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In memory of Martin Hollis
INTRODUCTION

The founder of the Department of Classics at the University of Malawi,
Caroline Alexander, records that the local hospital had a case during her
stay in the 1980s of a man who had broken both his legs due to an
unusual accident (Alexander, 1991: 74). The nurses stated that he had
been flying one night in a maize-basket north of Zomba and crashed on
Mt Chinduzi. His legs certainly were broken, but thereafter opinions will
doubtless  differ.  Dr  Alexander's  pupils  found  nothing  surprising
in the report, one observing merely that it was stupid to fly anywhere
near Chinduzi, an area notoriously unsafe for flying. When, by con-
trast, Mr Justice Powell observed at the trial for witchcraft of Jane
Wenham in 1712 that there was no law against flying, he summarized
more than a century of growing scepticism in western European intellec-
tual and legal circles of the very possibility of magical action (Thomas,
1971: 547).

Taking their cue from the heirs of that scepticism, the founding fathers
Tylor and lÿrazer, anthropologists once took for granted that magic is a
primitive mode of thinking. Even the publication of Fortune's Sorcerers of
Dobu (1932), Malinowski's Coral Gardens and their Magic (1935), and
Evans-Ptitchard's Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande two years
later hardly dented the consensus. Although English social anthropologists
had already shifted to the study of accusations, it was not until the 1970s,
in the context of the structuralists' wider challenge to the naive essentialism
of other anthropological topoi - totemism, animism, myth - that the point
was widely taken and magic seen as a medium for thinking, embedded
within a mass of other representations of the world, and on its own
premisses unfalsifiable. Subsequently, both religion and science, the other
members of the Frazerian triangle, have themselves been historicized and
relativized (Tambiah, 1990; Lloyd, 1990). The cynosure of prestidigitation,
Robert Houdin (1805-71), has taken his place in the history of colonialism
(c£ Moore, 1997); in our own days magic has been reinvented as a living
praxis (Luhrmann, 1989). The most urgent current academic debate about
magic is whether the Frazerian ghost' can be exorcized fully without
embracing some more or less objectionable form of cultural relativism.
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