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1. General information 

1.1 Applicant 

Dr. Amber Gemmeke, date of birth: 09.05.1977, nationality: Dutch 

Wissenschaftliche Mitarbeiterin, Bayreuth International Graduate School of African Studies 

(BIGSAS), Universität Bayreuth, Geschwister-Scholl-Platz 3, 95445 Bayreuth 

Tel: 0921- 55 5109, Fax: 0921- 55 5102, Email: Amber.Gemmeke@uni-bayreuth.de 

 

1.2 Topic 

West African Marabouts in the Netherlands.  

Constructions of Religious Practices in Skeptical Life Worlds. 

 

1.3 Research area and field of work 

Anthropology: religious/migration/media anthropology, Sufism, secularization, West Africa, 

Western Europe 

 

1.4 & 1.5 Anticipated total duration & application period 

36 months, preferred starting date of project: 15 December 2010 

 

1.6 Zusammenfassung 

Dieses Forschungsprojekt untersucht die Interaktion zwischen westafrikanischen Islam-Experten 

(im frankophonen Afrika auch Marabouts genannt) und ihren nichtmuslimischen, nichtafrikanischen 

Kunden in den Niederlanden. Mit einer anthropologischen, empirischen Forschung über die 

Beziehungen zwischen Marabouts und ihren Kunden als konkretem Ausgangspunkt wird die Frage 

gestellt wie a) religiöse Heilpraktiken von einem Milieu in ein anderes übertragen und übersetzt 

werden und wie b) der religiöse Expertenstatus verhandelt und ausgelegt wird. Unter Beachtung 

der Wichtigkeit der Mediendarstellung als Mittel und Übersetzer dieser „reisenden Ideen“ 

untersucht dieses Projekt zwei zusammenhängende kontextbezogene Sphären: die Mikrodynamik 

der Interaktion von Angesicht zu Angesicht zwischen Marabouts und Kunden und die 

Makrodynamik der öffentlichen Debatten in den Medien über Marabouts und ihre Kunden (vgl. 

Hirschauer 2001, Latour 1996). Dieses Forschungsvorhaben trägt als solches zum neuerdings 

wachsenden Literaturbestand bei, der Medien, Migration und Religion in Europa verbindet (De 

Vries & Weber 2001, Hackett 2009, Hoover 2009, Meyer & Moors 2006, Roggeband & 

Vliegenthart 2007, King & Wood 2001). 

Durch die gezielte Behandlung der niederländischen Skepsis gegenüber Religion im 

Allgemeinen und dem Islam im Besonderen, trägt dieses Forschungsprojekt zu drei der neuesten 
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Debatten in der Sozialwissenschaft bei: die Säkularisierungsdebatte, Religion und Globalisierung, 

und Medien und Migration. Mit der Beantwortung der jüngsten Aufrufe, die religiös-säkulare 

Dichotomie aufzubrechen (Ammerman 2007, Banchoff 2008, Bochinger, Engelbrecht & Gebhardt 

2005, Casanova 2008, Knoblauch 2008, 2009), bietet das Projekt eine empirische Erforschung 

des Bedarfs an spiritueller Begleitung in einer Gesellschaft, die sich immer weiter von der Kirche 

entfernt. Dieses Forschungsprojekt bietet also einen Einblick in die Art und Weise, wie 

niederländische Kunden fremde Weltanschauungen bei ihrer Sucher nach spiritueller Begleitung 

übernehmen sowie in die Art und Weise, wie westafrikanische religiöse Experten ihre 

Weltansichten in einer Umgebung anpassen, die muslimischen Migranten im Allgemeinen und 

ihren esoterischen Praktiken im Besonderen skeptisch gegenübersteht. 

 

2. State of the art, preliminary work 

2.1 State of the art 

West African Islamic experts (in francophone West Africa also known as marabouts) offer, besides 

blessings and prayers, other so called Islamic esoteric services such as amulets, potions, Arabic 

geomancy, astrology, and numerology, divination sessions, and dream interpretation.1 The 

increased activities of marabouts in European countries other than France follow the general 

pattern of West African emigration: since the economic crises of the 1980s, Senegalese and other 

West Africans increasingly focus on Europe (and the United States) for their livelihood. Whereas in 

the past the income of marabout families was provided by the labor force and resources of the 

students of marabout families, today resources mostly come from overseas family members and 

clients (cf. Van Hoven 2003: 301, Tall 2002). Due to the ongoing commodification of Islamic 

esoteric services by increasingly privatized religious figures – ‘free-floating sanctifiers’ as Soares 

calls them (2005: 153)- and due to ever expanding migratory patterns of West Africans, these 

services are exported to a growing number of European countries (Soares 2005, Loimeier 2003).  

 By focusing on West African marabouts offering Islamic esoteric knowledge in the 

Netherlands, this research is unique. The only two studies concerning Islamic esoteric practitioners 

in Europe published so far (Kuczynski 2002 on West African marabouts in Paris, Hoffer 2000 on 

Turkish and Moroccan Islamic healers in the Netherlands) do not elaborate on the international 

context of these practitioners but concentrate exclusively on a national context. In the growing 

body of literature on migratory patterns of West Africans, even when concerned with Sufi 

brotherhoods, the importance of esoteric practices is neglected.  

 The study of West African marabout-client relations is specifically of interest in the 
                                                
1
 Following Soares (2005) and Brenner (2000), I use the encompassing term esoteric practices to cover all the Islamic 

practices of divination, prayer, dream interpretation, instructions on alms-giving, healing, protecting and the casting of 
spells. It is important to note, however, that the term esoteric has different connotations in European contexts. Both in 
(West African) Islam and in Western European settings the esoteric is associated with a hidden, secret knowledge. 
However, in the Anglo-Saxon tradition, to which the Netherlands –to a certain extent- can be included, the term also 
refers to an anti-dogmatic, eclectic and individualistic pursue of the spiritual (Hanegraaff, Faivre, Van den Broek and 
Brach 2006). The terms ‘esoterism’ or ‘esotericism’ are now increasingly replaced with the term ‘spirituality’ in European 
contexts. 
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proposed host country: the Netherlands. This country is a relatively new market in marabouts’ 

multilocal networks. Unlike France, where marabouts reside legally for decades, their networks are 

created and sustained in the Netherlands since a mere fifteen years. In 2007, almost 44.000 

migrants originating from the nineteen West African countries were registered citizens of the 

Netherlands making it worldwide the eight most popular destination country for West Africans -after 

the USA, France, the UK, Italy, Portugal, Spain, and Canada (IOM 2008: 29, 31). This number 

does not, however, take into account illegal residents, to whom especially the mobile group of 

marabouts belongs (Bava 2003, Copans 2000, Diouf 2000, Marfaing 2003, Riccio 2003, Ross 

2002). Based upon Hoffer’s publications (2000, 2004) and my preliminary research, I estimate that 

at this moment about 300 West African marabouts are (intermittently) active in the Netherlands. 

What makes the Netherlands all the more interesting is the lively public debate in the popular 

media concerning West African marabouts’ services. The public debate in the Netherlands, a 

country considered one of the most secular countries in the world, and a country that has recently 

adopted one of the most Muslim immigrant - hostile rhetorics in Europe, is overtly skeptical towards 

West African marabouts’ esoteric services. Recent attempts by the Health Inspectorate to restrict 

legislation after the death of a famous Dutch actress, who visited an alternative healer, signify a 

hardened approach towards ‘alternative healing’ in the Netherlands (Volkskrant 24-2-2009). 

 This research focuses on West African marabouts offering esoteric services and their non-

Muslim, non-African clientele in the Netherlands. It centers on the questions of a) how religious 

healing practices are constructed and translated from one setting to another and b) how expert 

status is negotiated and constructed. Three interrelated recent debates in the social sciences will 

thus be addressed: the secularization debate, globalization and religion, and media and migration. 

 

2.1.1 Secularization debate 

Since the 1970s the notion of a progressive ‘disenchantment’, in Max Weber’s words, became 

disputed. The florescence of New Religious Movements in Europe, North America and Japan since 

the 1960s; the ongoing influence of the Christian Right in US politics; the transnational explosion of 

Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianities; and the increasing global significance of Islam in the 

twenty-first century; all indicate that the former axiom of an increasing and irreversible secularist 

modernity is contested. Of course much of the secularization debate depends on what is included 

in the conceptualization of religion. Nevertheless, while some see secularization strictly as 

dechurching, dismissing non-institutionalized belief as socially irrelevant (e.g. Lechner 1996), 

others point to relatively high levels of supernatural belief even in the most dechurched societies 

(e.g. Stark & Iannaccone 1994). While some scholars continue to refine the concept of ‘secularity’ 

(i.e. Bruce 2002, Habermas 2008), a growing number of scholars call for a breakup of traditional 

boundaries between profane and sacred, such as in Germany Knoblauch (2008, 2009) and in 

France Hervieu-Léger (2000), who advocates developing an understanding of religious modernity 

and modern religion (2000). Casanova argues that even in Europe, often viewed as the most 
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secular region in the world, secularization seems primarily dechurching, and that non-

institutionalized forms of religiosity are continued, and religion may still play a public role (2008: 

163). Bochinger, Engelbrecht and Gebhardt (2005) reconsider the ‘grey area’ between the spiritual 

and the religious.  

 My aim is, in line with recent critiques on the secularization thesis, to study the activities of 

migrant marabouts as stimulated by globalization. Instead of declining and/or becoming a private 

matter of individuals, their religious practices thrive precisely because globalization provides useful 

tools for these religious actors, namely, fluid transnational networks. As such, processes of 

modernization create and sustain West African marabouts’ esoteric knowledge. Globalization, or, 

to use the latest terminology, circulation, appears to stimulate religious needs and initiatives 

instead of eroding them -not only among Africans, but also among Europeans (Banchoff 2008, 

Beyer 2006, Meyer & Pels 2003, Ter Haar 2009). Interestingly, unlike the much-studied African 

Pentecostal and other charismatic Christian movements in Europe, Islamic esoteric experts in 

Europe are not (primarily) proselytizing. Rather than focusing on mass-conversion, as some 

Christian movements do, Islamic esoteric experts concentrate, both in Africa and in Europe, 

specifically on an individual approach. Although treatments might at times include family members 

of the client, one of the key aspects of treatments is secluded attention of the marabout for his or 

her client. In this respect, Islamic esoteric influence in Western Europe seems to relate to the 

individualistic stance towards ‘esoterism’ in this region.  

 The Netherlands is widely considered as one of the most secular nations in the Western 

world. In the 1990 European Value Systems Group (Ester et al. 1993) the Dutch level of non-

denominationalism was the highest of all 16 countries studied. Despite strong dechurching, 

however, significant new elements in the religious landscape in the Netherlands emerged in recent 

years -one of them being ‘spirituality’ (Becker & De Hart 2006). ‘Spirituality’, including for example 

private prayer, holistic therapies, personal growth regimes, and interest in astrology, whether 

despite or because of ongoing dechurching, seems to increase in the Netherlands. From 1980 to 

1994, for instance, the percentage of the Dutch population, which had visited at least one 

alternative healer, doubled from 8 to 16 (SCP 1997). As of the 1980s many new healing practices 

usually grouped under the term ‘New Age’ attracted especially highly educated participants 

(Vellenga 2008: 339, Hanegraaff 1996, Heelas 1996, Aupers & Van Otterloo 2000).  

New Age refers to an apparently incoherent collection of ideas. It is referred to as a ‘do-it-

yourself-religion’ (Baerveldt 1996), ‘pick-and-mix religion’ (Hamilton 2000), ‘religious consumption à 

la carte’ (Possamai 2003), or a ‘spiritual supermarket’ (Lyon 2000). Most of these studies echo the 

influential discourse launched by Luckmann. In 1967, Luckmann described this ‘invisible religion’ 

as a bricolage of psychological, therapeutic, magic, marginally scientific, and older esoteric 

material offered for individual consumption and further private syncretism, that lacks wider social 

significance and plays no public role whatsoever (75). Later, Luckmann (2003) and others argued 

that this viewpoint is problematic (Hammer 2001, Heelas 1996, Knoblauch 2009, Luhrmann 1989). 
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With specific regard to the Netherlands, this ‘privatization thesis’ has been recently disputed by 

among others Aupers & Houtman (2006), Hanegraaff (1996) and Vellenga (2008). They argue that 

the conception of spirituality should not be confused with the self-image of the spiritual milieu. Even 

though practitioners stress the eclectic and individualistic nature of their faith, this very 

individualism operates in a socially sanctioned obligation of personal authenticity, thus being less 

privatized then it is held to be (Aupers & Houtman 2006: 26, 27). Furthermore, the popularity of 

these services does have social significance: (popular) media abound with references to 

spirituality. This popularity, as Vellenga argues, could indicate a discontent with established 

religious and medical institutions (2008: 345). It is therefore remarkable that esoteric practices, 

which are increasingly mediatized since the 1990s, received hardly any anthropological or 

sociological attention in Europe.  

 

This research contributes to the secularization debate in two ways. Firstly, it answers the recent 

call for empirical data to make sense of religion’s simultaneous absence and presence in the 

modern world (Ammerman 2007, Asad 2003, Banchoff 2007, Tambiah 1990), sustaining the recent 

theories on the breakup of religious-secular dichotomies. This anthropological research studies the 

interaction between West-African marabouts and their clients in the Netherlands on the premise 

that religion (and, for that matter, magic and spirituality) is a socially and culturally influenced 

orientation to reality constructed by the context in which it operates. By zooming in on marabout-

client interaction, it provides data on the translation of spiritual, African, and Islamic worldviews in a 

European, dechurching Christian context. 

 Secondly, this project contributes to the understanding of the ways in which clients search 

spiritual guidance, relief and comfort in a dechurching society. In line with the new trend mentioned 

above, it considers non-institutionalized forms of religion such as the services of West African 

marabouts to be of social relevance (see also Beyer & Beaman 2007), particularly as a form of 

discontent with established religious and health care institutions. This research thus offers a 

unique, empirical, insight in the ways in which migration shapes the landscape of religious healing 

in the Netherlands. 

 

2.1.2 Globalization and religion   

Migrating marabouts re-configure religious ideas, symbolisms, and practices in the settings of 

transcontinental relations and their local embeddedness (cf Hüwelmeier & Krause 2009, Gupta & 

Ferguson 1997). By offering and adapting discourses, practices, knowledge and performances to a 

clientele in the Netherlands, they translate worldviews from one setting to another (cf Rottenburg 

1996). This research contributes to the questions of how and why exactly these processes enfold, 

taking the interactions between West African marabouts and their clientele in the Netherlands as a 

concrete starting point of investigation.  

 Plurality of the religious field has been recognized since the late 1970s, thus giving rise to 
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theories on ‘religious pluralism’ (Fabian 1985), ‘creolization’ (Hannerz 1987), and ‘hybridism’ 

(Bhabha 1994). Recently, however, theories on religious syncretism have been criticized 

(Casanova 2007, Kirsch 2004, Leopold & Jensen 2005). All religions have composite origins and 

are continually reconstructed through ongoing processes of synthesis and erasure, which might 

undermine the explanatory value of ‘syncretism’ (Maxwell 1999, Stewart & Shaw 1994). Also, it is 

put forward by especially Shaw & Stewart that scholarly attempts to recast ‘syncretism’ are 

confronted with what they call ‘anti-syncretism’—that is, “the antagonism to religious synthesis 

shown by agents concerned with the deference of religious boundaries” (1994: 7).  

 This research follows the recent trend of reconsidering notions of ‘religious plurality’. 

Although all religious practices I encountered during my field research in Dakar can be 

demonstrated as being ‘syncretic’—given that one assumes a bird’s-eye view—they were not 

perceived as such by the practitioners themselves. When people sought therapy, they pursued 

religious practices because they were promised to offer another solution to the same problem. 

These promises of another solution were the very reason why people changed their treatments 

with marabouts. Negotiation between marabout and client is therefore a vital aspect of treatment 

(cf Kirsch, 2004: 706-707). I expect that similar dynamics are at play between marabouts and their 

European clients. This research thus focuses on the discursive constructions of Islamic esoteric 

practices and expert status in marabout-client interaction. Since worldviews of marabouts and their 

European clients are likely to diverge, this research will investigate what common ground is 

covered in treatments and consults. Client’s expectations of West African marabouts, as well as 

marabouts’ strategies to approach and interact with European clients, using, for example, on the 

one hand tarot cards, glass balls and titles such as ‘professor’ or ‘medium’, and on the other hand 

clichés of an 'authentic' African knowledge will form main entry points of research (cf Ndjio 2006).  

 

Plurality of the religious field has furthermore given rise to theories, advocated especially by 

American sociologists since the end of the 1980s, of a religious market in which a pluralistic supply 

of religious commodities guarantees robust demand (Stark & Iannaccone 1994, Stark & Finke 

2000, Stark & Bainbridge 1987). Some have propagated this approach as a new paradigm, 

replacing the secularization theory (cf Warner 1993). These religious market theories take constant 

religious needs for granted and presuppose a religious actor that rationally chooses from the offers 

on this religious market. Recently, religious market theories are contested by scholars arguing that 

religious demand is not necessarily constant, that choices concerning religion are not neutral, that 

it underestimates the possibilities for ‘auto-supply’, or ‘subsistence’ religion, and that it ignores 

important differences between religions (Norris & Inglehart 2004, Riis & Woodhead 2010, Wohlrab-

Sahr 2006). West African marabouts offer their services in a commercial setting, as many other 

new religious ‘commodities’, offered on the ‘market’ of worldviews, broadcast by growing 

international mobility and by the influence of media (cf Wohlrab-Sahr 2006: 71). Not neglecting the 

commercial aspects of marabouts’ services this research proposes, in line with the recent critique 
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on the rational-choice-approach of religious market theories, a focus on the discursive translation 

of religious practices as a process of innovation and appropriation in which these practices are 

transferred, modified or rejected by individual clients and individual marabouts. It thus investigates 

the impact migration on religious landscapes in secularizing life worlds, transforming not only 

migrants practices, but also the search for spirituality of clients in the receiving country. As such, 

this research contributes to recent scholarly work relating migration and religion (Banchoff 2008, 

Bowen 2004, Cadge & Ecklund 2007, Ebaugh & Chafetz 2002, Levitt 2007, Nederveen Pieterse 

2009).  

 

2.1.3 Media and migration 

The negotiation and construction of religious practices is not only influenced by face-to-face 

interaction between individual marabouts and clients. Public debates play an important role as well 

in the perception and construction of religious healing practices and expert status. In the 

Netherlands, a lively public debate spread out in media such as newspapers, Internet sites, and 

television programs addresses West African marabouts and their services. The public debate is 

partly sparked by the media use of West African marabouts themselves, who advertise their 

services at various public platforms. Two aspects are of particular significance in the mediatized 

portrayal of West African marabouts: their being Muslim and their being African.  

 Making anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant statements media and in politics is now 

commonplace in the Netherlands, reflecting a general trend across Europe (Cesari 2009: 5). Anti-

Islamic discourse has become a staple of political discourse in the Netherlands: Pim Fortuyn had 

openly criticized Islam in inflammatory terms prior to his assassination in 2002, and his party 

continued to run on a platform of tougher measures against non-assimilating integrants after his 

death. The Dutch filmmaker Theo van Gogh also openly opposed Muslim immigration to the 

Netherlands, and his assassination in 2004 sparked riots that continued for the entire month of 

November. In media representations and in political rhetoric in the Netherlands, categories of 

‘immigrant’ and ‘Muslim’ now overlap and are increasingly associated with terrorism. 

 Academic studies of religion in relation to globalization tend to focus on the phenomenon of 

fundamentalism as well, often citing Islam as the example par excellence of such religious 

fundamentalism as a reaction towards it (Cesari 2008, Bauman 1997, Turner 1994). Phenomena 

such as the globalization of Sufi mysticism point however to alternative forms, other than Islamic 

fundamentalism, of links between globalization and Islam. Rather than considering the various 

forms of contemporary Islam as a mere reaction to globalization, then, these forms are to be 

treated as an integral part of globalization itself, including fundamentalist manifestations and 

esoteric practices (Cesari 2008: 153-154, Loimeier 2009, Roy 1999, 2002). Considering the 

journalistic attention these Islamic esoteric practices received in Europe, and considering the 

interest of Europeans in these practices (Vellenga 2008), the academic neglect of Islamic esoteric 

practices is remarkable. In line with Cesari’s (2008) call for research on other aspects of Islam in 
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Europe than fundamentalism, this research will therefore contribute to a more comprehensive 

understanding of Islam in Europe. 

 

Essentializing tendencies in the Netherlands cast not only ‘Muslim’ but also ‘African’ as backwards, 

not compatible with the Western European worldview, and dangerous. Since the end of the 19th 

century, occult and magical practices in Africa were highlighted as proof of Africans being the 

quintessential 'other' contrasting enlightened, rational Western thinking, underpinning dichotomies 

such as modern-traditional, profane-sacred and religious-secular (Brantlinger 2004, Hammond & 

Jablow 1970, McClintock 1995, Mudimbe 1988, Pels 2003). The simplistic oppositions of occult, 

irrational African thinking and transparent, rational Western thinking -often implicit and therefore all 

the more basic- are omnipresent in today’s Western press. In fact, Western press often avidly 

capitalizes on sensational rumors and images of Africa's magical practices (Geschiere 2003: 159). 

Accordingly West African marabouts are, in the Netherlands as well as elsewhere, mostly 

presented as charlatans targeting irrational, superstitious, and naïve clients. Kuczynski for 

example, studying newspaper articles in the 1980s and 1990s concerning West African marabouts 

in Paris, observed that all these articles use terms such as 'Medieval', ‘primitive’, ‘superstitious’ and 

'reculée' (2003: 104). 

  

‘A visit to the miracle doctor’ Algemeen Dagblad (Kruyswijk 8/3/08) 

 

In the Netherlands, marabouts operate since about 1994 in the public sphere (Hoffer 1994: 247). 

Since then, an impressive number of journalistic articles, as well as a few television programs 

addressed West African esoteric practices. Newspaper articles often quote spokesmen of Dutch 

organizations of parapsychology, of the Union against Quackery, or of the Skepticism Foundation, 

who fear a baleful influence of the West African marabouts, or wonderdokters 'miracle doctors', as 

they are usually called. For example, Gerard Molenwijk of the Skepticism Foundation expresses 

the opinion that these West Africans are "swindlers that exploit unsuspecting civilians" in De 

Volkskrant, 3/12/2004. 

 However, just as 'religious' and 'secular' are interrelated in concepts and practices, notions 
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of ‘expert’ and ‘charlatan’ cannot be separated (Taussig 2003: 272, Kirsch 2004). West African 

marabouts work in an environment that has a history of classifying specifically African religious 

practices as 'non-modern', irrational, and therefore as not effective. At the same time, though, they 

do seem to evoke other imagery associated in Western Europe with Africa: that of ‘mystical’ and 

‘authentic’ power.  

 

Example of an advertisement distributed in the The Hague area 

by an ‘international medium from Senegal’ 

 

They seem to commodify European fascination for Africa’s ‘occult’ powers. In Europe, marabouts 

advertise themselves not as marabout but as ‘Mister’ or ‘Professor’, thus evoking not Islamic 

associations but religious neutrality and scientific authority. Still, even if marabouts downplay their 

Muslim identity in advertisements they do have a clear Islamic esoteric orientation. West Africans 

base their practices on the Islam, and stress their attachment to Sufi brotherhoods and their Sufi-

teacher (Kusch 2008: 82, Kuczinsky 2003: 344). Besides with flyers, marabouts also advertise on 

Marktplaats (a Dutch eBay-type site), on their own websites, and in newspapers and magazines. 

 Clearly, a tension exists between the possibilities of marabouts to reach an audience 

through media and the difficulty in authorizing these media and the experiences they induce as 

authentic. By addressing this tension, this research follows the recent call of Meyer (2006). With its 

focus on the influence of media representations of West African marabouts and media use of West 

African marabouts themselves, this research contributes furthermore to the recently growing body 

of literature connecting media, migration and religion in Europe (De Vries & Weber 2001, Hackett 

2009, Hüwelmeier & Krause 2009, Meyer & Moors 2006, Roggeband & Vliegenthart 2007, King & 

Wood 2001). Concretely, by focusing on marabout – client relations in the Netherlands, it 

contributes to a better understanding an important but neglected aspect of Islam in Europe, and to 

the ways in which media representations influence practices and expert status within this aspect of 

Islam.  

 

2.2 Preliminary work, progress report 

The start of my research on West African marabouts dates back to 1999. My MA thesis at Leiden 

University as well as my thesis for the Diplôme d’Études Approfondis (DEA) at universities Paris I 
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(Sorbonne) and Paris XIV (Nanterre) had a primary focus on Senegalese marabout women, their 

clientele, and their migratory patterns between Dakar and the rural areas of the Senegambia 

region. My PhD thesis ‘Marabout Women in Dakar: Creating Trust in a Rural Urban Space’ 

(Gemmeke 2008) was completed at Leiden University under the supervision of Prof. Dr. Geschiere 

and Prof. Dr. Spyer. The PhD research has resulted in six articles, of which four peer-reviewed, as 

well as in the publication of my thesis by Lit Verlag (see the attached publications list). The 

research has been presented at nine international conferences and workshops in panels on 

migration, divination, Islam, and globalization; among them the panel I organized together with Dr. 

Victor Igreja during the AEGIS conference in Leiden, 2007.  

 During my Diplôme d’Etudes Approfondies at universities Paris I and XIV with Dr. Jean 

Rouch, as well as at the department of Visual Anthropology in Leiden, I have been trained in the 

use of video in anthropological research. My documentary ‘Paroles et Coton’ featuring a marabout 

woman, was bought by the Musee de l’Homme in Paris. For this documentary, as well as for my 

PhD thesis, I have filmed the practices and treatments of marabouts in Dakar and in rural areas of 

Senegal both to analyze this visual material and to elicit responses of the protagonists in video-

viewing sessions. 

Network and clientele building by Senegalese marabouts, an important theme in my work, 

are the specific foci of my articles 'Marabout Women in Dakar: Authority, Creativity and Islamic 

knowledge' (Gemmeke 2009), 'Women Reconfiguring Esoteric Economies in Dakar' (Gemmeke 

2007), and 'The Paradox of Success: Marabout Women in Dakar' (Gemmeke 2005).  

The globalization of esoteric knowledge, another aspect of my work, was further explored 

during the MA and PhD courses I gave at Bayreuth University: ‘Magic and Modernity in Africa and 

its Diaspora’, in 2008-2010. I also organized, together with Prof. Dr. Tobias Wendl, the 

international conference 'The Occult and its Mediation: Interdisciplinary perspectives from Africa 

and Beyond', which explores the same theme, in May 2009.  

The theme of transnational migration is explored in my article 'Maraboutage in Senegal: 

Femininity, Enchantment, and Urbanization' (Gemmeke 2004) and specifically in the article 'The 

Map of Magic: Migrating Marabouts in Suburban Dakar' (Gemmeke 2007). I also explored the 

theme of African migration to Europe in the MA course I offered at Bayreuth University to MA and 

PhD students entitled ‘African Migration and its Diasporas in the Contemporary World’ in the 

Sommersemester of 2010. Furthermore, I participated in the 2009 AEGIS conference in Leipzig in 

a panel on African migration to Europe. In June 2009 I was invited for the CRESC International 

Research Network on Transnational Religion, Media and Social Change 2nd Annual Symposium at 

SOAS in London by Prof. Dr. David Herbert. In April 2010 I was invited for the VAD Tagung in 

Mainz to present in the panel ‘Urban Life Worlds in Motion’ by Prof. Dr. Hans Peter Hahn. The 

papers of all four conferences mentioned above will be published in edited volumes or in journals. 

 In April 2010, a three-day workshop I organized with Dr. Viviane Azarian and in 

collaboration with the departments of Anthropology, Literature and Communication, Culture & 
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Media Studies of the University of Kwazulu Natal centered on questions of reality, representation 

and interpretation in ethnography. My contribution focused specifically on the importance of 

(spoken as well as written) text, rhetoric, and media in discursive constructions of identities 

between Africans and Europeans.  

 My previous research pointed out that even though the waiting rooms of marabouts in 

Dakar are filled with well-paying people, Dakarois are highly skeptical of their services. Trust in the 

marabout and his or her treatment is considered indispensable for cure. At the same time, an 

almost obsessive fear of charlatans prevails. In Dakar, media play a crucial role in the images and 

discourses evolving around marabouts. Fear of fake or malicious marabouts dominates both 

private and state media, while at the same time powers of marabouts are admired. Senegalese 

marabouts thus employ several strategies in a highly skeptical environment to convince their 

clients that they are powerful, well educated, gifted, pious, and reliable (Gemmeke 2007, 2008). In 

Dakar, where most clients and marabouts operate in a shared worldview of Islamic esoteric 

services, clients readily acknowledge that marabouts gain money not because of their knowledge 

per se, but because of their charisma and skill in adapting their discourse to their clients’ 

discourses. Building upon my knowledge of clientele building, processes and ideologies of 

migration, analysis of media representations, and constructions of expert status in West Africa, I 

will explore in my future work the dynamics of these themes relating to marabout-client relations in 

an European setting. 

 

3 Objectives, methods and work schedule 

3.1 Objectives and methods 

This research investigates effects of globalization in the religious/spiritual sphere by studying 

activities of migrating West African marabouts in a secularized Christian context (the Netherlands), 

offering Islamic esoteric practices to a non-Muslim, non-African clientele. It asks how religious 

imaginary emerges from the ways in which marabouts and clients translate, negotiate and 

construct religious ideas, practices and expert status in an environment that is skeptical of 

Muslims, Africans, and migrants in general and of their esoteric services in particular. Taking into 

account the importance of media representations as vehicles and translators of these ‘traveling 

ideas’, this project studies two social categories of actors (marabouts and clients) and two fields of 

interaction and communication between them (private and public). Different tools of research will 

be used, including participant observation, interviewing, video filming, text linguistic analysis, and 

the study of (new) media.  

 

3.1.1 West African marabouts and their clients in the Netherlands 

West African marabouts in the Netherlands are likely to form a mobile, heterogeneous group. I 

expect Senegalese, but also Gambian, Malian, Guinean, and marabouts of other backgrounds to 

be active in the Netherlands. It is probable that the majority of West African marabouts resides 
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illegally in the Netherlands and may consider the Netherlands to be a 'passing through' country. 

Furthermore, it is likely that marabouts travel, illegally or not, regularly within Europe as well as 

between Europe and West Africa. Clients visiting West African marabouts are equally likely to form 

a heterogeneous, and possibly also mobile, group. Clients might live outside the Dutch borders, 

visiting marabouts in the Netherlands or asking marabouts to visit them. This project focuses on 

West African marabouts catering to a non-Muslim, non-African clientele. I do not expect, however, 

that this clientele is entirely native Dutch. Clients may have other European backgrounds, or 

Antillean or Surinam backgrounds, for example. In order to research highly mobile marabouts and 

their clients, multi-sited ethnography (Amit 2000, Trouillot 2003) is essential. In case main 

informants travel or settle elsewhere within or outside the Dutch borders during this research, I 

envisage visiting them in their respective localities. 

 

West African marabouts often operate in a network of uncles, brothers, and cousins who pass 

each other clients, organize travel abroad, provide accommodation, information, and share 

advertising costs (cf. Tall 2004, Soares 2005, Gemmeke 2007, 2008). Besides cooperating on the 

basis of kinship, marabouts sustain networks also on the basis of regional and ethnic origin and 

brotherhood affiliation (Gemmeke 2008, Riccio 2005). The profile of clients of West African 

marabouts remains to be researched. Clients of West African marabouts in the Netherlands are 

likely to form a heterogeneous group. Clients of alternative healers (such as acupuncture and 

anthroposophy experts) are almost twice as likely to be women than men, research in the 

Netherlands points out. Especially the higher educated between 30 and 60 years old are visiting 

these healers. Usually people visit alternative healers with chronic physical ailments (Van Dijk 

2003). Hoffer observes that clients of Turkish and Moroccan healers in the Netherlands form a 

highly heterogeneous group in age, gender, occupation, and regional background – including 

Turkish, Moroccan, Antillean, Surinam, and Dutch. Hoffer notes that the experts he visited mainly 

treat psychological ailments (2000: 120).  

 To investigate the perspectives of marabouts and clients on their interaction, various types 

of interviews will be used. In order to identify marabouts’ view of the Netherlands as a working 

area, to the ways in which they adapt and adopt (or not) their practices, services, performances, 

discourses, and advertisements to their clientele in the Netherlands, narrative interviews with a 

focus on life histories (Lucius-Höne & Deppermann 2002), theme-oriented interviews (Schorn 

2000) and ethnographical interviews with a focus on the meaning marabouts give to their actions 

(Spradley 1979) will be conducted. Questions will also be aimed at discussing their views on the 

consultation- and treatment preferences of this clientele. Do they, for example, use, or not use, 

Islamic jargon, symbolism and practices? Attention will furthermore be paid to their views of live 

and work in a non-Muslim, non-African setting and to the ways in which their stay in the 

Netherlands is integrated in their itineraries, networks, religious and spiritual worldviews, and life 

stories in general.  
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 With regard to marabouts’ clients, narrative- and theme-oriented interviews will be 

conducted to explore their views of West African experts, of West African Islamic esoteric 

practices, and of alternative care in a broader sense. Attention will also be paid to the ways in 

which they perceive treatments, developments in this perception in the course of treatments, and 

the expertise of the marabout. Furthermore, research will focus on the ways in which clients’ visits 

to West African experts is integrated in their visits to other (alternative) care, relations with other 

clients and/or West Africans, religious and spiritual worldviews, and life stories in general. 

 

Besides interviews, two other techniques will be employed to research perceptions of West African 

marabouts and their clients in the Netherlands: participant observation and focus groups. 

Qualitative ethnographic observation methods, such as 'dichte Teilnahme' (Spittler 2001) of 

treatments and/or consults, and of gatherings of members of alternative healing associations will 

be used to investigate the everyday sphere of the actors concerned. Focus groups (Loos & 

Schäffer 2000) with groups of clients – for example as part of an association-meeting- and with 

groups of marabouts – in the same network- to study the discursive dynamics unfolding outside an 

interviewer-interviewee context. Especially with regard to the themes of secularity, experiences of 

religion, spirituality, and healing these focus groups can be insightful. Knowledge of, interest in, 

and perception of media representations and legislation concerning alternative healers will also be 

addressed in these focus groups. 

   

3.1.2 Marabout – client interactions 

Both esoteric practices and expert status are, as mentioned above, a negotiation between client 

and marabout. This negotiation and adaptation is constructed both inside and outside the room 

where marabout and client meet. It is influenced by both the micro dynamics of face to face 

interaction as well as macro aspects of discursively produced, reproduced and revised images –for 

example through media, the study of both micro and macro domains seem to me essential in 

understanding the full scope of this interaction (cf Hirschauer 2001, Latour 1996).  

 Within the marabout-client face-to-face setting, trust, expectations of treatment, and views on 

the origin of ailment are established in various ways. In researching marabout-client interaction, 

dialogue between anthropologist and informant in an interview setting is therefore not sufficient. 

Interaction, especially in encounters relating to the supernatural, shapes experience (Strecker & 

Tyler 2009: 4). The performance and rhetoric of the marabout, the negotiation on treatment and 

payment between marabout and client, and the positioning of the client, all contribute to the ways 

in which the marabout-client relation is established. The multiform aspects of the backgrounds and 

worldviews of the participants in the Dutch setting add even more complex dimensions to this 

exchange. I propose therefore, in line with Meyer (2009), Meyer & Schareika (2009a, 2009b), and 

Strecker’s (2009) recent call for micro dynamic research focused on speech and rhetoric, to 

register the encounters between marabouts and clients. Since communication in these encounters 
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is not only established rhetorically, but also via dress, body language, the use of artifacts, and the 

use of space, this registration will include video filming.  

 A camera could possibly alter the situation, especially in the private setting of a possibly 

illegally residing marabout and a client discussing delicate problems. Becoming the equivalent of 

‘l’homme-caméra’ – ‘the microphone woman’ – that Jean Rouch had in mind regarding visually 

rendering situational experiences can thus be challenging (Meyer & Schareika 2009b: 20). The 

‘attitude profilmique’ can, however, be diminished by intensive and repeated contact with 

informants over longer periods of time (De France 1989). As also my experience in Senegal 

demonstrated, where I filmed in urban and rural settings treatments of marabouts, extended 

fieldwork is essential for this project.  

 Audio-visual recordings of marabout-client interactions will be used in this research to 

analyze performative and rhetoric aspects of this interaction, using also textlinguistic analysis 

(Duranti 1997, Hymes 1972, Meyer 2009, Meyer & Schareika 2009b, Perrino 2006). The 

audiovisual material will also be used for elicitation in cooperation with the protagonists. The 

possibility to discuss the ways in which informants interpret the events recorded, and compare their 

analysis with those of others, allows the inquiry to proceed beyond the conceptual bias of the 

researcher (El Guindi 2004; Nijland 1994; Sorenson and Jablonko 1995). Main focus in the 

analysis of and elicitation with audiovisual recordings is the ways in which performance, rhetorics, 

and use of space and artifacts contribute to establishing marabout-client roles, and legitimate, 

negotiate and construct (or not) expert status.  

 

Perceptions of marabouts and clients are shaped, produced, and reinforced not only in face-to-

face interaction, but also in the context of the society in which this interaction takes place. 

Constructions of marabout-client roles and practices will therefore also be researched in the 

context of the public debates on the presence of West African marabouts in the Netherlands. In 

order to research the influence of media on the interaction between marabout and client, three 

methodological tools are envisaged. Firstly, interviews with marabouts and clients will focus on 

their perceptions of media representations (of both marabouts and mediamakers) concerning their 

interaction. Secondly, open expert interviews (Bogner, Littig & Menz 2002) will be used to map the 

opinions of various actors who assert public images on West African marabouts and their clients: 

journalists, publicists, television producers, representatives of alternative healers’ professional 

associations, of governmental bodies concerning health care, and of associations against 

alternative healers. Representatives of consumer organizations, health care associations, and 

policy and research organizations (often interviewed by journalists) contribute actively to portraying 

West African marabouts as charlatans or, much less frequently, as experts. Thirdly, documentary 

analysis (Ayaß & Bergmann 2006, De Vries & Weber 2001, Meyer 2006, Prior 2003) of public texts 

and images communicating ideas on West African marabouts and their clients in the Netherlands 

will be included in this project. The documentary analysis will also include websites and 
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advertisements such as flyers of marabouts.  

 

3.1.3 Entry to the field 

In the Netherlands where, probably, the majority of West African marabouts resides illegally and 

may consider the Netherlands to be a 'passing through' country, research could be challenging. It 

is possible that the hostile and skeptical public environment in the Netherlands, as described 

above, complicates research as well. Furthermore, Islamic esoteric practices are by default 

surrounded by mystery. My background knowledge of the practices, perceptions and debates in 

the region of origin of these practitioners, combined with a general knowledge of Dutch public 

debates as a native Dutch, however, give me an excellent starting point for this research. Entry to 

the field is provided through contact information from marabouts in Senegal about their colleagues, 

friends, and family members working as marabouts in the Netherlands. Also, Senegalese 

acquaintances in the Netherlands, among them a Senegalese former research assistant of mine, 

already agreed to assist me in contacting marabouts in the Netherlands. Not wanting to exclude a 

priori other West African nationalities, I selected Rotterdam and Amsterdam as the main target 

cities in the Netherlands, based on my contact information and on the concentration of West 

Africans in these cities.  

 
3.2 Work schedule 

Time, place Contents Organization/Discussion 

December 2010  

- June 2011 

the Netherlands 

• interviewing marabouts 

• interviewing clients  

• expert interviews with media makers 

• making an inventory of publicity-methods by 

marabouts 

• collecting advertisements and media-reports  

• audiovisual recordings 

• participant observation of treatments and of 

gatherings of alternative health care 

associations 

• narrative and theme-

oriented interviews 

focused on life stories and 

perceptions of marabout – 

client interaction  

 

July  

– September 

2011 

Bayreuth 

• transcribe, analyze and organize audiovisual 

material 

• analyze  and organize interviews 

• analyze and organize media texts and 

images 

• methodology workshop 

on micro ethnography 

(video- and conversation 

analysis) with Dr. Christian 

Meyer and the University of 

Bielefeld 

October  

– December 2011 

• theoretical chapter on the interrelations of 

migration, religion and media 

• presentation and 

discussion at the African 
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Bayreuth  Studies Association 

conference  

January 

– February 2012 

Bayreuth 

• article on the construction of Islamic esoteric 

practices in marabout-client interaction 

• select marabouts and clients for further 

research 

• prepare further fieldwork 

• presentation and 

discussion at the European 

Conference on African 

Studies 

 

April 

- July 2012  

the Netherlands 

• interviews with selected marabouts 

• interviews with selected clients 

• collecting advertisements, media-reports 

• audiovisual recordings  

• expert interviews with media makers 

• narrative, theme-oriented, 

and focus group interviews 

focused on the 

construction of marabout – 

client relations and expert 

status  

August  

– December 2012 

Bayreuth 

• transcribe, analyze and organize audiovisual 

material 

• analyze  and organize interviews 

• analyze and organize media texts and 

images 

• historical chapter on developments in 

religion/spirituality in the Netherlands  

• historical chapter on the migration patterns of 

West African marabouts  

• article on the construction of expert status of 

marabouts based on the analysis of micro 

interaction and public debates 

• methodology workshop 

on micro ethnography 

(video- and conversation 

analysis) with Dr. Christian 

Meyer and the University of 

Bielefeld 

• presentation and 

discussion at the European 

association of European 

Anthropologists and at the 

ASA 

January  

– June 2013 

Bayreuth 

• writing the other chapters of the monograph 

and the two articles 

 

July 

- August 2013 

the Netherlands 

• additional fieldwork where necessary (six 

weeks) 

 

August 

- November 2013 

Bayreuth 

• finishing up writing the monograph and the 

two articles 
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4. Funds requested 

4.1 Staff costs 

- Postdoc researcher Dr. Amber Gemmeke, for 36 months, full time, TV-L 13 

- Studentische Hilfskraft, 12 months, 19 hours per week 

A Studentische Hilfskraft is essential for the project in the analyzing phase to archive, to copy 

academic literature, to provide technical support, and to provide support with the transcription of 

the recorded interactions as well as in the publishing phase to edit, index, lay-out, and check the 

references of the articles and the monograph and filling in the Endnote program. 

 

4.2 Scientific instrumentation 

 

4.3 Consumables 

For consumables such as paper, copies, writing material, printer cartridges, batteries, and blank 

CDs and DVDs I estimate 500 ! per year, which amounts for this project to a total of 1500 !. 

 

4.4 Travel 

4.4.1 Research 

Fieldwork is envisaged for a total of 15 months (450 days). Three return tickets are needed from 

Bayreuth to Amsterdam for the three periods of fieldwork. While most fieldwork will take place in 

the Netherlands, it is possible, due to the mobility of marabouts, that a part of the fieldwork will take 

place in other European locales. Extensive travel during fieldwork is therefore expected, which are 

 No. Application Costs 

Mini notebook  

FSC Esprimo Mobile 

U9200  

1 For fieldwork. Desktop computers available at Bayreuth University 

cannot be taken into the field.  

 400 ! 

Digital camera 

Olympus E-420 

1 For the recording of presentation and use of space and artifacts 

by marabouts, and for the photographing of archive material, 

advertisements, and printed media. 

 400 ! 

Memory sticks  1 For the digital photo camera   60 ! 

Olympus bag 1 For the digital photo camera   25 ! 

Digital video camera 

Sony HDR-SR11E 

1 For the recording of marabout-client interaction. Audio recorders 

are available for fieldwork at Bayreuth University. 

1200 ! 

Memory sticks 2 For the digital video camera.   50 ! 

All-in-one bag  

Sony LCS-X30 

1 For the video cameras   40 ! 

Total   2175 ! 
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included in the Reisetagesgeld. 

Three Bayreuth – Amsterdam tickets à 200 euro: 600 !. 

Reisetagesgeld for the Netherlands according to the Landesreisekostengesetz Bayern, 32 ! per 

day for a total of 405 days: 12.960 !. 

Total fieldwork travel costs: 13.560 !. 

4.4.2 Conferences and workshops 

For the distribution and discussion of this research I envisage visiting the following conferences: 

- ASA, Washington 17-20 November 2011, 1200 !. 

- ECAS, Uppsala 15 -18 June 2011, costs 800 !. 

- EASA, August 2012, costs 800 ! 

- ASA, Baltimore, 21- 24 November 2013, costs 1200 !. 

For two workshops in cooperation with Dr. Christian Meyer of the university of Bielefeld concerning 

the methodology of micro ethnography (video- and conversation analysis), to be held in Bayreuth 

and in Bielefeld, 1500 ! will be applied for, including the travel, daily expenses, and 

accommodation costs of two experts per workshop. 

Total costs for conferences and workshops: 5500 !. 

 

4.5 Publication expenses 

For the publication and language editing of the two articles and a monograph to distribute the 

results of this research the maximum of 750 euro per year is requested, adding up to a total of 

2250 !. 

 

4.6 Other costs 

1. Assistant in the Netherlands, 350 ! per week, for 12 weeks: 4200 !. 

Although I will be able to interview marabouts residing in the Netherlands without the help of an 

interpreter, an assistant would greatly help me to work in this precarious field. As my former 

Senegalese assistant now lives in the Netherlands, he would be an invaluable help in connecting 

and introducing me to West African marabouts in the Netherlands. For me as a female researcher 

an additional advantage of working with a male assistant is that it would greatly facilitate my 

communication with male marabouts. 

2. Communication (telephone cards, costs of paid phones, or mobile phone contract), 50 ! per 

month, for 15 months: 750 !.  

Telephone contact is essential in reaching the target research group of highly mobile marabouts. 

Total other costs: 4950 !. 
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5. Prerequisites for carrying out the project 

5.1 The team 

This is an Erstantrag for an Eigene Stelle for the duration of 36 months. 

 

5.2 Cooperation with other scientists 

This research proposal was discussed at length with Prof. Dr. Kurt Beck from the University of 

Bayreuth. As a project on experts and clients in a globalizing field of trust and uncertainty it will be 

part of the Bayreuth International Graduate School of African Studies (BIGSAS) Research Area A: 

Uncertainty, Innovation, and the Quest for Order. The project is in Bayreuth furthermore discussed 

with Prof. Dr. Christoph Bochinger and Prof. Dr. Ulrich Berner, experts on religion in Europe and in 

Africa, Pfr. Bernhard Wolf of the Forschungs- und Informationszentrum Neue Religiosität and Prof. 

Dr. Bernt Schnettler, expert in religion and in the use of video-filming in sociological research.  

 Prof. Dr. Ivo Strecker and Dr. Christian Meyer equally contributed to this proposal with 

insights into the study of speech and rhetorics as well as into interactional studies. Dr. Christian 

Meyer of the university of Bielefeld has proposed to act as a consultant for this project, especially 

with regard to the microdynamic aspects of marabout-client interactions. Cooperation with Dr. 

Meyer and with Sozialanthropologie and Qualitative Methoden der empirische Feldforschung of the 

Bielefeld University and BIGSAS in the form of workshops on the methodology of micro 

ethnography (video- and conversation analysis) is envisaged.  

 Prof. Dr. Peter Geschiere of the university of Amsterdam also helped in bringing about this 

proposal. I was furthermore invited in April 2009 at the Zentrum Moderner Orient in Berlin by Prof. 

Dr. Roman Loimeier (now at Göttingen University) and in June 2009 at the Max Planck Institute 

Halle by Prof. Dr. Jaqueline Knörr to discuss this project in work groups. Both institutes expressed 

their interest in an ongoing cooperation. The project is also discussed with Dr. Marian Burchardt 

and envisaged to be linked with the project Multiple Secularities he and Prof. Dr. Monika Wohlrab-

Sahr lead at Leipzig University. This project proposal benefited furthermore from the help of the 

following persons, all experts in anthropology and African studies: 

Dr. Rijk van Dijk, Africa Studies Centre, Leiden  

Prof. Dr. Birgit Meyer, University of Amsterdam  

Prof. Dr. Francis Nyamnjoh, University of Cape Town (formerly at Codesria) 

Prof. Dr. Peter Pels, Leiden University  

Dr. Marcus Verne, Bayreuth University  

Prof. Dr. Tobias Wendl, Humboldt University Berlin  

All mentioned persons expressed interest in this project and offered cooperation on their parts. See 

also ‘preliminary work’ and the attached publications list for an overview of forthcoming cooperative 

publications on the proposed research topics. 

 



 

 
21 
 

 6. Declarations 

I have not requested funding for this project from any other sources. In the event that I submit such 

a request, I will inform the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft immediately. 

 The Bayreuth Graduate School of African Studies is informed about this application. A 

declaration of employment by the Bayreuth Graduate School of African Studies is attached to this 

proposal. 

 

7. Signature 

Bayreuth, 15 July 2010.  

 

 

 

Dr. Amber Gemmeke 

 

8. List of attachments 

1. Reference list 

2. Curriculum Vitae 

3. Copy PhD diploma 

4. Publications 

5. Copy statement Bayreuth University 

6. Offers for scientific instrumentation 

7. PhD thesis 

8. Article Africa 

9. Article Karthala 


