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The Experiences of Islamic Minorities in non-Islamic States

DIAGNOSIS THROUGH ROSARY AND SAND: ISLAMIC
ELEMENTS IN THE HEALING CUSTOM OF THE YORUBA
(NIGERIX)

Dr. Amidu Sanni*

Abstract: The inhabitants of south western Nigeria are known as the
Yoruba. Their earliest contact with Islam goes back to the 14"'
century, but it was only in the 1 9th century that the faith got firmly
established, as Islamic mores and intellectual culture which included
medical tradition - became well entrenched. Before the advent of
Islam, diagnosis of ailments, witchcraft attacks etc., was carried out
through a traditional procedure which involved the use of palm
kernels, cowries, the latter similar to "bone throwing" among the
Zulu of South Africa. This traditional system has since lost position
to divination with rosary (subha) and sand (khatt al-raml), particularly
among Muslims. This development notwithstanding, elements of the
indigenous medical tradition medical tradition have been incorporated
into the Islamic tradition.

Inam Ahmad al-Buni (d.622.H) remains a point of reference
among Yorouba Muslim healers and standard works on
divination with sand, for example, Ahmad al-Afandi's (fl.1290
A.H.) ilm al-raml and al-Adhami's Mizan al-adl fi masqasis
ahkam al-raml (1322.A.H.) continue to be popular.
Nevertheless, the native Muslim diviners have developed their
own literature for this and for divination with rosary, which
betrays the level of their linguistic competence as well as the
degree of acculturation and hybridization of indigenous and
Islamic elements in a healing custom.

* Professor of Arabic and Middle Eastern Studies, Lagos State University, Lagos
Nigeria.
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This paper will examine how traditional elements had been
grafted on Islamic divination, and how the practitioners
continue to resolve the inherent contradictions between the two
phenomena in their dual role as votaries of the Islamic faith
and social workers in a medical tradition with a strong religious
underpinning.

Keywords: Islam; Yorubaland; Divination techniques; Sacrifice;
Rosary; Sand magic

INTRODUCTION

The wide tract of land to the west of the River Niger is known as
Yorubaland, and it is from this toponym that its inhabitants derived their
name. We cannot say exactly when Islam was introduced here, but to
suggest the late 14 1 or early 15th century would be in order. This was the
time when the old Mali empire was losing its position to the emerging
Songhay empire. That the religion of Islam was known as Imale among the
Yoruba, an apparent reference to this connection with the Mali empire,
suggests that the faith must have been introduced here from contacts with
that area, particularly through the activities of trans-Saharan traders.'
Moreover the Yoruba word for Islamic scholar or school teacher, namely,
alfa, is the same in Songhay which derived it from Arabic al-faqih.2 By the
mid 16th-century, however, there was a remarkable presence of Muslim
clerics in the ancient Yoruba Kingdom of Oyo, where clerics served as
advisers and spiritual consultants to the court. A noticeable presence of
Islamic scholars in the following century can be gleaned from the title of a
response, namely, Shif-i 'al rubi ft tahrTr fuqah 'Yawruba, written by the
Katsina scholar Muhammad b. Masani (d. 1078 A.H./1667) in which

1. M. Hiskett, The Development of Islam in West Africa (London & New York, 1984), 113-
114. See also, Ira M. Lapidus, A History of Islamic Societies (Cambridge, etc. 1988), 838-48

2. Geert Mommerstag, 'Quranic Teachers and Magico-Religious Specialists in Djenne'
(Mali), ISIM Newsletter, 3 (1999), 30. In the Sudanese popular idiom, the word faki, a
corruption of faqTh also refers to a local amulet writer or teacher of a Qur'anic school. See
Rrldiger Seeseman, "The Takfir debate: Sources for the Study of a Contemporary Dispute
among African Sufis Part 1: the Nigerian Arena', Sudanic Africa, 9 (1998), 50, footnote 38.

3. Adam 'Abd Alla-al ilir, NasTim al-sabS fi akhbar al-Islam wa ulam5'bilAd Yaruba (Lagos,
1986), 12

296



answers are reported to have been provided to certain inquiries made by
some Yoruba intellectual acolytes.4 Imam 'Umar Slagha (1858-1934)
argues that by the close of the 18t" century, there were nine Yoruba towns
heavily populated by Malams (Muslims),5 a development which may have
attracted the attention of an Arabic-speaking North African trader to
mention Yarba as one of the neighbours of Hausaland in a report to an agent
of African Association in 1789.6 But the ifa verses, the mantra of the local
diviners had, by the 1 9th-century, shown significant, even if passing,
references to Islamic mores, such as names, clothing, and devotional acts.
The historicity of Islam in the social setting of the Yoruba is confirmed by a
popular saying which is:'

"Ile la ba'fa ile la ba 'mole, osan gangan ni'gbabgo de."

"We met ifa at home we met Islam at home, Christianity came in the high
noon."

The religious tradition of the Yoruba prior to the coming of Islam was
characterized by a pantheon of anthropomorphic gods and spirits which
were revered and consulted through various procedures. Also, diagnosis of
ailments, ascertaining causes of disasters or spiritual attacks and bad
dreams, crises related to marriage, birth, and death provided sufficient
ground for consulting ifa, the principal form of divination among the
Yoruba. Judging by the popular statement quoted above, it will be
reasonable to conclude that ifa, which is mentioned alongside Islam and
Christianity occupied the prime position in the religious system of the
Yoruba: it could determine, when consulted as was often the case, which
type of deity or spirit a client or a child should worship. Essentially ifa

4. A.D.H. Bivar and M. Hiskett "The Arabic Literature of Nigeria to 1804: A Provisional
Account', Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, 25 pt 1.(1962), 116.

5. Stefan Reichmuth, 'Imam Umaru's Account of the Ilorin Emirate', Sudanic Africa, 4
(1993), 167.

6. P.E.H. Hair, The Early Study of Nigerian Languages: Essays and Bibliographies
(Cambridge, 1967), 4 footnote 3.

7. T.G.O. Gbadamosi and J.F. Ade-Ajayi 'Islam and Christianity in Nigeria", in Obaro
Ikome, (ed.), Groundwork of Nigerian History (lbadan, 1984), 359.

8. T.G.O. Gbadamosi, The Growth of Islam among the Yoruba 1841-1908 (London, 1978),
16. See also J.D.Y. Peel, "Engaging with Islam", the eighth chapter of a pre-publication
version of a book, p. 1; R.O. Rom Kalily 'llsamic Artistic Response among the Yoruba of
Nigeria', ISIM Newsletter, 3 (1999), 4.
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divination was the chief key among the pre-Islamic Yoruba for unlocking
the secrets of the hidden powers, events, and projections into the future.
Besides, the prophesies of the ifa corpus and their structures are underlined
by protective, retaliatory and healing medicine, details of which are known
to the diviner alone.9 The authority of the diviner derives from what Max
Weber (1864-1920) calls "traditional domination", which rests upon the
authority of the "eternal yesterday."'o It is from this eternal yesterday that
the realities of the present and the possibilities of the future are determined
by the diviners through their various techniques.

But the coming of Islam to Yorubaland did not change the tradition of the
authority of diviners and healers except in the characterization of the
techniques, procedures and the nomenclature of the practitioners. This
should not be surprising, as the natives were more interested in the
utilitarian aspect of the Islamic faith rather than in any spiritual
advancement it was believed to possess. This is aptly described by Ryan in
his illustration of the reception of Islam in sub-Saharan West Africa when
he says:

"...Islam emerged as a clerical style of worship and petitionary
prayer that was seen to be of great benefit to a king or nation in
distress.. .its prayer worked.. .it was not the ideal Islam of egalitarian
worship that attracted the West Africans at first. Rather they
perceived Islam as the prayer of these gifted holy men who could
write and heal and make amulets for others.""

The ideal practitioner of Islamic learning among the Yoruba should,
therefore, be a votary of the magico-religious practices of which the
production of amulets and divination are the most significant.

Divination among the Yoruba in a Historical Continuum

9. P.J. Ryan, Iniale, 17. A very useful and standard work on ifa divination is Christoph
Staewen, IFA-African Gods Speak: the oracle of the Yoruba in Nigeria (Munster-
Hamburg,1996).

10. As quoted by Francois (onstantin, 'Leadership, Muslim Identities and East African
Politics", in L. Brenner, ed., Muslim Identity and Social Change and Sub Saharan Africa
(Bloomington & Indianapolis, 1993), 42.

11. P.J. Ryan, finale, 17.
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The putative ancestor of the Yoruba, Oduduwa (from Odu to dawa) is
reported to have found out that on getting to Ile-Ife, the ancestral home of
the Yoruba, he had been preceded by Agbonmiregun, that is Setilu (Arabic
Sagh), the founder of ifa worship. In the Arabic lore, Sagh was the
iconograpic diviner.12 This has led some to argue in favour of Muslim
influence on ifa tradition in regard to form and procedures. " The
precedence of ifa over Islam in the Yoruba nation offered two choices to the
monotheistic faith once it was introduced: to obliterate the heathen tradition
altogether or to adapt it in such a way as not to compromise its own essence.
The latter, being the most eminently sensible modus vivendi, was adopted.
Rev. David Hinderer, a Swiss-German emissary of the Christian Missionary
Society who was talking to a Muslim at Ibadan in the late 1850s was
informed that the Muslims had to conform a little with the heathen fashion
because they were not yet enough in number and power to get on alone.' 4

Divination with sand (khatt al-ranl) as identified with the Arabs is
considered a parodied variation of the heathen divinatory tradition, the
geomancy of the Greeks. But according to a certain tradition, it is believed
to have been vouchsafed through angel JibrTIl by Allah's leave to Prophet
Idris, and after him to Prophet Nch. A hadith, which in all probability is
apocryphal, credits Prophet Muhammad with making reference to a certain
prophet of Allah who used to make some markings on sand.15

Just as a Hausa or Songhay cleric would make a recourse to his book of
divination in order to ascertain the cause of an illness before prescribing the
appropriate cure, 6 a Yoruba Muslim healer also employs mechanical or
spiritual means of establishing the root cause or prospect of an affair of
which khatt al-raml/turib is an example. It has been suggested that the
Yoruba came in contact with this form of geomancy as late as the 16th-
century, during the exile of the Head of the Yoruba empire, the Alafin of

12. Ibid., 32.

13. Peel, "Engaging with Islam", 1.

14. Ibid., 32.

15. See "Abd al-Qddir al-HusaynT al-AdhamT, Risalat misdal-adl fT maq5sid ahkam al-raml,
q.v. in Ahmad b. 'AIT al-BUnt. Shams al-ma arif al-kubri (Cairo, 1962), 539. See also,
Reichmuth, (1998) apud, 141.

16. J.S. Trimingham, A History of Islam in West Africa (Oxford, 1959), 123. A very recent
and outstanding study on the subject is David Owusu-Ansah, 'prayer Amulets and Healing',
in N. Levtzion & R.L. Pouwels, ed. The History of Islam in Africa (Ohio, 2000), 477-87
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Oyo in Borgu.17 A tradition has it that orunmila, the patron saint of
divination among the Yoruba, having subjected himself to divination over
his childlessness, presumably by a Muslim priest, later taught his children
divination both with theftraditional palm nuts and the technique with sand."
The earthward orientation based on the number 16 common to both khatt al-
raml and ifa divination, and the striking similarities in the arithmetical
techniques employed in both have further underpinned the suggestion of
derivation or influence often posited in respect of the two systems.

The client of the Muslim diviner beating on the sand could either proclaim
to his consultant the specific problem in respect of which he was seeking
solution or whisper this onto the stipend he was offering as the consultation
fee. In the former case, the diviner's job is made much easier, as he would
only need to give a precise pronouncement on the issue under inquiry. In the
latter case however, the diviner would have to recite, often from memory,
the various issues associated with the specific geomantic and arithmetical
pattern generated by his arbitrary, horizontal beating of dots or markings on
sand. Each pattern has a set containing hypothetic issues, propitiatory
procedures, and healing medicine. The client will then be able to draw his
own conclusions from what the diviner reads out to him, in consequence of
which the appropriate sacrifice or -alm sara (from Arabaic sadaqa) is
prescribed.' 9 Saraa is the near equivalent of etutu, ebo, (sacrifice) in the
traditional divinatory system. According to Peel, prayer, charms and saraa
are the principal means of the spiritual power of the Muslim cleric.
However, saraa had the two underlining concepts of payment for the
services of the Muslim spiritualist or cleric and as sacrifices to God. 20 The
function of the Yoruba Muslim diviner is here identical with that of the
marabout, a term coined by French scholars for the magico-religious

specialist, mainly in Africa. When a marabout examines the situation of a
client, usually through divination or istikhira, the outcome often involves
the giving of a present -which is in itself an act of religious merit. The
beneficiary of the present will normally be pleased with the giver, and the
marabout will thereafter write an amulet or conduct a prayer to facilitate the

17. P.J. Ryan, Imale, 83.

18. Ibid., 88.

19. Ibid, 231.

20. Peel, "Engaging with Islam", 20-22
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realization of his client's request. 2 1 A.similar mode of operation is seen with
regard to Muslim diviners with sand. The unfavourable attitude of the
puritans, the conservatives, and the reformers- towards the technique
notwithstanding, divination-with sand as a means of diagnosing physical,
social, spiritual, and psychological ailments remains a feature of popular
Islam among many Yoruba Muslims of Nigeria

Divination with Rosary

In 1999, an American publishing company, Fons Vitae, released a 35
minute video recording entitled "Beads of Faith: The Sacred Name and the
Heart's Celestial Garden - the Universal Use of the Rosary". This effort is
an eloquent testimony to the sustained interest in this- religious item which
has turned out to be a familiar Wahrsagetechnik in Yorubaland. In spite of
their age, the contributions by Maupoil, and following him, Ryan, stand out
among the very few studies on the techniques of divination with rosary
among the Yoruba.22

If a popular line of poetry is not a sifu concoction, it will not be
unreasonable to conclude that rosary may have been available in the time of
Prophet Muhammad, 23 thus making less than accurate the suggestion of its
post-Islamic origin and indebtedness to the Eastern Christian churches
which borrowed it from the Hundu tradition. 2 4 But the earliest reference to it

21. Compare Mommerstog, loc.cit. Our author, a Dutch anthropologist, has exhaustively
analyzed the secrets and techniques of the marabout in divination and the preparation of
drinking potions, usually from Qur'Snic texts, for the acquisition of blessings or prevention
of evils. See his 1996 Ph.D thesis in Dutch, "Het domein van de marabout: koranleraren en
magisch-religieuze specialisten in Djenne, Mali" (The domain of the marabout: teachers of
the Koran and magic-religious specialists in Djenne-Mali). A popular version of the work
appeared as In de Stad van de Marabouts (Amsterdam, 1998), the French translation of this
is anticipated.

22. See Bernard Maupoil, 'Contribution i I'6tude dl'origine musulmane de la gdomancie
dans le Bas-Dahomey", Journal del la Soci6t6 des Africanistes, 13 (1943), 1-94 (p. 18f); P.J.
Ryan, Inale, 168f. On the historical and religious signifigance of Rosary, See The
Encyclopedia of Islam, N.E., 741 b-42b, art "subha" and all the references cited there. See
also, Encyclopeadia Americana (Connecticut, 1988), xxiii, 786b art 'rosary'.-

23. It is listed among the bequests of the Prophet, as indicated below:
mukhallafd Tdha subhatani wa-mushafin
wa-mukhalatun sajadatd§ni 'asd raha

Quoted in the autobiography of Taha Husayn, viz, al-Ayyam.

24. See P.K. Hitti, History ofthe Arabs (London & Basingstoke, 1978), 438.
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as a religious accoutrement employed largely by the mystics for purposes of
spiritual ecstasy and distinction, is probably in a poetical piece by the poet
Abi Nuwas (195/810) which he addressed to the vizier al-Fadl b. al-Rabl'
from prison. That the wearing of the Qur'dn on the neck, a euphemism for
the wearing of amulet, is mentioned along with the wearing of rosary,
clearly illustrates the familiar human disposition of resorting to religious
techniques and assistance in times of distress.

The preference for rosary as a divinatory technique derives not least from its
practical advantage over sand: it is a portable and common companion of
most devotees. Besides, it does not provoke the kind of negative reaction
often elicited by sand among the puritans and the conservatives who often
consider the various techniques of divination as a derivative of the non-
Islamic tradition. The diviner holds the rosary together in his hand in such a
way as to allow his client to pick a bead. The prospective client may decide
to pay the stipend before or after consultation. He whispers into his fingers,
usually the thumb and the index finger with which he would pick a bead
from the rosary, the specific issue in respect of which he is seeking
guidance. The diviner will thereafter add the selected bead to whichever
side of the rosary that has more beads. Counting is done in eights, and it is
the number of remaining beads that determines which portion of the
consultation manual will be read to the client. In effect, the beads that could
remain range from eight to one, and for each number is a specific recital
which contains details of possibilities from which the client would pick the
one that tallies with his own inquiry. As in khatt al-raml, the diviner
pronounces the specific saraa to be offered to facilitate the request or ward
off a pending danger. The example of the consultation manual for rosary
that is used in this study was obtained from a Muslim cleric from Iwo town
in the early 70s. Although no attempt will be made here to discuss in any
grandiose fashion the style of the text, it will not be amiss to cast a sidelong
glance at it. Suffice it to say that the low level of its intelligibility arising
from poor choice of words, catachrestic idioms, inaccurate expressions,
among other points of grammar, suggests very strongly that it must have
been an autocephalous material with no traceable element from the classical
or standard Arabic tradition. Besides, the prescribed alms betray a local
origin of the text and may well support the argument espoused by some that

25. Ibn Qutayba, al-Shi'r wa 'I-shuir' (Beirut, 1984), 549:
al-tasilbThufi-dhird I-wa-'l-masha
fufi-labbati-makana 'l-qiladah
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divination by rosary, like other techniques associated with the Islamic
dispensation in the local tradition, is a Muslim disguise for a heathen
custom.

An interesting parallel in the adoption of rosary as an instrument of
diagnosis among the Yoruba is provided by a similar practice in Central
Asia and the Caucasus where baksylyk, an Islamized form of divination and
healing, based on ancestral shamanism, is practised. The practitioner, the
bakshi, intercedes with the invisible spirit(s) at the request of the client.
Divination, often a precondition in the nomadic variant of this tradition of
healing, consists in playing the kobuz (a violin) to invoke those spirits who
are expected to reveal the identity of the evil spirits that caused the illness
and recommend the appropriate therapy or medicine. The fact that whip,
knife and the manipulation of the rosary figure prominently in the healing
and divination process of the sedentary bakshi whose variant of the tradition
is anyway more Islamized, suggests an interesting point of convergence
between two different ethnic communities, the Yoruba in Africa and the
natives of Central Asia. Although no suggestion of influence is proposed
here, at least a provisional explanation for this is the general tendency by
local cultures that came in contact with Islam to graft elements of this faith
onto their local systems.

Divination: the legitimation of a technique

The Islamic system of education for the Ilorin, the intellectual powerhouse
of Yorubaland since the 19 "' century, includes magico-therapeutic sciences
in its list of subjects.27 In the graduation of these subjects, fiqh and tafsyer
come on top with 'ilm al-khawiss, which entails astrology, and medico-
religious healing techniques coming at the bottom. But khatt al-raml, which
presumably includes all other forms of divination, is excluded because of its
perceived association with falsehood (buhtin), hence it is considered un-
Islamic.

26. See Patric Garrone, "Baksylik: a Muslim Declination of Shamanism', ISIM Newsletter, 4
(1999), 15.

27. Stefan Reichmuth, Islamic Learning and its Interaction with Western Education in Ilorin
Nigeria;, in L. Brenner, ed. Muslim Identity, 183

28. Stephan Reichmuth, Islanische Bildung und soziale Integration in Ilorin (Nigeria) seit
ca. 1800 (Monster, 1998), 135-6. Unless otherwise stated, all further references to Reichmuth
in this study are from this work.
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But proponents of divinatory techniques have always portrayed these as a
form of istikhdra which of course bears a religious stamp of legitimacy.
There is an authentic tradition which indicates that the Prophet taught his
companions the procedure and recital of the istikhara prayer as he taught the
chapter of the Qur'an.29 In a popular hadith related by 'Aisha, the Prophet is
reported to have frequently, if not regularly, cultivated the practice of
casting logs among his wives whenever he was to travel, and would take
along such wife thus chosen.30 Interest in the technique of making prognosis
into the future and ascertaining the causes of certain events has its roots in
the classical Islamic scholarly tradition. To Ja'far al-Sadiq (d.148/765), the
notice of whom is given in the Tadhkirat al-awliya, is ascribed a treatise on
augury and omens, while his disciple, Jabir b. Hayyan (d. 200/815) is
reported to have studied the science of esoterics ('ilm al-batin)." Ibn
Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d.751/1350) recommends, in his discourse on the
Islamic type of medicine, otherwise called Tibb al-nab, that a good and
professional physician should possess knowledge of all categories of
treatment, namely, natural cures, spiritual cures, and cures with the help of
imagination ('ikij b-takhyll) 32 the last of course implies divinatory
techniques.

However, the tension between official Islam, that is the orthodoxy, and the
popular Islam, that is its representation in the social dispensation of the
adherents, has always been problematic. Moreover, drawing a boundary
between the two has always been less than precise, for this depends largely
on the perceptions of those involved and the extent to which they may or
may not have benefited from the formal and informal aspects of the faith.
For example, augury, fortune telling, wearing of amulets and sait veneration
are frowned upon by the orthodox when not totally characterized as un-
Islamic by them. But some of them have actually been known to have taken
advantage of those techniques, presumably to promote Islam. For example,

29. Sahih al-Bukhari, "Bab mS jafi 'l-tatawwu' mathns mathna (Beirut, u.d.), il, 146 hadith
263 ... kana rasillu ;llauh yu allimund 'l-istikAraf 'l-umaikamayu 'allimundi 'I-sira min al-
Qur'dn..."

30. See Mukhtar al-hasan wa 'l-sahih min al-hadih al-sharif selected by 'Abd al-Badl' Saqr
(Beirut, 1982) 339

31. R. A. Nicholson, 'A Historical Enquiry Concerning the Origin and Development of
Sufism", Journal ofthe Royal Asiatic Society (1906), p.3 14.

32. See Irmeli Perho, "The Use of the Koran and the Sunna in the Medicine of the Prophet"
Studia Orientalia [Helsinki], 64 (1988), 135.
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Shehu Alimi (d. 1823) the reformist, orthodox founder of the Islamic emirate
of Ilorin,3 is reported to have prayed and divined for the non-Muslim
Yoruba General Afonja and his armies at Ilorin,34 and this strongly suggests
that the founding of the emirate itself may well have taken advantage of the
techniques too. There was, however a tendency on the part of liberal and
accommodating Muslim faithful to characterize divination that is not bereft
of Islamic elements as an aspect of ruhaniyydt (spiritual powers) in
contradistinction to sorcery or magic of the heathen tradition. Even among
the reformist puritans, for example, the Bamidele group otherwise referred
to as Zumrat al-muminin3

1 opposition to divination, among other "non-
Islamic" techniques of control, has never been absolute.

The Islamic clerical class in Yorubaland has found it more expedient and
realistic to provide effective alternatives to the heathen-oriented medico-
spiritual tradition. The indigenous religious system of the Yoruba, as rightly
observed by Ryan, revolves round a central divinatory system,36 so the
provision of such alternatives as khatt al-rami, and manipulation of the
rosary for prognosis, diagnosis, and indeed, for therapeutic purposes, has
assured the preservation of the Yoruba within the larger Islamic umma. The
hallmark of a typical Islamic scholar of Yorubaland is, apart from adequate
knowledge of the theological subjects, a good and effective grounding in
medico-spiritual sciences often signposted under the generic title fawaid.
Private manuscripts and collections of the works of Yoruba scholars and
indeed of sub-Saharan 'ulama often have frequent references to magic,
divination, petitionary prayers, talismans, amulets and other such items as
the Western scientific thought might consider confusing as superstition. It is
not even uncommon to see the greater part of the intellectual bequest of an
acknowledged scholar, for example. Ya'qfib of Ikirun (d.1965),
concentrating on fawaid, which covers a wide range of Islamic and native
healing recipes, astrology (falak), magical squares (aufdq), vaccinations,
and preparations similar to those of Yoruba traditional healers.

33. For details about whom see Reichmuth, 28f.

34. P.J.Ryan, linale, 209.

35. For more on the group and its activities see Reichmuth, 242-52.

36. P.J. Ryan, Inale, 306.

37. About half of the 663 folio private papers of Ya'qWib studied by Ogunbiyi is onfawlid.
See I.A. Ogunbiyi, The Private Papers of Alfa YaqUb of Ikirun Nigeria c.1890-1965: an
Initial Overview', Sudanic Africa, 10 (1999), 115.
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There is probably no better time than now for a review of the evolutionist
view of the relation between magic and religion, or rather between the
uncontrolled order and the sacred institution, in the European thought of the
last two centuries as well described by Doutt6 and Weber, magic was
considered an inferior state of religion. The signal for such a review is
already being sent with such ground breaking works as those of Meyer and
Mirecki in which talismans with written engravings are analysed in a
theoretical and historical framework.3

' The tendency to Islamize non-
Islamic techniques of control and investigation is common to many, if not
all, of the sub-Saharan native communities that had adopted Islam. Their
ultimate motive is to service the social requirements with all forms of forces
such as will prevent the faithful from slipping back into kufr, and it is in this
light that the use of sand and rosary as oracles in the healing custom of the
Yoruba should be understood. Local texts dealing with these techniques
should be treated as independent genres in their own right rather than as
subtexts, parodied variations or literary subalterns of oriental archetypes. I
can find no better conclusion in this regard than the submission of Hambs as
he says:39

Many domains of research on Islamic magic have yet to be covered. In
addition to field investigations on the process of consultations, and of
making or carrying out magical rituals, it is necessary to complete the
inventories of ancient texts, and gather data on the transmission and
teaching of occult sciences about which we know almost nothing.

It will probably be no more fashionable today to subject divination, as an
aspect of astrology or astronomy, to reprobation or condemnation. Only
recently, the Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs in Egypt endorsed the
employment of astronomical calculations in predetermining the
commencement and termination of the Muslim Fasting of Ramadin.40 And
what is divination? It is about determining the beginning and the end of an
affair.

38. See M. Meyer and P. Mirecki, Ancient Magic and Ritual Power (Leiden, 1995).

39. Constant Hambs, Magic, Islam and Scientific Research', ISIM Newsletter;3 (1999), 40.

40. See Essentials of Islam Series Al-Siyim- Fasting - by El-Bahay El-Kholi (Cairo, 1998),
20-21.


