. Local supernatural forces are retained in a 

globalizing worldview, where they acquire new meanings. This combination of 

the old and the new makes testimonies plausible and provides the discourse of 

Satanism with the appeal of the familiar. 

  

2.6 Conclusion 

Stories about Satanism are closely related to other rumours and stories, 

traditions, practices, and beliefs. Some of these discourses have a long history. 

Contemporary testimonies of ex-Satanists echo witchcraft beliefs described by 

early anthropologists doing research in Zambia and neighbouring countries. 

However, beliefs and traditions are not unchanging and fixed in the past. 

Rather, they are fluid and adaptive, as can be seen from the more recent 

popularity of stories describing the use of spiritual means to acquire wealth. 

These beliefs resonate with changes in the political and economic situation. 

Another example of the fluidity of beliefs and tradition is the embrace of a 
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Christian re-interpretation of the spirit world. Local and transnational folk tales 

and systems of belief are transformed and taken up into a global narrative. The 

global narrative that serves as a framework for stories about Satanism is 

strongly influenced by modern spiritual warfare theology. This theology with 

American roots has gained worldwide momentum since the 1980s. It is, 

however, not necessarily an American message. African Christians are not 

mere receptacles for a foreign gospel; they add and adjust, for example, by 

giving traditional African spirits a place in their theology – albeit in a 

demonised form. The discourse of Satanism is embedded both in traditional 

beliefs and in contemporary theology, as becomes clear from the case study 

about the co-occurrence of traditional and neo-Pentecostal notions about snakes 

in testimonies. These roots and connections mean that bewildering testimonies 

like Grace’s make cultural sense. Of course not every Zambian shares the 

traditional ideas about witchcraft and possession, or the neo-Pentecostal ideas 

of spiritual warfare, but their presence in Zambian society is pervasive. 

Testimonies are connected to what people watch on TV, hear on the radio and 

discuss among friends. For Zambian listeners, the ideas about Satanism are not 

new or unfamiliar, but embedded in common traditional and well-known novel 

narratives and practices. This embeddedness warrants audiences to reasonably 

accept narratives about Satanism as plausible.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



84 
 

3. Rewriting the life story after the diagnosis of Satanism 

 

3.1 Introduction 

The discourse of Satanism in Zambia draws on various traditions: ideas about 

witchcraft and possession, theologies of deliverance and spiritual warfare, and 

tropes from legends and movies. Stories about Satanism form part of a web of 

similar meaningful narratives. This makes the content of the stories plausible; it 

means that stories about Satanism in Zambia make cultural sense. It is one 

thing to deem the existence of an organisation devoted to evil plausible. To 

claim that you have been a member of this organisation, however, is something 

else completely. For ex-Satanists who give testimonies about their past in 

churches and other religious settings, the discourse of Satanism does not only 

make cultural sense, it also makes personal sense. For them, Satanism is not 

merely a plausible reality. It is a reality that they have experienced for 

themselves.  

 At first sight, conversion seems to be an important interpretative frame 

for the testimonies. Testimonies follow the script of conversion stories, and 

narratives about a past as a Satanist and the subsequent affirmation of a born-

again Christian identity seem to point to a change (or maybe even two 

consecutive changes) in religious conviction. The picture of Satanism that 

emerges from the testimonies, however, has little to do with religious beliefs or 

doctrines. For the ex-Satanists whom I have interviewed or whose testimonies I 

have heard, becoming a Satanist was not a choice – not even a misguided one. 

Usually they can point to a specific moment when it all started; an initiation, in 

their words. But often this initiation happened to them involuntarily and they 

were initially unaware of it. Grace, for example, was initiated in a dream. “I 

had a dream that I was in a room with all these Satanists,” she said. “They spun 

me around, and when I didn’t fall, they said: ‘If you had fallen, you would have 

become a Satanist, but since you didn’t fall you are not.’ Later I had another 

dream, where I was at a party with friends. They offered me a drink, and I took 

it. When I drank it, I realised that it was blood. I knew then that I had joined 

Satanism...” Memory, another ex-Satanist whom I interviewed, traces her 

initiation back to a gift received from a friend at school. “When my birthday 

came she asked me what to buy. I said: ‘Anything.’ She bought me a neck 

chain. When I got it, I didn’t understand what it meant, but after I got it, I 

started dreaming about being under the ocean.” Under the ocean is where the 

realm of the Satanists is located, and the neck chain gave Memory access to 
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this place. Other testimonies claim initiations through wearing clothes given by 

a friend, sleeping under a certain blanket at the house of a relative, or eating 

food given to them.  

Only two testimonies describe a somewhat more intentional 

involvement in Satanism. Both David, an unsuccessful businessman from 

Lusaka, and Moses, a soldier in the Congo, intended to do something to acquire 

wealth and power. Later they realised that the rituals they submitted themselves 

to were an initiation into Satanism. In none of the testimonies that I have 

collected, or heard about through conversations with pastors and the Fingers of 

Thomas, was becoming a Satanist a doctrinal choice. Becoming a Satanist does 

not mean leaving the doctrines of one religion behind for the beliefs of another. 

Scholars have noted this lack of a profound change in religious convictions for 

African religious change in general. Nicolette Manglos is a sociologist who has 

done research on conversion narratives of born-again Christians in Malawi. 

According to her research, even becoming born-again does not usually refer to 

a change in beliefs or doctrines. Rather, “[t]he conversion experience is central 

to how Pentecostals understand themselves as miraculously ‘healed,’ 

emotionally and physically, and empowered to live a devout, moral life” 

(Manglos 2010:413). The frame of conversion as adopting a new belief or 

theology does not really explain how someone first becomes a Satanist and 

afterwards becomes a born-again Christian.  

 In this introduction I have argued that Satanism is not a religious 

conviction. If that is the case, then how does someone come to see their 

experiences as involvement in Satanism? In other words: Through what process 

does an individual accept the discourse of Satanism as a personal narrative? In 

the first part of this chapter, I will argue that affliction is a better interpretative 

frame for the discourse of Satanism than conversion. The second part of the 

chapter discusses the way in which the diagnosis of Satanism is incorporated 

into the life story.  

 

3.2 Satanism as affliction 

If Satanism is not a religious conviction, what is it? The responses of an 

audience to a testimony may shed some light on this question. In the radio 

programme Precious Testimonies different kinds of testimonies are delivered. 

Some focus on overcoming barrenness, miraculous healing, or even coming 

back from the death. Others emphasise the dangers of traditional ceremonies 

and visiting traditional healers. Still others report about having spiritual 
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husbands and wives. Some testimonies are specifically about Satanism – 

although Satanism is mentioned in some of the other testimonies as well. 

Between January and March 2015, over the course of several episodes, a guest 

named “Mr. X” gave a testimony about his involvement in Satanism. His 

testimony is in itself not very special – it seems to rely heavily on Gideon 

Mulenga Kabila’s published testimony, with some details repeated almost 

verbatim. What makes these episodes interesting is that listeners had the 

opportunity to call in and send SMS messages with their questions. This makes 

it possible to establish how an audience hears a testimony. What does it make 

them think of? The following is a list of the questions asked during one of the 

episodes of Mr. X’s testimony
30

: 

 The Bible says that money is the root of all evil. But we need 

money every day. So what can we do? 

 I often dream that I am getting married.  

 My niece, who is two years old, often wakes up at midnight. She 

cries and starts vomiting. This happens up to three times a week, 

but only when she is sleeping alone. When she is with her 

mother, it never happens.  

 How should I preach? 

 I have never slept with anyone, but now I have an STD. How is 

that possible? 

 I often dream of women, and of getting married. And at the end 

of 2014 I dreamt about a snake entering my stomach.  

 I am dreaming about a snake, it always bites me. Even when I’m 

in a big group, it comes to me to bite me. And one time the 

snake shouted: I am your wife. 

 I am a pastor, and I fail to understand these things. Sometimes I 

pray for people, but the situation stays the same. I want to meet 

you.  

 I have a problem in the night with my legs, they are twitching. 

Both men and women call in to ask questions. Of these questions, the first, 

about money, directly engages the topic of the testimony. Testimonies often 

explain how Satanists are rewarded with money for sacrificing people. Does 

that mean that money is always evil? But don’t you need money to survive? 

Two questions seem to be by aspiring pastors who want to learn from the host. 

                                                 
30 Most of the questions were asked in Chinyanja; this is my abridged translation. 
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The other seven questions all have the same underlying concern: What is 

wrong with me, or with my close relative? In all of the episodes where listeners 

have the opportunity to ask questions, this is the major concern. For the 

audience, hearing a testimony triggers questions about their own state of well 

being. The academic literature – especially from the ‘modernity of witchcraft’-

school – often interprets testimonies of Satanism as reflecting the political and 

economic situation. This situation may be there in the testimony, like the 

backdrop against which a play is performed. But this is not the message that a 

Zambian audience gets from a testimony. For the audience, testimonies do not 

offer an abstract explanation about how the world works. Rather, upon hearing 

a testimony, people look at their own lives and the lives of those close to them 

and wonder whether a similar thing could be happening to them. What they are 

looking for, in short, is spiritual healing.  

 In testimonies, the connection between Satanism and healing is present 

as well. Many ex-Satanists describe their initiation as the start of their 

involvement in Satanism. But since this initiation often happens without their 

conscious assent, the question arises at what moment they realised they were a 

Satanist. The answer is not a topic that is generally discussed in a testimony; it 

does not form part of the general script. However, in some of the testimonies it 

is possible to see glimpses of the moment when someone realised that they 

were involved in Satanism. A good example is Sue. Sue was a young woman in 

her early twenties when she gave her testimony on Precious Testimonies. As a 

teenager, Sue went through a difficult time. “I was 16, and I can say I was very 

lonely, I was staying far away from my parents. I was actually being mistreated 

by the people I was staying with. So I used to feel like nobody loves me.” She 

suffered from some vague physical complaints, like the feeling of a lump in her 

throat and high blood pressure. In retrospect, Sue saw that she always had been 

different from others. “I was just … a weird kid,” she says, “I was very quiet. I 

never had friends, and I never liked being around people. I would lock myself 

in my bedroom [and] stay there the whole day.” She was especially wary of 

others – men – touching her. Friends and relatives noticed her strange 

behaviour. “Somebody told me that he thought that I behaved in a very strange 

way, I was very quiet, I was too quiet. […] I remember at school that they used 

to laugh at me that I never had a boyfriend.” Her friend advised her to see a 

certain pastor who might be able to help. It was only after being prayed over 

several times that Sue realised the extent of her divergence from the norm. 

“After they’d prayed for me in church for a month, […] that’s when I begun to 
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realise what was happening to me. That’s when I realised that there was 

something wrong with me. […] Even certain thoughts I used to have were not 

normal thoughts. They were somehow – maybe I can call it crazy.” Something 

was wrong with Sue, as she repeats four times in her testimony. In Sue’s 

narrative, there are several mediaries involved in her dawning realisation of 

being a Satanist. Sue herself feels out of sorts. People around her are worried. 

A pastor is instrumental in both Sue’s realisation that she is a Satanist and in 

her deliverance from this evil. For Sue, Satanism is the diagnosis of what is 

wrong with her. Rather than a religious conviction or ideology, Satanism 

appears to be an affliction.  

 The word affliction points to a medical discourse. Much has been 

written about the difference between a Western, biomedical perspective on 

health and an African, holistic perspective, where physical health is seen as 

closely related to other aspects of well-being. According to Laurenti Magesa 

(1997), the essence of traditional African cosmology is maintaining or reviving 

the force of life. If this vital force flourishes, families enjoy good health, are 

relatively prosperous, and their children survive to adulthood. A disturbance in 

this life force – caused by moral transgressions or a malevolent human or 

spiritual entity – may cause problems in different spheres of life. From this 

perspective, the very different problems of, for example, physical illness and 

poverty, may have a common cause. A health problem is not seen as merely a 

personal medical issue, but as having a social and spiritual dimension as well. 

Compared to this holistic view on health, the Western, biomedical paradigm is 

said to be limited, and it is criticised for addressing symptoms but not the cause 

of an illness.  

A strict dichotomy, like this one between African and Western 

practices, may not be very helpful in understanding how contemporary 

Zambians see well-being and affliction. Holistic or alternative healing is 

popular in the West, and hospitals in Zambia offer biomedical cures. It seems 

to me that everyone strives for well-being in all aspects. A lack of well-being 

may have medical, social or spiritual causes – on this point people from all 

over the world could probably agree. In different contexts, however, people 

may differ in their evaluations of who can help. In southern Africa, for a 

common, mild illness like a cold or a sore throat, basic treatments are well 

known within the population and no health specialist is involved (Steinforth 

2008:66). For serious ailments, treatment is sought in hospitals (Sugishita 

2009), although in rural areas traditional medicine is often more accessible and 
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affordable (Stekelenburg et al 2005; Van Rensburg 2004:33). The choice to 

visit a traditional healer is also made if the physical symptoms are unusual or 

persist even after a visit to the clinic (Sugishita 2009). Unexplained and 

lingering symptoms indicate that more is going on than just a medical problem, 

and the wider expertise of a holistic, traditional healer is required. Research 

conducted in Lusaka shows that distance and cost are not decisive in the choice 

for a traditional healer: clients are willing to travel far to visit a well-known 

traditional healer and to pay more than for treatment in hospital (Mildnerová 

2015). Besides biomedicine and traditional healers, Christian faith healers form 

a third alternative for a person seeking healing and an explanation for his 

affliction (Manglos & Trinitapoli 2011). Like the traditional healers, Christian 

faith healers are receptive to non-biological causes of affliction. Although some 

faith healers discourage the use of biomedicine (Togarasei 2010), most accept 

biomedical diagnoses of illness (Manglos & Trinitapoli 2011).  

Faith healing is commonly associated with mushrooming neo-

Pentecostal churches. However, along with the rise of Pentecostal churches a 

‘Pentecostalisation’ of mission churches has taken place as well. Manglos and 

Trinitapoli (2011:110) state that in Malawi “[a]s expected, Pentecostal 

congregations are most likely to be practicing faith healing and to score very 

high on our index of faith healing indicators. Yet the Mission Protestant 

churches closely follow Pentecostals as the most actively engaged in faith 

healing, and they are followed by African-independent congregations, [and] 

Catholic parishes.” This is in accordance with my own observations in 

Zambian mission churches. As I have argued elsewhere, especially the 

Reformed Church in Zambia is shifting towards Pentecostalism (Kroesbergen-

Kamps 2016).  

 In her testimony, Sue describes herself as lacking well-being. She felt 

lonely and weird, had physical problems, her behaviour is evaluated as strange, 

and she calls herself ‘maybe crazy’. Sue does not explicitly describe seeking 

help from the medical profession, although the remark that she had a problem 

with her blood pressure indicates that she may have undergone a medical 

examination at some time. For the lump in her throat that Sue experienced in 

combination with dreams about eating flesh, her mother took her to a 

traditional healer.  

Once, I woke up with a piece of meat in my mouth. [...] I told my 

mum about it. And at that time, my mum wasn’t born again, and 

she believed so much in traditional medicine. She gave me 
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something, I don’t know what it was. She told me to chew it, then 

I chewed and we forgot about it. […] [Then] there was a time 

when I got very sick; I had something moving in my stomach. And 

then someone said that it was trying to eat my heart. So the person 

that said that gave me medicine. It was traditional medicine, but I 

don’t know what it’s called. So that day, it left my stomach and 

then the very day in the night it came again, it entered through my 

left arm. I didn’t see it, like, the way it was, but I could see it 

moving in my skin. And then... my mum took me to the same man, 

who made a tattoo on my left arm. After that we went home. My 

mum got scared and she went to a witch doctor. They said that I 

needed protection, and she was given medicine, that was mixed 

with a python snake. So she was asked to make those tattoos on 

me, and when putting the same medicine she was told to say 

certain words, I don’t remember them. After she made those 

tattoos I was asked not to bath – because I was going to school the 

following morning, so I was asked: don’t bath in the morning, bath 

later in the day. So I just went to school, just like that. 

We do not know why Sue’s mother “believed so much in traditional medicine”. 

It may have been an assertion of her traditional African worldview, as Magesa 

would have it. It may also have been a question of availability and affordability 

– although people are known to travel far and pay much for the services of a 

traditional healer, regardless of the presence of medical facilities in their 

neighbourhood (Mildnerová 2015:34). It may have been that she believed the 

symptoms Sue was showing – dreaming, the experience of things moving in 

her body – to be more connected to spiritual than biomedical causes. The 

therapy that the healer prescribed for Sue is common: rubbing medicine into 

incisions in the skin is believed to have a purifying effect (Mildnerová 

2015:120). According to Sue’s testimony, after undergoing the rituals as per 

instruction of the traditional healer, her condition worsened. It took more than a 

month of prayers from a Pentecostal pastor before Sue felt better and was 

delivered.  

Like traditional healers, Christian pastors who heal through prayer see 

spiritual causes for the afflictions of their clients. Maybe this leads to a 

competition between both groups. Evidently, in Zambia, Christian faith healers 

have little regard for traditional healers. In Sue’s testimony this becomes clear 

through the way she speaks about going to a traditional healer: it is only 
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because her mother was not yet born-again that she even considered going to a 

traditional healer. Later, Sue does not mention him as ‘traditional healer’, or 

with the vernacular nganga, but refers to him with the pejorative ‘witch doctor’. 

Traditional healers, from this perspective, may not be Satanists as such, but 

they are definitely in league with the Devil.  

 In Sue’s narrative, Satanism is, more than anything else, a diagnosis of 

what is wrong with her. The previous section has given an overview of the 

specialists Zambians may turn to when they feel that there is something wrong 

with them. For complaints of a strictly medical nature, hospitals are visited 

where possible. Unexplained and prolonged illness and lack of well-being in 

other areas of life are addressed by professionals who take into account 

spiritual causes as well, such as traditional healers and Christian faith healers. 

Because of the Christian background of the discourse of Satanism, this 

diagnosis is restricted to Christian faith healers. In the following section I will 

focus on Christian faith healing and on how the diagnosis of Satanism is 

established. 

 

3.3 Christian faith healing 

What is Christian faith healing in the Zambian context? According to Christian 

faith healers, illness, poverty and other problems may be caused by spiritual 

forces, for example through demon possession and witchcraft. These forces 

need to be expelled in deliverance. Deliverance can take place in a church 

service. During the service the pastor makes an ‘altar call’: he invites members 

of the congregation who are suffering from afflictions to the front. The pastor 

and his assistants go from person to person, praying and laying their hands on 

them. In these services there is little time for any individual case; and often 

people are asked to come back later for an individual deliverance session. 

Many pastors offer individual deliverance at a fixed time during the week. In 

mainline churches like the Reformed Church in Zambia it may be a group of 

intercessors or ‘prayer warriors’, rather than the pastor, who pray for the 

afflicted. Sue does not say much about what actually happened during her 

deliverance, except that one or possibly more pastors prayed for her over an 

extended period of time. As a researcher I have witnessed several deliverance 

sessions. The following example shows that the diagnosis is not fixed at the 

beginning of a prayer session.  

Pastor Jere, who founded his Pentecostal church a few years ago, 

opens his house every Friday for anyone who needs healing. 
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During my visit, people are waiting for their turn in the living 

room, while Pastor Jere is praying for a family in a spare room. 

This room is not big, maybe three by four meters. Apart from 

three plastic garden chairs, there is no furniture in the room. When 

I arrive, the pastor is praying for a young woman. Her mother and 

aunt are there as well. An assistant pastor records the proceedings 

on a tablet. The pastor’s wife, his three year old son and two 

female helpers are in the room too. Soon the prayer for the 

daughter is finished, and it is the mother’s turn. Both mother and 

daughter come from a provincial town in Zambia. They are 

visiting the mother’s sister, who lives in Lusaka and visits Pastor 

Jere’s church. In their home town, mother and daughter go to one 

of Zambia’s mainline churches.   

 Since it is her turn to be prayed for, the mother moves 

hesitantly to the centre of the room. “Don’t worry, God is able, he 

will break every chain in your life,” Pastor Jere says reassuringly. 

The middle-aged woman nods and whispers “yes”. “Okay, raise 

your hands. What’s your name?” “Monica.” “Okay. Come two 

steps forward.” Pastor Jere touches Monica’s forehead briefly, 

sighs, and starts to pray: “Father we bless your name, that you are 

God... – close your eyes,” he tells Monica, and then he lays his 

hand on her forehead. “Every power of darkness that has held your 

life bondage. The spirit of blood pressure.” Still with her eyes 

closed, Monica lifts her head as if she is looking up. “Satanic 

invasion in your blood!” Pastor Jere shouts, “I command you to 

go.” Monica tilts her head further and further backwards. “Loosen. 

Something is happening. Loosen, in Jesus name,” Pastor Jere says 

as Monica collapses to the ground. The helpers arrange her neatly 

on the floor, taking care that her legs stay covered. Monica has her 

eyes closed and doesn’t move. “Every demon that has held her 

children and have followed her family, I command you today to 

leave this bloodline and go. Your time has expired in the name of 

Jesus! Every sickness and disease,” the pastor says as he kneels 

next to Monica. At first she lies very still as the pastor commands 

the demons that she suffers from to go. Then she starts breathing 

heavily. “Something is happening. Get out of her! Get out of her! 

Get out of her! This body is under fire!” Every sentence the pastor 
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says is accompanied by a “yes, yes” from the helpers. “Yes, it’s 

under fire!” “Under fire!” the helpers repeat. Monica groans. “I 

command you, open her mouth, surrender and leave this woman 

and go. You have been hiding in her blood, trying to kill this 

woman, but God wants her to live. I command you: go! Take your 

luggage! Take your sickness. Get out of her! Lose your hold! You 

spirit of a dead person! Your season is over, leave her.” Monica 

lets out a long moan, while Pastor Jere says: “Go. Go. Go. Go. Go. 

Go out!” “In Jesus’ name!” responds a helper. “Get out, right now! 

Leave her, you have no longer power over her soul. All of you 

devils, people that have died in the bloodline, I command you 

move. Leave her. Go back to the graveyard. Human spirits, leave 

her now, by the fire of the Holy Spirit, go.” Monica is moaning 

almost continuously now. Pastor Jere and a helper stand on either 

side of her head. “Get out of her.” “Now.” “Get out of her.” “Now.” 

“Get out of her!” “Now!” Monica’s moaning turns to shouts. 

“Leave her now! I command you go!” “Aah!” “I command you 

go!” “Aah!” “I command you go!” “Aaaaah!” Monica’s screams 

get louder as Pastor Jere continues to command the demon to get 

out. “Fire!” “Ai!” “Fire!” “Ai!” “Fire!” “Ai!” Monica shrieks, 

high and loud, and her body contorts. Helpers quickly cover her 

with a spare chitenge cloth. “By the fire of the Holy Spirit! Leave 

this woman! Go out! Go!” Monica rolls over from one side to the 

other. The screaming has stopped. “Go. This marriage is over! Get 

out! Leave her children!” Monica lies still. “Never come back in 

this body and go. This body belongs to Jesus. All devils are 

broken. Generational curse, your marriage is over. She’ll never die 

of HIV, she’ll never die of sugar, diabetes, she’ll never die of 

blood pressure! I command you to take all the diseases out of her 

blood. Because God has come to heal her. I break every witchcraft 

disease.” As Pastor Jere continues praying for her, Monica’s 

muscles tighten. She seems to lift her hips from the floor and her 

arms are flailing and threshing. “I set you free. In the name of the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost, I declare freedom is your 

portion. It’s over, in the name of Jesus.”  

 Then, suddenly, she lies still, and it is over. “Can you 

stand up?” the pastor asks. Monica gets up with difficulty. Her 
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hair is in disarray, and she looks exhausted. “Chains have been 

broken. She was married to the spirit of a big man. Demonic 

forces held her life and wanted to kill her. All the symptoms in 

your life will die. Your health will revive, and God will give you 

strength and power. You are healed, just now.” With a soft voice, 

her head shaking, Monica says: “Thank you.” “How are you 

feeling in your body right now?” asks the pastor. “I’m just feeling 

light,” Monica responds in a whisper. “Amen! Something heavy 

has been moved from you. The Devil has left you. From today, 

you will feel different, your body is healed.” 

In the study of possession and exorcism, the theatrical quality of the ritual of 

deliverance has been noted (cf. Frankfurter 2006; Levack 2013). There is a 

rhythm in the call and response between pastor and helpers, and between the 

pastor and the possessed client. During the session, tension builds up – in 

Monica’s muscles, in her moaning, in the increasing volume of the pastor’s 

orders and his helpers’ encouragements. Then, suddenly, a climax is reached 

and everything is quiet again. Public deliverance sessions have a stage and an 

audience. The actors on the stage are well-defined: the pastor who expels the 

demons; the victim, showing signs of possession during the deliverance and 

peace and happiness afterwards; and often a number of helpers responding to 

both of the main actors. The pastor wears a clerical costume, which makes him 

easily recognisable; and he uses the props of his religion, such as a cross, a 

Bible and a flask of holy water or anointing oil. The actions of the pastor and 

the victim do not exceed the expectations of the audience – they are, as Brian 

Levack calls it, “scripted”, bound by the cultural notions connected to 

possession. Levack describes the participants in the deliverance session as 

“performers in a religious drama” (2013:28). This does not mean that they are 

play-acting, aware of their roles as actors may be. Rather, they are, consciously 

or unconsciously, following patterns of behaviour expected in the context of 

Christian faith healing. They learn their script by reading about possessions, 

hearing about them in sermons and seeing possessed people being exorcised in 

public gatherings. For someone unfamiliar with this practice, Monica’s moans 

and Pastor Jere’s shouting at her may seem shocking or offensive, however, 

within the Zambian practice of deliverance there is nothing out of the ordinary 

in their actions.  

 In his description of the ritual of deliverance, Stephen Hunt 

(1998:218ff) describes a clear succession of phases. First the presence of an 
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evil spirit is established, second is the process of naming the spirit, and third 

the expulsion of that spirit. In the example of Monica and Pastor Jere, this 

succession is not very obvious. The pastor has no previous history with the 

client; she is visiting her sister and has never before been prayed for by this 

pastor. There is no introductory conversation between healer and client, Pastor 

Jere immediately starts praying. What ails Monica is not clear. Maybe Pastor 

Jere does not need that information: after the session, he explains that he has 

the gift to discern the presence of demons.
31

 Clear is that in this session little 

time is spent on establishing whether Monica’s problems are caused by a 

demon, by witchcraft, or by another natural or supernatural cause.  

Possession, witchcraft and Satanism are three spiritual causes of 

affliction recognised by Christian faith healers. Although there seems to be no 

fixed relation between specific causes and symptoms (Mildnerová 2015:64) – 

all three phenomena can manifest themselves with multiple diverse symptoms 

– according to the literature some symptoms have a closer connection to 

witchcraft and others to possession. In their analysis of letters sent to 

archbishop Milingo, Gerrie ter Haar and Stephen Ellis (1988:197) give a 

pathology of possession: “Physical symptoms commonly considered to be 

caused by spirit possession include many complaints with no obvious physical 

cause […]. General aches and pains fall into this category. So does the 

mysterious sensation of a lump travelling round the body. Bad smells, lack of 

concentration, obsessive behaviour, impotence, infertility, social strife and 

disturbing dreams are also typical symptoms of spirit possession.” Although 

witchcraft may cause similar complaints, typically witchcraft is associated with 

sudden, severe illness (Van Binsbergen 1981:141), and recurrent misfortune in 

general (Sugishita 2009:440). Swollen legs, claimed to be caused by stepping 

on a charm, are also attributed to witchcraft (Stekelenburg et al 2005:74f). 

Incidentally, this latter phenomenon is what is troubling Monica’s sister. After 

Pastor Jere’s initial prayers during a Sunday deliverance service, the sister is 

relieved that her legs are not troubling her as much anymore.  

 In his prayers for Monica, the pastor immediately starts expelling 

demonic forces. He repeats several times that evil forces affect the bloodline, a 

diagnosis that is supported by the fact that Monica’s daughter and sister 

experience troubles as well. In deliverance theology many problems are 

thought to be caused by generational or ancestral curses, which may affect a 

                                                 
31 Likewise, for Zambian traditional healers, it is a sign of their power and effectiveness if they are able to 

diagnose and cure a client without having spoken to them first. 
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whole lineage. Although these teachings have been developed and popularised 

outside of Africa by evangelical and Pentecostal preachers such as Derek 

Prince and Kurt E. Koch, they resonate with specifically African beliefs about 

the influence of ancestors on one’s well-being. Apart from a force of evil 

affecting the bloodline, Pastor Jere addresses demons associated with medical 

conditions like high blood pressure, HIV, and diabetes. After the prayers have 

finished, the pastor gives his final diagnosis: Monica was married to the spirit 

of a big man. In Zambian traditions, the ancestral spirits of chiefs, healers or 

warriors – who may be addressed with the honorific ‘big man’ –   are able to 

possess an ethnically related person. For traditional healers, such a possession 

often forms the beginning of their career: after a period of affliction they learn 

to communicate and live with the spirit which gives them the ability to 

diagnose and heal the problems of others. The relation between the 

healer/medium and the spirit is sometimes characterised as a marriage. In the 

Pentecostal Christian discourse such a positive evaluation of ancestral spirits is 

out of the question. Any spirit that is not the Holy Spirit is seen as an evil spirit, 

a demon sent by Satan. From this perspective, Monica’s spirit of a big man 

cannot be accommodated and has to be expelled.  

 Although Pastor Jere’s final conclusion is that Monica was afflicted by 

this spirit of a big man, during the deliverance-session there is no clear moment 

in which the demon is named. Rather, Pastor Jere seems to be trying different 

options: an ancestral curse, a medical condition personified as a demon, 

affliction by a male spirit, or a disease caused by witchcraft. There seems to be 

a buffet of possible causes for Monica’s (unstated) problems. In a first 

deliverance session like this, these remain largely undifferentiated. Pastor 

Jere’s eventual diagnosis seems to be supported by Monica’s symptoms and 

responses: sometimes she moans in a deep, manly voice. She does not seem to 

respond to mentioning of Satanism or witchcraft, while she seems to moan 

louder when the pastor refers to a male spirit possessing her. Research on 

therapy seeking behaviour in Lusaka shows that clients seek out a variety of 

diagnoses, finally choosing the one that feels most appropriate (Mildnerová 

2015:36;96), whereby the acceptance of a diagnosis is “a process of negotiation 

between a healer, a patient and his significant others (kinsmen, friends or 

neighbours).” Bernhard Udelhoven has interviewed many people suffering 

from spiritual afflictions, and provides more than twenty specific cases in his 

book on dealing with spirits, witchcraft and Satanism (2015). In some cases a 

relative has been accused of witchcraft before, and witchcraft becomes the 
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main frame of interpretation. Other families have a history of spirit possession, 

and interpret problems in that way. I have no information about what happened 

with Monica after this first deliverance session. She may have gotten healed 

completely, but it is just as likely that she continued seeking an improvement in 

her health and well-being. If Pastor Jere’s diagnosis of a spiritual marriage to a 

big man seemed appropriate to Monica and her family she may have continued 

seeking help to cut her bonds with this oppressive demonic force. On the other 

hand, she may also have visited a traditional healer in her home town, or gone 

to a hospital to receive medical treatment.  

 Specific to Christian faith healing is the conviction that all non-

Christian spiritual forces are of a demonic and evil nature. In a first prayer 

session the causes for affliction are largely undifferentiated, although a 

preliminary diagnosis is given. In later sessions, in a process of negotiation 

between healer, client and significant others the diagnosis is clarified. How this 

works in case of a diagnosis of Satanism is the topic of the next section.  

 

3.4 Diagnosis: Satanism 

If Satanism is an affliction, then how does a healer come to this diagnosis? As 

was mentioned in the previous section, in deciding whether problems are 

caused by possession or witchcraft not only the symptoms are relevant. The 

response of the client during deliverance is important too, as is the assessment 

of the client and her family. This discussion of the diagnoses of witchcraft and 

possession shows that symptoms, the response of the client and the context of 

the client all help in establishing what the problem is. In what situations is 

Satanism the preferred diagnosis? Bishop Phiri is another founder of his own 

church, in a town in Northern Zambia. His nephew had an experience with 

Satanism, which led to the involvement of Bishop Phiri both as a family 

member and as a pastor. 

My nephew Bright is the son of my younger brother, who lives in 

the Copperbelt. He used to walk to school every day, a two hour 

walk. His father didn’t have money for his lunch, but he had a 

friend who invited him to his home to have lunch with his family. 

One time they exchanged school uniforms – later we realised that 

this was how Bright was initiated. At another time the friend 

brought a packed lunch to school, and told Bright, “Today we’ll 

have very special food!” Later Bright understood that the soup 

was actually blood. I had the feeling that there was something 
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wrong with my relatives on the Copperbelt. I had to persuade my 

brother to send Bright to me, so I could have him close for a while. 

When he was staying with me he showed some strange behaviour. 

He wouldn’t talk. He would sit in the yard where the chickens are, 

and he would stay there all afternoon. Once we found him there 

lying on the ground, unconscious. At the hospital they said it was 

malaria, but I think it was something from the underworld. Later 

he confessed that he had an altar there, which he used to fly to 

Chingola. He said that Chingola is the headquarters of the 

Satanists in that region. Another strange thing: while he was 

staying in my house, he used to eat soap. I called his father, and he 

confirmed that Bright ate soap at their home as well. Then a pastor 

from Tanzania who was visiting us told me that this is a sign of 

demon possession. So we prayed over him, and he manifested. He 

even confessed that he had pledged my daughters for sacrifice. 

During exorcism the demon said that the first daughter would be 

sacrificed that evening at 21 hrs – and promptly one of my 

daughters had trouble breathing. We prayed and prayed and she 

survived. The next day I continued praying for Bright. This time 

the demon said: “Now the contract is broken, but Satan can mend 

it again.” We prayed more, binding the demons and finally the 

contract was gone. Bright confessed that he had sacrificed more 

than five hundred people, including a pastor in Kenya and a pastor 

in Namibia. After this, his father took Bright back to the 

Copperbelt. I doubt whether he is really delivered. His father now 

denies that his son ever was involved with Satanism, and because 

of this we don’t speak any more.  

In Bright’s case – like in that of Sue – therapy shopping is evident. Apart from 

his uncle, the Christian faith healer, a hospital was briefly involved. What 

makes Satanism a likely cause for Bright’s problems? Satanism occurs mainly 

in young people. For older clients visiting a Christian faith healer, a diagnosis 

of possession or witchcraft is more likely. Often the youth and/or his family 

have a feeling that there is something wrong. There may be abnormal 

behaviour. Eating soap, like Bright did, is an isolated example. More frequent 

are strange happenings related to sleep: a girl who goes to sleep in her bed and 

is found somewhere else every night (Udelhoven 2015:237ff); a girl who 

twitches her legs while sleeping, or, conversely, doesn’t move at all. Disturbing 
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dreams – although absent in Bright’s story – may enforce the feeling that 

something is happening. Dream-images that many ex-Satanists recount in their 

testimonies are dreaming of eating, dreaming of snakes and lions, and 

dreaming of entering an underwater world. In Zambia, certain dreams are seen 

as messages from the spiritual world – although the interpretation of dreams 

differs significantly between traditional healers and Christian faith healers. In 

traditional healing, a dream about receiving food is linked to witchcraft attacks. 

Dreams about a snake or a lion, or about swimming under water point to a 

calling from an ancestral spirit known as mashabe in Chinyanja or ngulu in 

Chibemba. These spirits are auspicious; they may assist a medium in healing or 

give warnings (Mildnerová 2015:68,111). In Christian faith healing the same 

images are experienced as disturbing, because they point to involvement with 

an evil and demonic spirit. In the Christian worldview, possession and 

witchcraft are not always distinguished, since both are ultimately caused by 

Satan.  In themselves, dreams are not related to a specific diagnosis in a fixed 

way. As one family told the Fingers of Thomas about their daughter’s problems: 

“We don’t know really what it is: ngulu, or something from the dead, or 

witchcraft, or Satanism.”  

 More specifically linked to the diagnosis of Satanism are troubled 

social relations. A Satanist sacrifices – kills – relatives and innocent bystanders; 

this is a motif that returns in almost all of the testimonies. Euphemistically this 

could be labelled as ‘troubled social relations’, however, this is not what I 

mean. Killing people is part of the described behaviour as Satanists. This 

conduct is part of the generic scheme of the testimony, and doesn’t say much 

about the person of the ex-Satanist. Even the sweetest, most well-mannered girl 

would kill others if she were a Satanist. What I looked for are descriptions in 

the testimonies that deal with the state, behaviour or character of the ex-

Satanist as a person, before realising that he or she was a Satanist. It is this 

reported behaviour that leads family members to suspect that there is 

something wrong, and prompts a Christian faith healer to suggest the diagnosis 

of Satanism.  

 A majority of the testimonies give some biographical information 

about the narrator apart from his or her episode as a Satanist. In general, 

children who will become ex-Satanists grow up in troubled circumstances. 

Parents are divorced or deceased; often the children are living with relatives. In 

none of the testimonies does the ex-Satanist look back on a happy childhood. In 

itself, being raised by a single parent or by relatives is not an uncommon 



100 
 

situation in Zambia. According to the Zambia Demographic and Health Survey 

2013-2014, almost one in three youths in the age of 15-17 years does not live 

with a biological parent (2015:25). Among them are many single or double 

orphans living with, for example, grandparents. Others are living with relatives 

because they are financially able to take better care of the children, or because 

of practical reasons like the availability of schools in the vicinity. According to 

the Fingers of Thomas, what is special about the living situation of ex-Satanists 

is that they often do not feel accepted by the family they are living with. 

Udelhoven (2008:6) quotes the testimony of a girl interviewed by the Fingers 

of Thomas:  

My mother became pregnant with me while her husband was 

abroad. Her family advised my mother to abort me, but she 

refused. When her husband came back home and found me, he 

committed suicide. When I grew up with my mother, my step-

brothers told me that their father died because of me. My mother 

could not support me and she gave me to my father, who was 

married to another woman. I grew up without ever confiding 

myself to my step-mother or to any other person. I grew up 

knowing: this is not my family. I knew very well since childhood 

that I belonged somewhere else.  

Sue, the ex-Satanist introduced earlier in this chapter, has a similar story. She 

lives sometimes with her mother, but at other times she stays with other people, 

possibly relatives. In her testimony she says that she feels mistreated by them. 

Chimwemwe, whose testimony about a snake was mentioned in the previous 

chapter, is another ex-Satanist who feels rejected by her family. Chimwemwe 

is a woman in her late thirties when she decides to share her testimony at a 

Pentecostal church in Lusaka. Looking back on her youth, she says:  

I am the sixth in the family of eight. I have four elder sisters. 

There were already two born before a male child was born in my 

family. And my father really wanted a male child. So a male child 

was born and he named him after himself. Everybody was happy. 

His family was happy that finally there was a male in the family to 

take up the family name. You know, in Africa it is very important 

to have a male child. The fourth child was born, and this child was 

also male, but he only lived for a month, and died. My father was 

very bitter. Because he thought: “Yes! Everybody will say that I 

am a man, I have two sons!” But then, he didn’t live long. After a 
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month, he died, and then, my father being bitter and frustrated and 

all that, they tried to have another child. And they had a female 

child. My sister, though being named after my father’s aunt was 

not very favourite, because – it’s like my father was really in love 

with the male children. However, she was somehow accepted. 

After her, they had another girl – well, that one was accepted, she 

got the love and care that she needed. And then, another boy was 

born. Very healthy, handsome – I saw his picture. He really took 

after dad. The baby was just looking good. And everyone was 

happy, he was loved, he was given everything that a baby needed. 

That boy only lived up to eighteen months, and he died of measles. 

He had finished all the vaccines, but despite finishing the vaccines 

he still died of measles. My father was more bitter than ever. They 

attempted having another baby. The baby came. Tiny. Me. Female. 

Eish, my father was bitter! And he said [to my mother]: “This one 

you can have, I won’t even give her a name.” As I was growing up 

there grew a vacuum inside me. […] I desired the love of my 

father. It is the father’s responsibility to give his children love. I 

didn’t receive that. 

Chimwemwe longs for the love and acceptance of her father, but being the 

child born just after a beloved male child passed away, she feels rejected. Other 

ex-Satanists feel rejected by their friends. Gideon Mulenga Kabila, whose 

testimony was one of the catalysts in the increasing popularity of the discourse 

of Satanism in Zambia, describes his youth as follows (n.d.:8,9): “My mother 

and father divorced when I was young and mum decided to go and stay in 

Namibia where I was taken with her. [...] One thing that surprised me a lot was 

that I had no friends at school, and every time I wanted to contribute in class, 

they could laugh at me. This made me develop bitterness and [I] stopped 

contributing in class.” In a recorded testimony he adds (Torp 2007): “That’s 

how I went to my mum and I said to her: ‘Mum I don’t know what’s happening 

in my life, no one loves me – even my teachers – and a lot has been happening. 

Tell me what is happening.’ She told me: ‘You know you don’t belong to this 

world. You belong to another world.’” In several testimonies this sentiment can 

be recognised. The ex-Satanists somehow feel rejected, as if they do not belong.  

 This feeling of rejection is a personal evaluation that may not even be 

noticed by family or friends. Therefore, it may not directly lead to worries and 

suspicions causing significant others to search for intervention from a Christian 
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faith healer. In most cases, however, behaviour that in the Zambian context is 

not considered normal is also mentioned. Sue, for example, prefers to spend 

time alone in her room instead of hanging out with friends. Bright is silent, and 

likes to spend his afternoons alone in the yard. Rudeness and stubbornness are 

other undesirable character traits that some ex-Satanist ascribe to their former 

self. Grace, the first ex-Satanist I met, told me that after she moved from her 

provincial home town to Lusaka to stay with relatives, she changed. “I went to 

live in Lusaka, and when I was there I had really changed. I became rude to 

other people, I was not who I used to be.” Naomi, a 20-year old young woman 

from the Seventh-day Adventist church describes herself as stubborn, and sees 

that as a reason for becoming a Satanist: “By that time I was growing very 

quiet and stubborn in some actions. So they started to use my life in their 

kingdom because I was someone who was suitable.” For relatives and Christian 

faith healers, deviant behaviour is a sign of involvement in Satanism. Because 

the discourse of Satanism is so popular, this relation between Satanism and 

deviant behaviour is well known.  

In a different context, extreme introversion, aggression, or other 

behavioural problems might be interpreted as caused by a psychological 

problem or a mental illness. It is possible that some people who experience 

Satanism could receive a psychiatric diagnosis. I do not have the qualifications 

to give such a diagnosis, nor is it my aim in this dissertation to do so. What is 

interesting to me is the question as to why stories about Satanism are so 

persuasive, to both their audiences and to the individuals who label themselves 

as Satanists. From a psychiatric framework – interesting as it may be – these 

questions cannot be answered.  

In some cases reported to the Fingers of Thomas, Satanism seems to be 

used as a synonym for deviant behaviour. For example, the Fingers spoke to a 

girl who in the past had been involved in Satanism.  

She got involved with Satanism when she was in boarding school. 

This was an expensive school – her parents are quite rich. 

However, the girl never had the things her friends had, and she felt 

bad about it. The parents also were often away, abroad for 

business. When she was 14 she and her friends decided to get into 

prostitution. She was always a very quiet girl when she was at 

home, but during this period she acted wild. They were meeting 

boys and sleeping with them for money, and they called this 

Satanism. She did it to become rich; to become rich by working as 
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a prostitute, and she would say to her friends: “Let’s go do 

Satanism.” 

Another case reported by the Fingers of Thomas dealt with a young woman in a 

lesbian relationship. Homosexuality in Zambia is in general not accepted. 

Rather than telling her parents that she was gay, the woman said to them that 

she was a Satanist – apparently this was an easier thing to confess to than being 

a lesbian.  

 The discussed testimonies so far have been from narrators who 

experienced Satanism in their adolescence. The slightly older male narrators 

also speak of a troubled youth – one of them for example says that he decided 

to sacrifice his father because he treated his mother badly and was never there 

for him. However, these narrators are generally older and not so much involved 

in making sense of their identity. The male ex-Satanist is an adult man looking 

for success in his professional life – as a musician, a businessman, a politician 

or a soldier. Like the adolescent narrators, he feels the heavy burden of 

expectation from his family and friends. They are not dependants themselves; 

rather, they have others who depend on them. As men and heads of their 

families, they are expected to provide an income to take care of their family. It 

is their struggle to do so that leads them to seek help in quarters later realised to 

be satanic. An example is David. David is a young man, and when I saw him 

recently he was smartly dressed with stylish, thick-rimmed glasses. In 2013, 

when this testimony was recorded for Precious Testimonies, he was 28. 

David’s testimony is extremely detailed. “I was dealing with hardware,” he 

says.  

The business was not going the way I was thinking it’s supposed 

to be going. So now I consulted my friend, and said: “No, I’ve 

been trying and still I’m stagnant on the same position.” Then my 

friend advised me: “You know, business nowadays, you don’t just 

do business like you used to, you need to find help somewhere.” 

So he told me: “If you can travel with me to Beira,” – that’s the 

border of Mozambique and Zambia – “and there I might show you 

someone who can help you to do business.” 

David expected to visit a traditional healer specialised in giving his clients 

success in business. Instead, the canoe in which his friend and he were 

travelling capsized, and David entered an under-water world in which he is 

initiated. From this moment, what actually happened in David’s life and the 

superimposed satanic narrative are hard to disentangle. What is clear, however, 
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is that David’s start of a career as Satanist came when he tried to be more 

successful, better able to provide for his family or save up for a bridewealth.  

 Reporting disturbing dreams, feeling rejected, not being able to live up 

to expectations, and showing abnormal, deviant behaviour are enough cause to 

seek help from a Christian faith healer. If, during prayer, demons manifest (that 

is: the client falls into a trance and moves or speaks in a strange way like 

Monica did) the feeling that something is wrong is confirmed. The behaviour 

of the client during the healing prayers may point specifically to Satanism, for 

example if the client obviously avoids religious symbols like the Bible or the 

name of Jesus Christ. Sue’s interviewer remembers: “One of the things that 

happened as I prayed for you – the first day you came I realised every time I 

started reading the Bible to you, you would actually close your ears, and I 

realised on the spot that had to do with your mind.” Sue agrees, saying that the 

Satanists had trained her mind. During deliverance the client may also say 

things about Satanism that he or she later doesn’t remember. When he is prayed 

for, a demon speaks through Bright, confessing that Bishop Phiri’s daughters 

are next in line for sacrifice. On the Fingers of Thomas blog about Satanism 

and the deliverance ministry, a concerned young woman writes:  

Usually I am not going to other churches. My friend asked me to 

come. She had manifested during prayer with a certain pastor and 

said something about me. The pastor told her to bring me for 

prayers. So I went with her, though I felt uncomfortable. […] I 

was scared cause [the pastor] told me that he saw something 

wrong with me. When he prayed, I collapsed. I don’t know what I 

said. They say I manifested demons. They also say I talked about 

my family. He said I should bring my aunt about whom I had 

revealed something, though I don’t even know what I said. 

A case of Satanism is not solved within one prayer session. Sue says she had to 

undergo a month of prayers, seemingly at the hands of different pastors. Grace 

had to be delivered of 150 demons. Gideon Mulenga Kabila starts his published 

testimony with an apology (n.d.:5): “This deliverance of mine started a long 

time ago as I was struggling for knowing the truth. I would first of all like to 

apologies to all the pastors who wanted to help me and then after [I] 

disappointed them. All the pastors were good to me but the only thing was that 

I was not ready for it. Please you are still my parents and I respect you with the 

heavenly respect.” 

 In sum, the diagnosis of Satanism is confirmed by symptoms like 
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disturbing dreams, a feeling of belonging somewhere else, deviant behaviour 

and occurrences during the deliverance prayers. The pastor is an important 

figure in the confirmation of the diagnosis of Satanism. Bishop Phiri is 

convinced that his nephew, Bright, was – or may even still be – a Satanist. 

However, the father did not accept that his son might be a Satanist. The 

diagnosis of a pastor needs to be accepted by the client and his or her family. 

The following section discusses this process of acceptance.  

 

3.5 Rewriting the life story 

The diagnosis of Satanism explains strange occurrences and abnormal 

behaviours, and it gives them meaning. A girl who before did not understand 

why she must feel so rejected now understands that it is because she belonged 

to Satan’s kingdom under the sea. Accepting this new meaning of a life is a 

process that takes time – maybe this is the reason why the deliverance of a 

Satanist takes such a long time. It is not easy to reconstruct this process from 

the finished testimonies of ex-Satanists, but it seems likely that the first 

response to the mention of Satanism is one of bewilderment. This is the 

emotion shining through the words of the girl writing on the Fingers of Thomas 

blog: “They said that I manifested demons. They said I revealed something 

about my aunt. I don’t even know what I said.” This girl obviously has not yet 

adopted a final diagnosis. A similar bewilderment speaks from the story of a 

woman calling in on Precious Testimonies, a radio programme that often airs 

testimonies. In a previous week the host had prophesied that there were women 

suffering from certain afflictions because their panties had been stolen and 

were now used by witch doctors for evil purposes. This unnamed woman – I 

will call her Rose – approached the host, confessing that she indeed lost her 

panties. On air, she explains:  

You were saying that the person who lost the pants, it’s like those 

pants were used for charms to destroy the marriage or something 

like that. Each time I am in my house, I feel like: what am I doing 

here? It’s like I’m just sweeping for somebody, and just cleaning – 

you know I’ve been to school and I can work. Each time. Because 

you know, we’ve come a long way, but this time, instead of me 

being affectionate, my mind is just telling me something else, 

something contrary to marriage life. It’s just telling me: What are 

you doing here? And all I see, I’m just seeing a bother in the house, 

and nothing else. So when you were praying on the radio, I started 
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telling myself: No, it’s that pant which is actually working, 

because you said that the pant was used for charms and things like 

that. 

Rose feels like a slave in her marriage. She is able to accept and understand 

these improper feelings when she hears the host explain that they may be 

caused by external, evil agents. She does not leave it at that, but seeks help in 

her local church. “After we talked,” she says, “I went to attend a certain 

meeting, within my area. And for sure, when they were praying for me, they 

started saying I am married under the ocean and I’ve got fifteen children 

[there].” Suddenly, satanic imagery enters Rose’s story. The prayers of 

deliverance led the pastor or the intercession group to the conclusion that Rose 

has a connection with the satanic under-water world, that she even has fifteen 

children there. Rose still sounds a little stunned by this discovery. ‘They said’, 

she says. She is not yet ready to identify herself with this diagnosis by stating ‘I 

was married under the ocean’. The host picks up on this as well, and asks her 

whether she is completely delivered now. “It’s not complete,” Rose says. 

“Because I had fifteen children under the ocean. They managed to kill ten, I 

remained with five.”  

 In Rose’s narrative, the distinction between possession – having a 

spiritual husband – and full-fledged Satanism is vague. The diagnosis is not 

entirely clear, and, more importantly, still fresh. It takes more than a diagnosis 

to become an ex-Satanist. According to Mildnerová (2015:42), “[t]he stronger a 

social pressure is exerted on [the] patient, the more probable it is that he finally 

identify with his illness.” The network of family, friends and neighbours 

surrounding someone suffering from an affliction is very important, as can be 

seen in the case of Bright, whose parents did not believe in the diagnosis of 

Bishop Phiri. Accepting the diagnosis means giving it a place in one’s life 

history. In that process, Rose could become not merely someone struggling 

with affliction, but an ex-Satanist.  

 

Life as a narrative 

Dan McAdams (1993:11) calls a life history the ‘personal myth’, a narrative 

that contains the things we find true and meaningful in our life: “In order to 

live well, with unity and purpose, we compose a heroic narrative of the self that 

illustrates essential truths about ourselves.” McAdams’ claim is not only that 

the stories we share about ourselves say something about who we are, but that 

“identity is a life story” (1993:5, italics in original). Our life story unites 
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different parts of ourselves and our life into a meaningful narrative. It shows 

the pattern we perceive in our past that makes us who we are today. Telling 

stories is the way in which we construct our identity. McAdams’ emphasis on 

personal life stories fits well into the general narrative turn in the social 

sciences. In this chapter my focus is not on the social aspect of the narratives of 

Satanism – about, for example, what they say about the context of Zambia – 

but on how the narrators construct their identity through these stories. 

 In this chapter I have argued so far that the interpretative frame of 

affliction fits the testimonies better than that of conversion. The relevance of 

life stories has been noted in both the study of conversion and the study of 

living with (chronic) diseases. Both are defining moments in a personal myth. 

These moments compel us to look back on our life and reconstruct our life 

story. According to Peter Stromberg, constructing the narrative of conversion 

“draws a new part of the subject’s experience in the realm of the self” 

(1993:29). Looking back on one’s life from the perspective of a conversion 

gives a new meaning to experiences from the past. These experiences, which 

may not have seemed relevant to one’s identity before, now are comprehended 

as foreshadowing the conversion. The narratives of ex-Satanists are not 

conversion narratives in the sense of reports of a changing religious conviction. 

However, they do provide a new interpretation of the past. In this chapter I 

have analysed the testimonies as diagnoses. Like a conversion, acquiring a 

severe or chronic illness asks for a reinvention of one’s identity, and with that, 

of one’s past. An example of a study discussing the relation between illness and 

the life story is Arthur W. Frank’s The Wounded Storyteller. Body, Illness & 

Ethics (2013). McKeown et al (2006) give an overview of how life stories may 

be used as a form of therapy. Transformative or disruptive experiences, like 

illness and conversion, encourage us to develop a coherent life story once more, 

in which there is a narrative continuity between the past and the present, and a 

purpose for the future.  

 

Self and personhood in an African context 

The perspective which sees identity as constructed through life stories is in line 

not only with the narrative turn in the social sciences, but also with the modern 

‘turn to the self’. According to Anthony Giddens, the contemporary self is “a 

reflexive project, for which the individual is responsible” (1991:75). An 

individual writes their own life story, and has the agency to make significant 

life choices. Before applying these ideas about identity and the self on the 
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testimonies of ex-Satanists in Zambia, it is relevant to ask whether this 

‘contemporary self’ exists in Zambia. Does the concept of the person exist 

outside of Western society? This anthropological question has a long history, 

and has become a hot issue in recent years. Around the middle of the twentieth 

century, some anthropologists argued that personhood, defined as the notion of 

an autonomous individual, is a European idea (Mauss 1985 [1938]; Read 1955). 

Later, most anthropologists argued that every society has some notion of 

personhood, although personhood in different societies may look different. We 

are dealing with slippery terms here. Person and individual are used as 

synonyms in common parlance, but in some anthropological traditions they 

refer to different aspects of a human being. For example, for Radcliffe-Brown 

(1940) an individual is a biological organism, ready to be studied as a specimen. 

A person, on the other hand, is a human being in its web of relations to other 

human beings. This distinction can be problematic – for example, if one is 

discussing the Western, individualistic notion of personhood. In Radcliffe-

Brown’s distinction, another related term is conspicuously missing: the self. 

Harris (1989) proposes to assign each term to a corresponding field of study: 

‘individual’ belongs to the biological way of conceptualising a human being, 

‘self’ to psychology, and ‘person’ to sociology. Together they give a full 

account of a human being. In actual practice, however, the terms are used 

interchangeably by scholars across these fields – as they will be in this study.  

These problems with defining slippery terms notwithstanding, there 

seems to be some consensus that the specific concept of personhood that has 

developed in Europe – namely, that of the person as an autonomous unit of 

society (cf. La Fontaine 1985:137) – is contextual and cannot be easily applied 

to other places and times. In comparison to this Western concept of personhood, 

other notions are characterised as holistic, sociocentric, or groupist (Smith 

2012:50). In a similar way Marilyn Strathern has introduced the distinction 

between ‘individual’ and ‘dividual’. The (Western) individual is conceptualised 

as having an autonomous existence, separate from its relations to others in 

society. A dividual, on the other hand, is a multiple person, produced in 

relationship to others and able to divide itself, to shed parts in favour of others 

if the context requires it (Strathern 1988:185). A different conceptualisation of 

the various notions of personhood is the distinction between porous and 

buffered selves (Taylor 2007). The buffered self is imagined as possessing a 

clear boundary between the person and the influences of the surrounding world. 

In the porous self this boundary or buffer is absent. The porous self is therefore 
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penetrable by forces that originate from outside, such as spiritual agencies.  

The focus of the two distinctions – individual/dividual and 

buffered/porous – seems to be slightly different, the former pointing at relations 

with other human beings, the other emphasising an openness to spiritual forces. 

Both, however, see the conception of a person as an autonomous individual as 

not wholly applicable to African (and Asian) cultures, where obligations to 

others and relations with the spiritual world blur a sense of personhood. A few 

critical remarks can be made concerning this perspective. First, this account 

makes it easy to slip into an undesirable rhetoric of progress. In their article on 

an African concept of personhood, John and Jean Comaroff (2001:267) ask 

some critical questions: “[T]o the extent that ‘the autonomous person’ is a 

European invention, does its absence elsewhere imply a deficit, a failure, a 

measure of incivility on the part of non-Europeans? And what of the corollary: 

is this figure, this ‘person’, the end point in a world-historical telos, something 

to which non-occidentals are inexorably drawn as they cast off their primordial 

differences?” If this were the case, a non-autonomous self is seen as somehow 

being backward – an ethnocentric assumption that few anthropologists would 

agree to.  

Second, one may ask whether this autonomous self exists at all, even in 

the West. Contemporary psychological theories of selfhood, for example by 

Hermans and others, argue that the self is extended, multi-voiced and dialogical, 

meaning that other persons and other cultural positions are parts of the self (cf. 

Hermans & Dimaggio 2007). One’s perception of themselves is not fixed and 

unchanging. Rather, it is constructed in an internal or external dialogue with, 

for example, significant others like relatives and friends, and with cultural or 

religious positions and expectations. A person’s position in relation to these 

multiple voices may change over time and depending on the context in which 

they find themselves. In anthropology a stark polarity between individualism 

and dividualism has also been criticised, for example by Englund and Leach 

who state that “all persons are both dividuals and individuals” (2000:229). In 

contemporary anthropology, buffered and porous, dividuality and individuality 

are imagined as aspects of personhood, rather than as mutually exclusive forms.  

Although there are different conceptualisations of the self, African and 

Western persons are not fundamentally different. To some extent (even) 

Westerners are dividual, and to some extent (even) Africans are individuals. 

Both African and Western persons need stories to express and construct their 

identity. Tilmann Habermas and Elaine Reese are psychologists writing about 
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the development of life stories in different cultures. They state (2015:194): “the 

need to make connections between one’s past and present self is pressing in 

contemporary society, regardless of one’s culture. […] [B]ut the way that the 

self is constructed and presented to others is likely to differ across cultures and 

subcultures.” All over the world, societies are touched by the modern project of 

the reflexive self. As was discussed in the previous chapter, which expression 

of the self makes cultural sense depends on the stories that are known in a 

given context. These stories also affect the narrative framework of a life story. 

In Europe, the life story of a Zambian ex-Satanist would be bewildering. In 

Zambia this is much less the case.  

  

Narratives of ex-Satanists as life stories 

Now that we have established that Africans and people from the West are not 

so fundamentally different, I will apply the ideas about life stories to the 

narratives about ex-Satanists. But before that, a few words about the ways in 

which testimonies of ex-Satanists differ from life stories. 

The narratives of ex-Satanists are different from the life stories 

McAdams and others recount in a number of respects. First, the narratives of 

ex-Satanists are not told as life stories. They are told as testimonies, meaning to 

show something about God’s power. Testimonies do not always narrate a 

whole life, making sense of it from its beginning to the present. Rather they 

form an episode – though probably an important episode – within a life. The 

content of the narrative of the ex-Satanist is chosen because of its relevance to 

the testimony. The past – for example, the childhood years – is reviewed from 

the point of view of the ex-Satanist recounting how it all happened and how 

they got over it. A second difference lies in the audience and setting of the 

narration. In common life story research, the subjects are interviewed about 

their life by a researcher. The researcher asks a fixed set of questions to gather 

similar life stories from a number of subjects. Although the stories they narrate 

are not new, one could say that these life stories come into existence at the 

moment of the interview. The interviewer is the coaxer, and his questions bring 

out the life story and its elements – for example by asking for an absolute high 

and low point in a life. In contrast to these interviewees, the ex-Satanist 

delivering a testimony has a big audience: they tell their story in a church as a 

part of a deliverance service or overnight prayer, or on local or national radio 

and television. They know beforehand that they will tell this story and have had 

time to prepare it. Probably it is not the first time that they are telling it; they 
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might be regular guests at such meetings precisely because of this story. More 

than life stories based on interviews, the confession of the ex-Satanist is a 

performance with a relatively fixed script; a text that the narrator has laboured 

on, maybe even improved over time. It has become a public, religious 

document. In this chapter I will focus on the testimony not as a public narrative, 

but as a personal narrative. The production of the testimony as a public 

narrative is the topic for the next chapter. Despite these two differences 

between a testimony and a life story, the similarities between both are 

significant. As I will argue in the following sections, both involve a 

reinterpretation of the past, and both aim to construct a meaningful, coherent 

story about one’s identity. 

 While situations differ between, say, Zambia and the Netherlands, in 

both places persons have a sense of self and identity. The construction of this 

identity is a reflexive process in which life stories play an important role. 

Adolescence or young adulthood is the time that a person starts to bring unity 

to everything he or she has been through up to that point by embarking on the 

creation of a coherent life story. As McAdams (1993:92) states: “They become 

creative historians as they experiment with different ways of making sense of 

their early years, their relationship with their parents, and even their ethnic, 

religious, and class roots.” This upsurge in myth-making during adolescence, 

this creating of new frameworks to understand oneself, may be one of the 

reasons that experiences of Satanism are often narrated by youths and young 

adults between the age of 15 and 25. Receiving a diagnosis of Satanism at this 

time when a fixed identity is not yet established encourages new evaluations of 

the past. Testimonies of Satanism form a reflexive reinterpretation of a 

personal history, establishing one’s identity as ex-Satanist. The diagnosis of 

Satanism becomes a frame through which a life is reinterpreted.  

Chimwemwe’s testimony shows how this process works. The 

experiences related in Chimwemwe’s testimony happened years ago – unlike 

many ex-Satanists she is not an adolescent – but she had never really dealt with 

them. Creating the life story starts during adolescence or young adulthood, but 

it never really stops. The life story is open to change and revision. 

Chimwemwe’s experiences never formed a part of her life story. Now that she 

has decided to share her testimony, she is forced to look again at her past, and 

to see connections that she had never before been aware of. This process does 

not stop after delivering her testimony once. Within the course of one week, 

Chimwemwe gave her testimony at an all-night prayer meeting, during Sunday 
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service, and on TV. The second time she gave her testimony in the Sunday 

service, she was still reworking, reshaping her life story. “What I am going to 

share today,” she said, “I didn’t share before – because it just came to my 

awareness yesterday afternoon.” The experiences that she will narrate in this 

service were always there in her life history, but they never before took on 

meaning significant for her identity. She continued: 

In my family a lot of things have been going on. I did never 

understand why these things were happening. I never understood 

how these things were happening. My younger brother, he is 30 

years. Everything he does, he always fails. He still lives with our 

mother. My older brother, he got great scores in school, but yet he 

never succeeded. And now I know I was responsible. My elder 

sister, she is very intelligent. But her life, it just got frustrated, all 

the way until now. Her marriage, it did not succeed because of me, 

she has got divorced. So now all three they are living with our 

mother at home again. They are doing nothing, drinking a lot, are 

on drugs. I prayed for them all the time “Lord, save them”, but 

yesterday afternoon I was taken aback, then I suddenly realised. 

Like I told, at six I was initiated, then I had that power. Naturally I 

always was quiet, I liked to lock myself in my room. I was 

rejected by my father, and all the little love that was left for me, 

was taken by my brother. I would take things in my heart. I didn’t 

understand what was happening. I would think bad of my brothers 

and sister, they who got my love and the praises that I was 

supposed to get. I would think: later you will have to beg from me, 

and everything, it happened. Like every wish I made it got to 

happen. They got nowhere. And yesterday afternoon I understood 

[starts crying], you know, that I had a higher rank even than the 

queen of the coast. 

Chimwemwe has accepted the diagnosis of Satanism. Unlike Rose, who takes 

some distance from the diagnosis by stating ‘they said I was married under the 

sea’, Chimwemwe fully identifies with the diagnosis: “At six I was initiated,” 

and “I had a higher rank even than the queen of the coast.” The experiences 

that are rendered meaningful through the lens of the diagnosis of Satanism are 

generally negative. In this excerpt from Chimwemwe’s testimony it is the 

difficult relationship with her brothers and sisters, and their later failure in life. 

In other testimonies the deaths of relatives or disasters like road accidents 
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become meaningful events in the life story, because as a former Satanist the 

narrator takes responsibility for these events. Testimonies also give meaning to 

feelings of rejection and isolation – these things did not just happen, they 

happened for a reason.  

 Life stories always show an interplay between agentic and communal 

tendencies (McAdams 1993:133ff). Some life stories are about attaining 

success and power, others strive for love and intimacy. In light of the 

discussion about African conceptions of personhood above, one might say that 

this signifies the combination of individual and dividual aspects of the person. 

At first sight, agency seems absent in the testimonies of ex-Satanists. Agency – 

the ability to make significant life choices – in an African context cannot be 

taken for granted as it often is in Western Europe. Agency in Africa is not a 

state of being, within easy reach, but rather a question or a promise, negotiated 

with often constraining structures (cf. De Bruijn, Van Dijk & Gewald 2007). A 

necessary prerequisite for agency is reflexivity; only someone who can reflect 

on his actions, plan and make choices, is acting with agency. While the ex-

Satanists are obviously reflective – they are constructing a meaningful life 

story – agency often seems lacking in the testimonies. They are initiated 

without knowing or without wanting to become a Satanist. In the process of 

deliverance the pastor and God are key actors, not the ex-Satanist herself. 

Chimwemwe’s testimony shows another side. She too was initiated without 

knowing it, and found out years after the fact when a pastor started praying for 

her concerning some medical problems. However, in her testimony – in the 

story of her life – she does not come across as a powerless woman. On the 

contrary, she takes responsibility for all the bad things that have befallen her 

brothers and sister: they fail, they never succeed, they are unmarried, doing 

nothing, drinking a lot, on drugs – all because of Chimwemwe’s power. 

Agency is generally interpreted as a positive thing. In her life story, 

Chimwemwe assumes agency, but it is an agency only perceived after the fact, 

and besides that, it is an evil agency that causes havoc rather than opening 

opportunities. 

 The identity that Chimwemwe constructs in her life story is that of ex-

Satanist. The evil deeds that she recognises in her past after accepting the 

diagnosis of Satanism are in her past. Now, she is delivered and wants to share 

her testimony. Testimonies – like conversion stories – are examples of 

redemptive personal narratives, where a bad past is overcome and gives way to 

a good present. Despite the negative occurrences that happened in the past and 
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for which the ex-Satanist takes responsibility, this type of narrative is 

essentially optimistic. According to McAdams (2006) the central message of 

the redemptive life story is that suffering and disadvantages can be conquered. 

Credibility, coherence and meaningfulness are more important aspects of this 

life story than literal truth: “The story tells us who we are, even if in its details 

and scenes it is not exactly ‘true’” (2006:66). An investigation into the truth 

value of the testimonies is not among my research objectives. That said, it 

seems likely that parts of the testimony ring true in a person’s inner world, 

while not being exactly true in the outer world. The ex-Satanists discover their 

responsibility for the deaths of others, without physically and literally having 

killed them. A life story, however, needs to be credible enough to be accepted 

by an audience – a factor that is partly dependent on cultural expectations. To a 

Dutch audience, Chimwemwe’s claim that she is responsible for her brothers’ 

and sister’s failure just by thinking bad about them is not credible. In Zambia, 

where a majority of the population believes in witchcraft, bad thoughts are 

believed to have the power to cause misfortune, and therefore Chimwemwe’s 

testimony can very well be seen as plausible.  

Coherence is another characteristic of an adequate life story. Coherence 

in the context of life stories means that the events described in the life story are 

presented as meaningful, allowing us to find unity and purpose in life. In the 

end, what makes Chimwemwe’s story meaningful is that it is a foundation for 

her to help others. “We came to realise that we should be a blessing. You here 

should get something from this. God is speaking to you,” says Chimwemwe’s 

husband, while Chimwemwe prays, “God, we are here to shame the enemy. 

You set captives free. I am one of the captives who has been set free by You. 

Amen.” Other ex-Satanists are even more clear about the sense of purpose that 

their life story fills them with. Sue, for example, explains that she wants to be a 

role model for others: 

God allows things to happen in our lives. That’s for a reason. And 

I’m sure that he just never allowed such a thing to happen to me 

because – I know there are a lot of people, young people or maybe 

older people who have been in Blind Satanism and they don’t 

know it. But if I share my testimony like this, at least somebody 

would be able to identify certain things that have happened to 

them. […] One thing I’ve learned as I was going through 

deliverance was that I have a certain authority in me, that even the 

Devil cannot control me. Because even the Bible says so in Luke 
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chapter 10 verse 19. From the time that I’ve been delivered, I’ve 

been set free. I’m at peace, I’ve got... I’ve got a free mind. I’ve got 

a free mind and I enjoy myself in the Lord. I love working for God, 

I love everything that I do. And I actually love myself now more 

than before, and I’ve accepted myself and everything. 

According to psychologists Theodore Waters and Robyn Fivush, constructing a 

coherent and meaningful life story is related to psychological well-being (2014). 

Almost all of the ex-Satanists who give their testimony in public, and most of 

the people who were willing to talk about their experiences with me, give 

meaning to this episode in their lives in a similar way as Sue does. Being 

delivered makes them feel free, clean and less fearful than before. They want to 

be role models and examples of God’s power over the forces of evil. This new 

perspective on their life and the future also holds a promise of positive agency 

that is absent in the narration of the past.  

 Some narrators of testimonies have accepted the diagnosis of Satanism 

and integrated it into a meaningful life story. This, however, is not necessarily 

the case. Many adolescents with experiences that point to Satanism, or even 

with a diagnosis given by a pastor, do not want to talk about it. For example 

Bright, the nephew of the Pentecostal bishop who suspects that he is a Satanist, 

denies the diagnosis of Satanism. He will probably have constructed a life story 

that finds meaning in other experiences or in a different diagnosis. Rose, the 

lady who feels like a slave in her marriage, is in the process of revising her life 

story. As of now it is unclear whether she will accept the frame of Satanism. 

Martha and Loveness are two girls from one of the high density areas in Lusaka. 

Their church has an active intercession group where Satanism is often 

mentioned. One of the intercessors has arranged my meeting with Martha and 

Loveness. Hesitantly they come into the vestry, where we are waiting for them. 

They say their names in a whisper. They do not meet my eyes. The intercessor 

urges them to share what they have experienced. Martha begins to talk 

haltingly. Loveness only speaks when directly addressed. “What did you learn 

from this experience?” I ask them, “Has it changed you?” Martha answers: “I 

learned nothing.” For her, there is nothing good that can come from her 

experience of Satanism. Martha says she feels free after the intercession group 

has prayed for her. Loveness still feels oppressed, “I see no change, they still 

attack me,” meaning that she feels haunted by the Satanists. For the intercessor 

it is clear that Martha and especially Loveness are not completely delivered yet. 

Otherwise it would have been easy for them to give a testimony, and they 
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would have been able to find meaning in the experience. I cannot judge 

whether Loveness and Martha are delivered, but from the perspective of life 

stories I can tell that this episode is not – or not yet – part of a coherent and 

meaningful life story. In Loveness and Martha’s narrative there are too many 

loose ends, which in a coherent life story would have blended out. 

 Interpreting testimonies as more or less successful life stories gives the 

testimonies a positive meaning. Most of the ex-Satanists seem to have found 

some peace with their history. They are able to “render sensible and coherent 

the seeming chaos of human existence” (McAdams 1993:166) without focusing 

only on negative experiences, fear and powerlessness. However, there is a risk, 

too, in presenting a testimony over and over again. According to McAdams a 

life story should always leave room for reinterpretation and ambiguity. In the 

future, we may need to change our life story and our interpretation of the past 

yet again. A testimony, as a public narrative, runs the risk of becoming too 

rigid and unable to change. In his book on how to pastorally deal with 

possession, witchcraft and Satanism Fingers of Thomas-founder Bernard 

Udelhoven explicitly warns pastors, counsellors and other helpers against 

creating fixed testimonies. In a list of helpful and not helpful approaches to 

experiences of Satanism and witchcraft, he writes (2015:178): 

Helpful: To allow the experience of the victim to be integrated 

into his/her life story in a natural way. To allow the experiences to 

be retold in different ways. While retelling an experience, one can 

often gain new insights. Not helpful: Fixed styles of testimonies, 

which can close the experience into one single interpretation. To 

narrate an experience under group pressure. To retell the story 

when no new insights are emerging in the process. 

The Fingers of Thomas take the experiences of Satanism seriously – they are 

seen as happening in one’s inner world. The approach of the Fingers is to 

reduce fear and powerlessness by focusing on strengths and positive aspects in 

the ex-Satanist’s life. Chileshe is a member of the Fingers of Thomas. She used 

to have experiences that she interpreted as Satanism. She came into contact 

with the Fingers of Thomas through the Catholic church she visited in Lusaka. 

When I interviewed her, she had been involved with the Fingers for some time. 

Her narration was short, not very detailed, and she seemed to distance herself 

from the imagery of Satanism. Her first experiences of Satanism happened 

when she was in secondary school in a provincial town in Zambia. She bumped 

into a girl who was said to be involved in Satanism, and after that she started 
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dreaming of going to the graveyard with that girl, to drink blood and eat human 

flesh. Charismatic church members prayed for her, and she was sent to Lusaka 

to continue her education. Chileshe continued: 

But in Lusaka it happened again. I would find myself in a forest. 

Or say that my grandmother came to our home and brought 

presents like necklaces. This was not true, my grandmother has 

never visited Lusaka. In a diary I would write names of classmates, 

and I would say that my grandmother would come and initiate 

them. […] My friends at school were scared of me. I would hear 

voices when I was sleeping: “When you join us, we will stop 

troubling you.” Now I think it maybe had to do with the situation 

with my sister and brother-in-law where I was staying. I never 

wanted to tell my sister [that my brother-in-law came on to me], I 

kept it all to myself. 

During the interview Chileshe questioned parts of her earlier testimony. She 

used to say that her grandmother initiated  people into Satanism by giving 

necklaces. Now she retracted her story: her grandmother had never been to 

Lusaka. She also gave a new interpretation of the things that happened when 

she stayed in Lusaka: maybe it had to do with the fraught living conditions with 

her sister and brother-in-law. Chileshe’s example shows that if there is no 

pressure to repeat the testimony over and over again in public, the life story 

may change and new meanings may be found. The perspective of life stories 

shows us that it is not so much that people are ex-Satanists because their lives 

have “really” followed a certain kind of story. It is rather that they construct 

and believe in these kinds of life stories because they are ex-Satanists. As long 

as the identity of ex-Satanist is embraced the testimony can give a sense of 

meaning and purpose. Since our lives change over time, this identity – and the 

interpretation of the past that goes with it – may eventually be discarded again.  

  

3.6 Conclusion 

This chapter focused on the narrator of the testimonies. Through what process 

does an individual accept the discourse of Satanism as a personal narrative? 

Two main points have been made. First, that afflictions and diagnoses form a 

better interpretative framework for the testimonies of Satanism than religious 

conversion. This diagnosis should be seen in the context of contemporary 

charismatic faith healing in an African environment. Factors that encourage a 

diagnosis of Satanism are youth, disturbing dreams, typical behaviour during 
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deliverance, and, especially, feelings of rejection and isolation. Second, 

testimonies, like other life stories, involve a reinterpretation of the past. 

Constructing a coherent and meaningful life story provides the narrator with a 

stable identity and a sense of purpose. Testimonies of Satanism give meaning 

to negative experiences like the deaths of relatives, disasters and feelings of 

rejection and isolation. They show an ambiguous view on agency, showing 

powerlessness in being initiated and delivered from Satanism, while claiming 

tremendous power to do evil as a Satanist. An equilibrium seems to be reached 

in the sense of purpose that most of the testimonies demonstrate. 

 Adopting the life story of an ex-Satanist gives meaning and a clear 

sense of identity. However, it remains an open question whether building one’s 

life story on the negative image of the Satanist is beneficial – even though the 

fact that Satanism is seen as an affliction mitigates feelings of guilt and 

personal responsibility. Any benefits are, furthermore, undermined when the 

life story becomes a fixed, static testimony, unable to change or respond to new 

circumstances as a life story should.  

 This chapter gives some interesting insights to how personhood is 

imagined in contemporary Zambia. In contemporary anthropology, the 

discussion about personhood is mainly focused on the influence of Pentecostal 

Christianity on a believer’s concept of the self. Making a break with the past 

and with evil spiritual agencies could imply a buffering of the self. On the other 

hand, the Pentecostal person still conceives affliction by spiritual agencies as a 

possibility, and is also highly dependent on affirmation by others. Becoming a 

Satanist is not the choice of an autonomous individual, but the effect of an 

external influence, a force from outside penetrating the person. This means that 

experiencing Satanism as an affliction is in line with the conception of the self 

as porous. The diagnosis of Satanism is given by a religious specialist, and its 

acceptance is dependent on the recognition by family members and others close 

to the affected person. This means that there is a strong relational or dividual 

aspect to the experience of oneself as an ex-Satanist. However, the self is not 

imagined as porous and dividual only; different models of personhood co-exist. 

The evidence of therapy-shopping shows that alternative causes are considered 

as well – and these may be rooted in different conceptualisations of the self. 

Importantly, the diagnosis of Satanism needs to become part of a life story in 

the narrative praxis of identity formation. Ex-Satanists are involved in what 

Daswani (2011) calls a process of self-fashioning: balancing individual 

boundaries and the control and expectations of human and non-human others.  
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4. Ex-Satanists, pastors and the production of testimonies 

 

4.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapters I have argued that narratives about Satanism are 

persuasive because of their connections to other popular narratives in Zambian 

society, and, on a personal level, because they give meaning to feelings and 

events in the life story. In this chapter, the focus turns to the production of the 

testimony. What is the appeal of narratives about Satanism for those involved 

in the production of testimonies? Production refers to both the development of 

the content of the testimony and its staging and performance in a church 

service. In many evangelical, born-again, and neo-Pentecostal churches, a 

specific slot in the worship service is set apart for testimonies. What is a 

testimony in general, and more specifically a testimony delivered by an ex-

Satanist in Zambia? Before giving a definition, I will discuss a number of 

narrative genres that show similarities to Zambian testimonies.  

Narrating means selecting, singling out certain details out of a mass of 

data and emplotting them. The selection of these details depends on the story 

that a narrator wants to tell, but that is not the only criterion. A successful plot 

is also dependent on the audience’s expectations of the storyline (Koschorke 

2012:56). A testimony is told not as a factual report, but as a demonstration and 

explanation of an experience of transition that is meaningful for both the 

narrator and their audience (Davidman & Greil 2007:203). There are many 

different narrative genres in which transition is an important factor – one could 

even argue that ‘transition’ is what makes a collection of events a narrative.
32

 

Some genres show similarity to testimonies of ex-Satanists. In the most general 

terms, testimonies of ex-Satanists are a variety of the narrative of redemption 

described by Dan McAdams (2006). Redemptive narratives are religious or 

secular stories that describe blessings born from death and suffering, and stress 

the long-term benefits of negative experiences (McAdams 2006:16). 

Testimonies of ex-Satanists are full of negative experiences, and often they end 

on a positive note: the experiences of the past have made the ex-Satanist 

stronger and able to warn or encourage others.  

Another obvious genre with similarities to testimonies of ex-Satanists 

is the genre of conversion narratives. Conversion narratives generally follow a 

                                                 
32 The eminent literary critic Tzvetan Todorov defines an emplotted narrative as “the passage from one 

equilibrium to another” (Todorov 2006:213). This means that some kind of change or transformation is 

inherent to every narrative.  
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typical formula: “I was living in sin, but now I am saved; I was lost, but now 

I’m found” (Gooren 2010:93). Ex-Satanists definitely describe a past out of the 

fold of Christianity, which could be labelled as being lost or living in sin. 

However, as I have argued in Chapter 3, there are some problems with 

conversion as an interpretative frame for narratives about Satanism. For one 

thing, the word ‘sin’ is virtually absent in narratives of ex-Satanists. This is in 

line with the concept of personhood discussed in the previous chapter. Ex-

Satanists demonstrate a concept of the self as porous and afflicted by external 

forces, rather than an individual self choosing a new religious conviction, or 

choosing to do evil. In his research on narratives of Zambian born-again 

Christians, Adriaan van Klinken argues that conversion in Zambia refers more 

to a change in lifestyle than a change in beliefs or doctrines (2012:216f). As 

was argued in Chapter 3, in the case of Zambian ex-Satanists ‘healing’ is an 

even more fitting frame than van Klinken’s ‘change in lifestyle.’  

A third genre is the ex-member or apostate narrative. In these 

narratives, a former member of a religious group gives insight into the 

workings of that organisation, often emphasising the atrocities experienced in 

their time with this group (cf. Chryssides & Geaves 2014:85f). The experience 

of conversion is important in these narratives – the ex-member has experienced 

a conversion to the now rejected group, and their leaving of the group often 

goes together with a new experience of conversion. As discussed above, this is 

not entirely applicable to the testimonies of Zambian ex-Satanists. The 

similarity between testimonies of ex-Satanists and apostate narratives lies in the 

question whether the rejected group in the narrative really exists. In a volume 

on religious apostasy, Daniel Carson Johnson (1998) writes about ‘the apostasy 

that never was,’ meaning that some apostate narratives describe a fictitious 

conversion to a non-existent group. In the history of Satanism there are some 

examples of this phenomenon. To name one, Mike Warnke, one of the first 

alleged ex-Satanists who gave their testimony in Pentecostal churches in the 

USA, has been called a ‘fake apostate’ since many elements in his narrative 

proved untrue. According to Johnson (1998:122) there is no evidence that the 

satanic groups these ex-members speak about really exist; they are apostates 

absque facto. This means that their apostasy is of a special kind, in which the 

experience of conversion may not be central. Like the American testimonies, 

testimonies of Zambian ex-Satanists imply the existence of an organisation of 

Satanists, which factually does not seem to exist. 

The different narrative genres discussed above show some similarity to 
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testimonies of ex-Satanists, whereby the ‘fake apostate’ narratives seem to be 

the most analogous to the Zambian testimonies. But what are the characteristics 

of the testimony as genre in itself? In this chapter I define testimony as follows: 

A religious testimony is a personal narrative of divine intervention, which is 

publicly performed and scripted according to standards and expectations shared 

by the audience.  

As personal narratives, testimonies are deemed more credible than 

mere rumours or stories that happened to the proverbial ‘friend of a friend.’ 

The narrator of a testimony claims first-hand knowledge of the workings of the 

spiritual world; and the credibility of the testimony is further enforced by its 

endorsement by pastors who allow people to share their testimonies in church 

services. The narrator of a testimony is an eye-witness of a significant event – 

in Pentecostal-charismatic churches the sharing of testimonies is often referred 

to as ‘witnessing.’ The events described in a testimony can vary. Some 

testimonies describe finding healing or job opportunities, others deal with 

battling addiction or returning to society after a life of crime. Always the events 

are brought in relation to a divine intervention: a testimony “asserts something 

particular that God has done for the speaker,” according to Elaine Lawless, 

who researched women’s narratives in a Pentecostal church (2005:86). This 

subjective interpretation of events is the personal meaning of the testimony. For 

the testimonies of ex-Satanists, this personal meaning was addressed in Chapter 

3.  

A testimony, however, transcends the purely personal because it is a 

narrative that is performed in public. The audience has certain expectations of 

what a testimony sounds like, and testimonies generally follow those 

conventions. Sometimes they do so very strictly – in the church described by 

Lawless (2005:87) the repertoire of conventional phrases is so extensive and 

well-known that a narrator could very well give a testimony without adding 

anything original; sometimes there is more freedom. Testimonies of ex-

Satanists in Zambia often follow the same scheme and certain elements are 

shared by almost all testimonies, like the drinking of blood or the eating of 

human flesh, sacrificing relatives or others and going to the underworld. The 

testimony of the ex-Satanist is a performance with a relatively fixed script; a 

text that the narrator has laboured on, maybe even improved over time. It has 

become a public, religious document, maybe even to a greater extent than it is a 

personal story. 

Testimonies are a special genre of religious texts, which are performed 
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and constructed within a Christian setting. As we have seen in Chapter 2, this 

setting is characterised by an African adaptation of modern spiritual warfare 

theology. Since the setting of the testimony is so important, paragraph 4.2 gives 

an example of the performance of a testimony related to Satanism within a 

deliverance service. Paragraph 4.3 discusses the development of the content of 

testimonies. What are the characteristics of storyline and jargon that 

testimonies about Satanism in Zambia have in common? How can these 

commonalities be explained? Paragraph 4.4 looks at the way in which 

testimonies are performed. Who are the relevant actors in the performance of a 

testimony? What is their influence on the construction of the testimony? As we 

will see, pastors are key figures in both the evolution of the content of the 

testimony and the performance of the testimony. Therefore, paragraph 4.5 

investigates what testimonies accomplish for pastors who give a platform to ex-

Satanists. An example of one such pastor is presented in the following 

description of a deliverance service. 

 

4.2 A testimony as part of the deliverance service 

Lusaka on a Sunday afternoon. A small crowd gathers in one of the halls of an 

up-market hotel for a church service. Kingdom Business Ministries (KBM) is 

one among many neo-Pentecostal churches hosting a deliverance service at this 

time. Like an ordinary service, it starts with worship and a sermon. After that, 

there is space for testimonies; and then people are called to the front to be 

prayed for. People come to deliverance services to find a solution for their 

problems. The timing of the service – in the afternoon – makes it easy for 

members of other churches to visit the morning service in their own (mainline) 

church and then go to the deliverance service of a Pentecostal-charismatic 

church to find healing. KBM’s theology and worship style are obviously 

influenced by an emphasis on the gifts of the Spirit, teachings of the prosperity 

gospel and ideas about the cosmic struggle between good and evil.  

 The deliverance service starts at 14:00 hrs. with time for worship. The 

praise team is singing, accompanied by keyboard and drums, and the hall 

slowly fills up. This is a young church, founded only four years ago. Worship 

is a combination of singing songs of praise and praying out loud, accompanied 

by the musicians. Worship at Kingdom Business Ministries is an international 

affair. My husband and I are the only white people in the audience, but there 

are flags of other countries – including Zimbabwe, South Africa and the USA – 

displayed in front of the congregation. Some of the worship songs are in the 
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vernacular, but most are well-known English songs. A favourite is ‘Alpha and 

Omega’: We give You all the glory  / We worship You our Lord / You are 

worthy to be praised / You are the Alpha and Omega / We worship You our 

Lord / You are worthy to be praised. This worship song was first recorded by 

Israel & New Breed, whose singer Israel Houghton is also worship leader in 

Lakewood Church, a non-denominational mega church located in Houston, 

Texas, pastored by the famous televangelist Joel Osteen. KBM may be an 

independent African church; it is part of a wider, international Pentecostal-

charismatic movement. Actually, the phrase ‘Kingdom Business’ gained wide 

recognition after being introduced by the African-American Bishop Eddie L. 

Long (Walton 2009:129).  

During prayer, the choir leader and others in the congregation speak in 

tongues from time to time. I can see the pastor and founder of the church in the 

first row, kneeling in prayer. A woman with a professional camera seizes the 

moment and takes a picture. After a while, the pastor comes up on stage, takes 

the microphone from the choir leader and leads the congregation in another 

worship song. Then the music softens as the pastor leads the congregation in 

prayer. He urges the listeners to take this moment to enjoy the presence of God, 

to forget about everything else and focus on the Lord. Around me, I hear 

people whispering prayers. The pastor says: “Take this moment to sun-bath in 

His presence. Don’t mention your problems now. Just feel His presence. He is 

your lover, for now just love him.” Some members of the praise team kneel 

down; most of the congregation is still standing. “There is a stillness now, 

something is happening. When there is a stillness like this, it means that 

burdens are lifted.” The prayer blends into a song: “There is a stillness in the 

atmosphere, come lay down your burden, He is here.” The start of this service 

is similar to Tanya Luhrmann’s description of the American evangelical 

experience (2012a): worship is about an intimate, intensely personal 

relationship with God and/or Jesus. This relationship can be described in terms 

associated with romance, as we hear the pastor do when he describes God as 

‘your lover.’ This focus on experience is not limited to evangelicalism, but also 

plays an important role in Pentecostal-charismatic churches.  

 The church service soon shifts focus from worship to receiving 

prosperity. According to prosperity or ‘Word of Faith’ theology, Christians are 

entitled to material blessings. At KBM, the pastor starts to quicken the pace of 

the service, while the music continues in the background. “Somebody shout to 

the Lord!” he orders, and the congregation cheers. “Celebrate your miracle 
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today, before it comes. Celebrate your marriage! Celebrate your engagement! 

Celebrate your car! Celebrate your home!” The congregation responds with 

enthusiastic amens. “Maybe it makes you look crazy, yet the Bible says God 

speaks and things that were not – they are there. Create something this 

afternoon!” The two girls sitting next to me, who had been observing the 

service without really participating, take this moment to finally rise from their 

seats; one of them seems to be crying. The pastor is encouraging his 

congregation to engage in so-called ‘positive confessions’: confident 

declarations of thus far unencountered health and wealth.  

 After his prayer, the music stops and the pastor starts his sermon. The 

topic this afternoon is ‘The secrecy of evil inheritance.’ According to the pastor, 

some people have a secret evil inheritance that causes them to be in poverty, 

disease or have problems in relationships. Numbers 14:18 (King James Version) 

is projected on a screen: “The Lord is longsuffering and of great mercy, 

forgiving iniquity and transgression, and by no means clearing the guilty, 

visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth 

generation.” The pastor explains that if someone in your ancestry does 

something wrong, a generational curse is laid over the family. “Some people 

say this doesn’t exist,” he says, “but it’s right here in the Bible.” He continues 

explaining that God doesn’t look at a person’s past, but at the future. “You are 

not a prisoner of your past, but a pioneer of your future! God relates to you 

based on what you are destined to become. Shout ‘I receive it!’” The 

congregation shouts. Even so, the pastor explains, the actions of grandparents 

do affect people today. Divorce runs in some families, in others it is barrenness, 

or polygamy, or almost everyone dies of AIDS.  

The sermon combines ideas from several neo-Pentecostal preachers. 

The congregation is encouraged to celebrate their prosperity even before it has 

materialised – that is how sure their entitlement to miracles is. This power of 

positive thinking is often invoked, not only by neo-Pentecostal theologians, but 

also by writers in business spirituality and alternative medicine. That anyone 

can choose to be either a prisoner of their past or a pioneer of their future is a 

view attributed to the author and motivational speaker Deepak Chopra 

(1997:170). Another, slightly conflicting, notion is the ‘generational curse,’ the 

idea that involvement with magical practices is satanic and leaves a psychic 

injury that can be inherited by children and grandchildren. This notion was 

developed by Kurt E. Koch (1913-1987), a German Lutheran pastor with a 

profound influence on American neo-Pentecostal theology. Koch’s emphasis 
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on the satanic makes him one of the forerunners of the ideology behind the 

Satanism scare in the 1980s (Ellis 2000). The idea of the generational curse 

finds wide acclaim in African neo-Pentecostal churches, where it resonates 

with the traditional conviction that the ancestors are able to act in a person’s 

life, bestowing blessings or harm. It can also be used as an explanation for 

poverty in Africa, claiming that the involvement in “occult” practices of 

(great)grandparents who were not yet converted to Christianity still curses their 

descendants with deprivation.  

 In his sermon, the pastor uses testimonies – of finding wealth, of 

healing, and of involvement in Satanism – as cases to illustrate his sermon. 

“Last week,” the pastor says, “we heard the man here who testified that he 

killed his four children, his business did not yield and the other children left 

him. That is evil inheritance.” In the previous week, the father gave an 

extensive testimony about his involvement in Satanism. He claimed 

responsibility for the death of four of his children, who all died in the month of 

September. It is unclear how the children actually died, and whether they all 

died in the same year, but man confessed that in the end, he was responsible. 

The pastor calls the man who gave his testimony last week to the front together 

with his wife. Today the role of the ex-Satanist and his wife is limited. The 

pastor reminds the congregation that in the previous week they prayed that the 

children might come to church together with their parents. The children were 

told by another pastor that if they would help, or even speak to, their parents, 

they would be sacrificed by the father who was a Satanist.  

Now, last week’s prayer is answered, because the children are here in 

the church. The pastor asks them to come to the front, and six young men and 

women – I would estimate their ages between 12 and 25 – come. Today, the 

family is together again, which the pastor interprets as a process of healing and 

restoration. The mother says: “That child, the youngest, she would wake up in 

the night, and she would start to dance, without waking up. She would say: 

‘I’m not going were you are going. I would rather kill myself.’” As we have 

seen in the previous chapter, strange behaviour during sleep is often interpreted 

as an early sign of involvement with Satanism. The pastor looks searchingly to 

the congregation. “Where is Dora?” he says, searching for a member of the 

congregation, “she was also initiated at a young age. That is what happens in 

the underworld. When a child seems to be dancing in her sleep, she is actually 

dancing in the underworld. It is not normal for a child to be so stubborn.” Dora 

is not in church and cannot respond to this prompt to share her testimony. Now 
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that all family members are gathered in front, the pastor wants to pray for them. 

He invites the whole congregation to stretch their arms toward them and pray. 

He starts a prayer that the father has to repeat word for word. “Lord Jesus, 

today I repent of witchcraft and Satanism. I repent for the death of four 

children. May their blood be cleansed from my hands. Today I break every 

curse.” The prayer proceeds haltingly, as the father does not really speak 

English and obviously does not know or understand every word he has to 

repeat. “Every altar, every witch doctor, I renounce them. Let every evil altar 

break. The graveyard I went to, I disconnect. Let the life of Christ...” Here the 

prayer stops: the father cannot say ‘Christ.’ This is a meaningful moment, and 

the pastor asks the whole congregation to pray for the father, to loosen his 

bonds with the Devil. After a few moments, the father is able to continue: “Let 

the life of Christ set me free. I renounce Satan. I refuse you. Heal my life. Heal 

my family. Heal my wife. Father, set me free. Heal me. I bless my children. 

May all be well with them.” The pastor continues praying for the father, saying 

God will deliver him today, and declaring him whole.  

Finished with the father, the pastor starts to anoint the children. “You 

are not the next to die. You shall blossom. I break every curse. May God open 

doors for you.” Coming to the girl who used to dance in her sleep: “I 

disconnect this girl from all evil. I dedicate her to God. Let every initiation be 

broken. May she no longer dance in the underworld. Make her sweet. Remove 

her bitterness.” Meanwhile, a part of the congregation is praying together with 

the pastor, while another part is sitting back, maybe waiting for the altar call 

and their chance for deliverance. The pastor here is engaged in healing, in 

making whole again what was broken. The cause of brokenness – whether this 

expresses itself in physical problems, problems in relationships or even poverty 

– is the interference of evil powers. Healing, in this neo-Pentecostal setting, is 

an act of spiritual warfare, of fighting against demonic forces. The father of the 

family the pastor prays for was in league with these forces of evil – he was a 

Satanist. His daughter, who twitched in her sleep and spoke about suicide, also 

showed signs of satanic influence. The demonic forces are everywhere and may 

affect Christians as well as non-Christians. In fact, they are still active right 

there in the service, as they prevent the father from saying Christ’s name.  

 In the remainder of the service, members of the congregation are 

invited to come to the front to be prayed over. The pastor first calls those to the 

front who suffer from problems in their menstrual cycle, and mysterious 

discharges that may be related to an illness. Women and men come to the front, 
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and the pastor, an assisting pastor and other deacons go from one to the other, 

touching them briefly on the head or shoulder. The music has started again, and 

the pastor sings his prayers. Then he says: “I see someone who has a slight 

paralysis on the left side. Maybe it was a small stroke. If it is you, come to the 

front.” A woman comes, and the pastor prays for her. “I see a woman who has 

been told there is a cervical incompetence. She even miscarried.” After some 

urging, two women come, and he prays for them. “I see a man with a problem 

with his testicles. I know this is a sensitive issue, but please don’t be ashamed, 

come to the front if I’m talking about you.” Three men come. These first altar 

calls are not clearly related to topics touched on by the pastor in this service. 

The pastor presents himself as a prophet, who spiritually sees or discerns that 

there is someone in the audience with a particular problem. The notion of 

prophecy in Zambia is of growing importance. Even in mainline mission 

churches, people are talking about prophecy and expecting their leaders to give 

them prophecies (Kroesbergen-Kamps 2016:28). Many church leaders are 

called prophets and practise prophecy in some form. Although there are 

different opinions on what prophecy actually means, it is often connected to the 

idea that God is actively involved in the world. He still speaks to his chosen 

people, and miracles have not ceased to happen. Prophecy in contemporary 

Zambia has roots in Christian theology as well as in traditional practices 

(Kroesbergen-Kamps 2016:38f). Like a traditional healer, a prophet is able to 

discern what is wrong with someone without hearing his complaints. The 

pastor makes a final altar call: “Now this is a difficult thing to say. I want to 

pray for those who think they may be involved in blind Satanism. Those who 

say that maybe these stories about Satanism are about them.” As was discussed 

in Chapter 2, blind Satanism is a well-known notion in Zambia. A blind 

Satanist does not know that he or she is actually an agent of evil. Young people, 

at least thirty, including the girls sitting next to me, flock to the front to be 

prayed over. A few fall to the floor where they lie thrashing – this is called 

manifesting, after the demons that apparently are manifest in them – but not 

many. The pastor’s final altar call, for those who may be involved in ‘blind 

Satanism,’ is the most popular. A blind Satanist is not aware that he or she is 

actually initiated into the ranks of evil, and may be causing harm to his 

relatives. The considerable response to this altar call shows that many – mainly 

young – people think this may be happening to them. After this, the 

congregation dissolves – by now it is after 17:00 hrs. 

 This description of a deliverance service in one of Lusaka’s many neo-
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Pentecostal churches shows the context in which testimonies of Satanism 

happen. Testimonies are presented in an environment where direct experience 

of both the divine and the demonic is to be triggered. A positive, divine 

connection is apparent when church members raise their hands in worship or 

speak in tongues. It brings health and wealth to the believers. On the other hand, 

the father and his family are living examples of a negative, dangerous 

connection with the demonic, which, fortunately, can be cut through the 

prayers of the pastor. Images of ‘cutting’ and ‘tying’ or ‘binding’ are very 

common in Zambian – as well as in other African – neo-Pentecostal churches. 

In this deliverance service, the prominence of neo-Pentecostal spiritual warfare 

theology, which was discussed in Chapter 2, is obvious. Also, the connection 

between Satanism and healing, discussed in Chapter 3, is unmistakable. The 

description shows how a pastor embeds a testimony in his service. The 

following paragraphs look closer at testimonies. The testimony presented in 

this service was incomplete – the father had narrated his experiences the 

previous week and did not speak much in this service. In general, however, 

testimonies from different ex-Satanists show many similarities.  In the 

following section, these similarities will be further explored. 

 

4.3 The production of the content of the testimony 

The context in which testimonies are produced and performed influences their 

content. Testimonies are adjusted to the expectations of their expected 

audiences, and through this process they become more or less scripted. The 

scripted nature of testimony refers to the way in which testimonies follow 

certain conventions and expectations shared by the audience of the narrative. 

What are these conventions for testimonies of Satanism? And how do personal 

experiences become scripted along the lines of these conventions? I will start 

with the former question.  

  

Script and jargon in testimonies of Zambian ex-Satanists 

According to narrative analysts like Jerome Bruner (1986:16), there are limits 

on the kinds of stories people tell, and the common storylines are known as 

canonical narratives. The conversion narratives, stories of redemption, and 

apostate accounts discussed in the beginning of this section are examples of 

canonical narratives. Johnson (1998:123) interprets apostate accounts as 

captivity narratives, where the protagonists somehow find themselves under 

control of a religious group. For a time they are true followers, but eventually 
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they ‘wake up’ and find an opportunity to escape. After that, they renounce this 

former religious affiliation. Testimonies of ex-Satanists in Zambia have a 

different storyline. Whereas Johnson’s interpretation emphasises a struggle to 

break free from control, in testimonies of ex-Satanists the rewards and costs of 

assignments take a central place. Appendix 3 is an overview of the narrative 

structure of thirteen extensive Zambian testimonies. It shows that the typical 

testimony starts with an experience of initiation, followed by an assignment, 

generally to sacrifice a relative. In the most complete narratives, this 

assignment is accepted, and the protagonist receives rewards. Eventually 

however, there comes an assignment that the protagonist cannot execute – often 

because the one they have to sacrifice is an especially loved family member. 

The failed assignment inspires the protagonist to search for deliverance. This is 

often a difficult and lengthy process, but in the end, after being delivered by a 

powerful pastor or prayer-group, the protagonist finds a new, positive human 

identity. Almost all testimonies shared in a religious setting have this structure, 

while in testimonies narrated in an interview steps are often missing; especially 

the acceptance of assignments and the final failed assignment.  

 Not only do most testimonies share a canonical storyline, they also use 

a common jargon (Udelhoven 2015:301). Satanists do not visit hell or 

devilland,
33

 but the ‘underworld’, or, alternatively, go ‘under the ocean’ or 

‘under the sea’. There, they do not enter a contract or go on missions, but they 

may make a ‘covenant’, receive ‘assignments,’ and meet the ‘queen’. By their 

prevalence in testimonies of Satanism, traditionally neutral concepts like 

‘initiation’ or ‘sacrifice’ are cast in a negative light. The thirteen extensive 

testimonies all use a selection of these eight terms. In comparison, other types 

of testimonies use a different jargon. The testimonies of two Zambian sisters 

who had visions of visiting heaven and hell, for example, show some 

similarities to testimonies of ex-Satanists.
34

 They both describe the 

manufacturing of satanic products. However, the typical jargon of testimonies 

of Satanism is missing: over the course of six testimonies about these visions, 

                                                 
33 Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o coined the term devilland in his novel Wizard of the Crow (2006). In this novel he 

describes the African state of Aburĩria, which is obsessed with evil forces. Although passages in Wizard of 

the Crow are very similar to narratives about Satanism in Zambia, he never quite uses the same jargon – as in 
the case of his use of ‘devilland’. In another episode, Ngugi writes about an elderly couple befallen by Satan 

with a desire for the flesh of other people. For one familiar with stories of Satanism it is surprising to 

discover that this refers not to the eating of human flesh, but to sexual lust. If a story does not follow the 
conventions expected by the audience, the reader/viewer/listener is left in confusion.  
34  The visions are published on a number of endtime-blogs, see for example 

http://rapturetimes.org/tag/rachael-mushala/ and http://rapturetimes.org/tag/zipporah-mushala/.  

http://rapturetimes.org/tag/rachael-mushala/
http://rapturetimes.org/tag/zipporah-mushala/
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the words ‘sacrifice’ and ‘initiation’ are mentioned only once. Again, the 

testimonies collected in interviews are different from the testimonies performed 

for an audience. On average, in a performed testimony, the eight words are 

used 83 times per testimony, in a range between 14 and 218. In testimonies 

collected through an interview, these words are on average only used 5 times 

per testimony, in a range between 2 and 8.  

  

The influence of the setting on the production of testimonies 

Testimonies of ex-Satanists performed for a religious audience share the same 

jargon and storyline. On the other hand, in testimonies collected in an 

interview-situation this jargon and storyline is less apparent. This implies that 

the context in which a testimony is developed and performed matters. This 

point can be illustrated by looking at a narrative that is clearly not a testimony, 

because the typical storyline and jargon, even any mention of Satanism, are 

absent. Laura is a young woman in her twenties, currently living with her 

parents together with her three-year-old son. She is married to a businessman 

who often travels to Europe and Dubai, but when I speak to her they are 

separated. A couple of years ago, Laura began to have strange dreams and see 

things. For example, she would see a woman in the bed between her and her 

husband. While she was pregnant with twins, voices would tell her that only 

one would live. This was exactly what happened: after she gave birth in the 

hospital, the nurses brought her only one baby, the other was stillborn. About a 

year ago, the voices and strange occurrences at her home became too much for 

Laura, and she came back to her family. For a while she was admitted to a 

psychiatric hospital; she also came in contact with the Fingers of Thomas, who 

help those who have experiences with Satanism. The details of Laura’s story 

could easily be transformed into a testimony. Her family, knowing of Laura’s 

experiences, suspects that her husband may be into Satanism to gain success 

for his business. After she came back to her mother’s place, the family burned 

her clothes because they may be dangerous. Laura’s testimony – if she had one 

– could relate how her husband sacrificed their unborn child, or how she herself 

was initiated through her clothes. When I speak to her, however, this storyline 

is absent, as is the jargon common in testimonies. By now, Laura has started 

school, and that keeps her busy. But she still hears voices that tell her what she 

should do. For example, when she is about to write down an answer for an 

assignment at school, the voices tell her that it is the wrong answer, and that 

she should write something else. They also tell her to get up in the morning and 
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bathe herself and her son. Often the voices give her good advice, but 

sometimes they say negative things, for example that she has made a mistake, 

or that she did not explain something well. At times, the voices annoy Laura, 

and she feels controlled by them. About her husband, Laura says that the two 

families are now discussing whether she and her husband can get together 

again. They still speak to each other on the phone – although her husband 

sometimes has no time for her. Until now, they have never really sat down and 

talked about the issues that drove them apart. Laura says that her husband is 

afraid of her, because of the things she hears and sees.  

 Different cultures have different ways of dealing with the hearing of 

voices. A comparative investigation of the experience of auditory 

hallucinations in India, Ghana and the USA indicates that in the African setting 

the experience of voices was predominantly positive (Luhrmann, Padmavati, 

Tharoor & Osei 2015). Laura’s case is unresolved: she is still searching for a 

way to deal with the voices she hears, and there is uncertainty about the future 

of her marriage. But Satanism does not seem to be a frame that gives meaning 

to Laura’s experiences, and therefore her narrative does not show the storyline 

and jargon common in testimonies. Although Laura has visited pastors who 

prayed for her, she takes the stance of the Fingers of Thomas, who are critical 

about charismatic deliverance and narratives in the style of a fixed 

testimony.
35

A first assumption of the Fingers is that one does not have to be a 

pastor or a ‘man of God’ to be able to help. The aim of the group is to empower 

those who go through disturbing experiences instead of allocating 

responsibility in the hands of a specialist. Secondly, the Fingers see spiritual 

issues, like hearing voices or having frightening dreams, as related to problems 

in other spheres. The Fingers make a distinction between ‘inner world’ and 

‘outer world’ (Udelhoven 2015:106-124). The inner world is the world of 

dreams and visions—a world to which bystanders do not have access. The 

Fingers of Thomas acknowledge the existence of this inner world but reserve 

their actions for what is happening in the outer world. In Laura’s case, this 

means helping Laura to get back to school and facilitating marriage counseling 

and reconciliation between the two families. A third aspect of the approach of 

the Fingers of Thomas is that the experiences of the inner world are seen as 

symbols for problems in the outer world. The meaning of these symbols is not 

                                                 
35 I introduced the approach of the Fingers of Thomas briefly in Chapter 1. A detailed description can be 
found in Udelhoven’s Unseen Worlds. Dealing With Spirits, Witchcraft and Satanism (2015). In ‘Dreaming 

of Snakes in Zambia. Small Gods and the Secular,’ I discuss the approach of the Fingers in comparison to 

neo-Pentecostal ways to deal with similar experiences (Kroesbergen-Kamps 2017). 
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fixed – hearing voices does not necessarily mean being under attack by evil 

powers. The Fingers try to show Laura a different way to deal with her voices. 

Rather than seeing herself as a victim, fearful of her experiences, the Fingers 

encourage her to hear the words of the voices as positive advice, and stimulate 

her to enter into a conversation with them. In that way, she may become able to 

accept the voices and visions and transform them into something she controls, 

instead of something that controls her. The approach of the Fingers of Thomas 

allows Laura to retell her experience in different ways, rather than to force 

them into the fixed storyline and jargon of the testimony of Satanism. In the 

previous chapter I argued that narratives about Satanism can form a meaningful 

interpretation of the past. The Fingers of Thomas seem more negative about 

these narratives. The ability to incorporate change is a characteristic of a 

successful life story. The Fingers of Thomas warn that an interpretation of the 

past that is suspended in a fixed form like a testimony can hinder further 

development, because it prevents the life story from changing again.  

 Whether an experience becomes a testimony depends on the context in 

which the experience is interpreted. The Fingers of Thomas provide an 

example of a context that does not promote the development of a testimony. In 

which interpretive context are testimonies cultivated? The Belgian 

anthropologist Filip de Boeck, writing about alleged child-witches in Kinshasa 

(DRC), discusses the role of pastors and churches in the emplotment of 

testimonies (2008:501-504). Children accused of witchcraft are taken in by 

churches, and kept in seclusion for a while. During this period of seclusion, the 

children are interrogated by church members. According to De Boeck: “During 

these more private sessions that evolve between the child and the preacher or 

one of his or her assistants, there slowly emerges a narrative of disruption and 

descent into evil” (2008:502f). Partly, De Boeck sees this as a therapeutic 

narrative process, helping to give meaning to difficult experiences. This is the 

perspective that guided Chapter 3 in this study. At the same time, De Boeck 

emphasises how the resulting narratives conform to the specific expectations of 

their audience: “This period is a crucial point in a whole process of emplotment 

which helps to shape up the imaginative task of modeling an experience of 

crisis and drawing a rather standard and stereotypical narrative configuration 

out of a simple succession of illnesses and deaths” (2008:503). The narratives 

developed by the children are not merely life-stories, they are meant to be 

performed in church as testimonies. In Zambia, ex-Satanists are not kept in 

seclusion like the witch-children of Kinshasa, but the role of churches and 
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pastors in the emplotment of testimonies is considerable as well. As experts 

who give the diagnosis of Satanism, pastors are closely involved in the 

narrative process of interpreting the past in the frame of Satanism. Panji 

Chipeta, the pastor of Kingdom Business Ministries, is aware of his role in the 

production of testimonies. He says: “People have to be taught to give a good 

testimony. Some people only tell how they messed up their lives and forget to 

share what God has done for them. So I give them pointers, for example that 

they should first tell what happened to them, and then turn to how God saved 

them.” Besides this direct way of teaching how to give a testimony, I argue that, 

in a less explicit sense, pastors are influential in the production of testimonies 

through the questions they ask and through prompting ex-Satanists to give their 

testimony.   

 Gideon Mulenga Kabila ends his published testimony with advice for 

pastors and intercessors praying for people who have experiences with 

Satanism. “There are many steps of delivering a person,” he writes (n.d.:63), 

“and these are some of the steps:  

1. Ask the person what he or she wants, let him confess with his or 

her mouth, because there is power in confession. 

2. Ask your client to forgive all the people who did wrong against 

him or her. 

3. Ask him or her how he was initiated, whether it was parental, 

material, food, ancestral, childbirth, etc. NB: Many people are 

initiated into Satanism through different means and they need 

different solutions. 

4. Ask the person whether she was spiritually married or not. This 

can only be identified through the dreams and marriage breakages 

even miscarriages. 

5. Ask the person whether she or he was given some tattoos as a 

symbol of blood covenant; this can also be done through blood 

exchange. 

6. Ask the person about the code number; most of the people have 

different codes that connect them to the communication system of 

the devil. 

7. Ask the person whether his mind or heart was once changed or 

transferred into any living thing such as animals, trees and reptiles, 

etc. 

8. Ask the person about his or her dream life, whether she goes to 
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the underworld by astroprojection [sic] or transcendental 

meditation. 

9. Ask the person about the level that she or he reached in the 

devil’s kingdom.” 

Deliverance, in this example from Gideon Mulenga Kabila, is more than 

praying for someone to expel their demons. The pastor or intercessor needs 

background information from his client to finish the process of deliverance. De 

Boeck mentions that children accused of witchcraft in Kinshasa are subjected 

to interrogations. This list from Kabila’s testimony gives an idea of the 

questions supposed Satanists are asked in such interrogations. Code numbers 

and astral projection are unique to Kabila’s testimony, but the other elements 

are very common in testimonies. Asking people in a crisis situation to think 

about these questions encourages them to interpret past events in the frame of 

Satanism. For example, that there was an initiation is unquestionable, but the 

supposed Satanist can choose which of the options fits his experiences best: 

initiation by the parents, or by a gift, or by eating certain food. The questions 

show what the expected elements of a testimony are: initiation, going to the 

underworld, making a covenant, receiving rewards in the form of a higher level 

or rank, and changes in heart or mind that explain how a Satanist is able to act 

in such an inhuman manner.  

 A second way in which pastors or intercessors stimulate the 

development of testimonies is by encouraging ex-Satanists to tell their story. 

One of my interviews was with two girls from Lusaka. I knew about their 

experiences with Satanism through the Facebook page of their congregation, 

where an intercessor reported that several cases of Satanism had emerged. I 

contacted the intercessor, he arranged for me to meet the two girls, and he was 

present at the interview as well. My first question was supposed to be easy: 

“Martha and Loveness, thank you for coming. Can you start by telling 

something about yourself?” The two girls looked shyly at their feet, and the 

intercessor interrupted: “Now you have to give your testimony, like it is said in 

the Bible. Tell her how it started, how you became involved in Satanism.” I had 

expected an answer about their age, school and background, but the 

intercessor’s prompting urged the girls to start according to the format of a 

testimony, with their initiation into Satanism. During the church service that 

was described in the previous section, Pastor Chipeta also repeatedly prompts 

people to share their testimony: the father, whose narrative took centre stage in 

the previous week; his children, who are there today to share their story; Dora, 
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one of his congregants whose experiences were similar to those of the youngest 

daughter. By prompting ex-Satanists to tell their story, the pastor sets the stage 

for the performance of the testimony. Testimonies with a religious audience, 

shared after a pastor sets the stage, generally follow the storyline described in 

the beginning of this paragraph: initiation, assignments and rewards, failed 

assignment, deliverance. In interviews with a researcher, the conditions for a 

full performance – development in a neo-Pentecostal setting, and prompting by 

a pastor – are not met; especially in cases where the ex-Satanist was involved 

with the Fingers of Thomas. It is during the performance of a testimony for a 

religious audience that the finished narrative comes together. In the following 

paragraph I turn to this performance of the testimony. 

 

4.4 The production of the performance of the testimony 

In the previous section, I have discussed the development of the content of a 

testimony, and discussed the scripted nature of testimonies. Referring to 

testimonies as scripted texts may give the impression that testimonies can be 

investigated through an analysis of transcripts of collected narratives about 

Satanism. Such a purely text-based investigation, however, runs the risk to 

overlook the interactive aspects of testimonies. Ex-Satanists do not simply 

break out, unprompted, into narrating their testimony (Gubrium & Holstein 

2009:31) – they need a specific context, such as the deliverance service at 

KBM. In my research I have found that prompting by an interviewer is no 

substitute for the context in which testimonies are normally produced. The 

narratives extracted by the researcher through interviews seem bland and are 

far less detailed than testimonies narrated in their natural environment. For a 

testimony, this natural environment is a religious setting: a church service or a 

Christian broadcast on radio or TV. This environment shapes the way in which 

the testimony is told.  

According to the advocates of narrative ethnography Jaber Gubrium 

and James Holstein, narrators are aware of their audience and formulate their 

account with that audience in mind. Bernhard Udelhoven gives clear examples 

of testimonies that are presented with a certain audience in mind: for a 

Pentecostal audience, an ex-Satanist explains that the Devil is not worried 

about Catholics, because their churches are not ‘spirit-filled’, whereas another 

ex-Satanist warns a Catholic audience that “[t]he devil is really out to destroy 

the Catholic Church. […] The Catholic Church is the real Church, and the devil 

knows it” (Udelhoven 2015:305). Testimonies address what Gubrium and 
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Holstein (2009:33) have labelled “interpretive communities”: audiences, both 

present and anticipated, who share certain stories, concepts and interpretive 

frames – in this dissertation Chapter 2 provides an introduction to these frames. 

A testimony acquired in an interview setting runs the risk of being formulated 

in the concepts of the interviewer, rather than in the language of the narrator, 

shaped by the natural environment of the testimony. Folklorist Bill Ellis and 

sociologist Gary Fine (2010) emphasise a similar focus on the context in which 

narratives are shared: narratives are not waiting out there to be written down, 

but are generated in a social process. Sympathetic reactions from the audience 

– verbal responses, gestures, laughter etc. – are interpreted by the narrators as a 

licence to prolong the narration and repeat certain elements (Koschorke 

2012:160). This chapter started with a description of a deliverance service in 

which there was attention for narratives about Satanism. These narratives do 

not stand alone, but they are produced and performed in church settings like the 

deliverance service at KBM. In this section, I turn to a closer investigation of 

the social setting in which the testimony is performed. 

In religious studies, the word performance has a wider application than 

the performing arts of theatre, music and dance. The term performance was 

popularised in sociology by Erving Goffman. According to Goffman (1956), all 

social action is staged: people are aware of being watched and present 

themselves according to the impression they want to make to their audience. 

They play the role and wear the mask most fitting to the situation and the 

others present. The anthropologist Victor Turner, who did most of his 

fieldwork among the Ndembu in north-western Zambia, has a slightly more 

limited view of performance. For him, performance refers specifically to the 

theatrical qualities of ritual actions in times of crisis or transformation (1987). 

In the final stage of initiation rituals, for example, the presence of an audience 

is significant, because through the ritual the performers show others what they 

have learnt, and thus acquire recognition for their new state and status. Both 

Goffman and Turner stress that social (inter)actions have a theatrical quality: 

they are observed by what could be called an audience; and the participants 

relate to established roles that they are more or less aware of. Performance 

theory has been used to interpret religious events like possession (cf. Behrend 

& Luig 1999; Frankfurter 2006; Levack 2013). Sharing a testimony in a 

religious setting is a relatively obvious example of performance. In a church 

service like the one described at the start of this chapter, the audience are the 

members of the congregation who see what happens at the front of the hall. It is 
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not far-fetched to call the place where things are happening the stage – it is 

often a slightly elevated podium, occupied by those who have a function in the 

service. In the service at KBM, these people are following roles according to 

the standards of a neo-Pentecostal deliverance service: the pastor leads the 

service and gives a sermon, the choir provides the musical setting, and the 

father and his family offer a tangible example of God’s power in this world.  

To do justice to the performative aspect of testimonies, this section 

looks at the different actors involved in the performance of a testimony: the ex-

Satanist who is the narrator of the testimony, but also the pastor who acts as a 

sponsor or enabler for the performance of the testimony. A focus on 

performance means looking not only at the actors on stage, such as the narrator 

and the pastor, but at a wider network of social relations that is engaged in this 

performance. Who profits from the performance of a testimony? This is the 

main question that will be addressed in the following passages. 

 

The performance of testimonies as confirmation of group membership 

Investigating the performative aspects of testimonies can give insights into the 

relevant social dynamics relevant to the occasion. Before looking specifically 

at the performance of testimonies about Satanism, I will give an overview of 

theories about performance and testimonies in general. The literature on the 

performance of religious testimonies generally focuses on the question what 

sharing a testimony means for one’s position in the community. Like Turner, 

some authors emphasise that giving a testimony in a religious setting marks a 

transformation in that position. For example, Meredith McGuire (1977) 

compares the importance of glossolalia and sharing testimonies as markers of 

conversion in Catholic Pentecostal prayer groups. Glossolalia, or speaking in 

tongues, has often been discussed as the focal point of a conversion to 

Pentecostal-style religion. Conversion means showing commitment to a new 

group, and abandonment of one’s previous life. This show of commitment must 

be both public and private: it must have a subjective meaning to the convert, 

and it must be performed in public to establish his/her membership. According 

to McGuire, in the Catholic Pentecostal groups she researched glossolalia does 

not fulfil this function, because it is something that happens in private prayer. 

Testimony, on the other hand, is given publicly and therefore a better signifier 

for conversion. When applying this to testimonies of ex-Satanists we have to 

remember that these testimonies are not so much stories about conversion, but 

of a change in life-style or a healing from affliction. This means that, for ex-
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Satanists, sharing the testimony may be a public announcement of the transition 

from an evil, Satan-controlled, afflicted life to being born-again, healed, and 

belonging to Christ. Other authors, however, doubt whether this transformation 

is truly central to the sharing of testimonies. In the Holiness-sect investigated 

by J. Stephen Kroll-Smith (1980), giving a testimony is a common occurrence, 

not restricted to new members. Rather, according to Kroll-Smith, performing a 

testimony means signalling your commitment to the group. Testimonies in this 

group are a ritual of affirmation, attesting to the position in the group that the 

performer of the testimony already has.  

McGuire and Kroll-Smith do not agree on whether a testimony 

necessarily signifies a transformation. For both McGuire and Kroll-Smith, 

however, sharing a testimony is related to group membership. Testimonies of 

Satanism in Zambia form a counter example for this theory. The function of 

testimonies according to McGuire and Kroll-Smith is giving evidence for the 

conversion of the narrator, or of an affirmation of their religious commitment 

and position in the group. The testimonies discussed in this literature are 

performed by members of a religious community: new members who want to 

show their commitment, or long-standing members who affirm their 

membership by sharing a narrative fitting to the standards of that group. 

Testimonies of ex-Satanists, however, do not seem to suit this interpretative 

frame. Ex-Satanists are seldom regular members of the church in which they 

give their testimony. The father who confessed to Satanism at the service of 

Kingdom Business Ministries was not a church member, and after their 

testimony ex-Satanists often disappear again. They are only at that church for 

the occasion of performing their testimony. If they are members, they often do 

not want to be remembered for their testimony of evil deeds. In the context of 

the discussed academic literature it is remarkable that an affirmation of their 

faith and their place in the community does not seem the point of the 

testimonies of ex-Satanists. 

  

The performance of testimonies as a way to acquire status or freedom 

Giving a testimony could have a different function than confirming one’s 

position in the community. Jennifer Badstuebner mentions the acquisition of a 

privileged position by the narrator as a function in her article on testimonies of 

witchcraft in a South African Pentecostal church. She argues that the narrator 

of a confession gains some advantages from sharing the story (2003:20): 

“These revivals offer these young women an opportunity to travel, to be the 
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center of intense public attention. Their lives on the revival trial are an 

adventure compared to the usual lot of young, unemployed women living in the 

townships (many days of boredom and unending household duties).” The 

argument echoes I.M. Lewis’ functionalist theory of peripheral cults of 

possession, which provide the possessed – mostly women – with an 

opportunity to air their grievances and, in time, to gain status and authority in a 

possession cult group (Lewis 2003). The young women discussed by 

Badstuebner gain status and opportunity from delivering their confessions, at 

least from a short-term perspective. 

In Zambia this may happen as well. Some ex-Satanists travel from one 

overnight prayer meeting to the next to share their story, like the women in 

Badstuebner’s article do. This is certainly the case for Zambia’s most well-

known ex-Satanist, Gideon Mulenga Kabila, who since 2005 speaks at 

meetings in diverse churches, has published his testimony as a pamphlet, and 

whose confession on video is available on YouTube and through other websites. 

In 2015 he started as pastor of his own church, and on Facebook he still 

regularly posts about his experiences as a Satanist to warn others of its 

dangers.
36

 However, it is only a small portion of those with a similar experience 

that are able to use their testimony to gain status. Often, the first time that a 

testimony is given is also the last. Ex-Satanists find that the reactions are 

negative: family members are angry or afraid because of the confession to 

having killed relatives; friends turn away; and the confessor is subject of 

rumours and gossip. In my research I found that only very few ex-Satanists 

were willing to talk about their experiences. They do not want to draw attention 

to the issue, and mostly they just want to get on with their lives. Apparently, for 

Zambian ex-Satanists, the profits of the attention a testimony receives – as 

emphasised by Badstuebner – do not normally outweigh the negative effects.  

Like Badstuebner, Filip de Boeck mentions the advantages of status in 

his discussion of witch children in contemporary Kinshasa. One of these 

advantages is that confession to witchcraft creates for these children freedom 

from the control of their parents or families (2004:188). In Zambian narratives 

about Satanism, the suspected Satanists often remove themselves from parental 

or educational control. Suspicions of Satanism often go together with a drop in 

school attendance and grades, and often parents do not know where their 

children are when they are missing school. It is, however, debatable which 

                                                 
36 See https://www.facebook.com/gideon.kabila.1?fref=ts.  

https://www.facebook.com/gideon.kabila.1?fref=ts
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comes first: accepting the narrative of Satanism and using that to be free from 

control, as De Boeck states, or, first being absent from home and school, 

resulting in suspicions of Satanism. In the Zambian situation it seems likely 

that some children take the liberty not to go to school and to abscond from 

home. This abnormal behaviour is subsequently interpreted as a sign of 

Satanism. Cases of missing children are often interpreted spiritually, as related 

to Satanism or witchcraft. In these instances a thorough search for the missing 

child is not always undertaken. One children’s home in Lusaka, with 

connections to the Fingers of Thomas, regularly had cases of children where 

the home managed to find the child’s family. In some cases, the family said 

that they did not look for their child, because they went to church and the 

religious leader – a prophet or profita – said that the child was dead.  

In Zambia the advantages of the status and freedom that giving a 

testimony provides seem to be more limited than is presupposed by the 

literature. Also, it is not entirely clear whether the freedom from parental 

control is a consequence or a cause for suspicions of Satanism.  

  

The pastor as sponsor for the performance of testimonies 

Why do people who have interpreted their personal experiences in the frame of 

Satanism choose to share their story for a religious audience? Group 

membership and advantages in status seem unsatisfactory as explanations. 

Daniel Carson Johnson (1998) tries to answer a similar question in his article 

on fake apostate narratives. Apostates are former members of religious groups 

who become very vocal in discrediting their previous religion. According to 

David Bromley (1998), who writes in the same volume, potential for apostasy 

is apparent in every religious community. Every community has practises or 

beliefs that can easily be portrayed in a negative way; in each community there 

are conflicts; and in each community there is some pressure on members to 

conform. Negative reports about a community are therefore not surprising. 

Apostasy occurs if these common social factors go together with a tense 

environment where both the ex-members and other groups in society have a lot 

to gain by negative stories about the religious community.  

What makes fake apostates interesting is that the social factors in the 

religious community are absent, because what the fake apostates describe is not 

a real but an imagined community. According to Johnson, apostate narratives 

without true apostasy occur because there is an audience that really wants to 

hear these stories, and because there are sponsors who encourage the narrator to 
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share his story. These sponsors, “encourage the apostate to go public, and 

furnish the means for him to do so – serving as ghostwriters, securing 

publishers, financing fact-finding trips or speaking engagements, staging the 

rituals that typically accompany the apostate’s going public, adding extra-

narrative materials that situate the story in a broader contextual history, etc.” 

(Johnson 1998:131). In the case of Zambian ex-Satanists, pastors function as 

sponsors of the testimony. We have already seen that the pastor is significant in 

the diagnosis of Satanism and in the development of the testimony. He also 

plays an important role in the performance of testimonies. In the previous 

paragraph I have argued that pastors or prayer-leaders encourage ex-Satanists 

to go public by prompting them to share their testimonies. The pastor at 

Kingdom Business Ministries did so on several occasions in the described 

service, and in one of my interviews the intercessor who was present pushed 

two girls to tell their story as a testimony. In the following I will discuss the 

other element mentioned by Johnson: the different ways in which pastors 

furnish the means for ex-Satanists to go public. 

 Testimonies are shared in religious settings, for example, in the 

deliverance service described in this chapter, or in special broadcasts on radio 

or TV – a Zambian example is the radio-programme Precious Testimonies 

which was aired on Radio Christian Voice until 2014 and moved to Hot FM in 

2015. In both settings, the ex-Satanist is a guest speaker in a show or service 

with its own host. Pastor Panji Chipeta is a host in both contexts: as presenter 

of Precious Testimonies, and as the pastor of Kingdom Business Ministries. He 

selects his guests, and talks with them before recording or staging their 

testimony. Often those who give their testimony at the radio show on Saturday 

morning come to Kingdom Business Ministries on Sunday afternoon to share 

their story again. The endorsement of a pastor lends a testimony more 

credibility. As Katrien Pype (2015:77) notes: “Recurrently [anecdotes] begin 

with the words ‘I heard in church...,’ as if to emphasize their validity.” Pastor 

Chipeta gives a platform to ex-Satanists, but his involvement usually goes 

further. In a previous paragraph I quoted him saying that he likes to prepare 

people who give their testimony. He adds: “It’s even better to interview the ex-

Satanists rather than to give them a free podium – in that way you can guide 

them to the parts that are educational for the congregation.” The format of 

Precious Testimonies is that of an interview: the programme starts with Pastor 

Chipeta introducing the guest, and then he asks questions that help the guest to 

narrate their experiences. The programme ends with a prayer by Pastor Chipeta. 
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As a host, whether it is on radio or in a church service, the pastor embeds the 

testimony in his ministry by pointing out the relevant aspects of the testimony 

in his introduction and by praying for elements in the testimony that he deems 

significant. The ex-Satanist has an experience, which in the course of a 

deliverance process is formed into a testimony. This testimony is adjustable to 

the audience – the context shapes the meaning of the events and experiences 

narrated. Using a case study, I will argue that as an interviewer, the pastor even 

becomes the co-author of the testimony.  

 An edited version of the testimony that I use for this case study was 

aired on Precious Testimonies in 2013. In the recording, Pastor Chipeta 

interviews a self-proclaimed ex-Satanist whose name is not mentioned, but 

whom I call David. The audio files of this interview were recorded and 

broadcast in several sessions which in total amount to over five hours. For this 

case study I use a representative two-hour portion in which David narrates how 

he became involved in Satanism, how it made him a successful businessman, 

and how he married to his first wife, whom he had to sacrifice after two years 

of marriage. I have stated that the host/interviewer of a testimony may be seen 

as its co-author.  

 

Illustration 3: Distribution of speech 

The illustration above shows the distribution of speech between Pastor Chipeta 

and David. In this illustration, Pastor Chipeta’s questions and comments are 

coded yellow, and David’s answers are coded blue. When Pastor Chipeta’s and 

David’s speech overlap, for example when the pastor finishes a sentence that 

David started, or when David affirms the pastor’s interpretation by humming or 
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saying ‘yes’, the colour is mixed. From the illustration it is clear that Pastor 

Chipeta contributes as much as or even more to the testimony than the narrator 

David. The nature of these contributions is varied. The interviewer can ask for 

clarification or ask questions that help the narrator to tell his story. On the other 

hand, his contributions can also be more active interventions in which the 

interviewer adds his own experience or interpretation. The following quote is a 

small section of the interview, in which the interplay between interviewer and 

narrator can be seen. David is recalling his first experience with the underworld. 

He went to Mozambique with a friend, to get charms which would make his 

business more successful. In Mozambique they board a canoe. David says: 

D1: So we jumped in the canoe, the three of us. Although I had 

that fear, because it was my first time to move on a canoe. So we 

moved about three to four hours.  

P2: On the canoe. You were not reaching.  

D2: Yes.  

P3: When you look back, three hours, did you see where you were 

coming from? 

D3: No, it was just water this side.  

P4: Could you see where you were going? 

D4: No, there was just water.  

P5: On the sides also water? All you could see was the sky. 

D5: Yes, it was just water. I said: Ai man. Then I was even asking 

him: What time are you going to reach? He was just telling me: 

Don’t worry. So at a certain point, there just came some waves. 

Then the canoe overturned, and we all drowned.  

P6: It capsized.  

D6: Then to my surprise, I was going down and down. But I was 

not like... 

P7: drowning. 

D7: drowning! I was just thinking: What is happening?  

P8: But you were going down?  

D8: Just going down. 

P9: Meaning at that point your friend had already chanted, your 

friend had already done charms and most likely, what you were 

moving on was not even a canoe. It could have been a coffin 

already. So by the fact that you are not drowning, being in that 

same coffin, which was not a canoe, already gave you some 
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powers that could not make you drown. In other words, just by 

getting in what looked like a canoe to you was an initiation 

already, an initial stage where they initiated you.  

D9: Mm.  

P10: And the person you thought was a person paddling a canoe, 

most likely it was not even a person. It could have been just some 

demonic force, some demonic spirit, not a person per se. At that 

point, that's why you could not drown as you were going down. 

Because everything was artificial around you. The canoe was not 

real. So you thought you were drowning.  

Most of Pastor Chipeta’s interventions, P2 to P8, are meant to clarify and 

stimulate David to tell his story. The longer interventions P9 and P10, however, 

are of a different kind. Pastor Chipeta interprets and explains what David has 

told him, thereby adding meaning to his testimony. Illustration 4 shows the 

ratio between ‘neutral’ interventions and meaning altering interventions. I am 

aware of the fact that the questions an interviewer asks are never completely 

neutral. However, in this case study I take questions for clarification and more 

detail as neutral in comparison to other, more active interventions. Two-thirds 

of Pastor Chipeta’s interventions are open questions, questions for clarification 

or more detail and summaries of what David has said – neutral interventions. 

 

Illustration 4: Ratio of neutral and meaning altering interventions 

The remaining one-third is adding meaning to the testimony, and it is these 

interventions which I will focus on. These active, meaning altering 

interventions make the interviewer a co-author of the testimony. David may be 

the ‘owner’ of the religious experience; with his interpretations it is Pastor 
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Chipeta who transforms the experience into a testimony of the struggle 

between the powers of good and evil.  

 The interviewer connects the narration to his own experience and to 

wider discussions; he adds interpretations, exclaims, prays, and makes plans for 

the future. Pastor Chipeta’s meaning altering interventions can be divided into 

four categories. The illustration below shows the frequency of these categories. 

 

Illustration 5: Categories of meaning altering interventions 

The category ‘other’ contains exclamations like ‘Oh my God!’ or ‘Hear this!’, 

prayers, and plans for the future – like presenting David’s testimony in other 

churches, inviting his mother to tell her story and visiting the house David 

rented when he was in Satanism to pray for the people who live there now. 

More interesting are the categories of interpretation/revelation, polemics and 

evidence. 

 The largest category of the interviewer’s meaning altering interventions 

is that of interpretation or revelation. Pastor Chipeta is constantly trying to 

ascertain what really happened in the events that David describes. As a pastor, 

he has special knowledge – in his own words “revelation” or “discernment” – 

that allows him to step beyond the boundaries of David’s narrative. David’s 

observations are not taken at face value, but examined for a deeper reality. 

Pastor Chipeta’s statements often have this structure: ‘What you thought was x 

was not really x, but y.’ In the above quoted section of the interview, Pastor 

Chipeta reveals that what David thought was a canoe was really a coffin, and 

the person paddling was most likely not a person but a demonic spirit. This 

interpretation is not denied by David, who hums and says “Yes”, but on the 
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other hand it does not follow naturally from what has been said before – Pastor 

Chipeta is adding meaning. The interviewer is well aware of what he is doing. 

Later in the testimony, Pastor Chipeta says: “[God], He’s given me revelation 

in this area. He’s given me grace in this area. To interpret some of the things 

you are saying, that even you don’t know.” Through this gift of ‘discernment’, 

the interviewer is able not only to establish what is really happening, but also 

why it is happening. He can explain the motives of the satanic world. 

Revealing reality and revealing reasons go together in the following quote. 

David recollects how he is ordered to go to his home village after his first visit 

to the underworld. He receives goods like blankets, sugar, salt, cooking oil and 

kapenta (a small, locally caught fish) to present to the villagers. Pastor Chipeta 

comments: 

Sugar, salt... so what they were doing, it was not actual kapenta. 

Some of it were snakes – you know they can cut snakes and they 

can make it look like it is fish. You know, they would get things 

like blankets, and it’s not blankets. And they manufacture all of 

those things. And now you go to this village, and you are going to 

blind or brainwash everybody who partakes of that stuff. And they 

become... what word can I use? They become useless, they 

become easily manipulated by you. You can tell them anything, 

they’ll obey you, they’ll do it, that’s what’s happening. […] So 

you gave them the blankets. You gave them the kapenta from the 

underworld. You gave them everything. The idea was to actually 

enslave them. They don’t question you, should they sense that you 

are moving out in the night, or you’re doing something funny. 

They have no right to question you now. You have bought them 

with these things. 

The goods that David brought to his village were not what they seemed – and it 

is Pastor Chipeta, not David, who reveals their true nature and furthermore 

explains why David was ordered to give the goods to the villagers. 

 Other interventions, which I have labelled as ‘polemics’, tie the 

testimony to a wider discussion, in which Pastor Chipeta is involved. In this 

discussion, the existence of the spiritual forces presumed by spiritual warfare 

theology is debated. Pastor Chipeta uses the testimony to defend his position in 

this discussion. David’s testimony is brought in as evidence that these forces – 

more specifically spiritual wives and husbands causing problems in marriages – 

are real, and Pastor Chipeta begs his listeners to believe him: “People have got 
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to hear me, hear me, hear me, hear me!” He even addresses his opponents in 

this discussion directly, for example in the following quote. Before David 

marries his first wife, he is taken to the underworld where he is married to a 

mermaid that looks exactly like his fiancée. Pastor Chipeta says: 

What you slept with there now, was a spiritual wife. It wasn’t the 

normal person that you left on earth. This is what pastors don’t 

understand. When we use the term spiritual wife, it’s not like... 

Yes, you can’t find it in the Bible, but we are saying: these 

spiritual things are there. They exist. You married somebody. The 

marriage was not physical but spiritual, so we call it a spiritual 

marriage. So we call her a spiritual wife. So it was not this woman 

on the face of the earth, right? Those things, they exist and they 

are there. And they are there in homes right now. 

In this and other quotes, Pastor Chipeta emphasises again and again that his 

interpretation of marrying spiritual wives, which causes suffering in the 

marriage in the physical world, are real. He advises his listeners not to stay in 

churches that deny the existence of these spiritual forces, and reveals that God 

has given him the mission to start a church that does tell the truth in these 

matters. 

 In Chapter 2 I argued that narratives about Satanism and spiritual 

husbands are plausible because of both traditional beliefs and an African 

adaptation of modern spiritual warfare theology. For the sake of both Pastor 

Chipeta’s interpretations or revelations and his apologetics, it is necessary that 

listeners accept not only the plausibility of the narrative, but also the credibility 

of David’s testimony. Plausibility and credibility are related, but not the same. 

While plausibility refers to the contents of a narrative – asking whether 

something could have happened – credibility refers to the trustworthiness of its 

source (Fine & Ellis 2010:24f). Through a third category of interventions, 

namely contributing evidence for David’s narrative, Pastor Chipeta increases 

the credibility of the testimony. This evidence is taken from Pastor Chipeta’s 

own experience as a minister who hears many testimonies, but also from 

movies and from the Bible. When David, for example, recalls that he was not 

allowed to sleep with his wife, the pastor connects this to a conversation he had 

with a woman whose husband refused to sleep with her. On other occasions, he 

compares David’s story with movies: “Just like those things we see in some of 

these movies. Especially the Nigerian movies. Those things we see are real!” 

Pastor Chipeta also points out where David’s narrative can be checked against 
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reality. For example, when David tells that the car he used on his wedding day 

– a brand new Mercedes Benz – came from the underworld, he asks whether 

there are photos of this car:  

P1: And everybody saw it on that day, that it was a Mercedes Benz? 

D1: Yes. 

P2: If we looked at your wedding photos today – do you have any? 

D2: I have. Lots of them.  

P3: I’d like to see them.  

D3: Okay.  

P4: And the Benz itself is there. 

D4: It is there.  

P5: And everybody – the photos came out as a Mercedes Benz. 

D5: Yes.  

P6: I like to see those photos. 

The interviewer tries to check the facts in the narrative, and relates them to his 

own experience and general knowledge. This makes his claim that the 

testimony is real more trustworthy. 

 According to Daniel Carson Johnson, sponsors provide the means to 

go public with a testimony, and in that process they add supporting sources to 

the narrative. This case study shows that, as sponsors of the process in which 

testimonies are produced and performed, pastors do just that. They not only 

provide a platform for the sharing of the testimony, but also add extra-narrative 

materials to the testimony. In an interview, the pastor is able to do this through 

his questions. In a church service such as the one described in the beginning of 

this paragraph, the pastor adds meaning to the testimony through his sermon. In 

the church service at Kingdom Business Ministries, Pastor Chipeta connects 

the experiences of the family – the loss of four children, failure of the father’s 

business and divisions within the family – to the topic of his sermon: evil 

inheritance. Through prayer this connection to the satanic can be broken, and 

Pastor Chipeta performs such a prayer together with the father, his family and 

the whole congregation. Those who fear a satanic connection in their own life 

are later invited to come to the front and receive Pastor Chipeta’s prayers. This 

framing of the testimony with a sermon and with accompanying rituals places 

the testimony in the narrative context described in Chapter 2, of traditional 

notions reinterpreted in the framework of modern spiritual warfare theology. 

What are the motifs for pastors to act as sponsors of a testimony? This question 

is discussed in the next section. 
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4.5 The appeal of testimonies for pastors 

Pastors have a moral obligation to help those in spiritual need. At the same 

time, there is competition in the religious marketplace, and many pastors are 

vying for church members in order to sustain their ministry and lifestyle. In this 

section I will make the argument that the persuasiveness of a pastor and his 

church need to be constructed. This involves the presentation of testimonies as 

evidence. To make that point, I will start by discussing one segment from a 

radio show where testimonies are shared. Pastor Chipeta is not only the pastor 

of Kingdom Business Ministries, he is the host of the radio programme 

Precious Testimonies as well.
37

 In one of the recordings for Precious 

Testimonies, Pastor Chipeta interviews a girl – named Sister X in the 

programme – about shame and how to deal with it. She sent a text message to 

Pastor Chipeta about being raped several times, and once by a pastor. Pastor 

Chipeta then invited her to the studio for an interview. Sister X speaks very 

softly and sounds quite vulnerable. After the interview, Pastor Chipeta thanks 

her and addresses the audience:  

Dear listeners, here you are. I hope you have learned one or two 

things from this interview, and I hope it’s been an eye-opener to 

you. I pray that if you are that person who says: Brother Panji, that 

sounds like me, that sounds like what I’m going through. We are 

available for you to help as much as possible. Do not hesitate, get 

in touch with us.  

As a ‘man of God’, Pastor Chipeta is able to help people who struggle with 

shame and with traumatic experiences such as rape. Sister X’s testimony is a 

calling card for this pastoral ministry: “Get in touch with us,” Pastor Chipeta 

says, “we are available for you to help as much as possible.” Commentators on 

neo-Pentecostalism, however, point out that this pastoral approach, focusing on 

resolving personal problems of congregants, is not the only reason why pastors 

like to spread narratives about deliverance. James Collins, a theologian who 

studied the practice of deliverance in the twentieth century, gives an overview 

of deliverance ministry in Western Christianity. According to Collins (2011), 

classical Pentecostalism held a dualistic view of a battle between God and the 

Devil. The Devil was held to be capable of acting in the world and causing 

disease and other problems. However, the focus of classical Pentecostalism was 

                                                 
37 Marleen de Witte discusses how the use of multimedia such as performances on radio and television can 
increase the visibility of a church (2003). Although Pastor Chipeta invites listeners to come to his church on 

Sundays, the programme did not start out as a secondary enterprise meant to entice prospective church 

members. Actually, Pastor Chipeta was a radio pastor before he started his own ministry.  
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on the gifts of the Holy Spirit rather than on the demonic. This changed in what 

Collins calls the post-war Pentecostal healing revival: a surge in the popularity 

of Pentecostal healing preachers in the late 1940s and early 1950s. This healing 

revival stood at the cradle of the Charismatic movement, in which the 

deliverance ministry became a common occurrence. In the 1980s, a new group 

that perceived itself as distinct from the Charismatic renewal movement started 

calling itself the ‘Third Wave’. For third-wavers – in this dissertation 

commonly referred to as neo-Pentecostals – deliverance is one component of 

the larger emphasis on spiritual warfare. In this theology, personal experiences 

are significant because they show something about the global struggle between 

forces of good and evil. According to Collins (2011:95), in neo-Pentecostal 

spiritual warfare theology, deliverance is “more than just pastorally desirable”, 

because it also offers evidence for the presence of the demonic, and of God’s 

power. Adrian Hermann (2016:625), in a discussion of Birgit Meyer’s work, 

sees African movies of the occult genre as having a similar benefit: they 

“contribute to the production of what could be called the ‘religious real.’” 

Through testimonies, spiritual forces become real for Christian audiences. 

The next sequence of the interview shows something of this appeal of 

testimonies that lies beyond the pastoral and personal. After having closed the 

interview, Pastor Chipeta remembered that he had forgotten to ask Sister X 

about the time she got pregnant – the audio file that I have of this interview is 

unedited. Unlike a live performance in a church service, radio interviews are 

commonly edited. As Marleen de Witte (2003) has shown for broadcaster Altar 

Media in Ghana, run by the International Central Gospel Church, this makes it 

possible for the producer to emphasise certain things, to give a model for ideal 

viewer responses, and to leave out parts that did not work well or that could 

have negative effects. In the case of Sister X, it allows Pastor Chipeta to go 

back to an item which he had forgotten. After being asked about her pregnancy, 

Sister X starts crying. Pastor Chipeta explains that this means she isn’t healed 

yet. Sister X says she just wants to feel normal, and wants this thing to be in the 

past. Pastor Chipeta comforts her, saying that she will feel normal, and that she 

needs to release and forgive the men who raped her. Sister X says she releases 

all the men, she forgives them, because she wants God to deliver her and she 

wants these things to be in the past. She forgives them all. She releases her 

father, who was never there for her. She says she forgives him – and she starts 

sobbing loudly. Pastor Chipeta stops the recording, and as he starts again, this 

is what he says: 
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P1: Well, dear listeners, as I’m talking to you right now, it’s a 

totally different story altogether. I’m just coming from praying 

with Sister X here in the studios. As you can hear I’m still panting 

for breath. It’s been a long battle. Now do you know what was 

happening to you just a while ago as we were praying for you?  

SX1: No. 

P2: The Devil himself was refusing to leave your body. He was 

refusing to leave you. He was actually saying that you came from 

the sea, and that you were theirs, and that you were the chosen one, 

and we told them that God chose you before you were born. He 

knew you before you were created, and that’s what we were 

saying to the Devil, and today he has let you go. How are you 

feeling right now? 

SX2: [softly, as if she could cry] I feel free. I feel so much joy in 

my heart. My body feels lighter, and my mind feels... so empty. I 

feel different from the way I came in. I feel so much joy in my 

heart. I don’t know how to explain it.  

P3: In fact you are not empty per se. What you feel as being empty 

is actually the fact that there were those things that burdened you. 

They were like burdens, loads that the Devil had put on your 

shoulders. But now you are lighter because God has taken all 

those things away from you. Amen and amen. What would you 

like to say to God right now, as we finally close on this? 

SX3: [almost inaudible] I want to say thank you to God for setting 

me free, and... 

P4: I know you are tired right now, you are weaker than you were 

before, but I know you can be excited and let people know that 

you are happy because of what happened today. 

SX4: Okay. 

PC5: As you talk to God right now, what do you want to say to 

God? 

SX5: I want to thank God for what he has done for me, for setting 

me free. And I want to say... I promise that I’ll live my life 

according to God’s will. And I want to thank you for giving me 

this opportunity, that I’ve finally come here, and I’ve been set free. 

I’m so happy inside. Even though I can’t really express it, but I’m 

so happy. I want to say thank you Lord. 
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What started as a personal story about rape, shame and abandonment suddenly 

becomes a battle on a global scale. During a prayer of deliverance, Pastor 

Chipeta ‘finds out’ that Sister X actually is a pawn in the spiritual war between 

God and the Devil. In P2 he explains that both the Devil and God claimed her, 

but that today the Devil has let her go. Sister X’s problems do not merely 

belong to the realm of the individual self, but ultimately they are significant 

within the global realm (cf. Pype 2015:71).  

 Pastor Chipeta encourages Sister X to testify about her experiences, 

even though she is obviously weak and distressed. Here the pastor risks letting 

his desire to get the right quote for his radio show trump his pastoral instincts. 

Letting Sister X say in her own words what happened and how she now feels 

can be seen as evidence of God’s power. Testimonies have a persuasive 

function. They convince their audience that God truly is more powerful than 

the Devil. In an article on testimonies of healing, the sociologist Andrew 

Singleton (2001:135f) comes to the following conclusion: “As a vivid and 

highly persuasive communicable form, storytelling allows the narrator to 

emphasise the plausibility and incontrovertibility of their experience. 

Consequently, a well told story has enormous utility in convincing the audience 

about the reality of God.” The episode from the interview between Pastor 

Chipeta and Sister X not only mediates and gives evidence for the religious real, 

it is at the same time proof for Pastor Chipeta’s power as a pastor. In P1 he is 

still panting from the struggle, but he won this fight. Both Singleton and 

Collins state that testimonies or acts of deliverance have a specific use in a 

context of religious competition. Collins (2011:90) discusses this aspect in the 

context of competition between pastors in the post war Pentecostal healing 

revival: “It seems likely [...] that emphasis on deliverance ministry was driven 

in part by the competitive nature of the ministry during the revival which 

demanded continual evidence of the evangelists’ elevated spiritual status and 

increasingly spectacular evidence of God’s presence and power.”  

In contemporary Zambia, ministry is a competitive affair as well. In the 

past 30 years there has been a tremendous growth of neo-Pentecostal churches 

in sub-Saharan Africa. In 2010, Bernard Udelhoven investigated the changing 

face of Christianity in Bauleni, one of Lusaka’s high density areas. He found 

that in the 1970s there were eight different denominations active in Bauleni. In 

the 1980s, as the population of the compound was increasing, the number of 

churches grew as well. The first Pentecostal churches in Bauleni were founded 

in the 1980s. Between 1990 and 2010, Bauleni saw, as Udelhoven describes it, 
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“a Pentecostal explosion” (2010:5). In January 2010 there were 82 different 

churches/denominations active in Bauleni, which has an estimated population 

of 25,000. Of these 82, 53 can be classified as (neo-)Pentecostal. According to 

Udelhoven (2010:9f), most of the members of the new churches were not 

recruited from non-believers, but from other Christian churches; meaning that 

pastors of new and old churches are competing against each other for church 

members. This competition is a serious affair, since the income of a pastor in 

neo-Pentecostal churches, and to a lesser extent also in mainline churches, is 

dependent on the tithes and offerings of the church members. Singleton 

(2001:136) predicts that a church which offers persuasive testimonies will 

prosper. To succeed in a competitive environment, the theology of the church, 

but maybe even more so the person of the pastor, must seem to be attractive 

alternatives; and testimonies support both. This explains why Pastor Chipeta 

seems to put some pressure on Sister X to share her experiences. 

 There are two ways in which testimonies can be said to provide 

evidence for the power of the pastor and the veracity of his theology. One 

focuses on the content of the testimony, the other on its performance. As I have 

argued above, pastors who interview ex-Satanists become co-authors of the 

testimony. The additions to the meaning of the testimony coming from Pastor 

Chipeta all relate to the truth of the testimony. With his gift of discernment, the 

pastor is able to explain what really happened to the ex-Satanist – Pastor 

Chipeta is doing this again in the episode with Sister X, when he tells her in P3 

that she does not feel light because she is empty, but because she is freed from 

a burden. A second way in which the pastor emphasises reality or genuineness 

is through stressing that what the ex-Satanist testifies is really true. In the 

previous section, I quoted an example of Pastor Chipeta who wants his listeners 

to accept that spiritual wives and spiritual husbands are real. Pastor Chipeta is 

not the only sponsor of a testimony who explicitly frames a testimony as 

evidence. Naomi is a young woman from a Seventh-day Adventist background. 

In one of the two recordings of her testimony, she is interviewed by an 

unnamed man who may or may not be a pastor.
38

 He starts the interview as 

follows: 

Dear brothers and sisters. Here is a very important discussion of 

                                                 
38 It is interesting to have two different versions of a testimony. In Naomi’s case, one is an interview, and the 

other is an unguided testimony. Compared to each other, the version where Naomi alone speaks contains 
more narrative elements, whereas the interviewer prompts Naomi to give lists of products that are dangerous 

for Christians. Again, it is the producer of the testimony who makes decisions about what will be emphasized 

in the final narrative. 
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your life time. To all followers and non-followers of Christ Jesus, 

please be attentive and listen carefully. The discussion is with a 

young lady, who was involved in Satanism, but one day she met 

Christ our Saviour. Most of you could have heard about Satanism. 

Satanism is real, and more dangerous than you ever thought. 

Knowing that his time is short, the Devil has devised sophisticated 

techniques to bring many people to his side. Now listen to the 

person who was involved in the various activities of Satanism. Not 

rumours, but reality. Let’s get it from the horse’s mouth.  

Testimonies of ex-Satanists are presented as first-hand experiences, and 

therefore more trustworthy and more credible than mere rumours. Daniel 

Carson Johnson (1998) calls the different techniques of adding credibility to 

the testimony “defensive posturing”. The one who gives a testimony (or their 

host) aims to address critical questions beforehand, for example by explicitly 

saying that what is going to be told is not fiction, or by challenging the 

audience to check certain facts. Stating that the testimony is not fiction is clear 

in the quote by Naomi’s host: “Satanism is real,” he says. “Not rumours, but 

reality.” Pastor Chipeta is careful to point to things that could be checked to 

increase the credibility of the testimony even further, like the photographs of 

the Mercedes from the underworld in the previous section. He also connects the 

testimony to other narratives from his own experience as a pastor, from popular 

rumours or from movies. This linkage with other narratives, according to 

Johnson (1998:124), functions to “enable the willing reader to assume the truth 

of the narrator’s specific allegations, since they mesh so well with the myriad 

‘facts’ documented by others [...] The receptive audience can thus absolve itself 

of all responsibility to go out and test the allegations on its own, reading the 

[testifier]’s willingness to have others test her allegations as nothing more than 

a proof of her sincerity.” For most people, being given the possibility to check 

the details of the testimony is in itself evidence enough for its credibility. 

Pastor Chipeta’s request to see the photos of the car fit very well in this context. 

The listeners to Precious Testimonies will probably never see those 

photographs – and even if they would it is debatable what a photo of a 

Mercedes actually proves – but just the fact that Pastor Chipeta is asking for 

some kind of tangible evidence increases the credibility of the testimony.  

 Credibility can also lie in the performance of the testimony itself. In his 

book Evil Incarnate. Rumors of Demonic Conspiracy and Satanic Abuse in 

History (2006) David Frankfurter discusses how the power of God and the 
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Devil become tangible through dramatic displays. According to Frankfurter, 

evil becomes real through the performance of those who talk and teach about 

the evil realm. He distinguishes three types in the performance of evil: direct 

mimetic performance, indirect mimetic performance and direct mimetic parody. 

Mimesis refers to the representation of reality, and Frankfurter (2006:177) 

defines mimetic performance as “the total performance – voice, gesture, 

staging – through which an individual imitates, or declares to be real through 

imitation, a myth and its dominant characters.” ‘Direct mimetic performance’ 

refers to the direct embodiment of evil, for example through confessions or 

through the performance of possession;
39

 ‘indirect mimetic performance’ refers 

to acts that merely address or presume the existence of evil, like accusations or 

explanations of misfortune; and ‘direct mimetic parody’ refers to the 

exaggerated and parodical performance of stereotypes by, for example, 

youthful Satanists in modern Western society.
40

 Direct mimetic performance 

can be voluntary, for example in the case of the ex-member or even ex-leader 

of a deviant cult, or involuntary, when an amount of coercion is needed to force 

a subject into the role of agent of evil, for example in the case of witch-hunts. 

According to Frankfurter (2006:179f), for the audience the result is the same: 

the voluntary or involuntary performance lends credibility to and gives proof of 

the beliefs in an evil conspiracy.  

Testimonies of Zambian ex-Satanists fall in the category of voluntary 

direct mimetic performance. As alleged ex-members, they give an inside view 

of the operations of the forces of evil. These performances make religious 

doctrines about the power of God and the threats of the forces of evil very real 

and experiential. Testimonies convey the message that the evil that pastors talk 

about is real: you can hear it with your own ears. Performed religion is not just 

heady doctrine but enters the realm of the body and experiences. Religion 

becomes real for the audience through the performance of testimonies. 

 According to Singleton and Collins, testimonies act as evidence for the 

power of God in a competitive religious marketplace. It is interesting to note 

that testimonies of Satanism seem to be used more as evidence for the 

existence of evil forces than as evidence for God’s power. Sponsors of 

                                                 
39 Frankfurter gives as examples of direct mimetic performance both the alleged witch who confesses in the 
course of a witch-finding episode, and the ex-witch who gives a testimony in a church service. To me the 

first seems to be more direct than the second, since the ex-witch has already distanced herself from being a 

witch. Testimonies of ex-Satanists are, like testimonies of ex-witches, examples of this secondary direct 
mimetic performance.  
40 Scholars of contemporary religious Satanism, such as Petersen, are unhappy with Frankfurter’s dismissal 

of Satanism as nothing more than a youthful, satirical folly (cf. Petersen 2011:32). 
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testimonies do not cry out “Hear me! God is real!”, but rather focus on the 

reality of Satanism, spiritual husbands and wives, and other evil spiritual forces. 

In the religious marketplace where pastors operate, the reality of God and his 

power is not debated. The reality of the evil forces, however, is. Mainline 

churches in Zambia are under pressure from their church members to practise 

deliverance, but lack official policies. Pastors – and students at theological 

institutions – are divided on the issue. The debate transcends the religious 

marketplace, since it concerns the more general question of one’s stance 

towards an enchanted or a more secular worldview. Testimonies serve as 

evidence for a worldview in which spiritual forces are real and can help, harm 

or control the physical realm, and against a more secular, scientific worldview 

where spiritual causes are rejected. “This is real,” is a sentence that returns over 

and over again in Pastor Chipeta’s comments on testimonies.  

What does it mean to explicitly state that something is real? In a classic 

article on the verb ‘to believe’, Jean Pouillon writes that stating that one 

believes that God exists “is to open up the possibility of doubt.” Saying ‘this is 

real’ is only necessary if not everyone believes it to be real. Pastor Chipeta 

feels the need to say it very often – implying that the camp of disbelievers is 

strong.  I have noted the same polemic use of testimonies and other stories 

among my students. Whenever I introduce in my courses on anthropology or 

sociology a theory that speaks from a secular point of view – for example 

explaining witchcraft from its social function – the students try to convince me 

of a more enchanted worldview by relating stories as evidence for the reality of 

witchcraft. In his study on early modern possession, The Devil Within, Brian 

Levack explains the performance of possession narratives in a similar way. 

According to Levack (2013:71), in the sixteenth and seventeenth century 

churches relied on possession and exorcism as the main proof of demonic 

reality. In an increasingly skeptical society, exorcisms were performed and 

narrated in a polemic bid to retain an enchanted worldview. Levack (2013:81-

112) calls the public performance of exorcisms “confessional propaganda”, 

functioning to convert non-believers, to instruct believers and confirm their 

demonological ideas, and to defend against competing, more secularised 

religious ideas.  

Like possession narratives, testimonies serve as evidence for a 

worldview in which spiritual forces are real and can help, harm or control the 

physical, and against a more secular, scientific worldview where spiritual 

causes are rejected. In this way, the need for testimonies inadvertently points 
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toward the fragility of the spiritual worldview, its need for constant 

maintenance. Testimonies, as they are presented by Pastor Chipeta, can be seen 

as polemic instruments in a discussion between worldviews. Many Africans 

may have, according to scholar of African Christianity Paul Gifford (1998:328), 

“an ‘enchanted’ worldview”, but this worldview is by no means self-evident, 

and testimonies are used in its defense. 

 For pastors, testimonies function as a calling card for the pastoral help 

they can give to church members. Besides that, they give evidence of the 

theology of spiritual warfare: where God’s power does battle against the forces 

of evil, and where individual experiences have meaning in the world order. 

Testimonies show the power of God, but even more they show that evil forces 

are real, and that the pastor is fit to conquer them. This confirmation of reality 

is enforced by the content added by the pastor or sponsor of the testimony, and 

also by the performance of the testimony, which mediates the reality of 

spiritual forces.  

 

4.6 Conclusion 

In summary, this chapter has looked at the persuasiveness of narratives about 

Satanism – especially testimonies – for those who are involved in their 

production. The ex-Satanist is the most obvious producer of a testimony, but, 

as I have argued in this chapter, pastors are important sponsors and sometimes 

even co-authors of testimonies. The expectations of the (implicit) audience 

form a third important factor in the production of testimonies. In their storyline 

and in the jargon that is used, testimonies are adapted to the standards of the 

group for which they are performed. For testimonies of ex-Satanists, the typical 

storyline tells about an initiation, followed by the execution of assignments for 

which rewards are received. A failed assignment paves the way to deliverance 

and a new, Christian, identity. Ex-Satanists learn to use this jargon and 

interpret their life story in the frame of the canonical narrative of Satanism by 

hearing other testimonies, and, more significantly, in the process of deliverance. 

Pastors play an important role in the production of testimonies by asking the 

ex-Satanists certain questions that help them to interpret their past in the 

context of Satanism, and by encouraging them to share their experiences. 

Pastors are also crucial as sponsors of the testimony, securing speaking 

arrangements for the ex-Satanist and adding meaning to the narrative. For 

pastors, testimonies are significant because they give evidence for the theology 

of spiritual warfare and of the power of the pastor to deal with evil forces. 
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Through the performance of the testimonies, the battle between God and the 

Devil is made tangible for the audience.  

 The topics discussed in this chapter can be conceptualised in a different 

way using the notion of mediation. Mediation refers to the processes through 

which beliefs, traditions and other imaginaries become real to us. The church 

service at the beginning of this chapter mediates the religious real, meaning 

that in and through the service the religious beliefs of the congregation become 

tangible and real. Certain elements of the church service are specifically 

important in that regard, such as the worship songs with their emphasis on 

feelings and a personal relationship with the divine, or the sermon with many 

examples from real life as well as links to theology and popular narratives. 

Through these elements of the service, God becomes present to the believers. 

In a service at a church that follows modern spiritual warfare theology, not only 

the divine needs to be mediated; the demonic needs to be made tangible as well. 

This is where the testimonies of ex-Satanists become relevant. As a first-hand 

account, a testimony has the ability to mediate beliefs about God’s intervention. 

Testimonies about Satanism add to that the tangible presence of demonic forces. 

This chapter has discussed some criteria that make the mediating 

character of testimonies possible. A testimony can evoke the presence of the 

divine and the demonic if it follows the expectations of the community. The 

audience must deem the performance of a testimony credible. Testimonies that 

speak about God or the Devil in unconventional ways will be doubted and thus 

fail to make God and the Devil real to their audience. Also, experiences are 

interpreted in the categories that are present. In Zambia, experiences of 

affliction and alienation are, as I have argued in Chapter 3, perceived as related 

to Satanism. These emotions and experiences are already mediated through and 

embedded in the category of Satanism (cf. Meyer 2015:19) Hence the 

similarities between accounts and the somewhat scripted nature of testimonies 

about Satanism.  

The role of mediator holds some advantages for the ex-Satanist, such as 

the confirmation of one’s position in the community or the status that comes 

with taking centre stage. However, as I have argued in this chapter, the best 

explanation for taking up the role of mediator of the divine and the demonic is 

the encouragement and sponsorship by pastors. Pastors make sure that 

testimonies follow the expectations of the religious community, and they create 

opportunities for ex-Satanists to give their testimony. Their interventions may 

even make the pastor a co-author of a testimony.  
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For a pastor, sponsoring testimonies about Satanism has distinct 

advantages. Mediating the religious real is the core business of the church in 

general. If testimonies contribute to that aim – which they do – sponsoring 

them is a sensible course of action. More specifically, testimonies mediate a 

special kind of the religious real, namely a religious real that encompasses both 

the divine and the demonic. For churches following modern spiritual warfare 

theology this is important in the context of competition with more secular 

views, or views that contest the emphasis on the demonic. Finally, for the 

pastor a testimony not only mediates the reality of God and the Devil, but also 

his own role as a mediator of God’s power. It is because of his access to God 

that the Devil can be conquered. Because of this importance of testimonies for 

pastors in spiritual warfare churches, the pastor will work hard to advance the 

mediating role of testimonies, by taking an interest in their production and by 

using media – radio, television – to supply their audience an edited message.  
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5. Dealing with extra-ordinary powers for extra-ordinary success 

 

5.1 Introduction 

The previous two chapters focused on testimonies of Satanism: on their 

narrators and on the situations in which they are told. These testimonies fuel 

the knowledge people have about the satanic realm and its intentions. However, 

testimonies are not the only narratives about Satanism. Stories about Satanism 

are shared as rumours and legends, and spread through radio trottoir – literally 

‘pavement radio’ – the rumour mills that abound in African cities (Ellis 

1989:321). Testimonies, rumours, legends, gossip, accusations: the categories 

overlap. Rumours may refer to a testimony that was shared in church – “Have 

you heard about X? It seems she was a Satanist and even sacrificed her own 

mother!” – and testimonies may contain accusations – “When I was in the 

underworld, I was surprised to see my teacher”.  

 Rumour can be defined as an expression of belief, passed along from 

person to person, about an event that is supposed to have happened or is about 

to happen (Turner 1993:1; Fine & Ellis 2010:4). The main difference between 

rumours and legends is that rumours are short, generalised statements, whereas 

legends are more detailed narrative accounts referring to a concrete event. 

Patricia Turner defines contemporary legends as “unsubstantiated narratives 

with traditional themes and modern motifs that circulate orally (and sometimes 

in print) in multiple versions and that are told as if they are true or at least 

possible” (1993:5). The two categories of rumour and legend merge into each 

other. Both rumours and legends repeat or presuppose traditional themes, like 

well-known stereotypes and other forms of cultural knowledge, as well as 

addressing contemporary issues. They are often shared from one person to 

another by word of mouth. Turner adds printed media as a way of circulation. 

Currently the effect of social media like Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter 

should also not be underestimated. Rumours and legends are both described as 

‘beliefs’ or as ‘unsubstantiated’, meaning that they lack secure standards of 

evidence. A defining feature of legends and rumours is that the truth claims 

they bring forward are uncertain – if there were no doubt about their veracity 

we would not label a statement or a narrative as ‘rumour’ or ‘legend’.  

 Gossip is another concept closely related to, but subtly distinct from, 

rumour. In an overview article about the study of gossip, Eric Foster defines 

gossip as “producing, hearing, or otherwise participating in evaluative 

comments about someone who is not present in the conversation” (2004:78). 
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Like rumours and legends, gossip entails sharing information among people in 

networks or groups (Steward & Strathern 2004:38). This information may be 

speculative, although gossip can be based on known facts as well. Gossip can 

have a malicious character, if the person about whom the gossipers are talking 

is evaluated negatively. While the person who others gossip about is generally 

not present during an exchange of gossip, he or she is known to the participants 

in the conversation. In general, rumours are shared in wider, often transnational, 

networks than gossip, and the subjects referred to in a rumour are not personal 

acquaintances of those who share the rumour (Bonhomme 2016:5).  

 Accusations – claims that someone has committed a fault or a crime – 

may be part of all three of the discussed categories. Sharing gossip, rumour or 

legends is not specific to Zambia or to Africa as a whole. On the contrary, it is 

a common phenomenon all over the world, in academia as well as in the 

marketplace. Because the categories of rumour, legends and gossip overlap and 

merge into each other, I use rumour as an overarching term.  

In this chapter, I investigate rumours involving accusations of Satanism. 

A famous aphorism in sociology holds that “if men define situations as real, 

they are real in their consequences” (Thomas & Thomas 1928:572). The 

provenance and veracity of rumours may be uncertain, but if rumours are 

believed, they are likely to inspire action. This action can vary from spreading 

the rumour further to perpetrating violence against persons or property. In fact, 

riots and violence are almost always “preceded by rumor, fuelled by rumor, and 

then interpreted by rumor” (Fine & Turner 2001:24). In this sense, rumours 

have real consequences. Rumours are often seen as indicators of latent conflict 

in a community – they “constitute a powerful warning of impending trouble” 

(Turner 1993:46). This chapter tries to answer what rumours involving 

accusations of Satanism show about tensions in Zambian communities. 

 The rumours addressed in this chapter are gathered from Zambian print 

and online newspapers.
41

 In total, I have collected 80 news articles, published 

between 2011 – when I arrived in Zambia – and August 2016, in which the 

                                                 
41 The newspapers used were: Lusaka Times (www.lusakatimes.com), Lusaka Voice (http://lusakavoice.com), 

Mwebantu (www.mwebantu.com), The Church Newspaper, The Globe Newspaper 

(http://theglobenewspaper.blogspot.com), The Independent Observer (www.tiozambia.com), The Post 
(www.postzambia.com), The Times of Zambia (www.times.co.zm), Tumfweko (www.tumfweko.com), 

Zambian Watchdog (http://zambianwatchdog.com and http://zambiawatchdog.com). I have given the links to 

the articles discussed in footnotes. All of these links worked when I accessed the articles between December 
2011 and August 2016. However, the internet is not a reliable archive. Since accessing them some sites have 

disappeared. For example, The Post newspaper is no longer in business and its website is gone, and access to 

the Zambian Watchdog is regularly blocked by the government.  

http://www.lusakatimes.com/
http://lusakavoice.com/
http://www.mwebantu.com/
http://theglobenewspaper.blogspot.com/
http://www.tiozambia.com/
http://www.postzambia.com/
http://www.times.co.zm/
http://www.tumfweko.com/
http://zambianwatchdog.com/
http://zambiawatchdog.com/


162 
 

word Satanism or its cognates Satanist and satanic are used. Articles that 

express the opinion of the author, like editorials, columns or letters to the editor, 

have been omitted. I have selected only articles containing an explicit or 

implicit accusation of Satanism. This means that articles in which, for example, 

a bishop warns against Satanism in general, or about a witch-finder who is able 

to recognise Satanists, were not included in the sample. If the same article 

appeared in multiple news media, I have selected one. A list of the articles is 

given in Appendix 2. This sample of articles about rumours is not 

representative of all rumours about Satanism shared in Zambia. In general only 

rumours with newsworthy effects – such as court cases or riots – or rumours 

about persons who are in themselves newsworthy – such as politicians or 

musicians – are mentioned in the media. This media filter leads to a 

disproportionate attention towards the most dramatic cases, and gives no 

indication about how often accusations are really made (cf. Bonhomme 2016:6). 

However, this sample of accusations of Satanism from Zambian newspapers 

gives an idea of the rumours that are, because of the attention they receive, the 

most influential, or the most severe in their consequences.  

 The 80 articles can be divided into five categories according to who is 

accused. The categories are: politicians; businessmen and teachers; pastors and 

churches; development projects; and other. The illustration below shows the 

distribution of the five categories. 

 

Illustration 6: Categories of the accused in newspaper articles 
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The category ‘other’ contains eleven articles that do not belong to the four 

other categories. In four of these (about three separate occasions) family 

members are accused. In three articles (about two separate occasions) 

musicians are said to be Satanists. Two articles are about a presumed Satanist 

‘crashlanding’ – being found in a confused state in an unexpected place such as 

a church yard. The final two articles are about incidents in which, respectively, 

a woman in Mufulira on the Copperbelt is accused of turning into a snake and 

sacrificing men, and a couple of Indians are accused of performing a satanic 

ritual on a graveyard in Lusaka. The four categories of politicians, businessmen 

and teachers, pastors and churches, and development projects all relate to 

multiple incidents. In the first part of this chapter I will give a more extensive 

description of these four categories. The second part situates these different 

categories in the context of the academic study of rumours. 

 

5.2 Categories of the accused 

Politicians 

Of the 80 articles in which Satanism is mentioned, 22 (28%) are related to 

politicians. These accusations are rarely related to concrete events, and are 

made in a political context, by fellow politicians or by newspapers with a 

vested interest in a particular political party. Because the accusations do not 

refer to actual circumstances, they cannot be linked to either rural or urban 

contexts. The connection between politics and spiritual forces is well-known in 

Africa. For example, Nimi Wariboko, writing about Nigerian Pentecostalism, 

gives several examples of politicians who are said to use invisible powers to 

become powerful (2014:278-297). Stephen Ellis and Gerrie Ter Haar give a 

whole list of politicians in Africa who have various religious specialists in their 

entourage, because they “believe that real power has its roots in the invisible 

world and that therefore the cultivation of spiritual power is vital for their 

continued political existence” (1998:190).  

In contemporary Africa, the spirit world forms an integral part of 

reality. Western thought, since the Enlightenment, has been shaped by a 

dualism that divides the cosmos into two realities: the supernatural world of 

God and other spiritual forces, and the natural material world of humans, 

animals, plants and matter. In an article about religion and the secular, Birgit 

Meyer uses a Ghanaian case to show that from an African point of view the 

spiritual and the physical are completely entangled, and cannot be seen as 

distinct spheres. Rather, invisible forces are “powers that generate power. Talk 
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about spirits offers a statement about what ‘powers’ the world” (Meyer 

2012:107). Similarly, religion and politics in Nigeria share a common 

worldview or imaginary. Wariboko writes: “I name this imaginaire the logic of 

invisibility: that is, the texture of control over human flourishing, political 

power, and human or national destiny is constituted by an invisible world” 

(2014:279). According to this imaginary, the way the world works – the logic 

behind it all – is a combination of the visible or physical world and the 

invisible or spiritual world.  

The support of the invisible spiritual world is vital for any form of 

success in the material world. Politics is often named as an example par 

excellence of a sphere in which invisible powers are influential. Wariboko 

focuses on Pentecostalism as a (sanctioned) way to access and manipulate the 

invisible world. On the other hand, Peter Geschiere, in his classic study on 

politics and the occult in postcolonial Cameroon (1997), describes how 

witchcraft functions as a political discourse. He writes (1997:200): “The 

uncertainties of modern politics and state authoritarianism – the abrupt and 

often unpredictable decisions of the political summit and the secrecy with 

which it is surrounded – create a political climate in which rumors on 

witchcraft blossom as never before.” In Zambia, witchcraft is sometimes 

mentioned in relation to politics, but Satanism is the main interpretative frame 

describing the illicit relation between politicians and the spiritual world. 

 In 20 of the 22 newspaper articles a specific politician or political party 

is accused of being involved with Satanism.
42

 Both the current ruling party, 

Patriotic Front (PF), and the main opposition party, United Party for National 

Development (UPND) – and especially its leader Hakainde Hichilema, are 

linked to Satanism: 8 articles refer to the PF, 12 to the UPND or Hakainde 

Hichilema. Since 1991 Zambia has been governed as a multi-party democracy. 

In the first multi-party elections the Movement for Multiparty Democracy 

(MMD) won a landslide victory, and the party stayed in power until 2011. The 

elections in August 2011 brought victory for the PF and its leader Michael Sata. 

In October 2014 – only four days after Zambia celebrated 50 years of 

independence – Michael Sata died, an event that set in motion a struggle for 

power in the PF. Edgar Lungu secured the leadership position and won the 

presidential by-elections in January 2015 with a slight margin over UPND’s 

                                                 
42 The remaining two articles are about the national day of prayer and fasting held in 2015. Rumours linked 

the date of this day, 18 October, to the number of the Beast mentioned in Revelations: 18 = 6 + 6 + 6 → 666. 

Implicitly these rumours accuse the president or his party, because he instated the day of prayer and fasting. 
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Hakainde Hichilema. The elections of August 2016 were hotly contested, but 

again showed a narrow victory for Edgar Lungu and the PF. Accusations of 

Satanism towards politicians should be read in the light of this contested 

political context.  

 The most widely publicised accusations were made against Hakainde 

Hichilema. In December 2014, after the death of Michael Sata and before the 

presidential by-elections of January 2015, Edward Chomba, a former bishop in 

the Holy Christian Orthodox Church, accused Hichilema of being a Freemason 

and therefore a Satanist who would devour babies after his election. The 

accusation was made at a PF rally in Kitwe. Acting President Guy Scott of the 

PF immediately apologised for this statement, saying (in his characteristic off-

hand way):  

Allow me to wholeheartedly and unqualifiedly offer the apology 

of the PF leadership to Hakainde Hichilema and anybody else who 

by implication was accused of eating babies and drinking blood 

and so on and for forth [sic] by a certain bogus Bishop who forced 

himself on stage […] Like I said, we apologise wholeheartedly, 

we don’t want a campaign based on taking advantage of people’s 

ignorance and superstitions, we want a campaign based on 

development, education and health and democracy. So please take 

that as one hundred percent position of the PF (Lusaka Times, 

December 23, 2014).
43

  

Hichilema sued Chomba and the PF for defamation. All main newspapers 

reported about these events, although none seemed to have followed the 

defamation case to its end. Despite Guy Scott’s plea for a campaign that is 

based on issues rather than accusations, the connection between Hichilema and 

Satanism was heard again and again. During the campaigns for the elections in 

2016, the association between Hichilema and the UPND and Satanism was 

brought up again, especially in rumours on the streets and in comments on 

newspaper articles and Facebook posts. Newspapers in 2016 mainly published 

repudiations of the claim (Daily Nation, April 1, 2016; The Post, June 12, 

2016),
44

 in which the UPND advises voters not to accuse others of Satanism 

(Lusaka Times, January 18, 2016),
45

 and protests against banners used at a PF 

                                                 
43  Quote from https://www.lusakatimes.com/2014/12/23/dr-scott-disowns-bishop-chomba-apologies-hh-

satanism-remark/ 
44 See http://www.postzambia.com/news.php?id=18667  

and http://zambiadailynation.com/2016/04/01/im-not-a-satanistsays-hh/.  
45 See https://www.lusakatimes.com/2016/01/18/111094/.  

https://www.lusakatimes.com/2014/12/23/dr-scott-disowns-bishop-chomba-apologies-hh-satanism-remark/
https://www.lusakatimes.com/2014/12/23/dr-scott-disowns-bishop-chomba-apologies-hh-satanism-remark/
http://www.postzambia.com/news.php?id=18667
http://zambiadailynation.com/2016/04/01/im-not-a-satanistsays-hh/
https://www.lusakatimes.com/2016/01/18/111094/
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rally which read “Reject HH the Satanist” (The Post, July 22, 2016; Lusaka 

Times, July 22, 2016).
46

 

 In the case of Hichilema, Satanism is mentioned because of 

Hichilema’s alleged membership in the Freemasons. According to Ellis and Ter 

Haar, secret societies such as Freemasonry and Rosicrucianism are popular in 

Africa, especially among the ruling elites, because they fit with indigenous 

traditions of closed associations (2004:78). However, they note that secret 

societies are also distrusted: “Rumours drawing on the idea that great power is 

exclusive, and that initiation into elite networks requires ritual action that may 

involve blood sacrifice, lead people in many countries to associate national 

elections, when power is open to competition, with the abduction of children” 

(2004:80). In several African countries, Freemasonry is suspected of such 

rituals aimed at acquiring power. When Kenyan fears about Satanism peaked in 

the 1990s, a ‘Presidential Commission into Devil Worship’ was established. 

According to the report of this commission, Satanists had infiltrated 

Freemasonry (among other non-indigenous groups), and several efforts to 

proscribe Freemasonry were deployed (Hackett 2003:199). In Zambia, 

Freemasonry and Satanism are seen as equivalents. Although factually 

Satanism and Freemasonry, in their original Western forms, have nothing to do 

with each other, this notion is not challenged by either the public or the media. 

Witchcraft is rarely referred to in this context. 

 Ellis and Ter Haar’s statement that politics and blood sacrifices are 

connected in the minds of many people is also relevant in the second major 

group of accusations against politicians in Zambian newspapers. Thus far, 

accusations against the opposition party, UPND, and its leader have been 

discussed. The ruling party, PF, is not immune to accusations of Satanism 

either. According to Ellis and Ter Haar, the abduction of children is linked to 

illicit rituals for the acquisition of power. In 2013 a Zambian online newspaper, 

the Zambian Watchdog, consequently linked not abductions but road accidents 

to sacrifice and to the ruling party. The first article that mentions Satanism, 

sacrifice and the PF, published on 2 February 2013, reads:  

The Patriotic Front has been accused by residents of Mpongwe 

and Livingstone of practising Satanism. In Mpongwe, some 

residents said Gabriel Namulambe sacrificed five PF cadres who 

died before and after Namulambe filed in his nomination papers. 

                                                 
46 See http://www.postzambia.com/news.php?id=19294 and  

https://www.lusakatimes.com/2016/07/22/upnd-complains-ecz-pf-continued-harass-party-supporters/.  

http://www.postzambia.com/news.php?id=19294
https://www.lusakatimes.com/2016/07/22/upnd-complains-ecz-pf-continued-harass-party-supporters/
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[…] In Livingstone 200 PF supporters defected at Victoria Hall 

alleging that PF candidate Lawrence Evans is a Satanist. There has 

been an increase in road accidents after PF ascended to power. 

Most people suspect human sacrifice after disgraced Catholic 

Priest Father Frank Bwalya slaughtered a Chicken at a rally 

(Zambian Watchdog, February 2, 2013).
47

 

The incident with the chicken happened at a rally in Luanshya in the 

Copperbelt Province in September 2011, and was meant to symbolise the end 

of the MMD in that area (Lusaka Times, September 1, 2011).
48

 Although the 

Zambian Watchdog relates accusations of Satanism in 2013 to this incident, in 

2011 the connection to Satanism does not seem to have been made. However, 

the quoted article is the first in a long line of articles connecting the PF to 

sacrifices, especially through road accidents. On 3 February, a Zambian 

Watchdog headline reads: “More PF sacrifices? Masumba’s baby drowns in 

Taima’s swimming pool”,
49

 and on 5 February another headline is “Satanic PF 

refuses to commit itself to blood-free by-elections”.
50

 In this article, the 

Watchdog states:  

The PF regime which many people now believe is involved in 

cultism and blood sacrifices has refused to sign a commitment to 

denounce violence in the Mpongwe and Livingstone parliamentary 

by-elections. […] Many people in Zambia are now questioning the 

strange deaths that have been occurring from the time the PF took 

over power in 2011 (Zambian Watchdog, February 5, 2013).  

These articles set a baseline for a narrative that is repeated over and over again 

in the following months: every road accident is called a sacrifice by the 

Zambian Watchdog. Just in February 2013, the following headlines appear: 

 More sacrifices – two people perish in Kapiri accident
51

 

 Sacrifices: chopper carrying PF journalists in emergency 

landing
52

 

 Passengers survive being sacrificed as Mazhandu bus burns to 

                                                 
47  See http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/pf-continue-blood-sacrifices-on-zambians-this-time-killing-

mwalitetas-brother-in-law/.  
48 See https://www.lusakatimes.com/2011/09/01/father-frank-bwalya-condemned-beheading-live-chicken-pf-
rally/.  
49  See http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/more-pf-sacrifices-masumbas-baby-drowns-in-taima-swimming-

pool/.  
50 See http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/satanic-pf-refuses-to-commit-itself-to-blood-free-by-elections/.  
51 See http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/more-sacrifices-two-people-perish-in-kapiri-accident/.  
52 See http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/sacrifices-chopper-carrying-pf-journalists-in-emergency-landing/.  

http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/pf-continue-blood-sacrifices-on-zambians-this-time-killing-mwalitetas-brother-in-law/
http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/pf-continue-blood-sacrifices-on-zambians-this-time-killing-mwalitetas-brother-in-law/
https://www.lusakatimes.com/2011/09/01/father-frank-bwalya-condemned-beheading-live-chicken-pf-rally/
https://www.lusakatimes.com/2011/09/01/father-frank-bwalya-condemned-beheading-live-chicken-pf-rally/
http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/more-pf-sacrifices-masumbas-baby-drowns-in-taima-swimming-pool/
http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/more-pf-sacrifices-masumbas-baby-drowns-in-taima-swimming-pool/
http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/satanic-pf-refuses-to-commit-itself-to-blood-free-by-elections/
http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/more-sacrifices-two-people-perish-in-kapiri-accident/
http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/sacrifices-chopper-carrying-pf-journalists-in-emergency-landing/
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ashes
53

 

 Now even foreigners sacrificed in Muchinga bus accident
54

 

Between February and August 2013, 35 articles about human sacrifice 

appeared in the Zambian Watchdog – an average of five per week. A list is 

provided in Appendix 4. Except three articles about actual murders, all of these 

refer to accidents. Often the word ‘sacrifice’ and its cognates are only 

mentioned in the headline, and references to Satanism and the PF are not 

explicitly made. However, the narrative linking accidents, Satanism, sacrifice 

and PF that was established in February 2013 is implicitly evoked in each of 

these headlines, and – as is obvious from the comments on the articles – is 

recognised by the readers.  

 To understand this spate of accusations, a closer look at Zambia’s 

media landscape is needed. The Zambian Constitution grants freedom of the 

media. However, in practice, the government controls many media outlets 

(Mwale & Chita 2016:42). Freedom also does not necessarily mean neutrality. 

Independent media are often connected to specific political parties or factions 

within these parties. The Zambian Watchdog presents itself as a platform for 

uncensored news, without fear or favour. The Watchdog may not favour 

anyone, but they are very clear about their dislike of the ruling party. In 2013, 

the year in which the Zambian Watchdog published the articles linking the PF 

with Satanism, Freedom House – an American NGO conducting research and 

advocacy on democracy, political freedom, and human rights – changed 

Zambia’s rating for freedom of the press from ‘partly free’ to ‘not free’. 

According to their motivation “[p]ress freedom in Zambia experienced a series 

of setbacks in 2013. President Michael Sata and his ruling Patriotic Front (PF) 

government arrested and harassed independent journalists and news outlets, 

[and] blocked critical websites […] Meanwhile, the government and the PF 

continued to dominate the broadcast and print outlets that reach a majority of 

Zambians” (Freedom House 2014). One of the affected news outlets was the 

Zambian Watchdog, whose journalists had their homes raided and whose 

website was blocked by internet service providers in Zambia in June 2013.  

 By consistently linking Satanism with the PF, the Zambian Watchdog 

is reframing this party. George Lakoff says about ‘framing’ (2004:xv): “Frames 

are mental structures that shape the way we see the world. […] When you hear 

a word, its frame (or collection of frames) is activated in your brain.” When 

                                                 
53 See http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/passengers-survive-being-sacrificed-as-mazhandu-burns-to-ashes/.  
54 See http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/now-even-foreigners-sacrificed-in-muchinga-bus-road-accident/.  

http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/passengers-survive-being-sacrificed-as-mazhandu-burns-to-ashes/
http://www.zambiawatchdog.com/now-even-foreigners-sacrificed-in-muchinga-bus-road-accident/
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readers of the Watchdog hear PF, they are bound to think about human 

sacrifices and Satanism. Thereby, the PF is effectively framed as a party that is 

evil and detrimental to the country. It is hard not to connect the blocking of the 

Zambian Watchdog’s website in 2013 to their political campaign to discredit 

the PF. In August 2013 – by this time the website of the Zambian Watchdog 

was inaccessible, for Zambians as well as those outside the country – the 

campaign stopped, and in 2013 no more accidents were framed as sacrifice. 

From September 2013 to August 2016, eight more articles calling accidents 

sacrifice have appeared, but the popularity of this frame had clearly waned in 

comparison to the period of February to August 2013. This does not, however, 

mean that the Zambian Watchdog has ceased to be critical about the ruling 

party. Instead of bringing up references to Satanism, the Watchdog started in 

2014 to consistently refer to Michael Sata as ‘ailing president’. After the hotly 

contested elections of 2016, president Edgar Lungu was given the label ‘forged 

president’. This shows that the frames used to undermine political leadership 

are not necessarily of an occult nature; and the popularity of certain frames 

changes over time. 

 Accusing a politician of Satanism fits well with the enchanted 

worldview that connects success, and particularly success in politics, to the 

sometimes illicit support of spiritual forces. These accusations are also political 

acts, consciously done in the public sphere to influence the opinions of voters. 

This is particularly clear in the example of the Zambian Watchdog accusing the 

ruling party, PF. In the case of the accusations of the opposition party, UPND, 

and its leader, Hakainde Hichilema, the same process is at work, although the 

role of the press is different. In Hichilema’s case, political opponents make the 

accusations at public campaign rallies. The press reports about the accusations, 

the denials of the accusations and the ensuing court cases. In both cases, those 

who make the accusations are looking to reap political benefits. 

 

Businessmen and teachers 

Twenty of the 80 articles (25%) describe accusations against businessmen and 

teachers. Ten articles about eight incidents deal with businessmen; and another 

ten, referring to six incidents, are about teachers. Accusations against 

businessmen and teachers are generally made by the local community, and 

often – especially where businessmen are involved – result in violence. Both 

rural and urban communities accuse businessmen and teachers, although in 

rural areas the accused businessmen are commercial farmers rather than 
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shopkeepers. The following is a typical example of an incident involving 

businessmen. At the beginning of April 2013, a schoolgirl from Katete, a 

provincial town in the largely rural Eastern Province, was found murdered. 

Suspicions of a satanic sacrifice soon appeared. Online news and entertainment 

site Tumfweko wrote:  

Reports coming from Katete district indicate that after a suspected 

ritual murder of a grade 12 Katete Day Secondary School female 

pupil, residents have gone on rampage throwing stones and 

breaking shops belonging to a named Indian business man 

(Tumfweko, April 4, 2013).
55

 

At the time of the riots, four suspects of the murder had already been arrested, 

but the community gathered that the businessman was the mastermind behind 

the killing. Newspaper The Post tried to explain how the riots could erupt:  

Although this story has been told from various angles by different 

people, one of the issues that triggered the riot is the suspicion that 

this was a ritual murder. The suspicions, which have been brewing 

in Katete for a long time, cannot be proved as Naomi’s body bore 

no evidence of a ritual killing in a postmortem done at St Francis 

Mission Hospital. When Col Kaisa featured on Radio Maria’s 

Issue of the Week programme on Friday April 5, he was 

bombarded by queries bordering on the myth of ritual killings. 

Responding to callers who wanted to verify reports that some 

businessmen were found with the deceased’s breasts in a cooler 

box, Col Kaisa said Naomi’s body was intact, apart from blood 

which was found on her private parts (The Post, April 2013).
56

 

Here the role of rumours in the eruption of riots is clear. A schoolgirl is found 

murdered – this is a fact and is the immediate cause of the unfolding events. 

Katete residents are acquainted with the idea that businessmen (like politicians) 

need help from the spiritual world to be successful, and that they may acquire 

this through human sacrifice. Apparently, according to the article in The Post, 

rumours and gossip that connect specific businessmen with this alleged practice 

have been going around in Katete for some time. Now that a girl is murdered, 

these rumours become more relevant and urgent. One businessman in particular 

is singled out, and his shops are destroyed. The Katete case also shows the lack 

of secure standards of evidence that is noted as a defining characteristic of 

                                                 
55 See http://tumfweko.com/2013/04/04/riot-in-katete-district-after-ritual-murder/.  
56 See http://www.postzambia.com/post-read_article.php?articleId=31433.  

http://tumfweko.com/2013/04/04/riot-in-katete-district-after-ritual-murder/
http://www.postzambia.com/post-read_article.php?articleId=31433
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rumours. According to the rumours the businessman is guilty, even though the 

police have already apprehended four other suspects. The rumours also claim 

that the murdered girl was missing some body parts which were said to be 

found in a cooler box in the possession of some businessmen. In fact, according 

to the police, the body of the murdered girl showed signs of sexual assault but 

was otherwise intact.  

 In the academic literature accusations of teachers and businessmen are 

not mentioned nearly as often as accusations that connect politicians with 

Satanism or other nefarious spiritual forces. According to Stephen Ellis and 

Gerrie ter Haar, suspicions that politicians abduct children in election periods 

to ensure success are common in Africa (2004:80). In Zambia, this is an 

uncommon trope – or at least it does not reach the newspapers. Businessmen 

and teachers, on the other hand, are in the popular imagination often among the 

suspects if a child goes missing. Of the fourteen incidents in which teachers 

and businessmen are accused of Satanism, nine involve people who have gone 

missing or are found murdered; of these nine, three are women and six are 

children. In several cases the missing children turn up again eventually. For 

example, take the instance of an accusation of two teachers in Chipata in 2015. 

When an eight-year-old girl did not come home in the evening after school, her 

father reported the matter to the Chipata Central Police Station the following 

day. After that, he sought the help of a witch doctor, who, according to 

newspaper The Post (November 6, 2015), “claimed that the child was being 

kept by two teachers who initiated her into Satanism and [the witch doctor] was 

scheduled to visit the school to point at the teachers allegedly behind the matter, 

a situation that brought tension among residents.” The police were able to 

prevent residents from smashing the windows of the teachers’ school. In the 

meantime, however, the girl was found. She had spent the afternoon watching 

television at a shop in Chipata, and when the (female) owner of the shop 

decided to leave for the night, she did not want to go home.  According to The 

Post (November 6, 2015), “the girl refused to go home saying she was afraid of 

her father […T]he girl was then taken to the One-Stop GBV Centre where it 

was discovered that she was repeatedly defiled by her father.”
57

 Again, 

community action starts before the actual facts are known, following suspicions 

that already linger in the community.  

 One reason for the suspicions against businessmen and teachers may be 

                                                 
57 See http://www.postzambia.com/print.php?id=12950.  

http://www.postzambia.com/print.php?id=12950
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jealousy in a context of relative inequality. In their discussion of witchcraft 

violence in the northwest of South Africa, Comaroff and Comaroff (1999) 

point out that the violence is often perpetrated by youths against the elderly. 

After Apartheid, in rural South Africa the economic situation for youths 

changed very little: work remained hard to get and poverty remained dire. The 

elderly, on the other hand, profited from new cash assets, such as pensions. 

Accusations of Satanism in Zambia levelled against businessmen and teachers 

may arise in a similar context of inequality. A moderately successful 

businessman in a small town like Katete is wealthy in comparison to the other 

residents. A teacher in a rural area is often the only one in the community in 

formal employment, with a dependable salary. Both the businessman and the 

teacher seem to have discovered the secret to wealth that is withheld from 

ordinary villagers and townspeople. In one of the articles, this explanation is 

confirmed by a rural district commissioner, who says in a statement that “the 

Patriotic Front (PF) Government [has] increased teachers’ salaries […] 

Nowadays teachers have more money and they are able to access loans. But the 

community always think that teachers are Satanists when they buy expensive 

cars” (Times of Zambia, August 29, 2014) 
58

 

 The suspected crime that inspires riots against teachers and especially 

businessmen when a child or a woman goes missing or is found murdered, is 

ritual killing: the sacrifice of a human being in order to acquire success or 

riches. In her comparative perspective on witchcraft and Satanism, Jean La 

Fontaine (2016) discusses the label ‘ritual killing’ at length. She distinguishes 

three actions that may be referred to as ritual killing: human sacrifice, killing 

for body parts, and ritual murder. 

The first, human sacrifice, is a public, religiously sanctioned ritual 

which took place in many different societies, although it is no longer practised 

today. Although human sacrifice involves taking the life of another human 

being, it should not be called murder, because murder implies illegitimate 

killing, which human sacrifice is not.  

The second, killing for body parts which are used in ‘medicines’ to 

enhance health, wealth or success in life, is currently happening in several 

African countries. According to La Fontaine, “[t]hese medicines are 

concoctions whose purposes are purely secular and individual; they are put 

together by ‘specialists’ who charge for their services” (2016:51). In contrast to 

                                                 
58 See http://allafrica.com/stories/201408300065.html.  

http://allafrica.com/stories/201408300065.html
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human sacrifice, killing for body parts does not deserve the adjective ‘ritual’, 

because the act has no religious meaning and is done in secret for individual 

ends, rather than publicly and for the benefits of the community (cf. 

Bonhomme 2016:23).  

Lastly, ritual murder involves an underground organisation devoted to 

the killing of human beings as an act of worship or to acquire illicit spiritual 

powers. The idea of ritual murder has a long history in Western, European 

society, with very similar accusations made against Christians, Jews, Cathars 

and witches. Through colonialism, this “myth of ritual murder” with its 

European roots has reached Africa. Ritual murder, this third category of ritual 

killing, exists only in the mind: “Independent or material evidence such as 

would be demanded in a prosecution today has never existed. Yet the idea 

persists because it represents in a dramatic form what is the ultimate human 

evil and by contrast emphasises what it means to be human” (La Fontaine 

2016:55). African societies may have practised human sacrifice in the past and 

there is still evidence of killing for body parts. Both of these varieties of ritual 

killing have a history with African roots. According to La Fontaine, this is 

different in the case of ritual murder, which is a European phenomenon, related 

to a European concept of evil societies. The adaptation of this imaginary in an 

African context started after contact with Western missionaries and officials. I 

will return to the function of accusations of Satanism and human sacrifice that 

La Fontaine touches upon in the final paragraph of this chapter. In this section, 

I will review her distinction between human sacrifice, killing for body parts, 

and ritual murder in the light of Zambian accusations of businessmen and 

teachers.  

 When applied to the Zambian newspaper articles, La Fontaine’s 

seemingly clear distinction becomes blurred. The Katete residents who stoned 

the shop of a businessman thought that he was in possession of her body parts – 

to be specific, her breasts. Breasts are among the body parts most commonly 

removed from a corpse to be used in luck- and wealth-bringing medicines (La 

Fontaine 2016:64). The residents suspected the businessman of having these 

body parts in an attempt to acquire more success in his business – or, according 

to how La Fontaine describes ritual murder, to acquire illicit spiritual powers. 

The two categories of murder for body parts and ritual murder blend into one 

another. In La Fontaine’s model there is an important difference between the 

two: killings for body parts actually do happen, while ritual murder does not. 

This distinction is hard to uphold in a context like Zambia where killing for 
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body parts takes place, and in which people believe that businessmen and 

politicians need the spiritual powers acquired through human sacrifice to 

become successful. Killing for body parts and ritual murder are part of the 

same complex of ideas.  

However, there is one striking detail in the accusations of businessmen 

and teachers that may be related to La Fontaine’s distinction. In the articles in 

the sample, the teachers and businessmen are accused of Satanism when a child 

goes missing or a body is found. This connection with Satanism is not always 

made. In 2016, over a period of several weeks, multiple mutilated bodies were 

discovered in Lusaka. Politicians, businessmen and even musicians were 

initially suspected to be behind these killings for body parts – all of these 

groups are said to need help from the spiritual world to become successful. 

When riots erupted, they were aimed at foreign shopkeepers and foreigners in 

general. Eventually four Zambians were arrested for the murders. In the sample 

of articles containing accusations of Satanism, this series of murders is absent – 

meaning that newspapers did not use the word Satanism in their coverage of 

the murders. This could mean that murder for body parts and ritual murder – 

category two and three in La Fontaine’s scheme – are perceived as different 

phenomena after all. 

 In contrast to accusations against businessmen, accusations against 

teachers do not always involve suspicions of ritual murder. In several cases, the 

teachers are thought to have initiated their pupils into Satanism. In 2014, in a 

school in Lusaka, the following events took place:  

Chaotic scenes characterised Lusaka’s Chibelo Primary School 

following allegations of Satanism at the institution. Ten Pupils are 

reported to have been initiated into the practice without their 

knowledge after enticing them with sweets. Four of the ten 

affected children were found in a stupor performing weird acts. 

The seemingly perplexed pupils could not walk on their own but 

were aided by their parents (MuviTV, October 9, 2014).
59

 

Accusations such as this appear in the newspapers if pupils, parents or the local 

community use or threaten to use violence against the teachers or the school. 

However, as I have noticed in my involvement with the Fingers of Thomas, 

who meet weekly to discuss rumours about Satanism, most concerns about 

Satanism in schools do not reach the news. Schools frequently have to deal 

                                                 
59 See http://www.muvitv.com/chibelo-primary-school-pupils-in-satanism-initiation/.  

http://www.muvitv.com/chibelo-primary-school-pupils-in-satanism-initiation/
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with suspicions of involvement in Satanism among pupils, or toward teachers. 

Often these episodes involve pupils showing physical symptoms, like the 

‘stupor’ and ‘weird acts’ described in the case of Chibelo Primary School.  

This phenomenon is not new. Dhadphale and Shaikh (1983) describe a 

case of ‘mysterious madness’ that took place in a boarding school in the 

southwest of Zambia in 1976. Like the pupils of Chibelo Primary School, the 

students showed strange behaviour and seemed confused. Like in the case of 

the school in Lusaka, where sweets were suspected to be used to initiate pupils 

into Satanism, food was implicated. In 1976, this case would not have been 

associated with Satanism, but nowadays several schools have experienced 

similar occurrences, often involving suspicions about food used to initiate and 

thereby harm pupils. According to Filip de Boeck (2016:196), food received in 

an unequal relationship, whereby the giver is more powerful and the receiver is 

unable to repay the debt, is often connected to suspicions of witchcraft. This is 

one of the ways in which, as I have argued in Chapter 2, the relatively new 

discourse of Satanism is linked to older witchcraft beliefs. In more than one 

case, discussed by the Fingers of Thomas, pupils refused to eat the food offered 

at the school for fear of initiation. The lack of nutrition caused a number of 

pupils to faint. In cases of suspected Satanism in schools, many schools choose 

to remove the accused pupils or teachers from the school. At Chibelo Primary 

School, the head teacher was sent on forced leave (Tumfweko, October 18, 

2014).
60

 

 In the academic literature, mainly written from a bio-medical 

perspective, similar episodes in schools are analysed as epidemics or mass 

hysteria. In mass hysteria, a group of people from one school, village or church, 

suddenly develop identical symptoms for which there is no physical 

explanation (Nakalawa et al 2010:43). Episodes of mass hysteria in African 

schools are a well-known phenomenon. In an overview of the literature, 

Demobly Kokota (2011) mentions outbreaks in South Africa, Tanzania, 

Malawi, Zimbabwe, Zambia and Uganda. Mass hysteria is closely related to 

local belief systems. It can be attributed to witchcraft, possession or Satanism 

and intensified by rumours and gossip (Kokota 2011:76). Unfortunately, the 

academic literature written from the bio-medical perspective rarely investigates 

the contents of the belief systems that give meaning to episodes of mass 

hysteria in schools. It would be interesting to combine the bio-medical 

                                                 
60  See https://tumfweko.com/2014/10/18/chibelo-school-parents-threaten-to-withdraw-children-over-

satanism-initiation/.  

https://tumfweko.com/2014/10/18/chibelo-school-parents-threaten-to-withdraw-children-over-satanism-initiation/
https://tumfweko.com/2014/10/18/chibelo-school-parents-threaten-to-withdraw-children-over-satanism-initiation/
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perspective with the anthropological study of witchcraft and related beliefs, and 

to investigate under which conditions an episode is attributed to possession, to 

witchcraft, or to Satanism. The newspaper articles about Zambian cases do not 

give enough information to shed light on this issue.  

 If suspicions of ritual murder are mobilised in the accusations of 

businessmen and teachers of Satanism, the community almost always reacts 

violently by stoning or burning shops and schools. All but one of the 

accusations against businessmen reported in the newspapers led to riots. In 

these riots, the police try to protect the accused and rioters are arrested in the 

majority of cases. Stories shared by my students and by the Fingers of Thomas 

attest to a dissatisfaction with the police in matters that involve the spiritual 

world. The police are said to fear spiritual forces, and therefore to avoid 

addressing alleged perpetrators. Others recognise that the actions of the police 

are limited by standards of evidence. Even though many people, probably 

including police officers, believe in witchcraft and other harmful spiritual 

actions, these are difficult to prosecute because physical evidence is needed to 

come to a conviction.
61

 The police manage to suppress the riots, but are not 

able to address the underlying tensions in the community that erupt in these 

riots. An element of mistrust in government officials, who may be in league 

with politicians who are believed to have acquired their powers through 

harmful spiritual practices, adds to the dissatisfaction with police action. 

Accusations against teachers, in contrast to accusations against businessmen, 

do not always lead to violence. Ritual murder is but one of the accusations 

related to Satanism made against teachers; episodes of probable mass hysteria 

form another aspect. Both types of accusation have disruptive effects: riots and 

violence, suspended classes, and teachers or pupils who are removed from 

school.  

 

Pastors and churches 

Of the 80 articles, eighteen deal with accusations against pastors and/or 

churches. The number of incidents that these eighteen articles refer to is ten. 

Accusations against pastors and churches are a mainly urban phenomenon, 

with examples in Lusaka and in the cities of the Copperbelt Province. There are 

three distinct configurations of accusations visible in the articles: accusations 

made by the local community, accusations made by other pastors, and 

                                                 
61 The situation seems to be different in Cameroon, where specialists of the spiritual world like witch doctors 

are allowed to testify as expert witnesses in court (cf. Fisiy 1998).  
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accusations made by church members.  

 If accusations of a local community against a pastor or a religious 

group of Satanism reach the media, it is often because violence was involved. 

In 2011, violence erupted in Chongwe district, a rural area close to Lusaka, 

against a religious group that had settled there. The Globe Newspaper reports: 

Angry villagers set ablaze houses in a compound alleged to be 

home for suspected ‘Satanists’ in Kanakantapa area in Chongwe 

District,  an incident in which three members of a named church at 

the heart of the controversy, were seriously injured. The houses 

were allegedly set ablaze yesterday around 11:00 hours, following 

allegations that the members of the religious group practiced 

Satanism and were terrorizing the villagers in the surrounding 

areas. (The Globe Newspaper, January 2011)
62

 

This group, known as Goshali – an acronym for ‘God shall live (forever)’ – 

came to live on a farm in Chongwe in the late 1990s (Banda 2011). During the 

national census of 2000 it emerged that the members of the religious 

community did not want to be counted. They did not have national registration 

cards, and refused medical treatment and vaccinations. Children of the 

community were home-schooled. Tensions with the surrounding community 

intensified when the Goshali distributed a list of 35 commands to neighbouring 

households and villages, expecting the wider community to adhere to them. 

According to Immanuel Banda, a local expert, the list of rules was introduced 

as follows (2011):  

Neighbours and friends living near the Goshali home, due to the 

Goshali’s unstoppable greatness, you are ordered to obey these 

rules starting from the day one receives them onwards. The 

Goshali wants to see decent neighbours who are ethically 

principled according to these rules.  

The rules contain moral guidelines for marriages, conflicts, and home-

management, and forbid brewing beer, working on the fields at certain times, 

witchcraft and Rastafarianism (among others). They also give strict decrees 

about registering names of the surrounding residents and reporting visitors with 

the Goshali community.
63

 A week later a farmer was assaulted when he worked 

his field at a prohibited time. After this, the local community turned against the 

                                                 
62 See https://theglobenewspaper.blogspot.com/2011/01/nsalani-village-set-ablaze.html.  
63 Goshali’s almost militant stance against the government and the local community is reminiscent of Alice 

Lenshina’s Lumpa Church, which was violently repressed by Zambian state troops in 1964.  

https://theglobenewspaper.blogspot.com/2011/01/nsalani-village-set-ablaze.html
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Goshali, accusing them of Satanism, attacking them and burning their houses. 

After the riots, the members of the religious group were forcibly relocated to 

Southern Province, where they apparently hailed from (US Department of State 

2011).  

 In case of the Goshali, the accusation of Satanism seems little more 

than a cane to strike with in an already tense situation. Slightly different is the 

incident of the pastor who allegedly turned into a snake in October 2015. 

Narratives about people turning into animals are not uncommon in the African 

context, and the theme is visualised in African movies such as the Ghanaian 

movie Diabolo (1991, with three sequels) in which a man is able to transform 

into a snake. On 8 October, the following report was widely shared on 

Facebook:  

Illustration 7: A rumour reported and shared on Facebook. 

 

Later in the day, the church, Faith Deeper Understanding Ministries, was burnt 

to the ground by rioting residents, who accused the pastor of Satanism. 

Nowhere in the rumours spread on Facebook were eyewitness accounts 

mentioned. The image above is one of the photographs accompanying the 

report. It appears to be taken on the scene, but a quick search learns that the 

image is much older and has been making the rounds on Facebook in different 

countries since September 2012 (Hoax-Slayer 2013). A few days later, it 

emerged that the said pastor was not even in Kitwe that day, and the rumours 

were dismissed as fabrications. As seen in the section about accusations of 

businessmen and teachers, rumours in local communities are able to spark 

violence whether or not they are true. Social media like Facebook have the 
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ability to contribute to this process because through these media information is 

widely spread with ease and speed. 

The accusations against a church in Zambia that elicited the most 

media and scholarly attention were made against the Universal Church of the 

Kingdom of God (UCKG) in 1998 as well as in 2005. The UCKG is a neo-

Pentecostal church of Brazilian origin, which is spreading rapidly in southern 

Africa.
64

 The accusations against this church fall outside of the sample 

discussed in this chapter, which covers the period between 2011 and 2016. 

Unlike the articles in my sample, the accusations against the UCKG were 

internationally reported by, for example, the BBC. In both 1998 and 2005 the 

church was banned after allegations that the church was involved in satanic 

practices; a ban that was later revoked (cf. Hackett 2003).
65

 Similar accusations 

have been made against this church in South Africa (Comaroff & Comaroff 

1999:291f). Both Kitwe’s Faith Deeper Understanding Ministries and the 

Brazilian Universal Church of the Kingdom of God are neo-Pentecostal 

churches with a strong emphasis on healing and spiritual warfare. These 

examples show that ideas of spiritual warfare can turn around to implicate the 

church itself in the activities of the satanic world.  

 In some instances, pastors accuse each other of involvement in 

Satanism. In 2016, Pastor Ian Chipuka of Christ of Fire Embassy Ministries in 

Lusaka accused another Lusaka pastor, named Prophet Anointed Andrew, of 

initiating him into Satanism. In Lusaka, Pastor Chipuka’s church was losing 

members, and therefore he approached the Nigerian Prophet Anointed Andrew 

(also known as Seer 1), who seemed to be successful with his Christ Freedom 

Ministries. According to Pastor Chipuka, Prophet Anointed Andrew told him to 

do some rituals, which he later recognised to be satanic.
66

 The accusations of 

Satanism were the start of a series of accusations of unpastoral conduct against 

Prophet Anointed Andrew. Within two weeks, twelve women came forward, 

saying that the pastor slept with them and forced them to have abortions. A 

month later, he was arrested on suspicion of defiling a 14-year-old girl, but 

later he was released and his ministry is thriving to date. 

Rosalind Hackett analyses accusations of pastors in the context of the 

highly competitive religious market in African countries. She writes about the 

                                                 
64 For example in South Africa (see Van Wyk 2016) and Mozambique (see Van de Kamp 2016). 
65 See http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/4485222.stm 
66  See https://tumfweko.com/2016/05/30/exposed-prophet-andrew-anointed-is-a-satanist-he-sold-me-

magical-powers-says-lusaka-pastor/.  

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/4485222.stm
https://tumfweko.com/2016/05/30/exposed-prophet-andrew-anointed-is-a-satanist-he-sold-me-magical-powers-says-lusaka-pastor/
https://tumfweko.com/2016/05/30/exposed-prophet-andrew-anointed-is-a-satanist-he-sold-me-magical-powers-says-lusaka-pastor/
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Nigerian Pentecostal scene (2003:68):  

[O]ne pastor is particularly renowned for his public (television and 

radio) condemnations of fellow pastors. Not only does he attack 

them on the moral, but also on the supernatural, plane. For 

example, he claimed that the reason that so many people flocked 

to a popular Redemption Camp every Wednesday was because 

someone ‘buried something’ there. Narratives of satanic initiations 

and exploits can be put to good use by ambitious pastors, 

especially when broadcast to a larger audience. 

Nollywood movies such as Church Business (2003) and Who Is the Chosen? 

(2014) show how pastors receive miracles from traditional spiritual experts or 

from devil-worshipping societies. According to modern spiritual warfare 

theology – which is influential in contemporary Zambian Christianity – God’s 

forces of good are in eternal combat with the evil forces of the Devil. The 

battlefield is the earth, and Christians and non-Christians take part in it. This 

theology makes accusations of Satanism plausible. In the previous chapter I 

have argued that the Zambian religious market is highly competitive, and that 

pastors use testimonies of ex-Satanists to gain an edge over their rivals. 

Accusations of Satanism against pastors may serve the same goal. According to 

the anthropologist Jesse Shipley, pastors suspected of malpractice and fakery 

fulfil a moral function (2009:549): “[F]ear of the fake pastor [...] sets the 

conditions of possibility for the legitimacy of the pastor as public figure. [...] 

Fakery appears as the margin, the horizon against which a moral center is 

clarified.” Like light can only be perceived because of the shadows it makes, 

the good pastor acquires meaning through the existence of bad or evil pastors.  

Furthermore, in the Zambian competitive environment, pastors seem 

prompted to perform ever more astonishing miracles. A few years ago, pastors 

or prophets who were able to recount the phone numbers of random people in 

their audience were the talk of the town in Lusaka. Nowadays, pastors are said 

to turn water into petrol or walk on air. People wonder: where do these 

miraculous powers come from? Folklorist Bill Ellis argues that an emphasis on 

legitimate gifts of the Spirit requires validations through the existence of evil 

spirits. He writes (2000:60): “In order to justify the gifts of the Spirit, Satanism 

had to be carefully defined as something recognizably distinct from charisma, 

but in fact neither glossolalia nor demon possession could exist in an 

institutionalized mythology without the other.” He gives examples of how it is 

not always easy to distinguish speaking in tongues from speech induced by 
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demonic possession. In a similar vein, Brian Levack gives examples in his 

history of possession in Western Europe of cases that were first interpreted as 

benign possession by a divine agent and later came to be seen as demonic in 

origin (2013:16). The Zambian discussion about the nature of miracle powers is 

therefore not new, and may even be inherent to forms of Christianity that are 

open to spiritual agency, such as neo-Pentecostalism.  

 So far I have discussed accusations against pastors or churches coming 

from the community, and accusations among pastors. A final type of 

accusations against pastors comes from church members themselves. A clear 

example is that of Bishop Haggai Mumba of Rehoboth Naphtali Mkadesh 

church. In December 2014, church members wrote a letter to the Registrar of 

Societies – the government body that oversees the compulsory registration of 

religious associations – asking for a deregistration of the church. There seems 

to have been a growing sense that the teachings and practices of Bishop 

Mumba were not biblical, were even satanic. Newspaper Lusaka Voice 

summarises the accusations:
67

 

The former congregants accuse the 35-year-old prophet of 

instructing his members to shave their private parts, armpits and 

heads and take the hair to a mountain near Mwana Mainda on the 

Kafue-Mazabuka road. Another accusation [...] is that members 

were told to contribute money and leave it on the mountain at 

Mwana Mainda. Another claim is that members were told to buy 

rings and instructed to wear them on the middle finger as Satanists 

do (Lusaka Voice, December 8, 2014). 

After these accusations, Bishop Mumba was banned from practising ministry. 

After a few months, however, he was reinstated at the Rehoboth church. The 

accusations show an interesting mixture of contemporary and traditional 

practices, combined with folklore about Satanism. Going to a mountain to pray 

is a very common religious practice in Christian Zambia. When our Reformed 

and Presbyterian students were asked to photograph a specific place that had 

spiritual significance for them, many handed in photographs of mountaintops 

where they used to pray.
68

 The ritual shaving of hair is meaningful in a number 

of traditional practices. In female initiation rituals, women on the brink of 

getting married are taught how to shave their husband’s pubic hair. Lodges 

                                                 
67  See http://lusakavoice.com/2013/12/08/pastor-exposed-must-be-probed-for-unbiblical-deeds-former-

congregants/.  
68 I thank Hermen Kroesbergen for this example. 

http://lusakavoice.com/2013/12/08/pastor-exposed-must-be-probed-for-unbiblical-deeds-former-congregants/
http://lusakavoice.com/2013/12/08/pastor-exposed-must-be-probed-for-unbiblical-deeds-former-congregants/
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offering special rooms with wedding packages may include razors for this 

purpose. After the death of a close relative it is common to shave one’s head 

for a certain period of time (Van Breugel 2001). In the neo-Pentecostal 

imagination, traditional practices such as these are connected to pre-Christian 

religion, which is seen as demonic or satanic. That Satanists are alleged to wear 

a ring on their middle finger is part of the international anti-Satanism folklore. 

The reasoning behind it is that the middle finger is associated with Saturn; and 

this is close enough to Satan, which makes wearing a ring on the middle finger 

a tell-tale sign of Satanism.
69

 While the accusations of Satanism against Bishop 

Mumba can be explained by these associations with the satanic, it seems that 

accusations from (former) church members point at the presence of tensions 

and conflicts in the religious community. Unfortunately the newspaper articles 

do not give enough information to allow speculations about these conflicts.  

 Accusations of pastors and churches generally show something about 

tensions and conflicts in a local community, within a congregation, or between 

religious specialists. The ubiquity of neo-Pentecostal ideas about spiritual 

warfare makes the frame of Satanism a plausible and credible accusation, even 

if those who are accused are Christians themselves.  

 

Development projects 

The final category of accusations mentioned in the Zambian media are those 

against development projects. Out of the 80 articles, eight contained suspicions 

of involvement in Satanism targeted at projects executed by governmental 

organisations. These accusations are generally a rural phenomenon. Three of 

the eight incidents are related to projects aimed at improving health. Others 

target registration projects, such as the registration of SIM cards and voter 

registration, and government funds aimed at sustainable development, such as a 

social cash transfer for the poor, a youth development fund, and an e-voucher 

system for farmers. 

 One example is that of a mobile health team operating in Southern 

Province. The Post writes:
70

 

Villagers in Monze and Namwala districts stunned a mobile health 

team when they resisted free medical services, alleging that the 

exercise was a PF scheme to make them blind and unable to vote 

in 2016. [...T]he numbers improved after the mobile hospital 

                                                 
69 See for example https://endtimeswatcher.wordpress.com/2013/10/19/infiltrators/.  
70 See http://www.postzambia.com/print.php?id=10526.  

https://endtimeswatcher.wordpress.com/2013/10/19/infiltrators/
http://www.postzambia.com/print.php?id=10526
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delegation leader, Dr Mzaza Ntele, went on a community radio 

station to allay the people’s fears. “We initially had a challenge in 

Muchila in Monze where we started the free mobile hospital 

services as there was an allegation that we were Satanists and that 

one of the mobile trucks was a mortuary where we keep dead 

people. In Namwala’s Njolomwanza area, some people claimed 

that we were sent to make them blind so that they could not vote 

next year.” (The Post, August 14, 2015) 

In this rumour, the mobile health team – meant to bring medical services close 

to people who may not have the money to travel to a clinic – is suspected to be 

part of a satanic scheme organised by the government. In one of the newspaper 

articles, an international organisation (UNICEF) is mentioned. The others all 

describe fears surrounding Zambian governmental projects. In the case of the 

suspicions related to healthcare, people fear that they will be harmed, or that 

their blood will be used by Satanists. Several academic articles about 

healthcare programmes in Zambia refer to these fears (Geisler & Pool 2006, 

Schumaker & Bond 2008, Peeters Grietens et al 2014). In other newspaper 

articles, the fear is related to having your name or number registered. This is 

interpreted as either an initiation into Satanism, or as related to the number of 

the Beast mentioned in Revelations. In the case of the mobile health team, the 

rumours are related to the accusations towards politicians discussed in an 

earlier paragraph. Southern Province, where this incident took place, is one of 

the strongholds of the opposition party UPND. Mistrust of the PF government 

makes a claim that the PF would try to prevent them from voting in the 2016 

elections plausible.  

 In Speaking with Vampires, Luise White discusses rumours about 

firemen and hospitals stealing blood, pits underneath a police station where 

people are kept for their blood, and medical injections that leave Africans 

drained and powerless (2000:46). White calls the perpetrators – who are after 

the blood of their victims – vampires, even though this is not an indigenous 

African term.  Rumours about these vampires started to emerge in colonial East 

Africa, in the region encompassing Tanzania and Zambia, after the 1920s. 

According to White the narratives about vampires have their roots in traditional 

witchcraft beliefs, but they add something new; they were describing a new 

situation that had emerged with colonialism. In the rumours collected by White 

the vampires are government employees: firemen, police officers, doctors and 

nurses. White writes: “I think bloodsucking by public employees is a fairly 
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obvious metaphor for state-sponsored extractions” (2000:34). While White 

writes about colonial Africa and the extractions benefiting European, colonial 

governments, these rumours seem to have outlived colonialism. Today’s 

rumours about development projects are still targeted at government employees. 

For people in rural areas, the government is a distant but powerful force that is 

greeted with mistrust when its agents arrive in the village.  

 Rumours surrounding government projects hinder the implementation 

of programmes that are meant to improve Zambia’s development. Again, it 

appears that, in the words of Peter Berger (2011[1963]:163), “non-existent 

sticks can draw real blood”. In the second part of this chapter, I will try to 

interpret these local accusations of Satanism against different categories of 

people according to the academic literature about witchcraft, rumours and 

conspiracy theories. 

 

5.3 Accusations of Satanism and the Other 

Accusations of witchcraft and Satanism: two different sets of usual suspects 

In the descriptions of accusations reported in the media, we have seen that 

these accusations involve the use of illicit spiritual powers. In an African 

setting, this characterisation resembles accounts of that mainstay of classical 

anthropology: witchcraft accusations. In an overview of the literature, Mary 

Douglas traces the idea that “accusations [are] clustered in areas of ambiguous 

social relations” (1970:xvii). For example, Max Marwick, who studied 

witchcraft accusations among the Chewa of (then) Northern Rhodesia, used the 

phrase ‘social strain-gauge’ to describe the function of witchcraft beliefs (1982). 

A strain-gauge is an instrument that measures strain or tension on an object. It 

can be used as a warning signal. Electrical appliances, for example, use strain-

gauges that automatically switch the appliance off if it gets too hot. A social 

strain-gauge shows where tensions are in a society or group of people. 

Marwick’s theory is that by looking at who accuses whom of witchcraft, 

tensions in a society become apparent.  

For the Chewa, the main tension point in society, which cannot be 

solved through other means, is that between members of the same matrilineage. 

As this strain builds up, witchcraft accusations are made. In other societies, 

other tension points may exist, for example between different groups rather 

than within one group. In all cases, the witchcraft accusations make a latent 

conflict visible and, like a thunderstorm on a hot and humid day, are 

instrumental in eventually clearing the air. In a more recent publication, 
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situated in Soweto in South Africa, Adam Ashforth discusses the relationships 

that are most susceptible to accusations of witchcraft (2005:74ff): relationships 

between lovers and spouses, relations between co-wives, and relations between 

neighbours. Also, older women are stereotypically linked to witchcraft and are 

therefore likely to be accused. Chilamampunga and Thindwa present findings 

from Malawi on the question of who is believed to practise witchcraft. They 

conclude (2012:47): “women practice witchcraft much more than men; the 

elderly much more than the middle-aged, the youth, and children; the poor 

much more than the rich; and old settlers much more than new arrivals in a 

community.” Chilamampunga and Thindwa also note an increase in 

accusations towards children (2012:50f).  

 That accusations of witchcraft function as an indicator of tension 

within a community is somewhat of a truism: where there are accusations of 

witchcraft, there are obviously tensions present. It should not be a surprise that 

accusations of Satanism, similarly, indicate tensions in local communities such 

as small towns, religious communities or schools. Interestingly, the groups that 

are most likely to be accused of witchcraft are almost absent in accusations of 

Satanism. In the category ‘other’, only two incidents of spouses accusing each 

other of involvement in Satanism are recorded. Accusations of Satanism that 

make the newspapers are not made against the elderly, the poor, or against 

children. In the sample of 80 articles, there are only two accusations against 

women. In one case, a woman drowned her neighbour’s child in a well. The 

anger of the community targeted the husband, who was a businessman, rather 

than the woman herself. Those accused of Satanism are often not native 

residents: teachers and pastors are sent (or called) to communities where they 

have no roots; and some of the businessmen who were accused are from Indian 

origin. The people who come to villages in name of government projects are 

outsiders too. As I have already argued in Chapter 2, Satanism and witchcraft 

are two related, but intrinsically different, discourses.  

 

The Other: an enemy from without, above, below or within  

A general observation about witchcraft beliefs – in African as well as in other 

contexts – is that they create the image of an Other. The Other is just that: not 

us. Not like us. The Other is an inversion of everything that we value as good 

and proper. How we define the Other depends on how we define ourselves. 

Imagine a society, community, or group of people. We will call them group A. 

Group A has certain ideas, values and beliefs about what is proper. They have 
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established what is the right behaviour, what is the right way to dress, what one 

can and cannot eat, how to perform religious rituals, et cetera. Protecting life 

and taking care of children are widely, maybe even universally shared values. 

Rules about what to eat or how to dress, about proper sexual conduct, and 

about how to believe may vary from one group to another. With our group A, 

all is not well. They feel threatened, and identify the threat as group B. In the 

minds of the members of group A, group B is everything they are not. Group A 

knows what is right; and group B is all wrong. Instead of protecting life, they 

murder without care. Instead of caring for children, they harm them. They may 

indeed eat them. Their sexual acts are perversities. Instead of honouring God, 

they worship the Devil. To group A, group B is inhumane, probably even 

inhuman.
71

  

 Pairs of group A and group B are frequently found in history. In his 

book on rumours of demonic conspiracy, David Frankfurter gives many 

examples: Roman rumours about Christians eating babies and participating in 

orgies, witches who worship Satan in the witchcraft-panic in 16
th
 and 17

th
 

century Europe, fears of a network of devil-worshippers targeting children for 

ritual practises in the 1980s and 1990s, and suspicions of an occult group – 

usually called the Illuminati – trying to gain world dominance (Frankfurter 

2006:2ff). In her book on rumours and race relations, Patricia Turner (1993:9) 

gives the example of the encounter of white European explorers with black 

sub-Saharan Africans: “[B]oth groups came to the same conclusion: these other 

people were cannibals.” From an analytical perspective all these different group 

B’s are portrayed in a similar way: as inverted versions of the standards of our 

own society. In this anti-world, everything is upside down. It is not a loving 

God who reigns, but the lord of evil – Satan. The rituals his agents perform are 

evil mirror images of common acts of worship. They do not look after children, 

but instead kill them, eating their flesh and drinking their blood. According to 

Frankfurter (2006:5), some elements are present in almost all images of 

inversion: “‘something’ about abducted and abused or sacrificed children, 

                                                 
71 The anthropologist Gerd Baumann rightly pointed out that this “baby grammar” of identity and alterity is 

quite simplistic, and proposed three more complicated models: the model of orientalism, in which some 

characteristics of the Other are rejected, while others are coveted; the model of segmentation, in which 
different scales can lead to different identifications and definitions of alterity; and the model of 

encompassment, in which from a wider perspective the other is part of the same whole (Baumann 2004). In 

this chapter I have not applied these more complicated models, although it seems that the model of 
orientalism is closest to notion of the Satanist as Other. In addition to the conceptualization of the Satanist as 

evil and possibly even inhuman, certain characteristics of the Satanists – like their alleged wealth or access to 

an international organization – may be envied. This ambivalence will be further discussed in the next chapter. 
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‘something’ about a secret counter-religion bent on corruption and atrocity, 

‘something’ about people whose inclinations and habits show them to be not 

quite people”. These common ‘somethings’ refer to the inversion of widely 

shared core values. Other characteristics of group B, the Other, may be related 

to culturally specific values of group A. For example, some commentators 

interpret accusations of Satanism in the 1980s and 1990s as focusing on child-

care in particular because of the distinctive role of children in contemporary 

Western society (cf. Best 1991). 

 Any group can be group A, and any group can become group B in the 

minds of others. Since the Other exists mainly in the minds of group A – as an 

image of inversion – group B does not have to be an actually existing group. 

Some of the groups identified as the Other did exist – like Christians, Jews, 

sub-Saharan Africans, and European explorers – but their way of life was so 

distorted in their casting as the Other that it became unrecognisable. The actual 

existence of other groups – witches, Satanists, Illuminati – is doubted. Images 

of the Other present themselves in rumours and conspiracy theories, and may 

inspire violence.  

 There are a number of possible configurations of group A and group B. 

The Other may be an outsider, someone somehow alien to the local community. 

Ethnicity and religion can be grounds to perceive an individual or a group as 

outsider, as can being a new arrival in the community. For example, European 

settlers in North America believed that the native Indians were devil 

worshippers (Walker 2013). The example shows how groups use their own 

mythology to define the Other in a process of cultural projection: the Devil is a 

figure from the Christian worldview and had no place in the religion or culture 

of the natives. Similar processes are described for an African context (see, for 

example, Meyer 1999). Migrants also often attract rumours about their 

behaviour and intentions. Gary Alan Fine and Bill Ellis list a number of 

rumours based on the idea that migrants, exotic as they are, might be capable of 

anything (Fine & Ellis 2010:75).   

However, the Other is not always an outsider. Social stratification – the 

hierarchical structuring of a society – can make someone the Other even within 

their own community. According to Véronique Campion-Vincent, 

contemporary conspiracy theories see the enemy not as an ethnic or religious 

outsider, but as groups with political or social status (2005:106). Jesse Walker 

labels this ‘the enemy from above’. In this configuration, an elite group is 

imagined as the Other. The Illuminati – a group that purportedly strives after 
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world domination and is alleged to sacrifice babies in order to get there – is one 

famous example. According to Bill Ellis (2000), the idea of an enemy from 

above is enforced by horror novels and movies like Rosemary’s Baby (1968), 

in which Satanists are portrayed as people of great wealth and power. Many 

contemporary African movies convey the same idea. Groups at the bottom of 

the social hierarchy can also be seen as the Other. The enemy below is feared 

to plot to overturn the social pyramid. As the Other, this group is portrayed as 

“not quite human in the first place. It is a bestial force with monstrous appetites: 

a collective id eager to rape, burn, loot, and massacre” (Walker 2013:85). 

 Imagining a clearly defined outgroup, a group that is different from 

one’s own because of its religion, ethnicity or social position, may reinforce the 

identity and cohesion of a community (Koschorke 2012:243). The evil Other is 

everything a group does not want to be. The definitions of the community and 

the Other – group A and group B – are dependent on each other. Rumours and 

conspiracy theories about an evil Other bolster the identity of a group by 

making clear what the boundaries are between us and them, good and evil. 

Sketching a coherent picture of the enemy reinforces the norms of the 

community itself (cf. Steward & Strathern 2004:37). Having a common enemy, 

furthermore, strengthens the ties within the community (cf. Campion-Vincent 

2005:103). In the final and maybe most threatening configuration of group A 

and group B, the Other lives within the community, as an invisible, unknown 

force of evil that may reveal itself at any time. Unlike the other configurations, 

the feared group is not recognisable as alien or from its fixed position in the 

social hierarchy. Anyone may secretly be in league with the enemy. According 

to Ruth Marshall, this perception of the Other is inherent to born-again or neo-

Pentecostal Christianity. She writes (2009:195): 

Because there is no way to identify the source of supernatural 

power, converts cannot be sure that they or their neighbors are free 

from satanic influence. […] The struggle to secure certainty, to 

institute the bases for new forms of social exchange and trust, is 

thus permanently interrupted by the omnipresent possibility of evil 

powers, and the exhortation to “love thy neighbor as thyself” is 

overcome by the necessity of discerning, convicting, and 

overcoming the evil the neighbor may be harboring with or 

without his or her knowledge. 

The enemy within may mean someone within the community – like your 

neighbour. In the Nigerian strands of Pentecostalism described by Marshall, it 
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may even mean an enemy within oneself; a corrupting force that acts without 

one’s knowledge. It is hard to see how notions of an enemy who may hide in 

every neighbour and even in oneself could be able to strengthen the bonds of 

the community.  

 

The Other and Satanism in Zambia 

The previous paragraph described general theories about the conception of the 

Other. The Other is a perceived enemy, constructed as an inversion of the 

values a group holds dear. This enemy can be an outsider or an insider, and can 

have a high or a low position in the social hierarchy. Are these ideas about the 

Other applicable to rumours about Satanism in Zambia? The kingdom of evil 

that is described in testimonies of ex-Satanists is a clear example of an inverted 

anti-world. In his published testimony, Gideon Mulenga Kabila narrated how 

his mother lied to the Devil. Instead of being punished for it – as would happen 

in the normal world – he wrote (n.d.:12): “She was crowned for telling a lie. 

[…] No one was allowed to tell the truth in the Devil’s kingdom.” In other 

testimonies ex-Satanists are praised for being stubborn or disobedient. Once, 

Kabila met three girls in the underworld (n.d.:19). “[They] appeared into the 

room we were standing, they came laughing and insulting. I was confused 

when I saw them. They introduced themselves as Bella, Cinderella and Darling.” 

These loud and offensive girls with their English names are nothing like the 

ideal picture of a polite, respectful, quiet Zambian girl. The inversion is most 

prominent when it comes to values of African family life. In the demonic world, 

it is an obligation not to provide for relatives, but to kill them. Kabila had to 

sacrifice his father (Torp 2007); others tell about sacrificing aunts or cousins. 

In the testimony presented in the introduction Grace explained that, once she 

had run out of relatives, she took a boyfriend and got pregnant just to be able to 

sacrifice the baby. Sexuality in the demonic world is meant to destroy life, 

rather than to create life. Kabila describes in his testimony how he went to the 

‘University of Wickedness’ (n.d.:18). There, a whole school was dedicated to 

the training of prostitutes in “how to kill men and make Christians to backslide” 

(Kabila n.d.:19) According to Kabila these prostitutes infect their clients with 

AIDS and other STDs, and cause trouble in marriages. “Some were told to go 

and end marriages between married couples and some to attack pastors and 

some were equipped with snakes in their private parts to go and drain blood 

from men during sexual affairs with them” (Kabila n.d.:20). Their vaginas are 

not meant for procreation, but host a snake that drinks the lifeblood of men (cf. 
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Meyer 1995).  

 So testimonies are obviously about an Other: the Satanist who does the 

things a proper Zambian would never do. In the rumours about Satanism 

reported in newspapers the inversion is less clear. Apart from some very basic 

assumptions – Satanists are evil; Satanists sacrifice innocent people to gain 

power or wealth – local rumours do not explore what Satanism is or what 

Satanists do. The testimonies are narrative accounts – like the legends defined 

in the introduction – while the rumours that can be extracted from the media 

reports are short statements: “He must be a Satanist!”   Rumours can breed 

legends, and vice versa. In an environment in which rumour-like accusations 

are common, more narrative accounts are bound to emerge. On the other hand, 

rumours can be described as legends that no longer require to be performed as 

narratives because they have become a familiar part of a group’s knowledge (cf. 

Ellis 2003:61).  

 Even though the rumours do not give elaborate accounts of the inverted 

world of the Other, maybe they share one of the configurations discussed above. 

Testimonies seem to play on the fear of an enemy within: anybody can be a 

Satanist – even without knowing it. The ex-Satanists giving their testimonies 

could be your neighbour’s daughters; there is nothing to set them apart from 

the community. The rumours reported in newspaper articles give a different 

picture. Here the Satanist is clearly not just anybody. There are obvious 

categories of usual suspects: politicians, teachers and businessmen, pastors and 

churches, and development projects. Can these categories be labelled as either 

an enemy without, an enemy from below or an enemy from above? Those 

accused of witchcraft (the poor, women, elderly, children) could be said to 

represent an enemy from below. As I have discussed in the previous paragraph, 

the accusations of Satanism in the media target very different groups. Satanists 

are evidently not an enemy from below.  

 The matter is more complex for the other two options. Some of those 

accused of Satanism are ethnic or religious outsiders. This is most clear in the 

case of the religious group that was attacked in Chongwe. The businessman 

whose shops were attacked in Katete after a schoolgirl was found murdered 

was an Indian. However, it seems that religion or ethnicity is not enough to 

explain why these individuals or groups were targeted. The Goshali community 

was only attacked after they tried to impose their rules on the neighbouring 

communities. Shops in towns are frequently owned by ethnic minorities such as 

Indians and Chinese. In the Katete case, the businessman was assaulted 
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because he was a businessman, not because he was an Indian. In contrast, the 

riots that broke out after eight mutilated bodies had been found in Lusaka did 

specifically target foreign shopkeepers. At least 62 shops owned by Rwandans 

were looted when rumours spread that Rwandans were behind these murders.
72

 

As was mentioned above, these ‘ritual killings’ were not associated with 

Satanism in the newspapers. Accusations of Satanism and ethnic or religious 

minorities do not necessarily go hand in hand. If we define outsiders as 

newcomers in a community, more accusations fit the pattern. Government 

officials who come to a village to implement a development project are 

outsiders; they do not belong to the community. Teachers are randomly posted 

at government schools, meaning that they also generally have no roots in the 

community where they work. Some Satanists are enemies from outside. 

 One could also argue that Satanists are enemies from above. 

Businessmen, commercial farmers and teachers may well be the wealthier 

members of their communities. Politicians obviously are part of the elite. 

Pastors are generally rewarded respect that shows their high status in the social 

hierarchy. However, conspiracy theories that invoke the idea of an enemy from 

above often portray a secret elite organisation that strives for dominance. In the 

case of accusations of Satanism, politicians, businessmen and pastors are said 

to use Satanism for individual gains. They need spiritual powers to become 

successful in their personal professions – and not for the benefits of an evil 

elite organisation. Both the enemy from outside and the enemy from above do 

not unquestionably fit with accusations of Satanism. 

 Finally, theory states that imagining an Other may have beneficial 

effects on group cohesion and group identity. It is hard to appreciate this effect 

in the media reports about accusations of Satanism. Maybe the cohesion within 

a rioting community is greater than the cohesion within that community on an 

ordinary day. During the riots they work together for a common goal – the 

eradication of a perceived evil. When one of our students was asked about the 

importance of community in an African context, she gave a number of 

examples. “One can see that community is of utmost importance in Zambia,” 

she said, “because people get together to beat up someone who has wronged 

them. Even though he may have done nothing to harm me, I will help the 

members of my community to expel him.”
73

 Despite these comments from our 

student, I find it difficult to see rioting as making anybody happy or having 

                                                 
72 See http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36084858.  
73 I thank Hermen Kroesbergen for this example. 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36084858
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long-lasting positive results. Rather, the rumours reported in the newspaper 

articles have negative effects. Where riots break out, they lead to a loss of 

property, and to injuries and damage. Shopkeepers lose their source of income 

if their stores are burnt or stoned. Rumours, furthermore, hinder development 

and education. Schools sometimes close when rumours about Satanism abound, 

like happened with the Chibelo Primary School incident discussed above. 

Accused teachers and pupils are sent away. Development projects that attract 

suspicions are not as successful as they would have been without the rumours. 

Lastly, rumours damage reputations. While this is detrimental to businessmen, 

teachers and pastors, it is particularly troubling in the case of politics. In 

Zambia’s polarised media landscape, where few media are independent from 

political parties or factions within parties, it is common to portray the members 

of the other party as villains. In this context, imagining the Other does not 

promote a sense of unity or community. 

 Applying theories about the Other to the accusations of Satanism in the 

media and beyond leads to three conclusions: 1) even though rumours and 

testimonies feed into each other, narratives of Satanism found in testimonies 

are not only more extensive than rumours, they also point at a different kind of 

enemy; 2) some of the accusations of Satanism describe an enemy from 

without; others describe an enemy from above – but this enemy from above is 

generally not part of an evil organisation; and 3) the accusations that are 

reported in the media seem to have disruptive rather than beneficial effects. In 

the following paragraph I place the enemy from above in an African context. 

 

Extra-ordinary status requires extra-ordinary powers 

Instead of asking who is accused, one can also wonder who is not accused of 

Satanism in the newspaper articles. Some important categories were already 

introduced in the discussion on witchcraft: poor people, women, children, and 

the elderly are almost never connected with involvement in Satanism. In 

Zambia’s society, these groups are at the bottom of the social hierarchy. Those 

who are accused, on the other hand, have a somewhat elevated position. For 

Wariboko, “[t]he supernatural is a technology of existence” (2014:287), 

meaning that who wants to live well needs the support of spiritual forces. 

Those who want to live extra-ordinarily well, with a special status or 

exceptional wealth, need an extra dose of spiritual support. Referring to the use 

of spiritual forces as a ‘technology’ implies a moral neutrality. Spiritual forces 

are tools for whoever wants to use them; they are not good or evil in 
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themselves.  

Wim van Binsbergen points out that certain professions in particular 

require the assistance of spiritual forces. In his ethnography of religious change 

in Zambia he writes about traditional notions of evil in western Zambia 

(1981:142): “It is highly significant that medicine prepared out of human 

remains, so central in impersonal sorcery, is considered to be essential for the 

attainment and maintaining of precisely the few elevated statuses existing in 

the society of central western Zambia: the hunter, the doctor (nganga), the 

commercial entrepreneur, and especially the chief.” Those who seek extra-

ordinary status need extra-ordinary powers to acquire it – this is an accepted 

fact of life.
74

 That the use of medicine prepared out of human remains is 

essential for hunters, ngangas, commercial entrepreneurs and chiefs again 

shows the morally neutral, technical aspect of dealing with these powers. Van 

Binsbergen writes about a time and context in which accusations of Satanism 

were still unknown. The content of the accusations, however, has remained the 

same: some people kill others to acquire power. The professions associated 

with this practice are also very similar. Businessmen, religious specialists and 

those who wield political power need the extra powers, in Van Binsbergen’s 

time as well as now. However, today the ways of acquiring this extra power are 

rejected as Satanism.  

 Like politicians, chiefs wield political powers. Therefore, I have stated 

that the professions in need of spiritual help are similar to Van Binsbergen’s 

quote. However, it is interesting to note that chiefs are not among the 

categories of people accused of Satanism. This does not mean that chiefs have 

fallen out of the categories of professions that need spiritual assistance. That 

chiefs require spiritual powers is taken for granted. However, in the case of 

chiefs this is not labelled as ‘Satanism’. What is the difference between chiefs 

on one hand and politicians, businessmen, pastors and teachers on the other? 

One important difference is that they belong to different moral universes. 

Chiefs and headmen belong to a rural world, while the categories of people 

accused of Satanism are all more related to urban settings. As Deborah Kaspin 

has showed in her analysis of traditional Nyau-dancers in Malawi, national 

politics and village politics belong to parallel universes of meaning (1993). 

Chiefs and village headmen are associated with tribal identity and traditional 

rituals through which they access spiritual powers. State officials, politicians, 

                                                 
74 I am using the hyphen between ‘extra’ and ‘ordinary’ because I want to emphasize that I am not just 

talking about great or unusual powers, but powers related to a realm beyond the ordinary.  
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teachers and Christians in general are defined as outsiders of this traditional 

milieu. They belong to an urban universe of meaning which has its own loci of 

power. In the world of the chief, spiritual powers that grant extra-ordinary 

status are morally neutral tools. In the Christian urban world these powers are 

rejected, and Satanism is the name for the locus of illicit spiritual power needed 

to be successful in this urban milieu. 

 Accusations of Satanism happen in the rural as well as in urban areas. 

In the village, teachers, commercial farmers and government officials coming 

to implement development projects may be accused of involvement in 

Satanism. Even though these accusations play out in a rural context, the 

categories of those accused are linked to the urban. In the democratic nation 

state, politicians and the government have taken up much of the power that 

used to be in the hands of chiefs. For villagers, politicians and government 

officials are outsiders, signifying a structure of power alternative to village 

politics. Teachers are educated in the city, and then randomly placed in schools 

by the government. Because they are new in the community, because they are 

educated in town, and because in many rural areas the teacher is one of the few 

persons receiving a salary, teachers are viewed as people who belong to the 

urban world more than to the world of the village. The commercial farmer has 

connections to towns as well. His relative wealth and his trade links with 

customers beyond the village alienate him from village life. Accusations of 

pastors and churches are generally an urban phenomenon, and those accused 

are often churches and pastors of a neo-Pentecostal slant. Neo-Pentecostal 

churches – often with names ending with ‘International’ – offer their members 

access to a global urban network of like-minded believers.  

 Politicians, businessmen, teachers, pastors and government officials, 

then, all belong to the urban world. This urban world is constructed in contrast 

to the village world. To Zambians, ‘urban’ signifies development, modernity, 

and Christianity (Kroesbergen-Kamps 2013). In this urban world, extra-

ordinary success still requires support from extra-ordinary powers. According 

to Ruth Marshall, politicians and businessmen were the first groups to be 

connected to satanic ways of acquiring riches. She gives the example of 

Nigerian dictator General Sani Abacha, who was rumoured to have amassed 

wealth and power using “macabre juju shrines” (Marshall 2009:167). About the 

newly rich businessmen, she writes (2009:185):   

These businessmen are popularly understood as having achieved 

their wealth not only through criminal means (advance fee fraud, 
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abuse of confidence, drug dealing, fraudulent speculation, 

corruption of various sorts) but also through ritual human sacrifice, 

macabre trafficking in human body parts, contacts with secret 

societies and cults, and pacts with powerful witches and other 

diabolical spirits. 

When churches became more like business ventures, the accusations of illicit 

accumulation were aimed at pastors as well. The approved way to access these 

powers is through Christian rituals of prayer, fasting and offering. Satanism is 

the name – obviously given from a Christian perspective – for illicit ways of 

accessing spiritual powers. In the moral universe of Zambian urbanism, 

Satanism signifies an illegitimate application of extra-ordinary powers to attain 

extra-ordinary status. 

 All of the accusations against politicians, businessmen and government 

officials, and most of the accusations against teachers and pastors or churches 

can be interpreted in this way. Accused businessmen are thought to have 

acquired their wealth and success in business through ritual murder. Like the 

businessmen in the quote from Marshall’s book, politician Hakainde Hichilema 

is thought to be a member of a secret society to have achieved his wealth and 

political power. Even the miraculous powers of pastors may come from an 

illicit, diabolical source. Exceptions are the riots against the Goshali church in 

Chongwe – which was a clear example of an enemy from outside – and 

instances of mass hysteria in schools. 

 

5.4 Conclusion 

Rumours have been described as ‘improvised news’ (Shibutani 1966). Often, 

rumours start after an event that is important to people’s lives. This event may 

mean a disturbance of a daily routine, or something that may have far-reaching 

consequences. If such an important event happens, there is a growing demand 

for news about the event. The more important, disturbing or consequential the 

event is perceived to be, the greater is the demand for news concerning the 

event (Shibutani in Turner 1993:46,80). If this demand for news exceeds the 

supply, rumours are bound to arise. News can be lacking completely or be 

ambiguous, for example because it is not clearly reported, if there are 

conflicting versions, or if the channels of news are perceived as untrustworthy 

(Allport & Postman in Turner 1993:30). In this situation where people want 

news, but they do not receive it, they turn to each other to come up with 

theories about the event and about how to respond to it (Fine & Ellis 2010:7). 
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In the absence of trustworthy news, people improvise their own – and this is 

what we call rumour. After the initial crisis of the event has passed, rumours 

change their focus from understanding the event and its consequences to 

establishing the moral meaning of the event. At this point, the question is who 

is to blame for the event. According to Fine and Ellis (2010:52), this is the 

moment that political rumours emerge. 

 The rumours of Satanism in Zambia are examples of improvised news. 

Often, there is a specific incident that triggers the rumours, such as a missing 

child or a discovered corpse. Neutral and trustworthy news is often hard to find 

in Zambia. The story brought by one newspaper may contradict that in another 

– this is especially the case for the coverage of Zambian politics. Fears about 

missing children and murders have a direct impact on the local community. 

The effects of national politics are less immediately felt, but the consequences 

may be far-reaching. Rumours help to give local and national events meaning. 

What happened to the boy? Why is the pastor teaching these strange things? 

What are these government vehicles doing in our village? Will our next 

president take good care of the country? It is probable that rumours and their 

disruptive effects would decrease if people had access to better and more 

neutral information. On the other hand, politicians and those on their side are 

not beneath using rumour and media for their own advantage. There will 

always be events that cause people to improvise news and pin blame on others. 

Rumour is a phenomenon that is as common in developed, Western countries 

as it is in Zambia. 

 Rumours and accusations of Satanism imply narratives about an evil 

Other, such as the testimonies of ex-Satanists, although the rumours themselves 

are often statements rather than narratives. The presence of rumours makes 

testimonies plausible, and the presence of testimonies can give rise to new 

rumours. Rumours and testimonies feed into each other. Like the rumours 

discussed in this chapter, testimonies often identify teachers, businessmen and 

politicians as regular visitors to the underworld. However, testimonies and the 

rumours discussed in this chapter differ from each other as well. Unlike the 

rumours and accusations, testimonies point to an unknown enemy within the 

gates of the community, because ex-Satanists are most often adolescent girls 

who may not even have known that they were involved in Satanism at the time. 

In the accusations of Satanism, on the other hand, there is a clear understanding 

of the usual suspects. These usual suspects – politicians, businessmen, teachers, 

pastors and government officials involved with development projects – are 
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associated with illicit means to acquire their extra-ordinary power or success, 

and the label Satanism is given specifically to those professions that are 

connected to towns and urban worlds of meaning. Unlike the adolescent ex-

Satanists who give testimonies, these professionals, who are allegedly involved 

in harmful spiritual means to become rich or powerful, act knowingly. They are 

perpetrators instead of victims of satanic affliction. Among the testimonies, 

only the testimonies of adult men follow this same pattern.  
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6. Testimonies of Satanism and the gaps between expectation and lived 

reality  

 

6.1 Introduction 

Narratives say something about the society in which they are told. Stories about 

Satanism in different contexts have been said to reveal implicit societal fears 

and threats experienced by those who share them. For example, in South Africa 

fears about Satanism were prevalent from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s. 

During this time, white South Africans worried about the corruption of their 

youths by involvement in Satanism through occult entertainment like Ouija-

boards, contact with non-Christian religions, heavy metal music and horror 

movies. All of these were seen as entry points into a Satanist cult that practised 

rituals involving sex, drugs and murder. Policemen investigating cult and ritual 

activity warned the public of this danger, and confessions of ex-Satanists 

appeared in popular magazines. To a large extent this panic was confined to 

white South Africa. Nicky Falkof relates the South African imaginary of 

Satanism to developments in society at that time. According to her (2016:102), 

“[t]he Satanism scare was a moment of displacement in which collective 

concerns about the end of white dominance could be repressed in favour of an 

imaginary threat that, despite its horrifying potential and the disgusting acts 

associated with it, still allowed white people to remain central in the white 

imagination.” In South Africa, the white panic about Satanism says something 

about fears and anxieties in the white community. In this chapter I will try to 

answer the question what narratives about Satanism in Zambia say about 

Zambian society.  

 Before attempting to answer the question of what testimonies show 

about the world in which someone lives, it is important to establish whose 

world I am talking about. First, the testimonies offer a window on a Christian 

world. Satan and his Satanists are part of a Christian worldview, more 

specifically of a neo-Pentecostal kind. Not every church in Zambia, and not 

even every Pentecostal church, shares the focus on spiritual warfare that is so 

common in neo-Pentecostal churches. Still, in Zambia, neo-Pentecostalism is 

not limited to the well-known branches of international and local churches. 

There also appears to be a grass-roots Pentecostalisation of mainline churches, 

for example in the charismatic movement in the Catholic Church. Other 

mainline churches, such as the Reformed Church in Zambia, take on neo-

Pentecostal beliefs and practices as well (cf. Kroesbergen-Kamps 2016). 
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Second, Satanism is an urban phenomenon. The churches in which testimonies 

are performed operate in urban areas, and the testimonies have an urban, rather 

than a rural, setting. Third, both the ex-Satanists and their audience are mainly 

young adults, under the age of 35. Spiritual warfare, with its related narratives 

and practices, appeals to young audiences, while older Zambians are much 

more sceptical and hesitant. Testimonies can show us something about the 

tensions in the world in which young, urban, Christian Zambians of a neo-

Pentecostal leaning live. 

 Stories show the circumstances in which their narrators live. Stories are 

also shaped by conceptual frameworks: in other words, by the way their 

narrators assume the world operates (cf. Fine & Ellis 2010:175). Let me give 

an example to illustrate this point. This is a story that one of my former 

students shared: 

There is a couple in my congregation. The husband – because of 

the current economic climate – he went to see a certain man. This 

man, he told him that everyone can become rich within fourteen 

days, but that he would have to do something. Sacrifice someone, 

that is. The man was surprised, and he said that he would think 

about it. He went home and thought about whom he might 

sacrifice. After some time, he thought of his wife. Now the father 

to the wife is a powerful witch. Somehow he heard about the 

husband’s plans to sacrifice his wife, and he thought to himself: 

“That is my daughter, I will lose if she dies.” So he used his 

powers to take the wife away. The wife, she just disappeared. As 

the minister I was told: one of your members is missing. So we 

prayed for her. Later, they found her in Malawi, where she was 

kept in a room in a house. The people in that house said: “We 

know how she came here and we have agreed to keep her.” You 

see, these things are really happening.  

The main motifs in this story are familiar: spiritual forces are active in the 

world, and may be accessed through witchcraft or by means of other experts, 

and one may get rich if one sacrifices a family member. Satanism is not 

mentioned explicitly, but, as we have seen in the previous chapter, illicit 

accumulation of wealth by businessmen is often referred to as Satanism. The 

student’s last sentence – “You see, these things are really happening” – is an 

example of the rhetorical use of stories about Satanism that was addressed in 

Chapter 4, and it also shows that the narrator intends his story to be taken at 
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face value. 

 But what does this story show about Zambian society? First of all, it 

reveals day-to-day life: people are married, possibly not without tensions; there 

are fathers who love and want to protect their daughters; and life is difficult in 

the current economic climate. This is the world Zambians are living in. What 

strikes me most in the narrative is how the wife is absent. The story is about her, 

but she has no active role. Her husband wants to sacrifice her to get rich, her 

father spirits her away, and then she is kept in a house in Malawi. Males are the 

ones acting in this story; the woman could just as well have been a possession, 

an object. If the referrals to the woman are substituted with an object, such as a 

TV, the story would still make sense:  

A man wanted to earn money. Someone told him that to do that he 

would have to make a sacrifice, he would have to give something 

up. The man thought about his TV. His father heard about his 

plans and thought: “But I have given him this TV, I can’t let this 

happen!” So he took the TV away. Later it was found in a room in 

a house in Malawi.  

The story teaches me something about the place and worth of women in the 

Zambian worldview. Now, the point of the story is not to say something about 

women. Our student is not symbolically trying to express his thoughts about 

gender inequality. But still: the narrative has a woman-shaped hole. It can only 

be told in this way if the narrator has a certain worldview.  

 The analysis in this chapter takes a further step. Narratives 

coincidentally show things about the society in which they are told, as I have 

shown with the example of the story about the husband and his wife. When 

certain stories are popular, this furthermore means that they resonate with 

specific circumstances and anxieties. A narrative that is endlessly shared – like 

the Zambian stories featuring Satanists – is persuasive to its audience because it 

addresses an uncertainty that is held in common. Bill Ellis (2000:xvii) calls this 

function of narratives the Rumpelstiltskin-principle: “The act of naming […] a 

social threat allows people to put a name, a face, and an agenda onto a poorly 

defined problem. Translating it into words allows individuals to gain control 

over these threatening social stresses.” Like the imp Rumpelstiltskin in the 

well-known fairy tale, a situation is disarmed when it is named and given a 

place in the web of stories that underlies our view of the world. Therefore, in 

this chapter, I will not investigate the random circumstances of life that are 

reflected in narratives about Satanism, but specifically those that are likely to 
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resonate with contemporary challenges in society.  

 Testimonies are rich sources. In previous chapters I have discussed the 

development of the testimony and its main story line. To appreciate the 

meaning of testimonies for their audiences, it is important to look at elements 

of the testimony that are less directly related to its plot, and interpret them in 

the light of the conventions of Zambian society. In this chapter I will analyse 

other formal elements of a narrative: the characters or protagonists, and the 

way in which places and material objects are used as setting of the narrative. 

To be more specific, I will look at the way the testimonies engage with 

protagonists such as family and friends, as well as the way in which they speak 

about generalised, normative character models that inform the perception of 

what a man, a woman, or a Christian is and how he or she should behave. I will 

also look at the places and objects that the testimonies refer to. For this chapter 

I have used my whole collection of Zambian testimonies, including full-length 

testimonies given in churches or on the radio; testimonies described in 

newspaper articles; and (summaries of) testimonies acquired from the archives 

of the Fingers of Thomas (for an overview see Appendix 1). I will quote ex-

Satanists whom I have referred to in previous chapters by name. 

  

6.2 Protagonists: Tensions surrounding strangers and the family 

In three quarters of the testimonies, there are more characters involved than just 

the ex-Satanist. Four categories of protagonists are important in the testimonies: 

family, friends, church people, and strangers. Neighbours and professionals 

such as doctors or teachers – two categories of people who could be expected 

to figure as characters in the narrative – are virtually absent, as are referrals to 

tribal or ethnic background. Before interpreting the occurrence of these 

categories of protagonists, I will give an overview of what their common roles 

are in testimonies.  

Family, friends, church people, and strangers are connected to the 

narrative of the ex-Satanist in different ways. Strangers, family members and 

friends may be linked to the experience of initiation into Satanism. For 

example, in one of the testimonies collected by the Fingers of Thomas, an ex-

Satanist saw a chance encounter with two strangers – in retrospect probably 

missionaries from the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons) – 

as the start of her involvement with Satanism. Others describe being initiated 

by their grandmother, mother, sister or father. Another common motif is 

initiation through a gift received from a friend, generally a piece of clothing or 
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some food. Church people are not connected to this experience of initiation. 

Although some ex-Satanists refer to pastors as persons who may lead 

congregants into Satanism, none of the testimonies gives a first-hand account 

of this.  

Another way in which the protagonists play a role in the testimonies is 

as victims of the Satanist. In testimonies ex-Satanists confess to being 

responsible for the death or harming of strangers, pastors and intercessors, 

friends, and members of the extended family. Road accidents are the most 

common way in which strangers are sacrificed. In the case of family members 

several testimonies mention stabbing a mirror with a knife after which the 

intended victim dies.  

A final role of the protagonists in testimonies is that of helper or 

deliverer. Church people – pastors and intercessors – generally fulfil this part.  

 As I have argued in the introduction to this chapter, popular narratives 

about Satanism act as windows on the lived reality in which Zambians find 

themselves. The way in which other people appear in testimonies elucidates 

day-to-day tensions experienced in social relations. According to some authors, 

narratives about Satanism and related phenomena specifically address tensions 

surrounding the family. Others take a different approach and link these 

narratives to anonymity and the fear of strangers. Do these theories live up to 

the evidence found in Zambian testimonies? 

 In an article on contemporary rumours and urban legends in West 

Africa, Julien Bonhomme (2012) writes about penis snatching, killer phone 

calls and dangerous gifts. The latter two are related to narratives about 

Satanism. In June 2013 I received the following text message: “Never pick call 

from 0800 226655. They are using people for rituals from today till August 17. 

They just want your voice. Send this message to people you care about. Please 

do it and save a life. Am not joking.” Although Satanism is not explicitly 

mentioned in this text, in conversations people do associate the message with 

unsolicited initiation and ritual sacrifice by Satanists. The rumour about killer 

phone numbers was reported in Nigeria as early as 2004 (Bonhomme 

2012:208), and quickly grew to a transnational narrative. A very similar 

message to the one I received from a Zambian contact in 2013 was spread in 

Nigeria in 2011. Bonhomme interprets the rumour as an illustration of the 

perceived danger of anonymity that is enforced through information technology.  

 The danger of anonymity is also present in another case that 

Bonhomme described, namely that of deadly alms given by a mysterious, 
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wealthy benefactor to those in need – who afterwards die. This rumour spread 

mainly in countries with a strong Muslim presence, where almsgiving is a 

religious obligation. In Zambian testimonies of Satanism, initiation is often 

related to receiving gifts. Generally these gifts are given by someone who is 

known, like a friend or a teacher, but sometimes the giver is unknown. In one 

testimony, an ex-Satanist warns: “Be very careful with things that are given to 

you.” “You mean things that we get from neighbours,” the interviewer suggests. 

The ex-Satanist continues: “With neighbours it’s okay, but not things you get 

on the road, like children sometimes get. Don’t take these things.” The things 

that he is referring to are mainly sweets and biscuits. Fears of satanic food are 

also prevalent in the scares of Satanism that affect schools, as we have seen in 

the previous chapter.
75

 Bonhomme relates stories about deadly alms to a crisis 

surrounding gifts in contemporary Africa (see also De Boeck & Plissart 

2004:196f). The gift, supposed to strengthen social relations and redistribute 

wealth, has become a danger. For Bonhomme, it is relevant that the gifts in the 

rumours he describes come from anonymous donors rather than from family 

members or other relations. 

 According to Bonhomme, the common denominator in stories about 

deadly alms and killer phone calls is anonymity. Anonymity is a key part of the 

African experience of both urban life and information technology (Bonhomme 

2012:226): 

Face-to-face encounters with strangers, around which both penis 

snatching and deadly alms revolve, are typical of urban modernity 

(though admittedly not exclusive to it). Mediated interactions with 

distant and often invisible others, around which killer phone 

numbers revolve, are part and parcel of technological modernity 

(cars with tinted windows, mentioned in rumors of deadly alms, in 

fact fall somewhere between the two categories). 

Anxieties connected to these ordinary situations blend with common African 

discourses of witchcraft and related phenomena and give rise to new rumours 

and narratives. In these narratives, witchcraft is no longer restricted to intimate 

relations. Instead, its scope has widened to include the anonymous stranger as a 

source of spiritual danger.  

 How does Bonhomme’s analysis relate to narratives of Satanism in 

Zambia? Rumours about tainted gifts and killer phone numbers are present in 

                                                 
75 The fear of gifts from strangers, especially when these are given to children, is also a common theme in 

European and American panics surrounding child-molesters.  
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the Zambian context, and are related to Satanism. But is the danger of 

anonymity the common denominator in testimonies of Satanism? In most 

testimonies, strangers play a role as victims of the Satanist, rather than as 

sources of danger. Ex-Satanists confess to sacrificing scores of strangers. In her 

testimony, Naomi says: “I can’t count how many I have killed, because there 

just have been so many.” Others claim to have caused notable accidents with a 

heavy death toll in Zambia or beyond, such as the plane crash that killed the 

Zambian national football team in 1993 or the tsunami in the Indian Ocean in 

2004. These strangers in testimonies are somehow different from Bonhomme’s 

anonymous strangers. For although the strangers in the rumours discussed by 

Bonhomme are unknown, they are still relatively close: they are faces in the 

streets, whose hands you might shake and who might get hold of your phone 

number. Bonhomme also argues that the rumours involve specific groups of 

strangers, like certain ethnic groups (2012:215f) or the people behind big 

companies (2012:224). On the other hand, strangers in the testimonies are a 

faceless mass. The killing of these strangers does not involve a profound moral 

dilemma. They exist only as numbers. The testimonies may reflect a general 

fear that misfortune may strike at any time and from any direction, but, looking 

at the treatment of protagonists in testimonies, strangers and anonymity do not 

constitute a major worry. The deaths of strangers in testimonies is collateral 

damage that does not touch the heart of the narrative (Koschorke 2012:227). 

 In testimonies, the category of protagonists that is discussed most, is 

that of the family members. In my collection of testimonies, family members 

are mentioned as intended victims much more frequently than friends or 

pastors/intercessors. According to Peter Geschiere, modernity may have 

extended the scope of narratives about witchcraft and related phenomena, but 

in the end the danger leads back to the intimacy of the home. In Witchcraft, 

Intimacy, and Trust (2013) Geschiere begins his argument with fears of 

Cameroonian evolués – those with an education and a position outside of the 

village – to return to their village because of witchcraft attacks out of jealousy. 

In the 1970s, villagers complained that these successful sons did not bring their 

wealth back to the village, while evolués kept a safe distance from the village. 

Twenty years later, the relations between village and urban relatives were still 

fraught with suspicions of witchcraft, but this time it was the villagers who felt 

threatened by the new forms of witchcraft practiced by the wealthy urbanites. 

In the 1990s, when young Cameroonians started to define themselves as global 

citizens, the scope of the witchcraft discourse also increased. This broadening 
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of the scope meant that the connection between witchcraft and kinship became 

less strong, or at least obscured. However, kinship did not become absent as a 

force in narratives about witchcraft and related phenomena. Even migrants to 

Europe feel the expectations of relatives, and fear witchcraft if they are not able 

to live up to them. For Geschiere, the baseline is this (2013:62): “Despite 

growing distance, there seems to be a recurrent and somber refrain that people 

‘at home’ – even if this home has become an almost virtual one – have 

dangerous powers and must therefore be respected.”  

 Satanism is a new form of witchcraft not mentioned by Geschiere but 

similar to the West African narratives he describes. As with the types of 

modern witchcraft described by Geschiere, there is an interesting tension 

between an increase of scope and a recurring relevance of intimate relations. 

The label ‘Satanism’ in itself already points to a more global scope than the 

parochial witchcraft. Satanism, as it is understood in the Zambian context, 

implies a struggle between forces of good and evil that is taking place on a 

global scale. The extended scope of narratives of Satanism can also be seen in 

the contexts in which Satanism occurs, as I argued in Chapter 5: professions 

related to the world of the city and, beyond that, to the global domain. 

Geschiere notes that even though witchcraft now operates on a global platform, 

the danger is still located within the intimate relations of the family.  

In Satanism this is the case as well. The narrative of one ex-Satanist, 

Tsitsi, is a good example of this phenomenon. Tsitsi recounts how she and her 

friends tried to attack the prominent Nigerian pastor T.B. Joshua – already an 

international target. “We sat having a meeting, and that’s when my 

grandmother said that you should go and attack T.B. Joshua who has brought a 

lot of people in Christianity. So the first people who went [to attack him] were 

my friends whom I used to work with: Lady Gaga, Beyoncé, Rihanna, Jay Z.” 

The globally famous artists Lady Gaga, Beyoncé, Rihanna and Jay Z are 

Tsitsi’s friends in the underworld, or even her subordinates – “they were like 

my secretaries,” Tsitsi says later. Global as this may seem, at the top of the 

hierarchy in the underworld stands not an international figure of evil, but 

Tsitsi’s grandmother. She is the one who tells them who they have to attack. 

The global and the intimate local intermingle; and of these two, the intimate 

receives the highest standing. This is obvious in other testimonies as well. 

While the sacrifice of strangers and even friends is mentioned in passing – “I 

used to cause many accidents” – killing relatives is described much more 

extensively. The most elaborate episodes of sacrifice in testimonies relate to the 



206 
 

sacrifice of close relatives. This is often the case with the first assignment as 

well as with the last, failed, assignment.  

 There are two ways in which testimonies may be related to the 

experience of family ties as stifling bonds. According to Birgit Meyer (1998b) 

Pentecostal religiosity, in which testimonies of Satanism are shared, strives to 

help Christians to ‘make a break with the past.’ This past is associated with the 

extended family, with the village and with rejected cultural or religious 

traditions which tie a person to the satanic. These ties need to be cut in order to 

become a free individual, independent of and unaffected by family relations, 

and able to progress (Meyer 1998b:338). Narratives about Satanism are 

illustrations of the toxic bonds with the past.  

On the other hand, Satanists who sacrifice family members can also be 

interpreted as doing exactly what Meyer’s Pentecostals dream about. The 

Satanists literally sever the ties with their families by sacrificing them, and this 

is what makes them wealthy. In another article, Meyer writes that narratives 

about Satanism “refer to tensions surrounding financial matters within the 

family,” (1995:247) and especially “the assertion of individual interest above 

that of the family” (ibid.:246). 

 One can construct these two narratives as opposites. In the first, the ties 

with the family need to be cut because they link a person to the forces of evil, 

personified in the figure of the witch who uses the life force of family members 

for their own gain. In the second, the Satanist personifies the wish to sever the 

ties with family members in order to become rich. The witch belongs to the 

world of the extended family and the village, while the Satanist belongs to the 

more individualistic urban world. This means that in the two narratives the 

same action has opposite meanings. The Satanist and the witch do the same 

thing: both cause harm to family members for their own purposes. But Meyer 

says of the witch that she needs the blood ties to be able to work, while the 

Satanist cuts those ties. Does sacrificing a family member mean that you need 

her, or that you cast her away? It would be interesting to go back to the 

narratives described by Meyer and see whether the killing of relatives really 

has this opposite meaning in narratives about witches and narratives about 

Satanists. Whatever is the case – and I think that the Zambian testimonies are 

not helpful in establishing which interpretation to choose – they both make 

clear that family ties are perceived as stifling bonds that are a source of danger 

and hinder progress.  

 In the narratives of witches and Satanists discussed by Meyer, the links 
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with the extended family seem to be most under pressure. The extended family 

represents the links with a non-Christian tradition, and the claims for support of 

members of the extended family put a strain on one’s income. In the Zambian 

testimonies, however, the majority of intended victims of the Satanist come 

from the nuclear family – parents, siblings or children – rather than from the 

extended family – aunts and uncles, nephews, nieces, cousins. In the 

testimonies, the ex-Satanists report few qualms about sacrificing members of 

the extended family. Those that are mentioned as intended victims are in 

almost every case actually harmed according to the narrative. This is different 

from the intended victims coming from the nuclear family. In the testimonies, 

half of the intended victims who are members of the nuclear family could not 

be harmed by the Satanist. Within the nuclear family, relationships matter: if 

the testimony refers to a troubled relationship in the nuclear family, this family 

member is killed, while a loved member of the nuclear family cannot be killed 

or harmed. As I argued in Chapter 4, a failed assignment like this is an 

important feature of many testimonies. These emotional deliberations play 

almost no role in the sacrifice of extended family members, friends, 

pastors/intercessors or strangers. If the testimonies show something about the 

experience of relations within the family, ties within the nuclear family should 

be part of the interpretation, and not just the ties with the extended family. Here 

the Zambian testimonies contrast with those discussed by Meyer, who focuses 

on the relations with the extended family.   

 The nuclear family – a household consisting of father, mother and their 

biological children – was promoted in Zambia by missionaries and social 

welfare officials connected to the mining industry. Anthropologists expected 

that, with industrialisation and urbanisation, the modern nuclear family would 

take hold in Zambian society. James Ferguson’s book on the Zambian 

Copperbelt (1999) shows that these expectations were not really met. 

Throughout the twentieth century the nuclear family remained an ideal rather 

than the actual norm – even though that ideal was shared by both policy makers 

and ordinary Zambians. In fact, Ferguson shows that many households 

supported relatives other than biological children; the term marriage could be 

interpreted fluidly; and marriages were brittle and far from sexually exclusive. 

Also, although the Zambian laws of inheritance give rights to the nuclear 

family, the relatives of a deceased husband often do not adhere to these laws. In 

practice, the nuclear family remains an ideal that is preached by churches, the 

government and the media, but it is far from the lived reality of many 
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Zambians. Adam Ashforth notes the same thing for South Africans living in 

Soweto, and writes (2005): “If the ‘nuclear’ type of family is the ideal, then 

about six in ten Sowetans live in households with some sort of family 

configuration that they probably consider suboptimal to some degree.” Zambia 

is not very different. This is partly due to the influence of the AIDS epidemic, 

which causes children to live in vulnerable households with non-traditional 

heads of household such as grandparents or children (UNICEF n.d.). According 

to statistics from the Zambia demographic and health survey 2013-2014, 30% 

of households in urban Zambia contain children under the age of 18 who are 

living with neither their mother nor their father present (Central Statistical 

Office 2015:23). In urban areas only 45% of children live with both parents 

(2015:25). It may be understandable that in this situation the 1960s image of 

the perfect nuclear family comes up as an ideal. 

 The clearest tension related to others in the testimonies is that 

surrounding the immediate family: parents, brothers, sisters and children. The 

ideal of a loving and supportive family unit consisting of a father, mother and 

their children is questioned in the testimonies. Ex-Satanists often tell how they 

shifted from one household to the next, going from living with a mother to 

living with a grandmother, a sister or an aunt. For example, Naomi, a 17 year 

old ex-Satanist who gave her testimony in 2011 and 2012, says that in 2004, “I 

lived with my grandmother and grandfather, the elder brother to my 

grandmother.” Then, “the Devil threw me out from Chipata to Lusaka. In 

Lusaka I stayed with my grandfather. After that, he died. [...] I started asking 

about my father, but nobody told me what happened to him. Some years later, I 

was brought to stay with my mother.” Like many Zambian children, Naomi 

was never able to live with her sister and their biological parents.  

As we have seen in Chapter 3, a feeling of not fitting in is common in 

the testimonies. Even when living with parents, the situation is not necessarily 

ideal. Testimonies tell about absent fathers and uncaring stepmothers. Gideon 

Mulenga Kabila narrates in a video recording of his testimony that sometime in 

his childhood he discovered that his father – whom he had believed was dead – 

lived in Zambia (Torp 2007). “That is how I moved from Namibia to Zambia. 

When I came to Zambia I found that my father was still alive. [...] When I came 

to my father’s place, I discovered that my father was a man who had a heart for 

the children. He loved me so much...” Because of his father’s love he is unable 

to sacrifice him. But his new living situation is not happy. “He was married 

again to another woman, who was my stepmother. The stepmother hated me so 
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much. She would mistreat me, she used to push me, do a lot of things.” Kabila 

proceeds to sacrifice his stepmother. Another Satanist, David, is asked to 

sacrifice either his mother or his father. The choice is easy: “I loved my mother 

so much. The problem was with my father, because my father, he mistreated us 

when we were young. He was a drunkard, beating mum, he divorced her. I had 

that bitterness and hatred with my father. So I said: OK, I can sacrifice my dad.” 

Living together as a nuclear family is, in the testimonies, often unattainable or 

filled with conflicts. 

 On the other hand, the testimonies also enforce the ideal of the nuclear 

family. Members of the nuclear family are loved, ties with them cannot be 

severed easily. In the deliverance service presented in Chapter 4, this was an 

important theme. The father who had confessed to sacrificing several of his 

children was re-united with his other children a week later. His daughter, 

speaking on behalf of the other children, told the church how the family 

separated after the father joined a church that the others deemed satanic. The 

children were on their own, and the father was on his own. They were living 

miserable lives. They became poor, and the children were forced to get into 

early marriages. Furthermore, the children were scared of being sacrificed by 

their father. The father replies: “Don’t be scared. I’m born again. I want us to 

live in harmony. Let us unite, the way we used to live.” The pastor thanks God 

that He has made it possible for the family to re-unite, and emphasises that 

children belong to their parents: “Do you know that the children, what they did 

– running away from their father, not listening to their father – [when they did 

that] they were not fulfilling what Scripture says, [namely] that you must obey 

your parents. Whatever they do, they are still your parents.” This emphasis on 

the nuclear family is not uncommon in Pentecostal churches (cf. Maxwell 

1998:354; cf. Frahm-Arp 2010).  

Another way in which the testimonies defend the nuclear family is 

through the narratives of failed sacrifices. Gideon Mulenga Kabila sacrifices 

his hated stepmother, but he is not able to harm his father. This is a recurring 

theme in the testimonies. Unlike strangers, friends and members of the 

extended family, the direct family members are not easily killed or harmed. 

The bonds within the nuclear family are stronger. The nuclear family remains 

the ideal form for Christians. The testimonies of Satanism both resonate with 

the fraught realities of live in contemporary Zambia, where people live in 

‘suboptimal’ family configurations, and with the hope that the love in the ideal 

nuclear family will conquer all.  
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  Relations with the protagonists in testimonies of Satanism can show us 

something about social relationships in Zambian society. While the anonymity 

of strangers and the stifling bonds with the extended family are issues that play 

a role in the portrayal of others in testimonies, I have argued in this section that 

tensions surrounding the immediate, nuclear family are even more clearly 

reflected in Zambian testimonies. The nuclear family is an ideal, an expectation 

that never really meets the lived reality of many Zambians. In the following 

sections we will encounter more of these gaps between dreams and reality.   

 

6.3 Normative role models: Tensions surrounding expected behaviour 

The protagonists that I discussed in the previous section were actual characters 

from the testimonies. Apart from these protagonists, there are also more 

general stereotypes present in the testimonies. These stereotypes are normative 

role models, reflecting the internalised expectations of others in society. Role 

models refer to the cultural norms, values and expected behaviours we use as 

references in evaluating ourselves and others. Zambian society is far less 

egalitarian than the Dutch society in which I received my education.
76

 Two 

important markers of stratification in Zambia are gender (male/female) and age 

(elder/child). The behaviour that is expected from Zambians depends on their 

relative station in life related to these characteristics. The testimonies of 

Zambian ex-Satanists can give us insight into the expected behaviour related to 

normative role models. The testimonies do not describe these role models in an 

explicit way. Rather, they speak to common notions of normative role models. 

What does it mean to be a Christian? What behaviour is expected of a child, a 

woman, and a man? In this section I will focus on Christian, child, woman, and 

man, as normative role models addressed in the testimonies, and as we will see 

that these role models are mainly addressed through inversions. 

 The discourse of Satanism is a Christian discourse, and it shows 

something about what a Christian is supposed to be. The Satanist is an inverted 

version of this ideal Christian. Gideon Mulenga Kabila is very explicit about 

this inversion (Torp 2007):  

A Satanist is a person who worships Satan. Like Christianity 

means Christ-like, Satanism is a person who is like Satan. How 

can a person be like Satan? A person is like Satan when he begins 

                                                 
76 I actually grew up in Germany, as a daughter of the employee of a wealthy industrialist-turned-agrarian, 

whom we referred to as ‘the Boss’. In Germany in general, and in this specific context, I was much more 

aware of hierarchy than my Dutch classmates.  
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to do things that Satan does: telling lies, gossiping, serial-killers 

that kill people, adultery: a lot of sins that are happening. All those 

sins: when a person is doing that, he is representing Satan. He is 

helping Satan to do his assignment.  

A Satanist behaves in an unchristian way. Instead of loving and worshiping 

God, the Satanist loves the Devil. Several of the young women who 

experienced Satanism say that they were married to the Devil. Instead of being 

filled with the Holy Spirit, the Satanist is filled with demons – scores of them. 

Gideon Mulenga Kabila writes that he was equipped with 10,000 demons 

(n.d.:37). Ex-Satanist Naomi explains: “[A] Satanist is somebody who carries 

more than nine demons. [...A]t first I was carrying 172. And they increased a 

hundred of them so that it became 272.”  

 The existence of narratives containing an inversion of Christianity is 

not limited to contemporary Africa. Differences with inversions from other 

contexts can show which elements are specific for the Zambian context. In 

historical narratives in which Christianity was inverted – for example in the 

imagination of witchcraft – rituals were an important focal point. For example, 

Norman Cohn describes how the witches’ Sabbath is an inversion of Christian 

ritual (2005 [1975]:146f). Like Christians, witches gather at set times. In these 

gatherings the witches pray to the Devil instead of God, and denunciate 

Christian faith instead of reciting the creed. In Roman Catholic countries 

witches have to confess their sins, such as attending church. The Devil then 

gives a sermon against Christianity and the service closes with a communion 

meal consisting of human flesh and blood, which ends in promiscuity and 

incest. This focus on ritual is generally absent in Zambian testimonies. The 

rituals described in testimonies of ex-Satanists are not clearly an inversion of 

Christian ritual. They are not as extensive and formal as the European witches’ 

Sabbath described by Cohn and others.  

How are rituals described in the Zambian testimonies? In several 

testimonies Satanists wear “strange robes” in black, red, or purple. Sometimes 

meetings of Satanists are described, with “people of different races,” presided 

over by the Devil or by a queen of the underworld. One ex-Satanist mentions 

that these gatherings use the same Bible and the same prayers, but the pastor 

who interviews him is quick to explain that this is a sign that he was deceived. 

According to Gideon Mulenga Kabila’s testimony Satanists have their own 

commandments (n.d.:10): 

1. Every Satanist must wear his garment of his specific covenant. 
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2. No Satanist must have mercy to any one especially Christians 

and members of the family. 

3. All Satanists must report to the underworld at 24:00 daily. 

4. Every Satanist must sacrifice souls every year, month and week 

according to your covenant. 

5. No screaming during practices in the industries under world. 

6. Every Satanist must drink blood twice a day except those on 

mission. 

7. No Satanist is allowed to mention the name of Jesus except 

calling him as man of sorrow 

These commandments seem quite random. Some of these commandments are 

the staple of (African) Satanist lore: Satanists have to drink blood and sacrifice 

souls, especially targeting Christians and family members; and the power of 

Christ is greater than that of Satan, which is why a Satanist cannot say the 

name of Jesus. Others seem a bit silly or childish: wearing specific garments, 

having to report at a specific time, and being forbidden to scream. This makes 

them more an inversion of boarding school rules than of Christian ritual. 

Overall, then, the picture is too diverse to draw a coherent picture of satanic 

ritual as a structural inversion of Christian ritual. The inversion of the Christian 

in Zambian testimonies is not demonstrated by his performance of rituals.  

 In their behaviour, if not in their rituals, Satanists are inversions of the 

normative role model of the Christian. Beyond that, they try to cause contrary 

behaviour in other Christians, by making devout Christians backslide and 

causing promiscuity in monogamous Christian marriages. Backsliding is a 

Christian concept that originally refers to Christians who turn back to 

traditional, non-Christian practices. In its current usage it is used for any 

behaviour that lacks a certain seriousness of faith, for example not listening to 

the preacher. “People when they come at church they’ll be not listening to what 

the preacher is teaching. They will just be sharing stories where they are sitting 

at the back,” one ex-Satanist says about the disturbance she caused in the 

church. Letting children cry is a further cause of distraction. Making church 

members fall asleep during the service is another thing that several ex-Satanists 

claim to have caused. Even if the congregation is paying attention, the words of 

the preacher may still not reach them. Grace, the ex-Satanist introduced in 

Chapter 1, narrates how Satanists steal the message of the preacher so that his 

audience will not hear it. Causing confusion in the church is another common 

task for Satanists. In Zambia, confusion is a word with exceedingly negative 



213 
 

connotations that is generally used as a synonym for conflict or strife (cf. 

Haynes 2015:282).   

 In several testimonies the ex-Satanists describe assignments to attack 

marriages, especially Christian marriages. Sometimes this is done by seducing 

Christian husbands, but more often by causing them to desire other women. Ex-

Satanist Eve narrates: “I belonged to a group [whose] assignment was to cast 

spells of lust. [...] So that men can be sleeping around, not with me, but with 

other people.” David, one of the male ex-Satanists, says he became head of the 

department of destroying marriages by setting up a business in everything 

needed for weddings. From wedding dresses and suits to rings and decorations, 

everything in his business was connected to the evil underworld and dangerous 

for whoever used it. For example the wedding rings: “Those rings, once you 

put them on you will find that they will change your behaviour. You start 

behaving badly, which both of them won’t like: I hate the way my husband 

behaves, I hate the way… – just because of that same ring. They will put on a 

spell, a spirit of that you just start behaving badly.” The opposite of a Christian, 

loving marriage here is a promiscuous life combined with the disappearance of 

love within marriage. In all of these ways Satanists are (and cause) the 

inversion of the ideal Christian. 

 Most narrators of testimonies are adolescent girls. The inversions that 

they embody most prominently are those of the child and the woman. 

Traditionally, for a child the right thing to do is to obey the elders – not only 

the parents but also other older people in the community (Nasimiyu-Wasike 

1992:164). In contemporary Zambia, parents and elders expect to be respected 

and treated with reverence. When visiting a Zambian home, it is common for 

the children to come and kneel in respect to greet the visitors. Also, children 

often act as extensions of their parents, going on errands and doing household 

chores. Instead of being respectful youngsters, the Satanists in the testimonies 

are stubborn and rude. One ex-Satanist describes his behaviour towards his 

mother:  

[M]y mother was just coming back from work. She was so furious 

with me. I just told her: ‘Mum, if you do anything stupid to me...’ 

– I knew she was just in the process of going to hit me, or do 

something, but I just took order. I was young, I was a boy, but 

then I was able to threaten my mother. I just told her I would do 

something that you’ve never seen before. It was at this particular 

time that I think my mother got very much afraid. 
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Instead of giving his mother respect, this boy speaks out against his mother, 

even gives her orders. In Chapter 3 I argued that stubborn and rude behaviour 

in children is often a reason for relatives to suspect Satanism. What in other 

parts of the world would be seen as rebellious behaviour not uncommon for 

teenagers is interpreted as a sign of evil and an inversion of the standards.  

 In traditional African societies the distribution of power and knowledge 

between the generations is unequal, and both the position in the social structure 

and the authority this gives over those younger or of a lower rank are related to 

the power of knowing what is hidden from others. According to William 

Murphy (1980), secrecy supports the elders’ political and economic control of 

the youth. Murphy’s research is on the Kpelle of Liberia and Guinea, but the 

same can be said for secret societies like the Nyau in Zambia and Malawi. 

Initiation for boys in a society like the Nyau, or for girls in the secrets of 

womanhood, is a first step on the way to an adult existence. According to a 

number of testimonies, becoming a Satanist means acquiring secret knowledge. 

Naomi recounts how, for her, every school she went to belonged to the Devil: 

“That is where they started explaining some of the things, but not all secrets.” 

Gideon Mulenga Kabila also tells about acquiring secret knowledge (n.d.:14): 

“Before I was given any assignment I was taken to the school of demons where 

I was told to go and learn about the hidden things of this world.” Knowledge 

belongs to the world of adults, and the emphasis on the acquisition of 

knowledge and secrets in testimonies can be seen as an inversion of the 

innocent, unspoilt child.  

 Like children, women are expected to treat their elders and men in 

general with reverence. This is one of the foremost lessons in the traditional 

teachings for girls. For example, in the Bemba female initiation ritual, chisungu, 

a girl is reminded of her position in the social structure and of the behaviours 

and attitudes related to that position. One of the songs learned during chisungu 

is ‘The armpit is not higher than the shoulder,’ meaning that the social 

hierarchy is an unchanging fact of life. According to Jean la Fontaine in her 

introduction to Audrey Richards’ study of chisungu (1982:xviv), the song 

“represents the ineluctable nature of such a hierarchy, condensing in a bodily 

metaphor the subordination of women to men, and of both to inherited 

authority and the seniority of experience that comes with age.”  

Instead of being docile followers, the female Satanists act aggressively 

and acquire power for themselves. “I was a hero on my own,” one adolescent 

female says, “I used to fight, I was not like ‘I am just a woman,’ I was like a 
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wrestler. I used to beat anyhow I feel.” A hero, a fighter, a wrestler: these are 

words associated more closely with men and masculinity than with a girl on the 

brink of womanhood. Other female ex-Satanists acquire powers and titles. 

From a case of the Fingers of Thomas: “I was given 100 bodyguards to look 

after me, whom I could send wherever I wanted. Other Satanists had to climb 

up the hierarchy by following orders and going out on missions. But I was a 

queen from the very beginning.” Instead of being subordinates, these young 

women describe themselves as standing at the top of the hierarchy. Others have 

to bow to them, even those who are in power in the normal world. “They can 

be respected in the society, but under the sea they are humbled. [...] They are 

juniors to other people,” as Naomi says. In the testimonies, the inversion from 

subordinate and respectful to powerful and aggressive is the most common of 

all the inversions discussed in this chapter.  

 For both men and women, sexuality in general – and, more specifically 

having children – belongs to the expected behaviour. Van Breugel writes in his 

study of Chewa traditional life in Malawi and Zambia (2001) that sexuality is 

highly regulated. There are rules for when to have and when not to have sexual 

intercourse, and these rules are related to events in the community such as a 

funeral or the inauguration of a new chief. Intercourse, from this perspective, is 

not an act of pleasure limited to a couple, but an act contributing to the welfare 

of the community. Even in contemporary Zambia, the community bears some 

responsibility for the sexuality of individual couples. In ritual teachings for 

women on the brink of getting married, women from the family and the 

neighbourhood show the young woman, in highly explicit dances, how to have 

sex. Having children is one important aim of sexuality that contributes to the 

community. As Nasimiyu-Wasike states (1992:154), “child-bearing is a sacred 

duty that has to be carried out by all normal individuals of the society. […] The 

woman’s status in the society depended on the number of children she bore, 

and her entire life was centred on children.” Nowadays a woman’s life may not 

be entirely centred on children – and it is debatable whether this has ever been 

the case – but it is expected of a woman to have her own children.  

 Just as with all the norms discussed so far, the Satanists invert this rule. 

For female Satanists, sex does not contribute to the community, and brings 

destruction rather than life. Several ex-Satanists describe being married in the 

underworld. This prevents them from having a productive marriage in the 

normal world. As is described in one of the testimonies collected by the Fingers 

of Thomas: “I was the wife of Satan. The Devil was jealous of any man who 
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wanted me. That is why I could never get married in the physical world.” The 

children born from the union in the underworld also do not contribute to the 

community. “I sacrificed so that I could not give birth to any child,” Naomi 

says. “I will just get pregnant with the demon, sleeping with the demon, 

sleeping with the snakes... [... My children,] they just live there [in the 

underworld], they become demons.” In the normal world, sexuality for female 

Satanists is a source of power over men. Grace narrates: “In the underworld, 

they gave me three gifts. The first was beauty: every man who saw me, saw a 

beautiful girl. The second was my step: when I walked, men would turn around 

and think I was beautiful. The third was an irregular period.” With these gifts, 

she is able to seduce men: “During the day, some men would want me, but I 

said no. During the night I would visit them in the spirit.” These powers, 

however, bring destruction upon the men who fall for the Satanists. Gideon 

Mulenga Kabila describes the tactics of female Satanists and their 

consequences for men (n.d.:19): 

There is a school of advanced prostitution [in the underworld] and 

it trains prostitutes that are in blood shedding how to kill men and 

make Christians to backslide. They use advanced tactics, and these 

are:  

Blood draining tactic, involving the draining of blood from men 

using the snake that are inserted in the female vagina, after the 

man sleeps with the possessed prostitute of the underworld.  

X-trinal tactic: this is a tactic that is used by these advanced 

prostitutes to remove the private parts from a man. [...[ When you 

have an affair with these girls, automatically you will be initiated 

and at times these girls are told to sacrifice and they will not 

sacrifice anyone except those who slept with them. [...] Many have 

died because of these girls; they make men to develop sores on 

their private parts for them not to have affairs with another lady. 

[...] They are also assigned to spread diseases such as AIDS and 

STDs. [... Other girls] are trained to break down marriages. Many 

people’s marriages have been broken because of these girls and 

they can pretend to be humble to men so that they can convince 

them and if a man sleeps with one of these girls he will 

automatically leave the first wife. 

Female Satanists are particularly dangerous; their sexuality brings death and 

disease instead of new life and it harms rather than contributes to the 
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community. In all of these ways the sexuality of female Satanists is an 

inversion of the sexuality expected of a woman.  

 The behaviour of the Satanist is an inversion of the expectations for a 

human, Christian, child and woman. What about the normative role model of 

the man? In recent years, a number of publications have drawn attention to 

cultural expectations and constructions of masculinity in Africa. Certain values 

of masculinity, like aggression, dominance and having multiple sexual partners 

are labelled as ‘troubling’ or even ‘toxic’ because of their contribution to the 

spread of HIV and the oppression of women (cf. Muparamoto 2012). Others 

are described as ‘challenged’, for example because poverty and unemployment 

pose challenges to the expectation that a man can provide for his family (cf. 

Ewusha 2012). One general expectation of masculinity in Zambia is the ability 

to produce. This ability can be taken in a few different senses: to produce food 

or an income for the family, to produce children to sustain the community, and 

as basic virility – a man struggling with infertility or impotence is said not to be 

able to produce.  

 As with the woman in testimonies, the sexuality of Satanist men is 

inverted. Instead of having a productive sexuality, male Satanists are often 

ordered to abstain from sex with their spouse. David, the ex-Satanist who was 

head of the department of destroying marriages, married a woman. But, “the 

problem was that sleeping with her was under instruction.” Meaning that he 

was not allowed to have intercourse with his wife. His interviewer recognises 

this:  

[T]here are couples right now that don’t understand why their 

husbands behave the way they are behaving. Your husband wants 

not to have sex with you. I was talking to a lady in Kitwe, and I’m 

praying for this lady. This lady, hear me, she has never had sex 

with her husband. Now we are talking six years! And yet they are 

living together. Six solid years! And I told her exactly these things 

you are telling: No, your husband is up to something. Your 

husband is into something, and if I were you: run away from this 

marriage as quickly as possible.  

Similar conditions are known of testimonies from other African countries (see 

for example Meyer 1995 and 2005:164ff). Other conditions for being a Satanist 

mentioned in the testimonies are not being allowed to bathe, to use a vehicle or 

to wear shoes. In testimonies of women, conditions are less prominent.  

 Although the sexuality of male Satanists follows the pattern of 



218 
 

inversions, in other respects the testimonies of men are less clearly inverted. 

Men who become Satanists often do so to become successful, powerful or 

wealthy. Success, power and wealth are characteristics of the African ideal type 

of the ‘big man.’ It seems that not living up to this high standard of masculinity 

leads people to Satanism. Take, for example, David, who says:  

I was dealing with hardware. The business was not going the way 

I was thinking, the way it’s supposed to be going. So now I 

consulted my friend and said: ‘No, I’ve been trying and still I’m 

stagnant on the same position.’ Then my friend advised me and 

said: ‘You know, business nowadays, you don’t just do business 

like you used to, you need to find help somewhere.’ 

David had thought that his hardware store would make him rich. However, 

things did not work out in the way he had expected. But David’s friend 

explains to him that nowadays this is a common problem. To become rich, one 

needs special help – a theme that was discussed extensively in the previous 

chapter. As Satanists, according to the testimonies, these men are able to 

become wealthy and powerful. David receives money to buy stock and is able 

not only to make his hardware store a success, but to set up new stores as well. 

After some time he starts a new business in wedding dresses and gifts. A 

Malawian ex-Satanist recounts how he found “bags full of money” in his room 

after his first sacrifice, both Malawian Kwacha and US dollars. In the course of 

their involvement in Satanism, the men receive not only money, but titles as 

well. David becomes head of the department of destroying marriages; the 

Malawian ex-Satanist gets in charge of several companies in the underworld. 

For men, however, this is not an inversion of expectations, but rather an 

alternative, albeit unacceptable, way to live up to the norm.  

 Testimonies present inversions of normative role models, except for the 

case of the man. Christians, women and children in testimonies of ex-Satanists 

do exactly the opposite of what is expected of them. David Frankfurter 

(2006:130,153) calls such performed contrary worlds ‘tableaux of perversion’ 

or ‘spectacles of inversion.’ There are different perspectives on the role of such 

inversions. According to some, they enforce the norms of a society. The 

inversions can only be understood correctly if someone has knowledge of the 

norms that do exist in society. As Stuart Clark phrases it in his Thinking with 

Demons (1997:29): “[Inversions] had the conservative effect of constructing 

and maintaining norms by portraying them in their demonic opposites.” If one 

does not know that women are supposed to be subservient, a narrative that 
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presents women as powerful and aggressive is not understood as an inversion. 

Therefore, inversions remind people of the norms of their society and in that 

way strengthen these norms. Another interpretation is that inversions encourage 

innovation. Bringing an inverted reality to mind carries the message that there 

are more options than the current norms of society. Inversions thus create a 

space to consider alternatives and experiment with new norms. Because of the 

strict boundaries of the inversions – they have their place in testimonies where 

they are presented as behaviour that should be rejected – they offer audiences a 

safe place to imagine and experience suppressed desires and feelings (cf. 

Meyer 1998a, 2001 and Frankfurter 2006). Both interpretations can be 

combined by saying that inversions are “a cultural form that was normally 

integrative but always contained the potential to disrupt, especially when 

circumstances rendered the structures of authority unstable and vulnerable to 

challenge” (Clark 1997:25). Inversions generally enforce the norms of a society, 

but at the same time they may support upheaval and innovation. 

 Not every detail in testimonies and other tableaux of perversion is 

inverted. There is an interplay between what remains the same and what is 

inverted. In Norman Cohn’s example of the witches’ Sabbath, the gathering of 

witches is still recognisable as a church service with prayer, a sermon and 

communion, but upon looking closer one sees that everything is not as it should 

be. In a similar fashion, the testimonies show Satanists doing the things they 

are expected to do. For example, they are sexually active, marry and have 

children. These basics are not inverted. However the way in which they do so is 

the wrong way around, upside-down, inverted. The testimonies show similarity 

in the norms that are inverted: being a Christian means loving God, being filled 

with the Holy Spirit, taking devotion seriously and striving towards a loving, 

monogamous marriage; being a child means being innocent and acting 

respectfully; being a woman means being subservient and contributing to the 

community through sexuality. If inversion is connected both to an enforcement 

of cultural norms and to the risk of disruption, it may be that the specific norms 

that are inverted are somehow meaningful. The norms addressed in the 

testimony are those that are most vulnerable. These are the norms whose 

weakness is felt as a threat, and therefore demand enforcement. At the same 

time, these are the norms which are prone to be disrupted.  

 Two relations are possible. First, the inversions can be a symptom of 

vulnerable norms. As Frankfurter writes (2006:161): “As cannibalism, perverse 

sexuality, and wholesale inversion are assembled into monstrous tableaux, 
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depicting another’s thorough evil while projecting fantasies of transgression, 

cultures (and their leaders) are able to work out ideas and concepts important 

for social cohesion – especially during times of contested morality.” The 

instances where morality is challenged the most are singled out for inversion. 

Second, on the other hand, inversion may also be a further cause of the 

vulnerability of norms and values in society. Stuart Clark (1997:28) sees 

inversions as bringing forward the possibility of relativism: “[T]his is a step 

towards the relativizing of categories and the exposure – one might even say 

the betrayal – of their arbitrary nature.” What came first: the vulnerability of 

norms, or their inversion? It is a question that is as impossible to answer as the 

question whether the chicken or the egg came first. Suffice to say that both go 

together.   

 To recap this theoretical discussion: the testimonies show an inversion 

of the normative role models that exist in society and inform the world of the 

narrators and audiences of stories about Satanism. These inversions are 

particularly related to normative role models that are feared to be weak or 

threatened. What are these vulnerable norms in Zambian society if we look at 

the inversions in the testimonies? Some are related to tensions in the nuclear 

family that were discussed in the previous section. The inverted sexuality and 

the promiscuity caused by Satanists in Christians address the fragility of 

marriages. Furthermore, the failure to meet the challenging norms of 

masculinity is connected to the failure of men to occupy the role of father and 

provider in the nuclear family.  

 The most prominent vulnerability addressed in the testimonies is 

related to living in a hierarchical society. Should women and children be 

content with a subservient position and with treating those with a higher 

position in the hierarchy with respect? This question comes back in almost 

every testimony. It is a question that becomes even more pressing if those in a 

higher position are not showing care for their dependants. Many ex-Satanists 

have had bad experiences with their nearest figures of authority: their parents 

or caregivers made them feel unwanted and out of place.  

The inverted norms reflected in the testimonies of ex-Satanists are the 

norms that are present in contemporary Zambian society. I am hesitant to call 

these ‘traditional African norms.’ The distinction between ‘traditional’ and 

‘modern’ norms is a fiction. African norms have always been diverse, and have 

never existed in isolation. ‘African thought’ and ‘Western, modern thought’ do 

not exist as monolithic entities; rather they describe tendencies which are used 
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by social actors in an ongoing discussion, contributing to the positioning of 

identities. In urban Zambia – where most of the testimonies hail from – the 

diverse population means it is also not appropriate to speak about norms related 

to specific Zambian ethnicities, such as Bemba norms or Chewa norms. Still, 

within this multi-ethnic Zambian society, there is a shared understanding of 

what behaviour would be traditionally deemed proper. These roles prescribed 

by gender and age are less clear than they previously were. For example, 

adolescent girls expect to have power over their own destiny, and are 

strengthened in that expectation by school and media.  

In the above discussion about inversion, I argued that narratives show 

where vulnerabilities are in the normative framework of society – and thus 

which norms need to be strengthened – but also where change is most likely to 

occur. Do the testimonies enforce the Zambian norms, or are they a place for 

innovation? Misty Bastian (2001:88) argues that in testimonies gender roles 

where the woman has power over the man are celebrated and at the same time 

controlled by a patriarchal form of Christianity: “Women’s modern magics, 

while feared, are thus ultimately tamed […] and brought under the surveillance 

and control of senior, masculine forces.” It seems that in Bastian’s analysis, the 

testimonies enforce the status quo.  

 However, the Zambian testimonies also exemplify change. Zambian 

ex-Satanists, after their deliverance, do not exactly go back to the norms that 

they inverted as Satanists. The desire for autonomy and freedom stays with 

them. For Eve, being delivered brings freedom. She says: “From the time I’ve 

been delivered, I’ve been set free. I’m at peace. I’ve got a free mind. I’ve got a 

free mind and I enjoy myself in the Lord. I love working for God, I love 

everything that I do. I actually love myself now more than before, and I’ve 

accepted myself and everything.” Charismatic spiritual warfare-Christianity 

gives Eve an opportunity to act as a powerful individual: “One thing I’ve 

learned as I was going through deliverance was that I have a certain authority 

in me, that even the Devil cannot control me.” Naomi shows this authority in 

the prayer with which she starts her testimony: “Father, may you guide me. 

May you be the bodyguard. Let your Holy Spirit be with me. That wherever the 

Devil is, I dominate him wherever he is. I dominate his computers. Devil, I 

know you are listening to my prayer. Now I am tying you with the holy chains 

and throw you in the endless pit where the Holy Ghost fire is always burning.” 

Naomi does not ask for God’s intervention in the works of the Devil; rather she 

finds in herself the authority to bind him. Grace also finds a different role than 
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mere subservience: she wants to be a role model. “[My experience with 

Satanism] has helped me to be more sensitive and careful. And now I can 

encourage others. I see their behaviour, and because I went through the same 

thing I can tell. So then I call them and try to help them. God was not a fool 

when he saved me, he had some purpose for me.” Looking at these examples, 

the testimonies do not seem to be repressing changes and keeping the status 

quo. Rather, the ex-Satanists use their experience to find the ability to wield 

some power, while still contributing to the community. They do not adhere to 

the traditional roles for their age or gender, but become role models as born-

again Christians. Here, testimonies may inspire innovation and change rather 

than enforce the norms of society. 

 Another issue in the testimonies that exposes a vulnerability in the 

society’s norms is what it means to be a good Christian. Looking at the images 

of those who are the opposites of good Christians in the testimonies, it becomes 

clear that this is not a doctrinal question. Listening to a sermon, not talking 

during the service and remaining awake are elements that will be appreciated in 

any church. What the testimonies do emphasise is that a good Christian loves 

God and is filled with the Holy Spirit. A current discussion in the anthropology 

of African Christianity is whether (neo-)Pentecostalism stimulates the 

development of autonomous personhood by allowing individual accumulation 

of wealth and by focusing on individual religious experiences. Those who 

challenge or want to moderate this position hold that even in a neo-Pentecostal 

context African personhood is permeable and dividual, rather than or as well as 

autonomous. In a recent article, Naomi Haynes, writing about Pentecostals on 

the Zambian Copperbelt, argues that the practice of mass prayer, or ‘collective-

personal prayer’ as Haynes calls it, shows how bounded and permeable go 

together. In Protestantism, prayer can be seen as a quintessentially 

individualistic practice: it is about an individual before their God. On the other 

hand, mass prayer is a practice that is learnt by paying attention to what those 

next to you are praying aloud. According to Haynes (2017b:36):  

[T]he individualised aspects of Pentecostal prayer, and with them 

the bounded elements of the Pentecostal person, are made to 

depend on those aspects of Pentecostal prayer that are shared, and 

more specifically on the extent to which the Pentecostal person 

has successfully been unbounded, permeated by the language of 

his religious community. 

Mass prayer shows that, in African Pentecostalism, the person is 
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conceptualised as individual as well as permeable. This permeability – as we 

have already seen in Chapter 3 – is not limited to an openness to the 

Pentecostal community. It also means that the Pentecostal subject remains open 

to other agencies: spirits, demons, the Devil, or the Holy Spirit. This openness 

may cause a sense of uncertainty – who is filling me and driving me, is it the 

Devil, or the Holy Spirit? Testimonies reflect this uncertainty.  

 In this section I have argued that testimonies address normative role 

models by inverting the behaviour that is expected of Christians, children, 

women, and – to a lesser extent – men. The specific inversions visible in the 

testimonies show a perceived vulnerability in Zambian norms, especially 

concerning the nuclear family, the acceptance of hierarchy and the meaning of 

being a Christian. In the following paragraph, which looks at the places 

mentioned in testimonies, we will encounter some of these themes again.  

 

6.4 Places: Tensions surrounding physical and spiritual insecurity 

Testimonies of ex-Satanists, like most narratives, have different locales. 

Satanists travel to the underworld, or to far-away countries, and they meet their 

victims in markets, hospitals and on the road. For this analysis I have used a 

lexical search for places in the testimonies.
77

 An analysis of the places that are 

relevant in testimonies gives an impression of the spatial construction of the 

world of contemporary Zambians. The most striking feature of this world is 

that the world we normally see around us is not the only world. Most Satanists 

have experiences of visiting an alternative realm, generally referred to as ‘the 

underworld’ or ‘the kingdom of darkness’. For some ex-Satanists, this world is 

underground, and they speak about tunnels and staircases leading down. Most 

ex-Satanists, however, locate the underworld under the ocean. This is in line 

with the first, West African descriptions of this realm, for example in Emanuel 

Eni’s testimony. That Zambia is a land-locked country without access to an 

ocean does not seem to matter. Felista, an ex-Satanist interviewed by Bernard 

Udelhoven and the Fingers of Thomas, recounts her first visit to this place, 

where she is accompanied by other Satanists: 

I was given some perfume to spray my body. I sprayed my body 

and then we disappeared. I found myself near the ocean and then I 

wondered how I found myself there. Afterwards I saw them, they 

                                                 
77 The words I have searched for in the testimonies are: home, house, hut, village, witch doctor, underworld, 

under the sea, ocean, coast, street, road, church, hospital, doctor, market, store, shop, Shoprite, school, 

guesthouse, lodge, hotel, city, town, Lusaka, country, and church. 
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talked to me, saying: “Welcome to our kingdom.” Then I was told 

to step two steps forward. I stepped two steps forward – I walked 

in the water – and then I sank, I went inside the water. There I 

found a world like earth... 

The world under water is a dry world, and in many respects similar to the 

normal world. As Naomi says when the interviewer asks her what it is like 

under the sea: “I can say it is a place like Lusaka.” Like Lusaka, the 

underworld has schools, universities, industrial areas, hospitals, roads and 

houses. It is also like Lusaka in the sense that the underworld is an urban world. 

There seem to be no villages, huts or rural areas with mountains and bush. The 

underworld is equipped with modern technologies. Several testimonies speak 

about monitors, big screens and tracing computers from which the inhabitants 

of the normal world are held under surveillance.  

 According to Ellis and Ter Haar (2004:52), “the invisible world is a 

mirror of the visible one, an accurate reflection except that everything is the 

wrong way around.” That the underworld should be an inversion of the normal 

world is not surprising – as I have argued in the previous section, testimonies 

make ample use of inversions. However, the inversion of the underworld is not 

that straightforward. The main inversion mentioned by Ellis and Ter Haar 

(2004:51f) is that it is “organised as in the visible world, except that those in 

charge are women.” Many testimonies mention queens, and this sounds like a 

high title. However, it does not seem to be hard to become a queen: almost all 

female ex-Satanists are queens or princesses in the underworld. Furthermore, 

the queens in the underworld are working ladies. Take for example the 

pamphlet written by Memory Tembo. After becoming a Satanist, she is 

introduced to the queen:  

A special meeting was called by the queen and I went to attend. 

During the meeting I was given a cup of blood and a piece of 

human meat. I drank and ate. That was swearing to the queen that 

I will never serve anyone apart from the queen. That was a sign 

that [I] am now a member of the ocean family. 

This queen seems to be a person of power, but not the highest in the 

underworld. Satan is even more powerful – there is even a waiting list to see 

him: “I was put among the people who were due to meet him [...] Every agent 

is privileged to see Satan once a year.” After Memory makes sacrifices she 

advances in rank and becomes a director in the department of hair industry. 

There, three or four queens supply their hair to her. In sum: women in the 
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underworld are called queens, and some have a high position. But they are not 

the highest power, and some queens are working for others. The designation 

queen does therefore not mean that – as Ellis and Ter Haar hold – those in 

charge are women. The underworld seems more a copy or a doubling of the 

normal world than a straightforward inversion. 

 The underworld can be accessed through dreams and in specific places 

– whether these places are visited in a dream or in reality is not always clear in 

the testimonies. A common place to access the underworld is a river. In 

previous chapters I have quoted Chimwemwe, who interpreted jumping into a 

river as a child as her initiation into Satanism, and David, who fell through the 

river into a dry place when his canoe capsized. Eve also reached the 

underworld through a river: “[T]hey took us to a river which is Victoria Falls. 

[...W]e entered through the Victoria Falls. From Victoria Falls we entered into 

Indian Ocean, and that’s where we met their master, who is called the Devil.” 

The graveyard is another place that is connected to the underworld. Take for 

example Chileshe, who one day in school bumped into a girl who was 

suspected of involvement in Satanism:  

After that I dreamt that she wanted me to go with her. She used to 

take us to the graveyard, which was close to the school, and there 

would be meat to eat and blood to drink. I refused, but when I 

woke up in the morning there would be stains on my nightdress. 

Again, it is not entirely clear whether this happens in a dream or while awake; 

and also it remains unclear whether Chileshe goes to the underworld through 

the graveyard or whether the meeting takes place at the graveyard. Other 

testimonies raise the same questions. In her analysis of geographies of the 

occult and the divine in Kinshasa, Katrien Pype relates these access points to 

African traditions (2015:80): “[R]ivers, cemeteries and the bush relate to more 

autochtonous understandings of the interplay between the material and the 

otherworldly.” In Zambia, graveyards are closely connected to witches and 

their pursuits, while rivers are known as entry points to the spirit world. A 

third place to access the underworld is a special room in the Satanist’s house. 

One ex-Satanist describes this place: “You also need a black room in your 

house, where we would call the spirit of the underground who would give us 

money.” This ritual room – another ex-Satanist calls it a ‘prayer room,’ 

although his interviewer is not happy with that label – seems to be similar to 

the images known from African movies rather than to Zambian tradition.  

 The setting of most of the testimonies jumps back and forth between 
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the underworld and the normal world. The locales in this normal world, which I 

will discuss below, can be divided into two categories, namely threatened 

places and threatening places. In her discussion of the neo-Pentecostal meaning 

of places, Katrien Pype sees a distinction between safe and dangerous zones 

(2015:91). However, in the testimonies even the safe zones are under attack, 

and therefore I call them threatened rather than safe. The two main threatened 

spaces are the home and the church. The home is supposed to be a safe place 

for the family, but the testimonies emphasise that this is a vulnerable safety. 

Ungodly actions and gifts or other products that are brought into the home can 

bring danger. David explains how he sold a couple a nice picture frame. “This 

same picture frame, when they took it home, they hung it in the bedroom. And 

the whole house was now connected to the underworld.” This connection to the 

underworld brings suffering in the home. David’s interviewer knows many 

more similar examples:  

You will find that there are people who bring you pots, bring you 

stoves. They will put spells in those, so you find that once you 

have been given a stove, a gift, maybe a pot. Whatever you are 

going to cook in that pot it will be just giving you a problem. Like 

when your husband doesn’t like your food. You cook the food, it 

tastes badly, you find that he will even prefer eating from a 

restaurant. So those gifts they bring problems. Other [things] you 

find that they just bring arguments in the house. Once you put that 

property in the home, it will be just bringing problems. You have 

not discovered where the problem is coming from. You find that a 

small thing: you argue. A small thing: you argue. Others end up 

even fighting. You find that people fight and even kill each other. 

Kill each other! 

Only homes in which there is serious prayer are safe, as Gideon Mulenga 

Kabila finds out (n.d.:13):  

I was sent to go and attack a certain pastor, and every time when 

going to his home, I found him praying in his bedroom. So I tried 

to wait for him to finish praying, but he would continue until 04 

hours. Every time I failed to accomplish the mission. 

The home is supposed to be a safe place, and can be made safe through prayer, 

but it is vulnerable to threats from outside – things brought into the house – as 

well as inside – if one of the members of the household is a Satanist.  

 Like homes, churches are places that should be safe. And some are, 



227 
 

according to the testimonies. Several ex-Satanists describe failed attempts to 

attack churches. In true churches, they are burnt and have to flee. But, 

according to the testimonies, many churches are not ‘true,’ and these are 

vulnerable to attacks of Satanists. There are many examples of this in the 

testimonies. I will quote Gideon Mulenga Kabila again (n.d.:25f): 

Some church buildings are meeting places for agents of the devil. 

Not all the church buildings, but some, that is why they fail to pray 

for a long period of time and lack the guidance of the Holy Spirit. 

[...] These are some of the things that can help you to identify 

whether your church is dedicated to the devil or not:  

 People dosing during the preaching of the word because of 

the demon of heaviness;  

 absconding from church service before time; 

 failing to participate in church programs;  

 lack of concentration during worshiping and praising time;  

 failing to give when it is offering time.  

When you see all these signals in your church then you must know 

that there is much to be done. These church buildings are 

dedicated [to the Devil] due to lack of intercessors. The 

intercessors are the backbones of the church; a church without 

intercessors is dead. 

What this example shows is that the church is not necessarily safe. Some 

churches have become – like the home in a previous example – connected to 

the underworld. For congregants it may not always be clear whether their 

church is a safe place in which Satanists cannot enter, or a dangerous place that 

is already lost to the Devil. As in the case of the home, what makes a church 

safe is prayer. 

 Churches and homes are under attack, but they still may be safe spaces. 

The other places mentioned in the testimonies are threatening in themselves. Of 

these places, the shrine of the witch doctor is most explicitly rejected. “That 

witch doctor you go to,” Eve says, “that person, before he prophesies, he first 

consults with the Devil.” This is obviously a dangerous place; but it is also a 

place that one can stay away from. Most of the other places mentioned in the 

testimonies cannot be avoided. Examples of such places are places of 

commerce, hospitals, roads, and places of education. What you buy in the shop 

may be produced in the underworld and therefore form a threat to your home. 

On the roads, accidents happen that are actually sacrifices by Satanists. A 
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friend at school may be a Satanist set on initiating you. And hospitals are not 

safe either, as Gideon Mulenga Kabila explains (Torp 2007): 

I used to move from hospital to hospital. [...] I could steal 

somebody’s face and impersonate him. Going to the hospital I 

became like the doctor. Then I would get a syringe and go from  

bed to bed injecting people. At the end of the day 30 people could 

die at the same time in the hospital. The doctors couldn’t even 

understand why these people have died. They would say: “But the 

doctor was just here!” – not knowing that it was a [Satanist]. 

Doctors may actually be Satanists, and out to harm their patients. But even real 

doctors are not always helpful, because they may not recognise when a disease 

is spiritual rather than physical. 

 Surprisingly, the village is a not a location that is negatively charged. 

In neo-Pentecostalism, the village is sometimes associated with the pagan past 

and with the stifling bonds of the extended family; and neo-Pentecostalism 

offers an opportunity to cut these ties. From this perspective, one would expect 

that the village is a location that is associated with danger and with the Devil, 

but this is not the case. In testimonies, the village is a place where one can find 

homes, which can either be made safe or be threatened. The only one who 

makes the link between the village and the Devil is a pastor who acts as 

interviewer in several of the testimonies in my collection. It is not unlikely that 

this pastor is influenced by the West African discourses described by Meyer, 

while for Zambian ex-Satanists the lived reality is different. Englund (2004:299) 

has noted the same difference in his research on Pentecostalism in Malawi, 

where the village is an “obvious and integral aspect of most migrants’ lives”. 

These migrants (2004:307) “inevitably remain close to their relatives in the 

village and display little desire to distance themselves from a specifically ‘rural’ 

way of life.” In Zambia too, the village is part of life, even for those who live in 

the city.  

 The testimonies separate the world into two spheres: places that are 

threatened and places that are threatening. This distinction resonates with the 

earlier parts of this chapter. In the two sections about others in the testimonies, 

the home and the nuclear family that occupies the home was also portrayed as a 

vulnerable space. Questions about the church and what it means to be a good 

Christian were encountered before as well. But how to interpret the threatening 

spaces mentioned in the testimonies? The threatening places have one thing in 

common: they are spaces in which strangers are encountered. According to 
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Julien Bonhomme (2012, 2016) stories about penis snatching, about mysterious 

phone calls that harm those who answer, and about tainted gifts illustrate the 

dangers of anonymity. In the paragraph on normative role models in the 

testimony, I have argued that the treatment of others in the testimonies does not 

seem to point at a fear of strangers.  

 One of the stories discussed by Bonhomme is that of penis snatching – 

the idea that a stranger may steal your genitals through a handshake. This motif 

is absent from Zambian testimonies of Satanism. But in one testimony the 

interviewer does warn against shaking hands with strangers, because the ex-

Satanist giving the testimony confessed to sacrificing his parents with a 

handshake. “Hearing what he just said here,” the interviewer says, “that if 

somebody, a stranger, comes and wants to greet you – of course I know it’s 

impolite not to greet back. But with the trends of what is happening right now, 

what is going on in our time and age you can’t afford to greet anybody anyhow.” 

This is one of the few places in which strangers are explicitly identified as a 

threat. Markets, schools and hospitals are in the testimonies not explicitly 

connected to the danger of strangers. However, a difference between home and 

the church – the threatened places – on one hand, and the wider environment of 

markets, streets, hospitals and schools – the threatening places – on the other 

seems to be that in the latter you do not immediately know most people you 

encounter. In an analysis of life and faith in a township in Malawi, Englund 

argues that the church is the true home of Pentecostal Christians (2004:306): 

“For Pentecostal Christians who find themselves forced to live amidst this-

worldly suffering and immorality, the relatedness established through the blood 

of Jesus is the closest approximation of ‘home’ before the coming of the 

Kingdom of God.” What lies beyond the protective powers of the church 

constitutes a threat. However, this security that the church provides is brittle. 

As we have seen in Chapter 5, pastors – especially pastors of neo-Pentecostal 

churches – can be accused of Satanism as well. The emphasis that these 

churches place on battling the forces of evil, and on the insidiousness of these 

forces, implies that the safety of a church can slip easily into its opposite.  

 The portrayal of threatening and threatened spaces in the testimonies 

points at a profound insecurity. Contemporary Zambians experience insecurity 

on different levels. Sixty percent of Zambians live below the national poverty 

line. In comparison to neighbouring countries, Zambia is the only one in which 

the prevalence of undernourishment has actually risen between 1991 and 2015 

(World Bank 2016). Poverty is most extreme in rural areas, and makes many 
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villagers dream about a better life in the city. The proportion of the population 

living in cities was 40% in 2010 (CSO 2015:3). However, living conditions in 

the city are not necessarily beneficial. According to some statistics, 54% of the 

Zambian population lives in slums (World Bank 2016). In their publication The 

Challenge of Slums, the UN Human Settlements Programme (2003:46) 

concludes that “[i]nstead of being a focus for growth and prosperity the cities 

have become a dumping ground for a surplus population working in unskilled, 

unprotected and low wage informal industries an trade.” In Zambia, only 22% 

of the working population is in formal employment (World Bank 2016). Most 

Zambians make a living working on their own account in small-scale business. 

This informal economy is not regulated, and workers lack protection, rights and 

representation which makes them vulnerable. The threat of crime and violence 

adds to this insecurity. The US Overseas Security Advisory Council (OSAC) 

rates Zambia as high in crime, and mentions that in some Zambian townships 

“groups of criminals commit crimes that go uninvestigated due to a lack of 

police resources” (OSAC 2016). Gender based violence is a substantial issue in 

Zambia as well. Of women aged between 15 and 49, 47% report having 

experienced physical violence since they turned 15; and for 37% the last 

instance of violence was less than twelve months ago (CSO 2015:275).    

 Besides this material and physical insecurity, there is another type of 

insecurity, which Adam Ashforth (2005) has labelled ‘spiritual insecurity.’ In 

Ashforth’s use, the term has connotations both to the ever-present threat of 

harmful spiritual forces, and to a sense of ignorance and uncertainty towards 

spiritual issues. Both elements of this spiritual insecurity are present in the 

testimonies of ex-Satanists. The forces of evil are omnipresent: they are in the 

market, on the road, in hotels and guesthouses, in school, and – if you are not 

careful – even in church and in your home. A picture frame bought in town 

may connect you to the underworld, or a friend at school may initiate you into 

Satanism. But whether a product or a stranger is dangerous cannot be seen – it 

is a lingering, undetermined threat. Even places that are supposed to be safe, 

like the home and the church, may be dangerous. Englund (2004:302f) notes a 

concern with “deceptive appearances” among the Pentecostals in a Malawian 

township: things are often not what they seem – a church member may actually 

be an agent of the Devil, or may be found in a bar after church. Reality is not 

straightforward. What appears to be real may be masking a truth that can only 

be discerned by a religious expert – like the pastor in Chapter 3 who gives the 

diagnosis of Satanism and the pastor in Chapter 4 who implores his 
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congregation to accept his perspective of reality. This investigation of places in 

the testimonies of ex-Satanists illustrates the different forms of insecurity 

experienced by contemporary Zambians.  

 

6.5 Objects: Tensions surrounding the animated nature of consumer goods 

Satanists are material boys and girls. They desire material things – their 

testimonies are full of references to cars, cloths, rings, cosmetics, et cetera. But 

this material world is merely a mask for a deeper reality. Not only people and 

places are connected to the Devil, but objects – particularly products – can be 

evil too. In the previous section it became clear that places of commerce are 

treated as threatening. What makes supermarkets and shops dangerous are the 

satanic products that an unsuspecting customer may buy there. Some 

testimonies – especially those that are published or have a co-authoring 

interviewer – give long lists of dangerous products, from cosmetics to clothes 

to hair extensions to food and drinks, and explain how they are manufactured. 

When Gideon Mulenga Kabila, for example, describes the underworld, he 

dwells on the factories in which the satanic products are made. He writes 

(n.d.:21,22):  

The human ginnery separates human beings into different parts, 

and these parts are the head, bones, skin, and every part that is 

found in the human body. These parts are used in different 

industries for making products and clothes and even vehicles. [...] 

Nails are used to manufacture crisps. Lungs are used for 

manufacturing tropical rubbers with dragons on them. Intestines 

are used for making sausages made from human meat. They 

remove the brain which they mix with a fluid found in the spinal 

cord to form toothpastes, and when they dry the skulls in the 

automatic dryer they make washing powder. They also drain the 

fluid from the eyes to make mineral water, which tastes selfish. 

After babies are sacrificed these babies are grinded they take the 

grinded substance to another industry within for making creams 

for ladies. 

These descriptions produce a shock of disgust: normal, everyday consumer 

goods actually consist of human body parts. Besides, according to the 

testimonies, these products can cause all kinds of troubles – they are infectious 

like a disease. In a selection of fourteen testimonies and pamphlets that 

describe satanic products, I have coded the products and the troubles they cause. 
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As was mentioned in the example of the picture frame in the previous section, 

they may connect you or your home to the underworld or even initiate you 

unknowingly into Satanism. The troubles caused by these products may be 

divided into different categories. In order of importance, the following 

categories are apparent in the testimonies: medical problems, problems related 

to behaviour or character, problems in relationships, possession by spirits or 

spiritual spouses, and financial problems.  

 Medical problems – including both physical issues such as anaemia and 

infertility, and mental problems like madness – are most often mentioned. For 

example, Eve explains:  

You buy a drink. You drink that drink. The more you drink, the 

more your blood is drained. After a little time they say: ‘That 

person has no blood. Where did your blood go?’ The drinks you 

were using! [...] Those drinks you are drinking, they have drained 

all your blood. 

These medical problems cannot be treated by ordinary doctors, since they are 

caused not in the physical, but in the spiritual world. Another common problem 

caused by satanic products is a change in behaviour or character. As the 

interviewing pastor in one testimony states after the ex-Satanist has explained 

that wigs and hair extensions are made from the snakes one of the underworld 

queens has instead of hair:  

Women, I hope you can catch this here. We are talking about hair 

that was actually not hair, but snakes, they were snakes cut into 

threads that looked like hair. So when you’ve got this kind of hair 

that you put on your head as a woman; number one you begin to 

lose your mind. You realise that you made decisions without 

understanding, and as a result [you] did things that drove your 

husband crazy; and as we are talking you may be separated, or you 

are divorced, or things are not just right. There is no peace at home 

so to say. For other women it leads them to begin to get attracted 

to other men wrongly. You may be married or you may be single 

but ultimately they want you to commit fornication or adultery. 

All because of that hair. 

In many cases the changed behaviour leads to problems in relations as well. 

Satanic products also may cause demon possession, or lead to financial 

problems.  

 The products that cause all these problems are not just any products. 
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Looking closer at the types of products mentioned in the testimonies, it is clear 

that they have a few things in common. The main category is that of products 

used for (female) beautification: cosmetics, accessories and jewellery, and hair-

products. Other categories are clothes, food and drinks, and cars. All of the 

categories consist of products that have relatively recently become available for 

a large public, and are connected to the urban world. I will explain how these 

categories of products are recent and related to the urban.  

 In his article on the process of becoming a consumer in Francistown, 

Wim van Binsbergen discusses the life story of Mary, a young woman from a 

rural village who moves to Francistown, one of the largest cities in Botswana. 

Living in the city changes Mary, and one of these changes is that she is taught 

by her colleagues to use lotions, creams and cosmetics, which are less readily 

available in the village (1999:189): “Her calloused hands and feet soften, [...] 

she learns to use cheap body lotion after every bath, comes to insist on the use 

of toilet paper and disposable menstrual pads (instead of improvised thick wads 

of toilet paper grabbed at the factory toilets), becomes expert at the names, 

prices and directions-for-use of hair-styling products.” Except for toilet paper, 

all of the products mentioned by Van Binsbergen are in the testimonies named 

as potentially dangerous satanic products, and I have categorised them under 

the label beautification. The testimonies presuppose a working knowledge of 

these products. For example, some of the queens in the underworld who are 

mentioned in several testimonies – like Bella and Belinda – carry the names of 

specific types of weaves.
78

 Products used for beautification are modern in the 

sense of relatively new, and connected to the urban. The same holds for cars. In 

recent years, the number of cars in Zambia has increased significantly, 

especially in urban areas. In 2013-2014, 13.2% of urban households owned a 

car (CSO 2015:19), which amounts to a twofold increase since 2007 (CSO 

2009:28).  

 The clothes mentioned in the testimonies are not the traditional 

chitenges women wear in the village, but Western-style suits and other 

confection articles. Some brands are especially singled out: in several 

testimonies it is mentioned that C.K. stands for Christian Killer. For most 

Zambians, Western confection is available in the form of second-hand clothing, 

locally known as salaula. In her analysis of the use of salaula in Lusaka, Karen 

Tranberg Hansen (1999:216) states that “salaula meets most of the clothing 

                                                 
78 I thank my student Shingi Masunda for sharing this observation.  
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needs among roughly two-thirds of the households.” These second-hand 

clothes are often donations from Western countries. It is therefore not 

uncommon to see Zambians wearing t-shirts made for German or Dutch local 

sports clubs. These clothes, with their (to the wearer) meaningless letters and 

words, sometimes inspire anxiety. One time I visited a youth camp in a rural 

area, where an evangelist was preaching about Satanism. He asked the youths 

who had worn clothes with words they did not understand to come to the front 

to be prayed for, since these clothes could well have initiated them into 

Satanism. All of the youths came to the front for prayers. The anxiety triggered 

by an unknown language is not unlike the American urban legends and 

cautionary tales discussed by Fine and Ellis (2010) about buying t-shirts or 

getting tattoos with Chinese or other non-Roman characters, which eventually 

are revealed to have a different meaning than presumed. 

 As was the case with clothes, traditional Zambian foods and drinks, 

such as maize porridge (nsima) and local beer (for example chibuku or thobwa) 

are never mentioned in testimonies. Rather, satanic edibles are processed foods 

and imported soft drinks, which are available in the supermarkets and markets 

in town. Of course these are not unavailable in rural areas, but in the city they 

are almost omnipresent.  

 The final category of satanic products is a container of other products, 

which, however, all can be considered as ‘modern’ in the sense of recent or 

new. Examples are movies, music and other electronics; and household utensils 

and ornaments which are popular gifts at kitchen parties. The kitchen party is a 

Zambian combination of the traditional initiation ceremony in which girls 

received the teachings for marriage and life as a woman with a Western-style 

bridal shower (Rasing 1999). During a kitchen party, a bride-to-be is given 

advice on how to act as a married woman; and this is combined with a party for 

female relatives and friends who bring kitchen gear and household utensils as 

gifts. 

 These different products may be satanic in origin and thus cause severe 

problems in various spheres of life. An excessive desire for material things is 

therefore treated as a risk in the testimonies. Some people, Eve says, are 

initiated into Satanism “because they love fashion, because they want what 

their friends have.” This risk even affects pastors, as Naomi shows in her 

testimony:  

Those shoes are dangerous. If you are a pastor, and you have put 

on that shoe, you will be boasting. Even stepping on the floor, you 
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will be like “I am the king of the world now.” Everyone is 

watching that shoe, and those shoes are good looking and 

attractive. When someone looks at your legs, he says: “This is a 

man of God.” And you don’t know those shoes will be causing 

problems to you. The demons will be entering through your 

slippers. In the end, he becomes somebody blaspheming God, no 

respect for God. You think like now God is your cousin, you turn 

him into your grandfather now. 

Pastors, especially pastors in neo-Pentecostal churches – invest heavily in their 

outward appearance.
79

 An expensive suit with the brand label stitched visibly 

on the outside sleeve, a shiny watch, and polished shoes confirm the pastor’s 

identity as a blessed man of God. The risk involved in owning and desiring 

these products does not necessarily mean that they should not be bought. 

Clothes, food and drinks are basic necessities, and, as we have seen in the 

previous section, according to the testimonies prayer forms a solution to make 

the handling of these products safe. More ambivalent are the testimonies about 

the products in the category of beautification. In some testimonies weaves and 

other hairstyling products are unequivocally rejected: “God has given us our 

natural hair and we are perfect just the way we are.” Extravagant, fanciful 

products that change one’s appearance are especially risky (see also Meyer 

1998a:766). 

 All of the categories of satanic products have relatively recently 

become available to a wider Zambian public. This, together with their 

connection to an urban world, makes them ‘modern’ in Zambian eyes. The 

products have another thing in common: they are imported goods, produced 

and processed abroad. This means that for Zambian consumers their production 

is hidden and beyond control (cf. Meyer 1998a:768f). Like the places 

mentioned in the testimonies, these products are not always what they seem. 

Objects may have an agency that evades human control (Meyer 2010:101). It 

requires the extraordinary disclosures of ex-Satanists and neo-Pentecostal 

pastors to reveal the true nature of foreign consumption goods and to prevent 

these products from changing not only your appearance, but your nature as well.   

 

6.6 Conclusion 

What do testimonies of ex-Satanists show us about the world in which young, 

                                                 
79 For a visual impression of African Pentecostalism see www.pentecostalaesthetics.net.  

http://www.pentecostalaesthetics.net/
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urban, Christian Zambians live? The previous sections have uncovered a 

number of tensions in the testimonies, whereby tensions surrounding the 

nuclear family and the hierarchical order of society, spiritual insecurity, and 

doubts about material possessions are the most important. In this conclusion I 

will argue that these different tensions and insecurities are related to Zambian 

concepts of modernity.  

 The use of the concept modernity is clouded by its use on the ground as 

an emic term. For my students – candidates for ministry in Reformed, 

Presbyterian, Lutheran and Pentecostal churches in a number of mainly 

southern African countries – modernity is intrinsically linked to progress. 

Evolutionist theories may have lost their attraction in anthropology and 

sociology, but they have long influenced (and may still influence) Western 

dealings with Africa (cf. Ellis 2011) and also the way in which Africans 

perceive modernity (cf. Ferguson 1999). For the students, modernity means 

Christianity, education, health and prosperity. This idea is not unique to my 

students. Karen Tranberg Hansen (1999:207) notes the same conception among 

her Zambian informants: “Unlike anthropologists who have been taught to be 

wary of the predictions of modernization theory, few Zambians have qualms 

about the promises of modernization.” In this local discourse, modernity is 

almost portrayed as a promised land, a place somewhere down the road, where 

health and wealth will be abundant. In this emic conception of modernity, 

Christianity and modernity are closely linked. Christianity came to Zambia 

with the promise of development in the form of the package deal referred to as 

the three Cs: Christianity, commerce and civilisation.  

 Shops, hospitals, roads, consumption goods, churches and the nuclear 

family reached Zambia as elements that together constituted modernity. In the 

testimonies, all of these elements are questioned. Medical facilities, 

infrastructure and education were supposed to usher in the anticipated 

conditions of modernity, but in the testimonies these very places are presented 

as threats to a healthy, prosperous, Christian life. As we have seen in this 

chapter, consumer goods like cosmetics, Western clothes, cars and processed 

foods are likewise associated with modernity, but the testimonies give a strong 

warning against them. As James Ferguson (1999) has argued, the modern 

nuclear family may be an ideal for many Zambians, but in practice few 

households consist of parents and their biological children only. Ex-Satanists 

mention moving from one living arrangement to the next, and their testimonies 

address the fears and conflicts in the nuclear family even more than difficult 
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relations with the extended family. Christianity, which in Zambia is seen as an 

integral part of modernity, is under pressure too. Churches in the testimonies 

are under attack, and may not be what they seem. Christians are ideally filled 

with the Holy Spirit, acting on divine impulses; but the testimonies show that it 

is not always easy to know whether a person is motivated by a holy or a 

demonic spirit. In a play on Ferguson’s (1999) title, in Zambia, modernity did 

not live up to its expectations – although there is still hope. Testimonies of 

Satanism sketch the anxieties that follow the broken dreams of modernity.  

 The gap between expectations of modernity and its lived reality is not 

the only disparity reflected in the testimonies. Other expectations are equally 

hard to meet, such as the expectations set for what it means to be a real man, a 

provider for the family. Many men struggle to live up to this norm, and 

testimonies of male ex-Satanists give the message that the ideal of the ‘big man’ 

should not be pursued at all costs. Likewise, the testimonies show some 

possible tension towards the hierarchy that gives women and children a 

subordinate position in society. On this issue, the testimonies can be heard as 

advocating an alternative in which young women can act with agency and 

authority as role models.  

 More than anything else, the testimonies show that the world of young, 

urban, Christian Zambians is an uncertain world, in which dreams are shattered 

and in which there is a gap between expectations and reality.  
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Conclusion: Speaking of Satan in uncertain times 

 

The persuasiveness of narratives about Satanism 

In Zambia, Satanism refers to a supposed organisation of human agents, 

commanded by Satan, dedicated to bringing evil and harm, especially to 

Christians. Narratives about Satanism generally speak of sacrifices being made 

to Satan, often executed through road accidents, illnesses or spiritual means. 

Anyone can become a Satanist. Accepting a gift from a friend at school is said 

to be enough to initiate one into Satanism – even if the receiver is not aware of 

it at the time. Stories about Satanism are shared in different contexts, between 

friends or colleagues, at the market or in school, but the most extensive 

accounts of Satanism come from testimonies of ex-Satanists. These testimonies 

are performed in a Christian setting which is characterised by contemporary 

spiritual warfare theology. Often the churches in which Satanism is addressed 

are of a neo-Pentecostal signature, but experiences of Satanism are also known 

in denominations like the Reformed Church in Zambia or within the Seventh-

day Adventist church.  

 In this dissertation I have analysed the persuasiveness of narratives 

about Satanism in contemporary Zambia. I have identified factors that 

contribute to this persuasiveness in different circles of engagement: from the 

small circle of the individual who self-identifies as an ex-Satanist to the largest 

circle of Zambian society. Narratives about Satanism, however, would not be 

able to affect these ever larger circles of engagement if they were not deemed 

to be plausible. Chapter 2 argued that what makes the idea plausible that an 

organisation of evil exists is a hybrid of traditional notions, missionary 

Christianity, and contemporary spiritual warfare theology. The notion of 

potentially harmful spiritual agencies – such as witches or spirits – has a long 

history. In missionary Christianity these spiritual agencies became connected to 

the Christian image of the Devil. The fight between God and Satan has 

received new emphasis in contemporary neo-Pentecostal spiritual warfare 

theology. Spiritual warfare in Africa means that a host of traditional spiritual 

agencies are now perceived to fight in the legions of Satan. This theological 

framework is disseminated by African pastors operating on an international 

scale, and also through popular African movies. That narratives about Satanism 

are embedded in a web of local and transnational notions and practices makes 

the claim that Satanists exist plausible. 

 For individuals who self-identify as ex-Satanists – the first circle of 
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engagement investigated in this dissertation – Satanism is an affliction. It is not 

a conscious choice, or a matter of conversion to a different religious ideology, 

but something which inadvertently befalls someone. The diagnosis of Satanism 

is given by neo-Pentecostal pastors or intercessors, and is related to behaviour 

that is deemed abnormal and feelings of isolation and rejection. This diagnosis 

does not appeal to everyone. But for some it becomes the basis for a new 

evaluation of one’s life, and a new life story. This life story gives meaning to 

events in the past, to the present situation and to one’s plans and hopes for the 

future. In this first circle of engagement, it is the meaning-giving quality of 

narratives about Satanism that is persuasive for the self-proclaimed ex-

Satanists.  

 The second circle of engagement refers to the setting in which most 

testimonies are produced and performed: that of a church service or religious 

broadcast. Testimonies of ex-Satanists form a genre that has its own 

characteristics in terms of storyline and jargon used. Ex-Satanists learn to 

narrate their experiences in a way that fits within this genre. Again, pastors are 

important figures in the production of testimonies. They act as sponsors who 

create opportunities where ex-Satanists can share their testimony, and give 

authoritative interpretations of these narratives. For the pastors, narratives 

about Satanism hold a clear appeal. Testimonies function as proof for the 

pastor’s spiritual warfare theology, and of his own ability to wage war against 

the powers of Satan. In Zambia’s competitive religious environment, this is a 

crucial matter.  

 The community in which legends, rumours, and gossip containing 

accusations of Satanism are spread forms the third circle of engagement. Four 

different categories of people stand out as being most often accused of 

involvement in Satanism, namely politicians, businessmen and teachers, 

churches and pastors, and development projects. Politics, business and religion 

are sectors that are traditionally linked to spiritual forces. To be successful in 

these occupations, extra-ordinary help is needed. What these categories of 

people also have in common is that they are related to the conceptual world of 

the city and modernity. People in local communities relate success in the 

modern, urban, world to involvement in Satanism – a modern, urban form of 

witchcraft. Where tensions in communities exist, and where something 

inexplicable happens, narratives about Satanism are persuasive as explanations.   

 Zambian society is the final circle of engagement in which narratives 

about Satanism have meaning. Narratives are popular in a given time and a 
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given place because they resonate with developments that this place is 

undergoing at this particular time. A close reading of testimonies by ex-

Satanists gives an indication of tensions that are experienced in contemporary 

Zambian society: tensions surrounding expectations in family relations; 

tensions surrounding differences in expected behaviour; tensions surrounding 

physical and spiritual insecurity; and tensions surrounding the nature of modern 

consumer goods. Zambia is a developing country, and not only in the sense that 

it has not (yet) reached a Western standard of living. Zambia is changing. On 

the one hand this change is welcome: Zambia wants to become socially and 

economically more advanced – in emic terms Zambia wants to become modern. 

On the other hand, there is dissatisfaction with Zambia’s progress. Tensions 

reflected in the testimonies of ex-Satanists indicate where the gaps between 

expectations and lived reality are especially wide. Narratives about Satanism 

give meaning to the experience of disillusionment with modernity.  

My analysis of narratives about Satanism in different circles of 

engagement demonstrates the persuasiveness of these narratives in various 

contexts. In the remainder of this conclusion I will discuss two recurrent 

themes in connection to these narratives about Satanism, namely reality and 

uncertainty. Finally, from the narratives about Satanism I turn to reflections on 

Satanism and the imaginary.  

 

Narratives about Satanism and reality 

An important issue within narratives about Satanism is ‘reality’: What is real? 

What is true? What is the character of the people and objects around us? These 

questions are raised by the narratives. “These things are real” – this is how 

stories and testimonies about Satanism are often framed by those who share 

them. In this section I will address a number of issues related to the reality of 

and reality in narratives about Satanism. 

Narratives about Satanism sound strange to those who do not share the 

imaginary of Satanism. People who are not used to living in the world 

described in Chapter 2 – a world with witches and invisible agents, where a 

spiritual war is raging between the forces of God and the forces of evil – may 

find a testimony from an ex-Satanist bewildering and horrifying. I am such a 

person, not used to living in this enchanted world. And I wonder: if Zambians 

say that Satanists are real, how do they mean ‘real’? This section contains 

reflections on that question, relating narratives about Satanism to other 

narratives that also address the thorny topic of reality. Seeing Satanism in the 
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mirror of contemporary literature and film has helped me to get a sense of the 

meaning of Zambian narratives about Satanism. Is Satanism real as a disguised 

truth, as in Miss Peregrine’s Home for Peculiar Children? Is Satanism real as a 

playful invitation to see the world in a new light, as in Monster Trucks? Or are 

narratives about Satanism a revelation of reality, as in The Conjuring? It is not 

my intention to make a philosophical statement about the nature of reality, but 

to investigate how references to reality are used in narratives about Satanism 

and comparable stories.  

In Miss Peregrine’s Home for Peculiar Children (Riggs 2013), the 

protagonist, Jacob, hears strange stories from his grandfather about monsters 

and of a safe haven for magical children. When Jacob grows up, he realises that 

these stories cannot be true in a literal sense – monsters and magic do not exist 

in his world. He concludes that his grandfather’s stories are “truths in disguise” 

(Riggs 2013:21f): 

“[T]hey weren’t lies, exactly, but exaggerated versions of the truth 

[...] My grandfather was the only member of his family to escape 

Poland before the Second World War broke out. [...] He never saw 

his mother or father again, or his older brothers, his cousins, his 

aunts and uncles. Each one would be dead before his sixteenth 

birthday, killed by the monsters he had so narrowly escaped. [...] 

Like the monsters, the enchanted-island story was also a truth in 

disguise. Compared to the horrors of mainland Europe, the 

children’s home that had taken in my grandfather must’ve seemed 

like a paradise, and so in his stories it had become one: a safe 

haven of endless summers and guardian angels and magical 

children [...] What made them amazing wasn’t that they had 

miraculous powers; that they had escaped the ghettos and gas 

chambers was miracle enough.”  

The monsters in the stories of Jacob’s grandfather are in fact the Nazis who 

killed his family, and the true peculiarity of the magical children he meets in 

the children’s home is that they are Jewish. The elements of the grandfather’s 

story can be deciphered so that they portray ‘real’ events.  

 Narratives about Satanism can – and have been – read in this way as 

well. According to this reading, when Satanists speak about sacrificing their 

relatives, this can be deciphered as follows: If you want to be a wealthy 

individual, you have to cut the ties with your extended family, because 

otherwise they will drain all of your resources. I do not know whether Jacob’s 
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grandfather intended to speak in riddles, but from the introduction of this 

dissertation onwards I have argued that narratives of Satanism are not told with 

the intention to speak a truth in disguise. In the movie Worldwar Z (2013), the 

world is overrun by zombies. At the beginning of the movie, this threat is still 

unclear. The protagonists hear stories, but they cannot really believe them. 

They try to decipher these stories, until one of them remarks: “Maybe, if people 

are talking about zombies, they actually mean zombies.” In this dissertation I 

have tried, before analysing how developments in Zambian society are 

reflected in narratives about Satanism, to understand these narratives on their 

own terms. Maybe, if people speak about Satanism, they are actually talking 

about Satanism. If that is the case, what is this Satanism? How does it work? 

What is the meaning of these narratives in the contexts in which they are shared? 

Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5 answer this question for different circles of engagement. 

Only in the last chapter, after discussing narratives about Satanism on their 

own terms, do I attempt to ‘decipher’ stories by analysing them as narratives 

that reflect developments in society.  

 Many Zambians share the imaginary of Satanism, which is mediated 

through the narratives discussed in this dissertation. Mediation through 

narratives implies more than just a utilitarian transmission. Rather than as 

means of transmission, narratives act as filters, emphasising certain details 

while playing down others, in line with the imaginary (cf. Koschorke 2012:64). 

In the chapters of the dissertation we can see how Satan becomes a reality in 

and through narratives about Satanism. To those who are familiar with stories 

about witchcraft, illicit accumulation, possession, and contemporary spiritual 

warfare, narratives about Satanism sound plausible. This framework teaches 

Zambian Christians to look out for signs of spiritual harm. Those who are 

looking for Satan find him in the different contexts discussed in this 

dissertation. Satan is found in neighbours who are accused of the use of extra-

ordinary powers to acquire extra-ordinary wealth, power or status. Satan is 

found in the church where ex-Satanists give their testimonies. Satan is found in 

modern consumer goods, in public spaces, and in one’s family. Satan may even 

be found in oneself.  

The narratives in which Satan and his human agents – Satanists – 

appear are widespread in Zambia, and they inspire public action. Lessons are 

suspended, children are kept at home or sent away from school, and teachers 

are sacked because of accusations of Satanism. Property is destroyed in riots 

that erupt after suspicions that local businessmen are related to the 
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disappearance of a child from the community. Pastors are able to make their 

churches grow by appealing to the threat formed by Satanism; or, alternatively, 

can find themselves under suspicion when their emphasis on the power of 

Satan turns against them. Spaces and products – mainly those that are, in the 

Zambian imagination, related to modernity – acquire a new layer of meaning 

when they are related to Satanism. Individuals who somehow operate outside 

the boundaries of expected behaviour are diagnosed as Satanists, and may 

become outcasts in their families. 

In all of these instances, narratives about Satanism, and the imaginary 

of Satanism that is mediated through these narratives, help people to define 

what is real. If a teenager in the Netherlands prefers to stay in her room and 

read a book, this is seen as a consequence of her character. Maybe she could do 

with some training in social skills, but otherwise it is nothing to worry about. In 

Zambia, the same behaviour is interpreted as highly abnormal, and prompts 

suspicions about Satanism. Likewise, a person who hears voices will, in Europe, 

be taken to a psychiatrist, but in Zambia traditional or Christian healers may 

diagnose this person as possessed or involved in Satanism. People in the 

Netherlands and Zambia have different imaginaries that make them to interpret 

and talk about events in a different way. These imaginaries are mediated 

through narratives and practices. Neo-Pentecostal churches, where there is 

space for testimonies and where sermons are based on contemporary spiritual 

warfare theology, teach people to live in a world with Satanists – a world in 

which God is at war with Satan, and where Satanists are threatening one’s 

surroundings and even oneself. For those who share this imaginary, Satanism is 

a plausible cause of affliction, a source of threat, or an explanation of 

misfortune. In these different ways, Satan and Satanism become real to those 

who speak about it – in short: Speak of Satan, and he appears. 

Tanya Luhrmann (2012b) points out that in different contexts, reality 

may be conceptualised in different ways. For evangelicals in the USA the 

reality of God ‘feels’ different than it does for Zambians. American 

evangelicals are able to act as if God were a real presence in their life, present 

even in their kitchen, without, however, expecting that God would want a cup 

of tea, or that he would actually drink it. Luhrmann describes this 

conceptualisation of the reality of God as playful and not without humour. 

Speaking about God in Zambia seems different, more serious – a matter of life 

and death even. Again, for me, a film clarifies this difference. In the movie 

Monster Trucks (2016) huge, custom-built SUVs race against each other on 
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difficult, off-road terrain. The twist in the movie is that the protagonist’s 

monster truck literally is a monster-truck: instead of an engine, it contains a 

monstrous creature that powers the truck. Here a play on words – taking the 

monster in monster trucks literally – playfully invites audiences to imagine a 

world in which the things we say are more real than we had expected. In a 

similar way, contemporary American evangelicals, according to Luhrmann, 

practice hyperrealism when they play with the notion that their expressions of 

belief may be true.  

Testimonies of ex-Satanists – which have their place in churches which 

have adopted an African spiritual-warfare theology – sometimes seem to play 

with words in the same way as the movie Monster Trucks. They explain, for 

example, that the type of sausage known as ‘Hungarian,’ is actually made from 

people from Hungary. If you eat a Hungarian sausage, you are literally eating a 

Hungarian. This message, however, is much more serious than the proposition 

in the movie. It is presented not as an invitation to ‘just try to see the world in 

this way’ (cf. Luhrman 2012:375ff), but as a revelation about how things really 

are. 

According to Luhrmann, this difference between contemporary 

American evangelicals and African Christians can be traced back to the 

presence of a secular mindset in the USA, and the absence of this mindset in 

Africa. She describes the African context – as well as the contexts of Melanesia 

and Indonesia – as “never-secular.” It has been questioned whether 

religious/secular is an apt distinction to make in Africa (Engelke 2015). What 

is clear is that atheism is a worldview many Zambians are unfamiliar with, and 

that is different from the context of contemporary USA or Europe. However, 

this does not mean there is no doubt or scepticism in Zambia. There is a 

popular consensus that spiritual beings like spirits exist, and that human agents 

such as witches and Satanists are able to use spiritual forces to inflict harm or 

cause misfortune. But this consensus is not ubiquitous. In schools, pupils and 

students are taught according to Western models, in which causality is not 

attributed to the spiritual world. In mainline churches, issues like Satanism are 

present among the youths, but rarely addressed by ministers or the leadership. 

Zambian legislation prohibits witchcraft, but at the same time penalises those 

who accuse another of being a witch. The Zambian Witchcraft Act defines a 

witch as:  

Any person who (a) represents himself as being able by 

supernatural means to cause fear, annoyance, or injury in another 
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in mind, person, or property; or (b) pretends to exercise any kind 

of supernatural power, witchcraft, sorcery or enchantment 

calculated to cause such fear, annoyance, or injury.  

The Witchcraft Act speaks about representation and pretence – meaning that in 

the law there is ample room to doubt the existence of witches. Do spiritual 

agencies exist? Contemporary Zambians are confronted with more than one 

answer on that question. 

Furthermore, it is claimed that behind what one sees, hears, or touches 

lies a deeper, more ‘real’ reality. Narratives about Satanism are all about 

discovering this deeper reality. Ex-Satanists have discovered who they really 

were. Pastors, businessmen, teachers and family members may turn out to be 

different than expected. Consumer goods – and especially those products that 

change one’s appearance, such as cosmetics and clothes – are not what they 

seem. Pastors fulfil the role of revealing the secrets that lie behind the obvious 

reality that people perceive, and testimonies of Satanism and other spiritual 

issues are their evidence. Testimonies are not like Miss Peregrine’s Home for 

Peculiar Children, and not like Monster Trucks. There is, however, a movie 

that gives the same sense of apologetic argumentation as narratives about 

Satanism, namely the movie The Conjuring (2013), of which a second 

instalment appeared in 2016. In these movies, Ed and Lorraine Warren help 

families who are terrorised by an evil presence in their home. The movies have 

all the twists of standard horror movies – dark, creepy rooms, terrifying sound 

effects, et cetera – but add to that the assertion that this is a movie based on a 

true story, namely the actual case files of the real Ed and Lorraine Warren, who 

operated as exorcists in a charismatic Roman Catholic environment. This 

movie will be enjoyed by an audience that likes horror movies, as well as by 

Christians who see in it a confirmation of their spiritual warfare theology. In 

the last shots of the movie, a quote by Ed Warren appears (cited in Pasulka 

2016:542): “Diabolical forces are formidable. These forces are eternal, and 

they exist today. The fairy tale is true.” This is exactly the way in which 

narratives about Satanism in Zambia are often framed. Zambian testimonies 

confirm the existence of spiritual forces in Zambia, and at the same time 

introduce non-Pentecostal audiences who listen to narratives about Satanism to 

the ideas of spiritual warfare theology. 

If Zambians say that Satanists are real, how do they mean ‘real’? In this 

section I have argued that narratives about Satanism are not intended as 

disguised truths. They are also not ‘hyperreal’ in the sense of Tanya 
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Luhrmann’s description of the evangelical experience of God. Rather, the 

reality of narratives about Satanism is used as an apologetic instrument. 

Conceptualisations of reality are contested, and narratives about Satanism are 

used to enforce a position in the debate about whether harmful spiritual forces 

exist.  

Related to the theme of contested reality is a second theme that is 

apparent in the narratives about Satanism, namely uncertainty. In the next 

section of this conclusion I will address this theme in more detail.  

 

Narratives about Satanism and uncertainty 

In Witchcraft, Violence, and Democracy in South Africa (2005), Adam 

Ashforth uses the term ‘spiritual insecurity’ to refer to the insecurity that comes 

with living in a world with witches, where spiritual harm can befall one at any 

time. Spiritual insecurity is part of the uncertainty that I discuss in this section, 

but my description is broader. Contemporary Zambia can be described as a 

boiling pot of different uncertainties. In the following I will discuss how these 

uncertainties are expressed in narratives about Satanism.  

 A first type of uncertainty experienced by contemporary Zambians is 

related to material conditions. Zambia’s economy has grown in the past ten 

years, but poverty is still widespread. For many people in urban Zambia, the 

growing economy has meant that the spoils of wealth have come close. In 

advertisements and on huge billboards along the main roads, everyone can see 

what money can buy. The billboards communicate the prospect of international 

travel, of owning the newest smart phone, of drinking the most trendy 

beverages. These prospects are visibly close, but are by no means attainable for 

everyone. For many Zambians life is a struggle to make ends meet, to find 

money for school fees, medical bills, funerals, and other emergencies. They 

live in insecure material conditions – a life that James Ferguson (2015:94) has 

characterised as “improvisation under conditions of adversity”.  

Uncertainty may also be related to health and well-being. Zambia has 

been hit hard by the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Well-being in the Zambian context 

goes further than the absence of medical problems. As I have shown in Chapter 

3, many Zambians worry about the question ‘what is wrong with me?’ Illness, 

misfortune, problems in relationships and lack of success in business are all 

connected to a deficiency in well-being that can generate insecurity. 

There is also an element of uncertainty in Zambians’ relations with 

others. In Chapter 6 it became clear that there are many uncertainties about 
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what to expect from family members. Will relatives be willing to help out in 

case of illness or emergencies? Will they take responsibility for the education 

of nieces and nephews? The African extended family is an imaginary construct 

that is not necessarily present in everyday reality (cf. Ferguson 2015:96). A 

similar thing can be said about the nuclear family. In reality, few children grow 

up in a household that consists of two parents and their biological children. 

What, in this situation, is the role of the father? Can he be the provider? How 

should parents treat their children, and children their parents? Chapter 6 

discussed the uncertainties related to these questions.  

Material insecurity, uncertainty about health and well-being, and 

uncertainty concerning family ties are all related to the imaginary. Imaginaries 

define what is deemed real or how things are, but they also contain 

expectations about how things should be. A good life should be a life without 

material worries, a life lived in health and well-being, a life of harmonious 

relations. Narratives about Satanism address the uncertainties that grow if the 

life that people experience is not as it should be. 

 A second type of insecurity is more personal, related to one’s own 

identity. Questions like ‘Who am I?’ ‘What will I become?’ ‘How should I 

behave and relate to others?’ are very common, especially in adolescence.
80

 

The imaginary of Satanism gives Zambian adolescents a very special answer to 

these questions. In the song Within, the French formation Daft Punk expresses 

insecurities of identity in a way that seems familiar to the experiences of 

Zambian Satanists: “There are so many things that I don’t understand. There’s 

a world within me that I cannot explain. [...] I can’t even remember my name. 

I’ve been, for some time, looking for someone. I need to know now: Please tell 

me who I am.” Like the ‘I’ in the lyrics, Zambian adolescents who experience 

Satanism find a world within them that they do not understand. They feel 

isolated, as if they do not belong in their families or with their friends. Like the 

‘I’ in the lyrics, Zambian adolescents long for someone who can tell them who 

they are. Pastors and intercessors who give the diagnosis of Satanism do 

exactly that. They teach adolescents that their experiences signify an 

involvement with Satanism, and give them the tools to reconstruct their life 

                                                 
80 These insecurities are a common theme in Western adolescent fiction as well. For example, Rhonda 

Wilcox writes about the series Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1999:16): “In Buffy’s world [...] the problems 

teenagers face become literal monsters. Internet predators are demons; drink-doctoring frat boys have sold 
their souls for success in the business world; a girl who has sex with even the nicest-seeming boy discovers 

that he afterwards becomes a monster. And underneath the various threats is a repeated one: the horror of 

becoming a vampire often correlates with the dread of becoming an adult.” 
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story – and with that, their identity – as ex-Satanists. 

In testimonies, ex-Satanists reveal their former true identities. 

Narratives about Satanism inspire communities to identify Satanists among 

them. But not only persons can be identified as satanic. Products and places 

may be satanic in nature as well. The notion that one may be surrounded by 

satanic influences can inspire what Ashforth has termed ‘spiritual insecurity.’ 

Is it safe in church? At home? Will I become sick, poor, or mad if I use this 

hairpiece, or if I wear these clothes?  

Ashforth’s notion of spiritual insecurity has another component. 

Traditional notions are no longer self-evident. Even in the case of Satanism, a 

new hybrid of traditional African notions and modern spiritual warfare 

theology, the need is felt to frame narratives with the statement ‘These things 

are real.’ That this has to be made explicit points to the presence of an 

insecurity about the reality of Satanism. During a workshop of the Fingers of 

Thomas about Satanism and witchcraft, the main question that participants 

wanted answered was whether these things are real. As I have argued in the 

previous section, in contemporary Zambia how to conceptualise reality is 

contested. This adds to the overall sense of uncertainty. 

Narratives about Satanism in Zambia reflect uncertainties and 

contestations of reality, identities and ideals. In the final part of this conclusion 

I speculate about what narratives can reveal about the imaginary of Satanism 

and about imaginaries in general. 

 

Satanism and the imaginary 

Imaginaries define reality by acting as filters for what people deem meaningful. 

Imaginaries, however, do not exist in isolation. Competing imaginaries interact 

with each other and can generate change. Furthermore, there is a limit to the 

filtering capacity of the imaginary. Some developments cannot be ignored, 

even though they may not correspond with reality as it is imagined. There may 

exist, for example, a gap between the characteristics of a president in the 

political imaginary and the temperament of the actual chosen president. The 

imaginary is not enough to make a president presidential. Mismatches like this 

form what I would like to call ‘cracks’ in the imaginary. If the imaginary – 

used as an overarching term – consists of a collection of specific imaginaries, 

then a special feature of the imaginary of Satanism is that it is closely linked to 

these cracks. Narratives about Satanism reflect – as I have argued above – that 

which is hard to understand, uncertain, and contested. 
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Uncertainties related to the gap between how the world should be and 

how it is, insecurities about identity, and contestations of the conceptualisation 

of reality are not limited to a Zambian or even to an African context. Narratives 

about Satanism exist in other parts of the world as well. In Chapter 1 I argued 

that Satanism in Zambia is a specific form of anti-Satanist discourse. In 

different contexts, anti-Satanist discourse seems to be fighting a war on two 

fronts: against the Devil and his associates, but also against a secular 

naturalism that denies the possibility of supernatural agency. Narratives about 

Satanism not only aim to warn audiences of the Devil’s evil. They also urge 

people to accept the premise that the Devil exists in the face of alternative, 

secular views. In the West as well as in Zambia, narratives about Satanism are 

related to contested conceptualisations of reality.  

Narratives about Satanism can, from a more general perspective, be 

categorised as a variety of conspiracy narratives. Conspiracy narratives explain 

why the world is as it is – and they do this in a way that acknowledges hidden 

agencies and specialists who are able to discern and reveal the truth. In a 

volume on conspiracy-thinking in a global setting, Todd Sanders and Harry 

West (2003) state that ‘transparency’ has become a catch-phrase, referring to 

an emphasis on good governance in the post-Cold War political realm. But at 

the same time of this increased use of the term transparency, they argue, there 

has also been a rise in conspiracy narratives. The world does not really seem to 

become more transparent. Where there is uncertainty – as there is in 

contemporary Zambia, but also in many other parts of the world – things are 

not clear, not transparent. West and Sanders use a more general term for 

conspiracy theories, namely ‘occult cosmologies’ (2003:6):  

Occult cosmologies suggest that there is more to what happens in the 

world than meets the eye—that reality is anything but ‘transparent.’ 

More specifically, they claim that power operates in two separate yet 

related realms, one visible, the other invisible; between these two realms, 

however, there exist causal links, meaning that invisible powers 

sometimes produce visible outcomes. 

‘Occult cosmologies’ imply that there are hidden agencies at work. These 

cosmologies further rely on specialists who are able to discern and reveal the 

secret truth behind first appearances – in the case of Satanism, pastors and 

intercessors fulfil this role. They are able to diagnose and to discern the true 

meaning of narratives about Satanism.  

Considering my research on narratives about Satanism, and thinking 
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about these narratives in the context of conspiracy theories in general, it seems 

that where there are cracks in the imaginary, ‘occult cosmologies’ become 

popular. When there are gaps between an imagined ideal situation and lived 

reality, when there are developments that cannot be ignored, when competing 

imaginaries are present: in these circumstances imaginaries that assume the 

existence of hidden agencies and of specialists in revelation are activated. This 

suggestion asks for further investigation. The imaginaries of Satanism and 

other occult cosmologies may serve to curb uncertainties. According to what 

Bill Ellis has called the Rumpelstiltskin principle, the act of naming may make 

the problem easier to handle. The imaginary of Satanism can give a name to a 

previously vague sense of insecurity and threat. The imaginary of Satanism 

also gives meaning to insecurities in living conditions by revealing their cause. 

Take, for example, the idea that Zambia is not just poor; it is poor because the 

Devil is strong and needs to be conquered. This does not take away the poverty, 

but it incorporates poverty into a meaningful framework, thereby alleviating 

some of the insecurity that poverty may cause. 

On the other hand, and at the same time, narratives about Satanism can 

cause an increase in insecurity. Someone who had not thought of Satanism in 

connection with their own life may be inspired to do so after hearing a 

testimony. Starting to see Satanists in one’s environment can solve some 

tensions, but it may also cause other fears and uncertainties. Pastors in Zambia 

and other parts of Africa can attest to this. Often, the pastors and churches that 

are most vocal in the struggle against evil spiritual forces are also the first to be 

accused of Satanism themselves. Spiritual warfare is a dangerous instrument 

that can blow up in the pastor’s own face. Imaginaries do not necessarily 

resolve feelings of insecurity; they may also exacerbate them. 

I started this dissertation with the example of a girl who confessed that 

she was a Satanist during an all-night prayer meeting in a church in a provincial 

town in Zambia. The girl was reported to have said: “I am a Satanist, sent here 

to this all-night prayer to bring confusion.” In this final reflection on narratives 

about Satanism it has become clear to me that the confusion was already there. 

The participants in the all-night prayer already lived in a world that did not live 

up to expectations; a world in which appearances can deceive; where there are 

alternative conceptualisations of reality. The girl who confessed that she was a 

Satanist did not bring that confusion. Before her confession, the world was 

already hard to understand, uncertain, and contested. Speaking of Satan not 

only makes the Devil appear, it also expresses the confusions and uncertainties 
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of life in contemporary Zambia, sometimes appeasing them, and at other times 

aggravating them.  
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Appendix 1: Collected testimonies of ex-Satanists and other sources 

 

1. Memory Tembo  Published testimony  2010  core 

2. Martha   Interview (together with Leah) 2015 

3. Loveness   Interview (together with Tabitha) 2015 

4. Mr. X   Multiple radio interviews  2015 

5. Male ex-Satanist Newspaper article  2013
81

 

6. Christine Kaya  Newspaper article  2012
82

 

7. Unnamed singer Newspaper article  2015
83

 

8. Tsitsi    Multiple testimonies, church & TV 2015  core 

9. Thomas Mwanza Newspaper article  2014
84

 

10. Robert Chomba Newspaper article  2014
85

 

11. Charles   Radio interview in two sessions 2013   

12. David   Radio interview in four sessions 2013  core 

13. Jane    Fingers of Thomas (FoT)  2007 

14. Felista   FoT    ?  core 

15. Eve    Radio interview in two sessions 2013  core 

16. Moses   Testimony in church and interview 2013  core 

17. Chileshe   Interview   2013 

18. Gideon M. Kabila  Published testimony and video 2007?, 2011
86

 core 

19. Naomi   Radio interview and testimony 2011, 2012 core 

20. Ruth   Interview   2013  core 

21. Grace  Interview   2013  core 

22. Mphatso   Radio interview in five sessions 2013  core 

23. Anonymous  FoT film based on interviews 2007
87

 

24. Female ex-Satanist    Interview, FoT/Udelhoven 2009
88

 

25. Mostard Malambo Newspaper article  2016
89 

26. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

27. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

                                                 
81 http://lusakavoice.com/2013/02/18/zanis-copy-satanist-turns-to-god-in-mbala/ 
82 https://www.facebook.com/The.Church.Newspaper/posts/303093356463874  
83  https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?id=211347315737418&story_fbid=343757932496 

355 
84  http://kitwetimes.com/2014/06/30/satanist-claims-he-caused-chibombo-post-bus-accident/ 

[link not functional] 
85  https://www.facebook.com/159863897453488/photos/a.198375326935678.36108.1598638974 

53488/581789298594277/?type=3&theater 
86 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mrln20HjVQ4  
87 http://fenza.org/film-satanism.html 
88 http://www.fenza.org/docs/fingers/cases_of_satanism.pdf 
89 https://www.facebook.com/211347315737418/photos/a.213576908847792.1073741828.21134 

7315737418/467270833478397/?type=3&theater 

http://lusakavoice.com/2013/02/18/zanis-copy-satanist-turns-to-god-in-mbala/
https://www.facebook.com/The.Church.Newspaper/posts/303093356463874
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?id=211347315737418&story_fbid=343757932496
https://www.facebook.com/159863897453488/photos/a.198375326935678.36108.1598638974
https://www.facebook.com/211347315737418/photos/a.213576908847792.1073741828.21134
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28. Mercy   FoT – video   2009 

29. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

30. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

31. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

32. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

33. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

34. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

35. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

36. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

37. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

38. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

39. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

40. Tapeza   FoT    2009 

41. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

42. Anonymous   FoT – summary    2009 

43. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2009 

44. Francis   FoT – summary   2009 

45. Anonymous   FoT – summary   2008 

46. Chimwemwe   Radio interview   2013 

47. Sister X  Radio interview   2009 

48. Unnamed guests Radio interview   2013 

49. Sylvia  Newspaper article  2015
90

 

 

Other sources 

1. Constable Pende Two newspaper articles 2012
91

, 2016
92

 Victim 

2. Hamlet Mwanza Pamphlet on facebook 2013
93

  Pastor 

3. Zipphora Mushala         3 testimonies         2013
94

 & 2014
95

   Visions  

4. Rachael Mushala 4 testimonies   2013-2015
96

  Visions 

5. Emmanuel Eni  Published testimony 1996
97

  Nigerian  

                                                 
90 https://www.facebook.com/ZedGossipOfficial/posts/928444557240062:0 
91 http://zambiawatchdog.com/satanism-the-story-of-constable-pende/ 
92  https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=528768537328626&id=211347315737 

418&substory_index=0 
93 https://www.facebook.com/wanano.cherryrumdeep/posts/467056363387580 
94 http://eternal-destinations.blogspot.com/2013/11/zipporah-mushala-testimony-of-hell.html 
95 http://eternal-destinations.blogspot.com/2014/02/zipporah-mushalas-second-testimony-of.html 

and http://eternal-destinations.blogspot.com/2014/07/zipporah-mushalas-third-testimony-of.html 
96  2013: http://eternal-destinations.blogspot.com/2013/11/rachael-mushala-testimony-of-

hell.html, 2014: http://eternal-destinations.blogspot.com/2014/08/rachael-mushala-second-

testimony-of-hell.html, 2014: http://eternal-destinations.blogspot.com/2015/03/rachael-mushala-

third-testimony-of-hell.html, 2015: http://eternal-destinations.blogspot.com/2015/01/the-marine-

kingdom-and-queen-of-coast.html 
97  For example here: http://www.divinerevelations.info/dreams_and_visions/dilivered_from_ 

https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=528768537328626&id=211347315737
https://www.facebook.com/wanano.cherryrumdeep/posts/467056363387580
http://eternal-destinations.blogspot.com/2014/02/zipporah-mushalas-second-testimony-of.html
http://eternal-destinations.blogspot.com/2013/11/rachael-mushala-testimony-of-hell.html
http://eternal-destinations.blogspot.com/2013/11/rachael-mushala-testimony-of-hell.html
http://eternal-destinations.blogspot.com/2014/08/rachael-mushala-second-testimony-of-hell.html
http://eternal-destinations.blogspot.com/2014/08/rachael-mushala-second-testimony-of-hell.html
http://eternal-destinations.blogspot.com/2015/03/rachael-mushala-third-testimony-of-hell.html
http://eternal-destinations.blogspot.com/2015/03/rachael-mushala-third-testimony-of-hell.html
http://www.divinerevelations.info/dreams_and_visions/dilivered_from_
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6. Anonymous   FoT   2007  Witchcraft 

7. Anonymous   FoT   ?  Possession 

8. Anonymous  FoT   2008  Witchcraft 

9. Nonkoliso Ngeleka Video on internet  2010
98

   South-African   

10. Devil-worshiper Video    ?             South-African  

11. Moses  Video on internet  ?
99

  Kenyan  

12. Mr. Jude  Newspaper article 2010
100

  Nigerian  

13. Cecilia  Interview  2016  Hears voices 

14. Fingers of Thomas  Weekly discussions 2013-2016   

15. Rev. Harrison Sakala Interview  2013  Pastor 

16. Rev. Leonard Hara Interview  2015  Pastor 

17. Rev. Godwill Mwanza  Interview  2016  Pastor 

18. Rev. Yelesani Ndhlovu Interview  2015  Pastor 

19. JMU students        Conversations  2013-2016 

20. Rev. Panji Chipeta Interview  2013  Pastor 

21. Pastor Jere  Interview  2012  Pastor 

22. Bishop Phiri  Interview  2015  Pastor 

23. Ackson Banda Jr. Interview  2015  Intercessor 

24. Rev. Tabitha Moyo Interview  2013  Pastor

                                                                                                                       
the_powers_of_darkness_by_emmanuel_eni.htm 
98 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=psLRI4fXts4 
99 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=626gzjo23-Q 
100 https://thetbjoshuafanclub.wordpress.com/2010/08/03/evil-secrets-revelations-of-an-ex-

wizard/ 
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Appendix 2: Accusations of Satanism in Zambian newspapers 
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Appendix 3: Narrative structure of core testimonies 
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Appendix 4: Accusations of sacrifice in the Zambian Watchdog 
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Samenvatting in het Nederlands 

 

‘Wie van de duivel spreekt, trapt op zijn staart,’ zegt een oud Nederlands 

spreekwoord. In Zambia wordt er tegenwoordig veel over de duivel en zijn 

menselijke helpers, de Satanisten, gesproken. Het begrip ‘Satanisme’ verwijst 

in Zambia naar een veronderstelde organisatie, geleid door Satan, die eropuit is 

om kwaad en ongeluk te veroorzaken – in het bijzonder gericht tegen 

Christenen. Ex-Satanisten zijn ervan overtuigd dat zij in het verleden deel uit 

maakten van deze organisatie. Verhalen over Satanisme vertellen over offers 

die gebracht worden aan Satan, bijvoorbeeld door het veroorzaken van 

verkeersongevallen of ziekte. Deze verhalen worden serieus genomen en gretig 

doorverteld. Verhalen worden gedeeld op Facebook, of gepresenteerd tijdens 

gebedsdiensten die de hele nacht duren. Ze zijn het onderwerp van gesprek op 

school en op de markt; tussen vrienden en collega’s. Voor sommige 

toehoorders vormen de verhalen een reden om zichzelf of anderen als Satanist 

te bestempelen. In andere gevallen zijn de verhalen over Satanisme een 

aanleiding voor geweld. In dit proefschrift onderzoek ik welke factoren 

bijdragen aan de overtuigingskracht van hedendaagse verhalen over Satanisme 

in Zambia. 

 Van belang zijn in de eerste plaats de culturele conventies die de 

verhalen over Satanisme plausibel maken. In hoofdstuk 2 staat de volgende 

vraag centraal: Welke vergelijkbare verhalen en noties zijn aanwezig in Zambia, 

waardoor mensen die een verhaal over Satanisme horen, denken ‘dit zou best 

wel eens waar kunnen zijn’? Satanisme is denkbaar, omdat het idee dat er 

Satanisten bestaan deel uitmaakt van een web van overtuigingen en verhalen. 

Op deze wijze is Satanisme verbonden met traditionele Zambiaanse noties over 

hekserij, over het ongeoorloofd verkrijgen van rijkdom, en over bezetenheid. 

Verhalen over Satanisme lijken in veel opzichten op verhalen over hekserij. 

Net als heksen veroorzaken Satanisten ongeluk – gezondheidsproblemen, 

huwelijksproblemen, problemen met werk, en zelfs de dood. Verhalen over 

Satanisme lijken ook op verhalen over bezetenheid. Satanisten zijn zich vaak 

op het moment zelf niet bewust van hun affiliatie met de duivel en van het 

kwaad dat ze veroorzaken, net zoals iemand die bezeten is soms niet weet wat 

hij doet.   

  Dit betekent niet dat Satanisme niets anders is dan een nieuwe naam 

voor oude ideeën, als oude wijn in nieuwe zakken. Overtuigingen en tradities 

zijn niet statisch en gevangen in het verleden, maar juist veranderlijk en fluïde. 
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Sinds de komst van het Christendom zijn lokale, Afrikaanse legenden en 

geloofsovertuigingen opgenomen in een wereldwijd, Christelijk narratief. 

Geesten en heksen worden in nieuwe dit verhaal getransformeerd tot agenten 

van de duivel. Een belangrijke nieuwe context vormt de zogenaamde ‘spiritual 

warfare’-theologie. Volgens deze theologie woedt er een universele strijd 

tussen de machten van goed en kwaad, God en Satan. Christenen overal ter 

wereld worden opgeroepen om deel te nemen aan deze strijd. Verhalen over ex-

Satanisten in Zambiaanse kerken worden gehoord in de context van ‘spiritual 

warfare’. Traditionele noties van hekserij en bezetenheid, en nieuwe 

Christelijke theologie maken samen deel uit van het web van ideeën dat 

verhalen over Satanisme denkbaar maakt. Deze verschillende contexten samen 

zorgen ervoor dat verhalen over Satanisme plausibel genoeg zijn om serieus te 

nemen.  

 Voor ex-Satanisten, die hun getuigenissen geven in kerken en andere 

religieuze settings, beschrijven verhalen over Satanisme niet alleen een 

plausibele realiteit, maar een werkelijkheid die zij zelf hebben beleefd. Die 

persoonlijke ervaring van Satanisme staat centraal in hoofdstuk 3. Wie hoort 

over Satanisme denkt misschien allereerst aan een verandering in overtuiging, 

een soort bekering naar een andere, niet-Christelijke religie. Maar in mijn 

gesprekken met ex-Satanisten kwam een ander beeld op. Satanisme was voor 

hen geen bewuste keuze, niet eens een keuze die achteraf verkeerd bleek. Een 

analyse van de setting waarin verhalen over Satanisme voorkomen, laat zien 

dat Satanisme vooral wordt geïnterpreteerd als een diagnose, een antwoord op 

de vraag ‘wat is er toch met mij/hem/haar aan de hand?’. Een gebrek aan 

welbevinden zonder een duidelijk aanwijsbare oorzaak, wordt in Afrika vaak 

gerelateerd aan een probleem in de relatie met de onzichtbare, spirituele wereld 

waar voorouders en geesten verblijven; of aan de kwade invloed van een heks. 

Dit kan zich uiten in elk soort van ongeluk: in gezondheidsproblemen, maar 

ook in armoede of in huwelijksproblemen. Zowel traditionele genezers als 

Christelijke gebedsgenezers zoeken naar oorzaken voor een gebrek aan 

welbevinden in de spirituele wereld. Satanisme is een diagnose die gesteld 

wordt door Christelijke gebedsgenezers. Abnormaal gedrag, dromen, het 

gevoel niet geaccepteerd te worden, introversie, en koppigheid zijn allemaal 

voorbeelden van symptomen die kunnen wijzen op Satanisme. Ook een 

jeugdige leeftijd, verontrustende dromen, en het vertonen van bepaald gedrag 

wanneer er voor de mogelijke Satanist gebeden wordt, worden gerelateerd aan 

Satanisme. 
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 Het accepteren van de diagnose Satanisme vereist een herinterpretatie 

van het verleden. Een levensverhaal geeft betekenis aan gebeurtenissen in 

iemands leven. Voor ex-Satanisten krijgen vooral negatieve gebeurtenissen een 

plekje en een nieuwe betekenis. Ongelukken, familieleden die overlijden, 

mislukkingen op allerlei gebied: wie kijkt naar zijn levensverhaal vanuit de 

diagnose van Satanisme, vindt allerlei gebeurtenissen en ziet die plotseling op 

hun plaats vallen. Zo wordt Satanisme van een diagnose tot een deel van de 

identiteit. Dat kan bevrijdend zijn. Het negatieve ligt immers in het verleden; er 

is nu ruimte voor iets nieuws en goeds. Sommige ex-Satanisten verwerken de 

diagnose Satanisme zo op een positieve manier in hun levensverhaal. Ze 

ontlenen er zelfs kracht aan. Dat geldt niet voor iedereen. Anderen accepteren 

de diagnose Satanisme, maar het blijft een episode waar ze zich voor schamen 

of schuldig over voelen. In alle gevallen geeft de diagnose Satanisme een 

verklaring voor het ervaren van gevoelens van afwijzing en isolatie, en andere 

gebeurtenissen in het verleden. Dit maakt de verhalen over Satanisme 

overtuigend op een persoonlijk niveau.  

 In hoofdstuk 4 verschuift de focus van de ex-Satanist naar de context 

waarin hij of zij vertelt over de ervaringen. Een getuigenis (testimony) is een 

verhaal, verteld in een religieuze setting, over een keerpunt in iemands leven, 

een transformatie die gezien wordt als het werk van God. Verhalen van ex-

Satanisten gaan over zo’n keerpunt: van extreem slechte Satanist is de verteller 

geworden tot wedergeboren Christen. Ex-Satanisten vertellen vaak over hun 

verleden tijdens kerkdiensten of bij andere Christelijke gelegenheden. Een 

getuigenis is meer dan een persoonlijk levensverhaal. Getuigenissen worden 

gepresenteerd en gedeeld, en worden daarmee publiek bezit. Vaak volgen 

getuigenissen een min of meer standaard format en gebruiken ze een speciaal 

jargon. Dat geldt ook voor getuigenissen over Satanisme. Predikanten spelen, 

als sponsor en soms zelfs als co-auteur, een belangrijke rol in de productie van 

getuigenissen. Ze helpen de ex-Satanisten om hun verleden te herinterpreteren 

in het kader van Satanisme, en dringen erop aan dat ze hun ervaringen delen. 

Predikanten regelen spreekbeurten voor ex-Satanisten en voegen betekenis toe 

aan hun verhaal. De bekrachtiging van een getuigenis door een predikant maakt 

het verhaal van de ex-Satanist meer geloofwaardig voor het publiek. Voor een 

predikant zijn getuigenissen belangrijk als visitekaartje voor hun kerk. Dat een 

kerk een platform biedt voor ex-Satanisten laat iets zien over de theologie die 

daar gepreekt wordt. Door de presentatie van getuigenissen wordt de spiritual 

warfare tastbaar voor kerkgangers. Als de predikant zelf heeft meegewerkt aan 
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de bekering van de ex-Satanist tot het Christendom dan is dat ook bewijs voor 

de kracht van de predikant in de strijd tussen de machten van het goede en 

Satan. Het is dan ook in de eerste plaats de predikant in een competitieve 

omgeving die profijt heeft van getuigenissen die in zijn kerk gegeven worden.  

 Met de getuigenissen verspreidt zich ook de populaire kennis over 

Satanisme. Maar getuigenissen zijn niet de enige vorm waarin verhalen over 

Satanisme worden gedeeld. Verhalen over Satanisme kunnen ook de vorm 

aannemen van geruchten en legenden, en verspreid worden via radio trottoir – 

het actieve roddelcircuit in Afrikaanse steden. Geruchten kunnen hun 

toehoorders inspireren tot actie, variërend van het doorvertellen van het verhaal 

tot geweldpleging tegen personen of eigendommen. Hoofdstuk 5 is een analyse 

van krantenartikelen over Satanisme, gepubliceerd tussen 2011 en 2016 in 

Zambia, en laat zien dat in geruchten over Satanisme vijf verschillende 

beroepsgroepen vaak aangewezen worden als schuldige: politici, zakenmensen, 

leraren, predikanten, en overheidspersoneel betrokken bij 

ontwikkelingsprojecten. Deze ‘usual suspects’ zijn in de populaire verbeelding 

verbonden met een stedelijk milieu. Net als op het platteland is men overtuigd 

dat wie succes wil hebben in deze urbane wereld, hulp nodig heeft van 

onzichtbare, spirituele krachten. Op het platteland worden speculaties over het 

verkrijgen van rijkdom en macht uitgedrukt in termen van hekserij. In de stad is 

Satanisme het idioom voor geruchten over onrechtmatig verkregen geld of 

posities.  

 Veranderingen en spanningen in de samenleving kunnen verklaren 

waarom bepaalde verhaallijnen en beelden plotseling meer of minder populair 

worden. Een analyse van getuigenissen van ex-Satanisten, gepresenteerd in 

hoofdstuk 6, geeft een indicatie van de spanningen die worden ervaren in de 

hedendaagse, Zambiaanse samenleving. In de getuigenissen zijn vooral 

spanningen rond het gezin en rond hiërarchische verhoudingen, onzekerheid 

ten opzichte van de spirituele wereld, en ambivalentie ten aanzien van 

materieel bezit zichtbaar. Deze verschillende spanningsvelden hebben te maken 

met de ideeën en verwachtingen rond het begrip ‘moderniteit’ in Zambia. Op 

het gebied van familie, hiërarchische verhoudingen, spirituele en materiële 

zaken is de leemte tussen wat werd verwacht van moderniteit en het leven zoals 

het ervaren wordt, bijzonder groot. Verhalen over Satanisme geven woorden en 

betekenis aan de ervaringen van desillusie met moderniteit. 

 Welke factoren dragen bij aan de overtuigingskracht van hedendaagse 

verhalen over Satanisme in Zambia? In deze studie verwijs ik naar plausibiliteit, 
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geloofwaardigheid, persoonlijke relevantie, spanningen in lokale 

gemeenschappen en sociale ontwikkelingen. Een terugkerend thema in deze 

dissertatie is het gevoel van onzekerheid op verschillende niveaus: economisch, 

persoonlijk en spiritueel. Verhalen over Satanisme brengen verborgen krachten 

achter verwarrende omstandigheden aan het licht. Aan de ene kant kan dit de 

onzekerheid verlichten: wat eerst onbegrijpelijk was, is nu verklaard, het heeft 

een plek gekregen. Aan de andere kant kan de onzekerheid vergroot worden 

door de populariteit van verhalen over Satanisme: iedereen kan gaan twijfelen 

of hijzelf, zijn buurvrouw of nicht niet eigenlijk een Satanist is. Duidelijk is in 

elk geval dat al deze onzekerheden een vruchtbare voedingsbodem vormen 

voor verhalen over Satanisme.  
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