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CHAPTER 1 9

The term scapegoat in a Bafut context is usually seen as an expression, and not as a single
word, namely a kwo'a ni ne nwie. It is difficult to attempt to translate this term literally into
English, but it suffices to say that the expression carries the notion of one, who suffers
innocently. In its religious connotation the term scapegoat is only applicable during times of
tribal crisis. This occurs when the need arises to offer a sacrifice to the gods or the ancestors.
Examples would relate to times when the clan is about to face an enemy or another tribe at
war, and also during the annual pilgrimage to Nefo'o or other shrines in Bafut. As regards the
Nefo'o ritual, the animal victim is selected arbitrarily, either killed or the sins of the entire
community would be symbolically laid upon it, upon which the priests would release the
animal into the woods where it would eventually perish. The aim of this ritual is to emphasise
that the animal victim has been destined to carry the sins of the community and to perish with
them. In the words of incantations, which the priests use before releasing the victim, the
phrase is to perish” ghe ncho! "go and perish." The underlying idea is that sin has been

eliminated and never to be experienced again.

1.6.3 The Bafut concept of a ritual

In broad terms, a ritual can be said to be a category of behaviour usually performed at
religious and other social ceremonies. Social anthropologists have defined it as that form of
behaviour characterised by its religious nature or purpose (Seymour-Smith 1986:248).
Gorman (1990:18) broadened this definition by stating that ritual is a general class of social
action, covering a wide range of behaviour. The emphasis here is on social action, which does
not only limit it to religious performance or activities. Such behaviour thus does not
necessarily need to be carried out in a sacred context. Any action that is undertaken and has
all the characteristics of a ritual as manifested by the interpreter may, therefore, be regarded
as ritual action. When such action is performed as part of a specific process, then this is

described as a rite.

Rituals, therefore, have their distinct and definite purposes and one could refer to a ritual,
which is due to take place at a specific situation and time. Rituals may also be classed under
systems and a ritual system consists of a number of distinct rituals. In terms of the present
dissertation, the focus will be directed to priestly ritual systems, which are directed to priestly

actions.

The subject of rituals may of course be regarded from a wide variety of conceptual

approaches. These may vary from psychoanalytical, sociological, functional or ecological
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