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KAPSIKI BEER DYNAMICS

par Walter E.A. van Beek
Cultural Anthropology, Utrecht University

Abstract : Bea brewing, sdlling and consumption is, as in many African societies, of great importance
among the Kapsiki. Brewing is a complicated processthat has at least two major variations, leading to the
“red” and the “white” variety. Both are dearly distinguished and hae quite different functions. The red
“male” bea contrasts with the white “female” brew in many ways: ritual appgication versus market
orientation, male vesus female interests and symbolic vesus emnamic motives. The last decennia have
shown a shift in avail ability of bee for market production, in which women have been alle to get accessto a
formerly male domain of beea preparation. Shftsin production redpes and shifts in ritual use of bee have
resulted from this “ gender change” in bea. The same halds, to some exent, for the blacksmiths women, who
have gained an— admittedly small — propartion o the bee market.

Bee not only is a ceitral feaure of Sub-Saharan daily life, it often has a high symbalic content as well.
Here we shall tracethe symbolic espeds of indigenous bea among the Kapsiki/Higi of north Cameroon and
North-Eastern Nigeria, by interpreting the symbalic connotations from its placein community rituals. As we
shall see “the message of bea” is by no means uniform. Though most of the symbolism around bee is a
male dominated discourse which concentrates on bonding and pawer”, bee will be shown to be dso afemae
power

THE CONTEXT

The Kapsiki in North Cameroon live in a dry Sahelian-savannah environment, where sedentary
cultivation of mill et, sorghum and maize ca till be supplemented with some husbandry: sheep, goats and
cdtle. It is a mountainous, relatively densely populated and quite intensively cultivated. Cultivation
technology is of the dasscd African iron-type axd working unts are small. Subsistence alltivation relies on
a broad spedrum of food crops, with some cah crops to supplement the family budget. The Kapsiki have
lived in their areas for along time and their dwellings gill echo the mntinuous threa of endavement of past
centuries.

For safety purpases people formerly built their vill ages only on defendable spots and cleared fields in the
immediate vicinity. The fields of the Kapsiki/Higi were situated around the outcroppngs or on the slopes
themselves (van Beek, 1987). This picture dhanged dramaticdly with the coming of colonisation. The pax
colonialis of the Germans and British for the Kapsiki opened up the plains and plateau as cultivation aress.
This padfication resulted in arapid dispersal of the population over the formerly dangerous out-fields.

The main, if not the only, socio-pdliticd unit consists of the village. Kapsiki village communities have
always had a high degree of pdliticd autonomy, as they have their own clealy defined baders, authority
structures and locd histories, in which migration traditions dominate. Politi cs are not centralised. Vill age
heads have just a few ritual obligations, as have the dan and lineage dders, though their influence in daily
life can be larger. Conflict resolution, for instance is highly informal, not dependent on spedfic
functionaries, though one separate group of spedalists does exist: the bladksmiths. Religion is complex and
echoes their history and setting. A system of major cyclic rituals, more or lesstied in to the rites de passage
joins a dealy defined set of saaificial cults, which follow the social echelons of the vill age: individual,
household, ward, lineage, clan, village neighbourhood and the whole village. Saaifice functions as the
central ritual, with crab divination as a steering mechanism, both processes all owing but a limited role for the
ancestors.
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BEER AND MALE BONDING

It isin threemajor rituals, weddings, funerals and saaifices that the meaning of bee stands out. First we
shall tracethe way of the bee during a wedding in order to gain some impresson of the Kapsiki handling of
bee in aritual, then we describe the different versions of bee, and discussthe ritual meaning of bee in
greder detail.

Beer and the Bride

Mogodé, 14 April, 4.00 am.

In the dternoon d the first full day of her wedding, Kuve Kwanyé, Zra's bride, awaits the
“blesgng of the bride”. Abou 3 pm, a group d the groom's maternal uncles plus sme of their
friends and the vill age dhief gather at the badk of the cmpound, hdden from the eyes of outsiders.
Zra, the groom, pousbee from his saaificial jar into the ritual cdabash, and hends it to the vill age
headman. At last, people fall silent when he pronources a blessng over it: 'She has to bea girls,
first one and then another one. We give bea to the people who are dead. If anybody wants to
harm, let him be restrained. Let the groom marry more women and all be hedthy.' He then spill s
the bee over the floor. The groom fill s the cdabash for the secondtime and hands it over to his
mother’s brothers, who spit in the beea while passng it on. One of them then takes the cdabash to
the nearby hut of the bride. Clothed just in her iron apron, Kuve kneds on the doastep of her hut
for the blesdng. The uncle takes a mouthful of bee and sprinkles it over the kneding grl: "You
must be hedthy, you shodd bea many children and repay the bride price You have to bea
children ore dter the other." Again he douses the girl with bee, and repeds his blessng: 'Please
bea your children, nd one by one, but one dter the other.' Then he hands her the cdabash: she has
to empty it, drinking a part, and letting the rest run over her body. When the bride's body is whally
washed with bee, the men are satisfied. She is now their nephew's. Thowgh much of the ritual is
till to follow, from this moment Kuve is considered as belonging to the house, truly married to
Zra, awife of thelineage.

Red and white: Male and Female Beer

Two kinds of bee dominate Kapsiki brewing, té and mpedli. The first, té, is the ritual bee, the 'red' kind
of bee that will be my focus here. Mpedli, the 'white' bee is for market use and immediate consumption. The
two represent polar oppasites: the white bee is brewed by women, has no ritual significance is made by a
quick process and has to be cnsumed immediately. The brewing procedure is relatively simple (Brolsma
1987). The white mpedli bee is considered a new variety, adapted to the exigencies of the loca market
because of its quick preparation”. In recent yeas the red té beea has increasingly become asales commodity
for women both at the vill age markets and in the cities, generall y preferred by the men over mpeldi.

However, the red variety is traditionally a man’'s brew, following a strict procedure, with numerous
prohibitions, and used for ritual purposes. Symbalism is focused on this bee rather than on the mpedli, and it
isthis bee that gives the Kapsiki their name: 'Kapsiki' stems from the verb pseké meaning to sprout.

The redpe for red beea is esentialy the same throughout the Cameroonian north. The mill et or sorghum
grains (the Kapsiki like both but prefer sorghum) are soaked in water for a night and then left on a roof to
germinate. This té njine is closely linked to deah and danger, in Kapsiki thought. The sprouts are vulnerable
to supernatural attadk, so they will not be left too long on the roof. If small quantities of beea are to be made,
the sprouts are |eft to dry inside the brewing hu, covered with a doth. About four days before the event, the
bladkened dry sprouts are ground, then soaked again for half a day in a full jar of water and cooked for the
first time for several hours. Traditionally a large eathenware brewing pot (wuta) is used, but aso sted
barrels or cast-iron cooking pots may serve the same purpose. In the gternoon, when the mixture has cooled
down, the dea part isladled into ather smaller jars sanding against the brewery wall. The remaining murky
part is cooked again urtil the evening and is then mixed with the rest of the brew in the other jarsto coal. The
male brewer waits during the night, tasting the brew urtil it turns dightly sour, then filters it bad into the
large wuta, and lights up the fire aound the large wuta jar (which is fixed in the eath) or under the drum. A
slow fire is kept burning for the whole night until the next afternoon. The bea now turns sveeish (té
kwarheni). In the evening, the man filters the beea for a second time and cautiously pours the brew into a
number of narrow-nedked bee jars, rhewelepe te (spilli ngis a bad thing at this moment), and shuts them with
a bundle of leares. The jars are left in the brewery. If no yeast is added, it takes three days for the bee to
ferment. The residue used to be thrown away but today is used as garden manure or pig food
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One taboo daminates ritual bee brewing. If the brewer has sxual intercourse, the bea bemmes gluey
and unfit for drinking. At the end of the second day, the bea may be used for saaifice Called sarerhe
(literaly: the bladksmith drinks), bladksmiths do indeed drink it and use it for household saaifices when
officiating (van Beek 19923). On the third day it is ready to be used for both saaifices and for the public
drinking that accompanies large offerings. The whole process of brewing has been performed in a hut
spedficdly built for brewing té. In Kapsiki architedure, this hut, as a strictly male domain, is usualy built
into the compound wall, far from the entrance.

Since the ealy 19805, women in the daties of north Cameroon have taken up brewing red bee for sale
(Teauwen 1985. Kapsiki women have dso tried their hand at red bee as it gets a better price a the market
than other brews. They brew at home and, depending on their relationship with their husband, will either use
the brewery or install their bee battery outside. Grain for commercial bea production, as is the cae for
mpedli, is kept separate. The women keep their own stocks and do not use the main granary for their grain

supply.

Plan o a Kapsiki compound The house plan centres on the axis entrance (dabda) and the bea hut
(dewe, which divides the Kapsiki dwelling into the male and the female side. The only fixed pdnts are,
indedl, the entranceto the house andthe brewery.

In recet yeas the women have changed the brewing process In the first place they have shortened the
fermentation period. Instead of pouring the brew into the rhwelepe té, they use open pots and plastic buckets
for easier transportation and dstribution. The night before market day, they put yeast in a small jar. When
that batch is thoroughy fermented, it is distributed over the rest of the moled brew. Seaondly, the women
have shortened the first part of the process they soak the ground sprouts for only an hour before the first
cooking. After some experimentation, they have found that this makes for easier cooking and also improves
the taste. As one female informant put it: "'The old people did not know it very well', meaning, of course, the
men. So, the women have shortened the processfrom five to three days and they appea to take the taste of
the brew into acaunt more than the men do. For them, the main diff erence with brewing mpeldi is the length
of the coking: for a batch of red bee they nead wood for CFA 1,000, (Euro 1,50) while white bee takes
firewood worth CFA 300. But it still makes economic sense for women: on a 80-100litre brew of red bee, a
woman eans about CFA 1,500-2,000 and for a similar amount of mpeldi she accues a profit of CFA 1,000
(at 1999 pices). Finaly, women are experimenting with the grains themselves. Now that maize has become
abundant, they mix sorghum and maize sprouts in the té njine, having found out that maize makes the taste
lighter and increases fermentation.

These changes affed the gender division of brewing: women brew mpedli (though much lesg as well as
té for the market. For the main rituals, such as the boys and girls initiation, the man still i s the brewer.
Espedally for a girl's first marriage (makwa), our opening case, the old redpe is followed. One reason is that
the ritual follows the pattern of traditional bee brewing: the days of the ritual are named after the brewing
phases. Even when the man has to brew large quantities, he will cal his lineage brothers for help, not his
wives. If he neads more bea during the feast, he will use the shorter processto add quantity. The gender
division, in short, has altered but has not disappeared: male brewing is aimed at ritual, market brewing s for
women, even if both can brew red bea nowadays.
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Beer and Kapsiki Ritual

Any sacifice involving a goat or a sheep, i.e. any important familia or vill age sacifice cdls for red
beea. The té is poured out in an oblong saaificial cup made of blackened eathenware and sprinkled on the
dtar as one of the final parts of the procealings. The dtar, in fad, is a bee jar, a spedal one cdled mele.
Several types are avail able, depending on the personal history of the owner. This gedal jar provides a link
between the brewer and his father. Made to order by a woman bladksmith after the deah of the brewer's
father, the jar, filled with beer, rests on the father's grave for a whole night during the rites of the second
furera. In fad, the whole ¢/cle of deah rites ends when the jar is brought home by the son of the deceaed.
Addressng the jar, till fill ed with bee, as ‘father’, the son puts it in the middle of his compound. He cdlsin
his wives and children, and they all drink, the man first, then the women and finally the cildren. The jar will
remain stored under one of the brewer's granaries, shut with a cow's horn. For ead saaificeit will be fill ed,
together with the normal bee jars. During the saaifice the mele is the cantre of attention: some blood, a
small pieceof liver and cooked mush will be smeaed on it 'to have father ea’, and the first bee to be tasted
both by the jar and the main officiatesis poured from this very melé.

Thus, any offering involving té is part of a larger social matrix. The final drinking is quite formal. In the
ealy morning ward members, clansmen and friends gather in the forecurt of the house, responding to the
whispered invitation of the evening before. Standing in the house's entrance, the brewer then starts to explain
why he has cdled them. He conveys his message in élli ptica language, just hinting at the red cause: 'l had a
dream, and put some grains in the water afterwards. The dream points to the divination he has ugtt, often a
series of consultations. Grains in the water represent the brewing process As most already know why he is
saaificing, no further explanation is needed. But his use of encoded speed is a sign of his maturity and
“savoir faire”.

Bee drinking is the high paint of the saaifice and the most social asped of the ritual. All the other
adivities, killi ng and roasting the goat and cooking the med, have dready been done in strict privacy behind
the high compound wall that shields the family from the view of outsiders. Throughout the day of the acdual
saaifice the hut's entrance will be barricaded by a wooden pole to signal that a saaifice is in process
Anyone ettering would doso at his peril for it is dangerous for an outsider, i.e. someone not closely related,
to enter the ommpound during a saaifice The drinking guests do not enter; they stay in the forecurt situated
outside the cmpound proper, just in front of the one and only entrance.

This type of saaifice, immolating a goat, followed by a med for a small in-group, and bee for alarge
gathering of outsiders, is dandard in Kapsiki culture. Not only households, but also wards, lineages, clans
and even the vill age & a whole follow this saaificial pattern. Beer is not always brewed for the occasion, but
it is always poured on the dtar, and in most cases drunk. Attendance d the final drinking sesson of a vill age
saaifice though is restricted. This particular saaifice is grouded in privacy and some seaegy. People ae
obliged to stay at home ad not work in their fields, while the dders of the major clans acampany the
vill age dhief and the dief's bladksmith uyp the mountain to make asaaifice d the ruins of the ancestral abode
of the vill age.

Beea figures prominently in other rituals besides those involving saaifice A crucial one is the ritual to
procure rain (van Beek 1997). Beg is used to 'wash' the saaed oljeds of rain-making sites. During the rain
hurt of Mogodé, several old grinding stones, attributed to rainmakers of old, are washed with t&. Where
rainmakers still operate, their implements, stones and mortars are washed with bee. Without bee there will
be no rain (of course, the reverse holds as well).

Beer’'s Meaning

Bee islimina matter. Not only does brewing demands an inordinate anount of time, but more important,
sexual intercourse is taboo during those days and nights, one of the few prohibitions on sex in Kapsiki life.
Indeed, bee is a ceitra and pdyvaent symbal. In al maor rituas red bea figures in moments of
separation, sociability and banding. Beea unites people @ well as distinguishing between them as individuals
and groups. It socialises the private ritual of saaifice, separates the bride from her parents and joins her to
her in-laws. Bea marks the final separation between a widow and her deceaed husband, just as it separates
the mourners from the tomb at the second hurial. Thus, it is primarily a symbal for social bonding, and as
such also closely asciated with procredion. In rainmaking rituals, the rain stones are washed in bee, and
the old grinding mill s are fill ed with it. By assciation with rain and fertility, bee represents prosperity. To
highlight bee’ s association with procredion, we return to our opening case, the wedding of Kuve and Zra:

The evening before her “blessng by bee”, Kuve has been cdled by Zra s kinsmen at her parents home.
Before learing, Kuve knelt in the house entrance, clad in an iron apron and weaing a straw cape over her
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head and torso. From his gedal cdabash her father took a large sip of bee, and spat it over his daugtter,
soaking her with the liquid. He then gave his blessng-in-parting: 'Y ou are healstrong, my daughter, you do
not listen. It is not like this that you should go to your husband. | have not laid my hand on you, but a
husband is not a father. You are no longer in my house, but will dwell with many strangers. | want things to
go well, | want you to become pregnant, and stay in that house till you die.' Again he spat the bee over her
and off she went, acoompanied by an aunt, towards the house of her groom. (van Beek 1987)

The symbolism attached to red bee is unmistakably male. Brewed by men, té is the link between the
generations of a lineage through the melé, which represents the late father. Té separates the son from the
corpse of his deceaed father and at a later stage reunites him with his deceaed relative. Pouring bee
expresses the permanence and strength of the agnatic line, its procredive powers and mae aithority. The
brewer is the one who is rooted, who has the rights and duties belonging to him as an inalienable vill ager. As
part of the lineage that owns the land, his family should generate rain, crops and children. Bee demarcaes
the processes that generate life, all focusing on the man as part of alarger group of men. Indeed, it becomes
clea why intercourse is forbidden during the brewing process it would be symbadlic incest”.

THE DIALECTICS OF BEER

In Kapsiki society bee is an important, flexible and pdyvaent symbal. The cntrasting religious ttings
of the two societies are related to severa striking symbadlic differences. In Kapsiki culture, té has a large
array of connotations, mostly of a religious nature. Bee, for the Kapsiki, is asciated with male power, rain
and procredion, aspeds that easily merge. Both rain and fertility are stressed in a @ntext of continuity of the
residing patrili neage. Rain also serves as a discourse on power relations (van Beek 1997). The interdiction on
sex during preparation, though fairly common in Africa, is reveding. Male brewing is drictly male, without
any female intervention. Kapsiki bee, t€, ismale bonding.

In marriage and hurial, the bea conveys the blessngs and pawer of the patrili ne. Continuity, locd roats,
and links with the saared paces of the vill ages, all are expressed throughbeer. The fad that mothers brothers
or blacksmiths often voice the blessngs adds to the importance of the social fabric of which the lineages
form the main structure. Thus, mothers brothers are important as fertility can only be seaured through god
relations between structural oppasites in the social organisation: own and mother's lineage, non-smith and
bladksmith, and of course, husband and wife (van Beek 19923). Conversely, it is aso the bride's father who
gives a beea-based blessng, as does her ceremonial father, a kinsman living at close quarters. Their blessng,
just like the others, is direded at fertility. They voice that message in terms of 'paying bad the bride price.
Thus, bea seaures the transfer of people from one socia group to another, or from the living to the redm of
the dead. Bee is male, and used by males to convey messages to or about females, and consequently, also
small children (van Beek 2002 cf. Miller-Kossack 2001:145).

The placeof bee in the religion is reveding. In Kapsiki culture, bee stipulates harmony of the lineage
structure, the coperation between the genders, and the complementary positions of non-smith and smith..
There is a pattern here. In Kapsiki culture bea symbolism stresses the antithesis of the normal situation. For
the individualist, autarchy-oriented Kapsiki, bee does expressthe oppdasite of the daily redity, i.e. the
continuity and power of the lineage, as well as the communality between house and ward, ward and vill age
and between villagers and their enemies. As elsewhere in Kapsiki ritual, structure is portrayed as a
harmonious whole. Bea symbalism resolves scietal contradictions. In adual pradice, the deeply rooted
lineages as well as the relations between men and women are laceal with tension (van Beek 1987). Some
violenceis endemic in Kapsiki culture, and in fad alcohol often exacebates this tension. Espedally funerals
form the aena where some of these anflicts are fought out. Still, despite its contribution to brawls, the
symbdlic content of beea irons out contradictions within Kapsiki society.” The dialedicd symba of bea
serves as an inverted mirror of society. Its message cntrasts with the main trends in both cultures: the trend
towards individualism in the Kapsiki is courtered by a bee-induced ritual harmony. Bee symbolism is a
meta-commentary on society itself: bee highlights the fad that cultural premises cannot be taken too
seriously and provides a dlightly cradked mirror for society to laughat itself.

The symbadlic content of bee is male oriented aso in another fashion. Women do krew alot of bee, in
fad most bee comes from women. At ead market day cubic metres bea are washed away by the men.
Brewed by women, drank by men. This female brew does not entail many tabocs at all, be it mpedli or té,
small matter. Though women do try to avoid sexual intercourse during the night of preparation — after all
they are up the whole night in the brewery — it is not a matter of ritual interest. Women do make money out
of bea and espedally for youngwomen thisis an interesting option. Usually their husband starts them out in
the businesswith the first mill et or sorghum, and then they are on their own, financing the grains with their
own revenues. As usua in Kapsiki society, the male and female budgets are firmly separated within the
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household itself. A man does not occupy himself with his wife's means to make abuck, and neither helps her
nor sponges off her gains. Though a woman may give her husband some bee after brewing, usually he has to
buy his own at the market. In fag, it is not unusual to see aman buying bee from another brewer, even if his
wifeis gandingwith her pats at the same market.

The red kind, as sid, has become increasingly popular, more work, but also more gain and definitely
more astomers. When money is made, taboos flounder, but the main issue is that difference between kinds
of bee no longer is expressed in colour, but in the gender of the brewer and in the occasion for which bee is
used. Ritual imbues beea with its symbolism, and the vehicle for the symboalism is the sex of the brewer. So
the fad that women have taken up the brewing of t€, might seamingy have canged the nea dichotomy
present in té versus mpeldi, but in redity has had littl e dfed: the basic distinction between male and female
beea remains unhampered.
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' Thejoint name is appropriate & the grouplives on bah sides of the border between Cameroonand Nigeria.
In Cameroonthey are cdled 'Kapsiki' and in Nigeria 'Higi'. For brevity's ske, | shall cdl the whole group
'Kapsiki' in this chapter. Fieldwork was carried out in 1971 19723, 1978 1984 1989 1994and 1999

""" The Kapsiki bee discourse on men is quite aalogue to the Mafa symbalism ((Muller-Kossack 200%
112), the female wunterpart is quite diff erent.

" Bea brewing lrings in a steady income for women of abou CFA 1,000 per standard batch. Their total
production is limited by their sales network, the size of their pots and fireplaces and the fad that the bee
does not kegp well (c.f. Tellegen 1997.

" A similar notion isto be found in Dogon bee brewing and ritual (Jolly 1995

VY Of course, thisis not exceptional. This function d bee is quite comparable with the symbolic position o
bea amongthe Haya, Tanzania (Carlson 1990.
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