CHAPTER 14

MAROON SCIENCE

Knowledge, Secrecy, and Crime in Jamaica

KATHARINE GERBNER

n the late 1970s, the anthropologist Kenneth Bilby spoke to a Jamaican

Maroon named Ba Uriah, one of the oldest and most respected Kromanti

specialists in Moore Town. “Ba Uriah was cryptic today,” Bilby wrote in
his journal. “He denied knowledge of Maroon nations, and he advised me to
leave the drums alone, as they involved Science.” Science, explained Bilby, was
“Kromanti power,” and Ba Uriah felt that he “[couldn’t] manage it.” Bilby pushed
back: “I said I was interested in learning how to play the drums, and in learning
about science, but not in using it.” Bilby’s distinction between learning and know-
ing was quickly dismissed. “Ba Uriah replied (very logically) chat if you learn
about Maroon Science, you must use it, it simply has to be used.”

The Jamaican Maroons are descendants of runaway slaves who created sepa-
rate societies in the interior of the island. They bcgan to use the word science as a
synonym, replacement, or corollary for the Afro-Caribbean word obeah at some
point after 1760.Z Obeah, an African-derived term that is speciﬁc to the Anglo—
phone Caribbean, is notoriously difficult to define, but it is often described as
a ritual practice of hcaling, harming, and divining.] Obeah was criminalized in
1760 following a major slave rebellion called Tacky’s Revolt, and it remains a
crime in modern Jamaica.* Today many maroons will offer a sharp corrective if a
visitor calls their practices obeah.”

Obeah and science are widely recognized as connected terms throughout the
Anglophone Caribbean, a fascinating correlation that is only beginning to gain
attention in academic Writing.6 This chnptcr examines the historical relationship
between obeah and science at four different moments. First, [ use colonial archival
sources to show how the criminalization of obeah was part of a broader effort to
criminalize Black epistemologies in the British Atlantic world. Recognizing the

initial impetus for criminalizing obeah, I suggest, hclps to demonstrate the way
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that the shifting categorics of rcligion and science were influenced by the prob—
lems of colonial governance and the demands of policing the enslaved populacion.

Second, I use the Maroon story to explore the complex relationship among
freedom, science, and obeah. The Jamaican Maroons play an ambiguous role in
the history of freedom: thcy offer a victorious history of resistance against slav-
ery but also a complicated counternarrative to any story of racial solidarity. In
1739, the Jamaican Maroons signed a peace treaty with the British, in which they
agreed to turn over runaway slaves and help the British militia defeat slave rebel-
lions. The Maroons thus play an unusual role in narratives about both obeah
and science given their alliance with the colonial government and their tense
relationship with non-Maroons.

Third, I examine the popularization of the word science in the Anglophone
Caribbean and among the Maroons. The shift from obeah to science, however, is
very difficult to trace due to the problematic nature of the archival record. Most
colonial records about obeah and science are related to criminal crials, and the
first several references to obeah as science come from white colonials rather than
Afro-Jamaicans. As a resulg, it is difficult to know whether the term was in use
in the cighteenth century or whether it emerged later in the nincteenth century.

Among the Jamaican Maroons, it is even more difficult to know exactly when
the term science was integrated as a replacement or analogue for obeah. While it
may have been in use as carly as the Cightccnth century, it was not until the late
1930s that one carly anthropological account referred to both obeah and science.
Academic knowledge about Maroon science during this period, however, was not
Widcsprcad ductoa preoccupation with “primitive” African survivals in anthro-
pological studies from the 1930s. In the final section, I interrogate Carly anthro-
pological archives, asking what the language of science may have meant for the
Jamaican Maroons during this period. This section also asks broader questions
about what it means to use anthropological archives as evidence for understand-
ing the shifting categorics of science and rcligion.

Given the problematic nature of archival sources and the inability to know, in
a historical sense, the full extent of the relationship between obeah and science,
the conclusion offers some thoughts about the relationship between Maroon sci-
ence and historical methodology. The Maroons, in pnrticular, use the term science
to tell their own history, but they do so in a way that emphasizes secrecy. I end by
considcring the implications of both secrecy and the colonial archive for histor-
ical knowledge and ask what it would mean to narrate colonial history through

thC lcns of‘Maroon science I'thhCI' thﬂl’l SO]Cly USil’lg archivnl documcnts.
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Overall, the story of Maroon science presents several epistemological and
methodological challenges for scholars of science and religion. For most aca-
demic scholars, Maroon science is not really science—instead, it is glosscd as
“spirit working” or “power.” But what does it mean to not redefine the Maroon
invocation of science in our writing? Doing so, I suggest, raises questions about
how scholars should handle unknowabi]ity and ambivalence in our scholarship,
Addressing Maroon science and its complicated colonial and postcolonial legacy
should be an exercise in humility for academic scholars, who need to recognize

their own methodological choices and epistemological priorities.

OBEAH AND THE SCIENCE OF CRIME

On December 13, 1760, the members of the Jamaican Assembly entered a large,
columned building in St. Jago de la Vega, or Spanish Town. Once inside the
impressive structure, they finalized a new law that sought to prevent future
rebellions like the one that had consumed the island for much of the previous
year. The law that they created, “The Act to remedy the Evils arising from irregu-
lar Assemblies of Slaves,” was the first to criminalize obeah. It had major consc-
quences for the category of religion and the meaning of science.

Before 1760, white colonials had described obeah as a form of witcheraft or
superstition, but it had never been criminalized. The “Act to remedy the Evils
arising from irregulnr Assemblies of Slaves,” by contrast, deemed obeah a capital
offense, punishable by execution or transportation. The specific language of the

Act is significant:

And in order to prevent the many Mischiefs that may hereafter arise from
the wicked Art of Negroes going under the :1ppcﬂation of Obeah Men and
Women, pretending to have Communication with the Devil and other evil
spirits, thrcby the weak and superstitious are deluded into a Belief of
their having full Power to exempt them whilst under their Protection from

any Evils . ..
The act continues:

any Negro or other Slave who shall prctcnd to any Supcrnatural Power, and

be detected in making use of any Blood, Feathers, Parrots Beaks, Dogs Tecth,
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Alligators Teeth, Broken Bottles, Grave Dirt, Rum, Egg-shells or any other
Materials relative to the Practice of Obeah or Witcheraft in order to delude
and impose on the Minds of others shall upon Conviction thereof before two

Mﬂgistratcs and thTCC Fl‘CChO]dCTS SU.H%I‘ dCﬁth or Tr;msportation .. .7

One of the most interesting things about the criminalization of obeah was the
way that it drew on British conceptions of witchceraft while also sccking to dis-
tance the practice of obeah from witcheraft. As Diana Paton has shown, the colo-
nial legislators in Jamaica were in a bind when it came to criminalizing obeah. In
1736, English Parliament had passed a new Witcheraft Act, which represented an
important shift in the way that witcheraft was viewed in a lcgal context. This act
reflected the increasingly skeprical atcitude of elites toward claims of witcheralk.
Not only did it decriminalize witcheraft, but also it created a new crime: pr@tend—
ing to practice witcheraft. It also became illegal to accuse someone of witcheraft.
In other words, the main goal of the Witchcraft Act of 1736 was to suppress the
belief that witcheraft existed.® As a result, lawmakers in Jamaica could not crim-
inalize obeah as witcheraft because it was against the law to believe that witch-
craft was real. But the legislators clearly saw obeah as a threat.

Traces of the 1736 Witchceraft Act are evident in the 1760 Slave Code. The law-
makers demonstrate skepticism when they write that “Obeah Men and Women”
were “prctcnding to have Communication with the Devil and other evil spirits”
and that “the weak and superstitious are deluded into a Belief” It may also be due
to the 1736 Witchcraft Act that Jamaican legislators emphasized the category of
obeah rather than witcheraft in the firse place. The term witcheraft appears only
once, almost as an afterthought, when the law reads that anyone “detected in
making use of any Blood, Feathers, Parrots Beaks, Dogs Teeth, Alligators Teeth,
Broken Bottles, Grave Dirt, Rum, Egg—shells or any other Materials relative to
the Practice of Obeah or Witcheraft . . . [shall] suffer death or Transportation.™

There are differences as well. While the 1736 Witcheraft Act forbade accusa-
tions of witcheraft, the 1760 Slave Code did not have a similar clause. Instead, law-
makers seemed legitimately concerned about the practice of obeah—even as they
simultancously stated their disbelief in its power." They were most worried about
the ability of obeah practitioners to unite and bind enslaved people together—to
create a sense of unity and solidarity—Dbecause this could aid a rebellion.

The criminalization of obeah had significant consequences. After 1760, obeah

references became increasingly common in colonial histories, newspapers, official
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reports, novels, and plays. Even as they rejected and mocked obeah as barbaric
and ridiculous, colonial writers remained fascinated by the practice. Colonial
officials wielded more power to define and regulate the practice of obeah, thcrcby
marginalizing Afro-Caribbean cpistemo]ogies.” Eventually7 the criminalization
and denigration of obeah would lead to the adoption of science as a preferred term
throughout the Anglophone Caribbean.

The criminalization of obeah shows how the categorics of witcheraft and
superstition were central to the construction of religion and science. Obeah,
with its emphasis on healing, had many overlaps with European ideas about med-
icine and science. Meanwhile, the institutional and ritual-based aspects of obeah
demonstrate its overlap with the category of‘rcligion. Despite these similarities,
obeah was excluded from the categories of religion and science because it was

associated with slave rebellion and colonial resistance.”

FREEDOM AND COLONIAL GOVERNANCE

While the Jamaican Maroons were well-known obeah practitioners, they rarely
play a role in historical narratives about the criminalization of obeah. That is
because the Maroons fought against the rebel slaves in Tacky’s Revolt. Indeed, the
Maroons play an uncomfortable role in the history of obeah and science. Before
the criminalization of obeah in 1760, it was the Maroons who were most closely
associated with the practice of obeah in Jamaica. Colonial records from the 1730s
describe Maroon Obeah men and women, especially the obeah woman Nanny,
who fought the British state with tremendous success. This section examines
the history of the Maroons in colonial Jamaica, suggesting that scholars should
attend not only to the criminalization of obeah but also to the timing of the 1760
act. Despite its association with Maroon resistance, lawmakers did not crimi-
nalize obeah during the Maroon Wars of the early eighteenth century. There are
a number of explanations for this fact, including the possibility that colonial
authorities had yet to recognize the signiﬁcnncc of obeah or that the meaning of
obeah had shifted over the course of the cighteenth cencury. What is undeniable,
however, is that the Maroons presented a different type of challenge for colonial
governance than did enslaved rebels. Considering this counterfactual thus helps
to illuminate the relationship between governance strategies and the shifting cat-

cgories of religion, crime, and science.
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The history of the Maroons is dccply interetwined with both resistance and
obeah. Beginning in the sixteenth century, enslaved men and women escaped
Spanish and then British colonizers.” The Maroons, as thcy became known, lived
in the interior of Jamaica, in regions that were difficult to access from the coast.
Over the course of the seventeenth century, two distinct groups of Maroons
flourished in different parts of the island. The Windward Maroons, led by the
obeah woman named Nanny, settled in the Blue Mountains and the John Crow
Mountains on the eastern side of the island. The Leeward Maroons settled in
Cockpit Country, which offered protection from outsiders." Between 1660 and
1739, as the British system of plantation slavery grew, so did the Maroon commu-
nities. Subjectcd to terrorizing treatment and the brutal labor regime of sugar
cultivation, scores of enslaved people risked torture, dismemberment, and death
by ﬂccing into the mountains. Most new Maroons were runaway slaves who
escaped on their own or in groups, sometimes following a rebellion. Others were
cnpturcd during Maroon raids.”

The Maroons created governments that harnessed the religious and political
nuthority of obeah. Obeah, as Kenneth Bilby has Cmphnsized7 cannot be reduced
to onc unitary thing. Instead, he has argued that obeah should be understood
as “spiritual power” that the Maroons used for a variety of purposes. Among
other things, obeah was central to Maroon military strategy. Indeed, medicine,
politics, and religion become indistinguishable when narrating the role of obeah
in Maroon history. Maroons followed obeah men and women in making military
decisions, and they used obeah to catch British bullets without injury.'®

Nanny, the leader of the Windward Maroons, is widely celebrated through-
out Jamaica as one of the fiercest fighters of the Maroon Wars.” Contemporary
Windward Maroons refer to themselves as Yoyo, which means “a descendent of
Grandy Nanny.”® Even in the colonial archive, Nanny is recognized as a powcrful
and dangerous obeah woman. In one reference, she is described as “che rebels old
obeah woman,” showing the close relationship between rebellion and obeah.” In
his Memoirs, Philip Thicknesse describes Nanny as an “old Hagg, who passed [a]
sentence of death” upon a white man. He provides an elaborate account of her
appearance, which included “a girdle round her waste, with . . . nine or ten dif-
ferent knives hanging in sheaths to i, many of which I have no doubt, had been
plunged in human flesh and blood. . . . That horrid wretch, their Obea woman
would demand their deaths.” Obeah emerges in these records as a powcrful

force and Nanny as a fearless leader who terrified colonial authorities.
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Given that obeah was Widcly recognizcd as a powcrful tool of Maroon resis-
tance, it is notable that obeah was not criminalized during the Maroon Wars of
the Cnrly Cightcenth century. This may have been because colonial officials did
not yet understand the importance of obeah or because they did not believe
thcy had the capacity to policc obeah among Maroon communities. Either way,
the Maroons presented a very different type of challenge to governance than did
enslaved rebels. As a result, instead of criminalizing obeah, the British sought to
make peace after decades of warfare with the Maroons.

On March 1, 1739, Col. Cudjoe (Kojo) and Accompong, leaders of the Leeward
Maroons, met with the British colonial adminiscrator John Guthrie and commit-
ted to a treaty. The 1739 treaty (1) recognized the Maroons as free, (2) gave them
a grant of land, and (3) allowed them to sell produce in the island’s markets. In
return, the Leeward Maroons were CXPCCth to defend the island against invasion
and rebellion, return runaway slaves to the British, hunt down Maroons who
did not agrece to these terms, and allow a white man to live in their sectlements.
The maroon leaders Cudjoe and Accompong were granted life tenure and the
nuthority to administer any punishmcnt except death.? The treaty with Nanny’s
Windward Maroons was similar, although it added clauses requiring Maroon
militias to be headed by whites in order to track runaway slaves.” Both oral his-
tories and colonial records suggest that the Windward or Nanny Maroons were
resistant to signing a treaty with the British and only did so once Cudjoe (Kojo)
promised to hunt down Maroons who did not make peace with the Bricish.

The treaty transformed Maroon politics. Both oral and archival histories show
that the Maroons maintained a strict rule against killing whites, defended the
British population against slave rebellions, and returned runaway slaves. From
the British perspective, the treaty was a success. The Maroons were granted auton-
omy, the enslaved lost an ally, and the colonial militia gaincd exXpert warriors. The
Maroon alliance meant that Maroon towns—which had formerly offered refuge
for runaways—were now sites of danger and death for the enslaved.

The difference in the white colonial responses to Maroon Obeah and rebel
obeah provides insight into the relationship among religion, governance, and
policing. During the Maroon Wars, the British tried to control the Maroons
by defeating them through warfare but failed. Eventuaﬂy, they recognizcd the
Maroon forces as a separate governmental entity. In this context, obeah was a fear-
some threat, but there was never any reason to criminalize it because the British

could not police the Maroon population. Instead, the Bricish opted initially for
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war, and when that did not succeed, they offered diplomacy. Enslaved rebels,
however, represented a different challenge. As enslaved people, they were under
near-constant surveillance and subject to both informal and formal policing. As
a result, it made more sense to criminalize obeah as a scrategy to govern and
control the enslaved population.

As this counterfactual suggests, concerns about governance deeply influenced
the emerging definitions of religion, superstition, and crime. Before 1760, white
colonials had described obeah as a form of witcheraft or superstition, but they
had never criminalized the practice. After Tacky’s Revolt, colonial atcitudes
toward obeah shifted. In the 1760 act, policing strategics formed the basis for the
definition of obeah. The act listed material objects, thereby associating obeah
with spcciﬁc items like alligator tecth and grave dirt. This definition made it
casier to search slave huts for obeah-related objects. The depiction of obeah in
the 1760 act also excluded healing, worship, and the community-building aspects
of obeah. In doing so, white slave-owners excluded obeah from the category of
religion and redefined it not only as superstition but also as a crime. As this
history demonstrates, we cannot understand emerging categories of religion and
science without calling attention to the categories of crime and nonreligion/
superstition, which were used as a strategy of governance to control the behavior

and movement of enslaved and colonized peoples.

FROM OBEAH TO SCIENCE

The term science entered the vernacular of Afro-Jamaicans sometime after the
criminalization of obeah, but the nature of archival sources makes it very difficult
to say when this occurred. Dianne Stewart has suggested that science is used “as a
cuphemism” for obeah “because it does not call to mind the historical baggage of
immorality which cannot be avoided with the term ‘Obeah. » Undoubtedly, the
criminalization of obeah contributed to the adoption of science, although it was
not the only impetus for the shift. The expansion of science was also connected
to the links between colonialism and European collecting in the cighteenth cen-
tury, as well as the popularity of spiritualism and mesmerism in the nineteenth
and carly twentieth centuries. This section traces the emergence of science as a
replacement or analog for obeah, arguing that the constructions of science and
religion were intimately affected by efforts to police enslaved and free people of

color and by the concept of “African-ness.”
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In the colonial record, the stand-alone term science first appears in connection
to obeah in the work of Bryan Edwards, a proslavery planter-politician whose
History, Civil and Commercial, of the British Colonies in the West Indies was pub-
lished in 1793. Edwards, citing a report transmitted by the agent of Jamaica to
the Lords of the Committee of Privy Council, wrote that “all professors of Obi
are, and always were, native Africans, and none other; and they have broughe the
science with them from thence to Jamaica, where it is so universally practiced.”*
It is impossible to know whether Edwards actually heard the word science used
or whether he ascribed the word to obeah himself. But it is notable that he made
the connection between obeah and science after the 1760 act. Edwards also knew
that the knowledge about obeah was carefully guarded. “A veil of mystery is stu-
diously thrown over their incantations,” he wrote, “and every precaution is taken
to conceal them from the knowledge and discovery of the White people.”

Edwards connected science and obeah in another way as well. Citing the same
source, he described the trial of an obeah man after Tacky’s Revolt of 1760. Before
the man’s execution, white colonists devised “various experiments” on him and
other obeah men using “clectrical machines and magic lanterns.” In Edwards’s
telling, one obeah man reccived some “very severe shocks,” after which he

"6 The experiments with

“acknowlcdged that his master’s Obi exceeded his own.
clectricity, which occurred within the context of an obeah trial, are a reminder
that European scientific experimentation is closely linked to the context of law.
It was after the obeah man’s trial that these experiments were conducted. As this
anecdote emphasizes, the contours of European “science” were developing within
colonialism and slavery.

While obeah was rarely linked with the stand-alone term science, it was occa-
sionally referred to as an “occult science. In a 1787 obeah trial, an enslaved man
named George was accused of “procuring a phial of strong poison to destroy the
white people on Stanton estate.” The journalist who wrote about the case referred
to the obeah man as “an adept in the occult sciences.” Here, the reference to sci-
ence again comes from a white observer rather than an Afro-Jamaican practitioner.

In the decades before Emancipation, obeah became incrcnsingly associated
with criminal activity, and colonial authorities continued to arrest and persecute
people of African descent who practiced obeah. Persecutions were most common
if they were connected with rebellion or if an enslaved person was harmed by
obeah.” In both cases, obeah persecutions aimed to strengthcn and consolidate
colonial power, cither by discouraging rebellion or by protecting personal prop-

crty (in the form of enslaved people “hurt” by obeah).
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As obeah persecutions Cxprmdcd7 the language of science did as well. Through—
out the British Empire, naturalists “explored” the Caribbean, taking specimens
and speaking with informants, many of whom were of African descent or Indig-
enous.” Many scholars have shown how science and empire were intimately
connected.’ Naturalists often relied on Black and Indigenous pcoplc—who were
rarely named—for their “discoveries,” while many slave traders and slave owners
pridcd themselves on being part of Enlightcnmcnt science. Bryan Edwards, for
example, was clected to the Royal Society the year after publishing his History,
while slave traders playcd a crucial role in coﬂccting and 1it€rally circulating
knowledge and specimens from the colonies to the “metropole.™

After Emancipation, obeah became part of the “Mighty Experiment” to sce
whether African-descended people were “ready” for freedom. Obeah was fre-
qucntly comparcd to voodoo in the “black republic” of Haiti. During this pf:riocl7
the legal definition of obeah shifted away from the more serious crime of witch-
craft to the more banal accusation of fraud. Rather than Considcring ita capital
offense, post-Emancipation obeah regulations mimicked the English vagrancy
law of 1824, which sought to police fraudulent activity. Even as obeah was down-
graded as a crime, however, it became more widely prosecuted.®

References to science Cxpandcd in the nineteenth century. In The Gleaner, a
Kingston newspaper established in 1834, science is a broad term, used in reference
to photography, phrenology, and physiognomy, as well as healing, chemistry,
and pills.** Meanwhile, some scholars have hypothesized that the popularization
of the term science in the Anglophone Caribbean was linked to the circulation
of occult literature like The Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses, published by the
Chicngo—based de Laurence Company.”

Obeah trials from the carly twenticeth century frequently link occult sciences,
magnetism, and obeah. In 1917, for anmplc, John Bell was accused 0fpr:1cticing
obeah in Smith’s Village, Jamaica. A search at his home turned up several items,
including “parcels of human hair, two packs [of] card, small phials of funny
smelling liquid, gunpowder, sulphur and several other things” that were known
to be “implements for practising obeah.” The investigating officers also found

"¢ In this case,

“pamphlets dealing with magnetism and other occult sciences.
it is interesting to note that while the magnetism pamphlcts were mentioned,
they were not necessarily considered evidence for “practising obeah.” Instead,
the evidence for obeah was confined to the “parcels of human hair” and other

nontextual objects that were considered to be “African.”
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For those who were accused of obeah, science was sometimes used as a defense.
While not located in Jamaica, the 1921 trial of Anita Smith shows how science
could be defined in contrast to obeah. Smith, who was accused of aiding and
abetting the practice of obeah, had allegedly fallen into a trance and told her
interlocutors to “take a bath on the Third Stage of Science.”” In her defense,
Smith claimed that she was not practicing obeah but was induced into a hyp-
notic trance using the tcchniques of Franz Mesmer. Her lnwycr, rcading from the
Encyclopaedia Britannica, insisted that mesmerism did “not assume supernatural
powers” and that “in France hypnotism and mesmerism were rcgardcd as sci-
ence.”® The dynamic in the courtroom, which focused on the distinction between
science and obeah as a difference in “supernatural” belief versus “natural” science,
demonstrates how the context of law was instrumental for the articulation of the
difference between superstition and science.

Smith’s case also shows that there was considerably more at stake in the debate
about obeah and science than whether something was natural or supernatural.
Both the prosccution and the defense were fixated on whether Smith’s posses-
sions and actions were African or not. The prosccution was less interested in
Smith’s books or letters, which were not considered “obeahistic.” Here, the racial
undcrpinnings of science are Cspccially clear. If Smich’s actions were deemed too
African, then she would be convicted of practicing obeah. If she could prove that
she was practicing science, then she would likely be released. Material objects like
grave dirt or hair, as well as any objects that were considered specifically African,
were used as evidence of obeah. Science in this context was operating as a racial-

ized formation defined by its association with European texts and materials.

SCIENCE, KNOWLEDGE, AND THE SEARCH FOR
THE “PRIMITIVE”

By the carly twenticth century, science was firmly connected to obeah, and
some individuals who were accused of practicing obeah argucd that they were
practicing science. However, this did not mean that the term “science” was in
use in the rural Maroon communities of Jamaica. When I first began my research
for this chapter, I could find no evidence that the term “science” was used in the
Maroon communities in the early twentieth century, though I suspected it had

been. In my rescarch, I examined all the published and digitally accessible carly
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nnthropologicnl accounts of the Maroons, looking for references to “science.”
I found none. It was not until I was able to travel to Jamaica to examine the field
notes of one anthropologist, Archibald Cooper, that I found several references to
“science” tucked into Cooper’s scribbled notes about everyday life in Accompong
Town in the late 1930s.* These field notes, which are currently held at the West
Indies and Special Collections at the University of the West Indies Mona, were
never published, and Cooper never completed his dissertation.”!

In contrast to Cooper’s ficld notes, none of the published anthropological
accounts from the first half of the twentieth century mention science. Instead,
they are focused on a search for African survivals. This section examines the pro-
duction of academic knowledge about the Jamaican Maroons and suggests that
the focus on African-ness in anthropology and the obsession with African-ness in
obeah trials were not dissimilar. While nnthropologists viewed African-associated
practices as positive “primitive” survivals, prosecutors in obeah trials viewed
them as criminal. The fact that “science” went unmentioned in published anthro-
pological accounts is an example of how scholarly interest in a particular topic
(i.c. African survivals) can lead to the silcncing of other importnnt terms and
concepts, such as “science” and its relationship to obeah.

The first academic scholars to study the Jamaican Maroons were associated
with Melville J. Herskovits, one of the founders of African American anthropol-
ogy.42 Herskovits himself visited Accompong Town for one night in 1934, where
he met with Col. Rowe and took photographs of the Maroons.” A year later he
hclped Katherine Dunham, an African American student, arrange a month—long
stay at Accompong Town.” Dunham published a short memoir of her visit to
Accompong and wrote about her experiences to Herskovits.

Dunham’s memoir, which is based on her journal and moves day by day
through her visit, begins with disappointment. “It is unfortunate,” she wrote on
her tenth day among the maroons, “the meagre material culcure that these people
have retained in spite of their Voluntnry isolation.™ Her focus on cultural surviv-
als is reminiscent of that of Herskovits, who prized “primitive” cultural material
with clear nnalogues in African culcures. She was also disappointed that Maroons
purchased “all of the houschold luxuries and necessities” in town, but she was
fascinated by the abeng, a horn that, she noted, was “still used in Accompong to
call special meetings.™ By the end of her month, she had also become incerested
in what she called obi. “Obi runs like a dark current under the inscrutable surface

of Maroontown. They all know it, I am sure.™ She wrote in her journal that she
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was partially initiated into the “cult of obi.” Conversations about obi, she noted,
took place in the greatest secrecy, giving “emphasis to the mystery of our secret.™®

Dunham did not mention science in her letters or field notes. Neither did
Zora Neale Hurston, who visited Accompong in 1936, a year after Dunham.
Hurston, like Dunham, was in communication with Herskovits throughout
her visit to Jamaica.* But unlike Dunham, Hurston had extensive experience

% Hurston was not

doing ethnographic fieldwork in Florida and the Bahamas.
impressed by the Maroons. Writing to Herskovits nearly a year after her visit to
Accompong Town, she concluded that “the Maroons are highly over rated. Thcy
are the showpicce of Jamaica like a Harlem night club.” Yet despite her general
disdain, Hurston was impresscd by what she deemed the “primitive medicine” of
the Maroons. In the same letcer to Herskovits, she highlighted this point, writing
in all cnpital letters “THAT IS IMPORTANT,” before adding that it would “be
worth a study,” though she did not have time to conduct it properly.”!

Hurston’s observations about Maroon medicine are sprink]ed throughout her
writings. In chapter 3 of Tell My Horse, she wrote about the “medicine man” she
met in Accompong and how she was a “spectator while he prncticcd his arts.”>
She learned “the terrors and benefits of Cow-itch and of that potent plant known
as Madame Fate.” She also nccompanicd the medicine man to the “God Wood,”
which she identified as a birch gum. “It is called ‘God Wood” because it is the first
tree that ever was made,” she Cxplaincd. “I't is the original tree of‘good and evil.
[The medicine man] had a covenant with that tree on the sunny side.” Hurston
visited the God Wood multiple times with the medicine man. “One day we went
there to prevent the enemies of the medicine man from harming him,” she wrote.
He took a “strong nail and a hammer” and drove the nail into the tree “up to the
head.” Later he sent Hurston back to fecch the hammer, which he had dropped
next to the tree.”

While the term science did not appear in the letters or publications of
Herskovits, Dunham, or Hurston, it was in use at the time. The anthropologist
Archibald Cooper, who spent a year living in Accompong Town between 1938
and 1939, noted that several maroons used the term “science man.” Ba Will, one
of to the Maroons who spoke frequently to Cooper, referred to a science man as
someone with “a great will power so that his power is greater than the power of
the spirits he calls upon.” At other points, “science” emerges in Cooper’s field
notes in direct connection with obeah. In one of Cooper’s notes, titled “Obeah

Men,” Cooper noted that he “asked Sa Liz where Ba Will learned his Science,” and
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Sa Liz responded the “he didn't know, but that his grnndfathcr knew Science.””
At another point, Cooper’s interlocutors distinguished between being an “obeah

man,” being a “science man,” and “just profess|[ing].”*®
) g ) ) p g

As Cooper’s notes indi-
cate, the term “science” was clearly in regular use in Accompong Town during
the 1930s, and its” semantic field was connected with, though not identical to, the
term “obeah.”

The conflict between Cooper’s field notes and the early published anthropo-
logical accounts is significant. The term science was in conflict with the anthropo-
10gic:11 program of‘“rccovcry” in the 1930s. Herskovits, Dunham, and Hurston all
aimed to write about, observe, and preserve “primitive” material that they could
connect with African analogucs. The rhetorical implications of science, with its
association with modernity, fic awkwardly with the search for survivals.

The study of primitive socictics was political in another way as well. As
Hurston herself noted, the Jamaican government wanted to portray itself as
modern. In a letter to Herskovits, she wrote that “the government is cager to
give the impression that all primitive expression is done by the Maroons.” Yet
she found some non-Maroon groups to be more “interesting,” including some
“right in Kingston who do more than the Maroons.”™ As Hurston’s observations
suggest, while American nnthropologists were invested in the primitive, colo-
nial governments, like that of Jamaica (a British colony until 1962), were deeply
invested in the category of the modern. Hurston’s connection of urban Kingston
with the primitive and her denial of Maroon socicty as interesting were a repu-
diation of the Jamaican government’s stance.

As this brief overview demonstrates, the knowledge about Maroon science
remained 1argciy inaccessible to—or ignorcd by—academic scholars in the first
half of the twenticth century. The scarch for African survivals led most early
anthropologists to ignore or diminish the meaning of science within Maroon
communities. The historian of science Londa Schicbinger has studied this phe-
nomenon in the eighteenth-century Caribbean. She has shown how European
naturalists sometimes “forgot” or failed to record important information about
plants they brought back to Europe. Specifically, she has shown how European
collectors left out information about plants that were used as abortifacients. She
names this phenomenon agnotology, or the study of that which is forgotten.”
Here, a similar process was occurring among anthropologists who were studying

African survivals among the Jamaican Maroons.
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THE SCIENCE OF HISTORY

Science had become a dominant term among Maroons by the time the anthro-
pologist Kenneth Bilby arrived in the 1970s. In the oral histories that he recorded,
science has many meanings. Frequently, science is a sacred object.” In other cases,
science refers to spirit possession. The Maroon leader Nanny is often described
as being “under Science,” which means that she is possessed by a spirit. In the
twentieth century, Nanny herself is one of the spirits who does the possessing.
She and the other Old People, including Accompong and Cudjoe, are considered
to be the most powerful spirits who can enter the bodies of living Maroons.
Maroon science can be called many things, including a ritual practice, a
method of experimentation, an epistemology, a legal system, a religion, and
“Kromanti power,” as Bilby himself has described it. But it is also, undoubtedly, a
way of telling history. Maroons use the language of science to narrate their fight
with the British colonial government and their claims to freedom. Given the
problematic nature of the colonial archive and the inability to know, in an archi-
val sense, how Maroons adopted the term “science,” I conclude by offering some
thoughts about what the language of science could mean for narratives of history.
According to twenticth-century Maroons, science was a central component of’

the Maroon Wars. Nanny’s ﬁghters, for example, “have Science.”®

Crucially, sci-
ence was also central to the 1739 peace treaties. While British colonial authorities
viewed the treaties as a means to contain and regulntc the Maroons, the Maroons
continue to sce the treaties as sacred charters that could not be broken, and these
documents play a foundational role within Maroon society.”! According to Syd-
ney McDonald (1978), the treaty documents were composed using a feather from
a pnrticularly powcrful bird, “a chickenhawk” inhabited by a pakir, or pcrsonal
spirit. “That is a Science,” he explained. It was the science of the writing utensil
that made the treaty powerful.*? Other oral histories suggest that blood was used
as the ink on the treaty. “A blood and feather,” says Hardie Stanford (1991). “Dem
cut de feather, pick de feather lik nib, and write ina de blood.”®

As a way of narrating the past, Maroon science raises important questions
about historical methodology. If the colonial records from the Maroon Wars
do not refer to science but contemporary Maroon histories of the treaties do,

then should academic historians use the term science to narrate colonial history?
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Does it matter if chere is no archival evidence that the Maroons used the term
science until the twentieth century? Whose records should be authoritative?

My own research about the Maroons bcg:m with a letter written by an Cightecnth—
century Moravian missionary named Zacharias George Caries. He was the first
Protestant missionary to be stationed in Jamaica, and he met the Maroon leader
Accompong in 1755, sixteen years after Accompong signed the peace treaty with
the British colonial government. Caries, who did not frequently make sarcorial
observations, described his appearance in detail. Perhaps the most striking aspect
of his appearance, however, was the “silver Medal” that hung from the chain
around Accompong’s neck. On one side “was King George ye 2nd’s Picture”; on
the other was “his Commission with this subscription Captain Acampong.”**

While I discovered Accompong in the diary of an cighteenth-century German
missionary, it is science that kccps him alive for contemporary Maroons. Accom-
pong’s science maintains him in the position of own master, as he is sometimes
spottcd riding through town on a horse. Sometimes he is wearing a black military
jacket; other times it is white.”” In many ways, the archival histories complement
and reinforce the oral histories, and vice versa. But there are also divcrgcnces.
Whose Accompong is more accurate?

The differences between the colonial archival record and Maroon oral histo-
ries reflect not just contrasting perspectives but also underlying differences in
the epistemological grounding of colonial and Maroon knowledge. Colonial epis-
temology, like historical methodology, prioritizes the written record over other
forms of‘knowlcdgc production and remembrance. Maroon science is a reminder
of their incompatibi]ity.

The epistemological problems involved in telling Maroon/colonial history are
especially significant when it comes to the memory of the 1739 peace treaties,
which granted the Maroons “freedom” in exchange for allying with the colonial
state against enslaved men and women. What does it mean, for example, that
the treaties themselves—written documents that held legal power for the colo-
nial British state but were lacer ignored by the postcolonial government—are
identified as products of science by the Maroons, who insist on their continued
legitimacy? What can this fact tell us about the relationship among textuality,
notions of the sacred, law, and science?

Among the questions, there are a few tentative answers. First, the sacred char-
ter of 1739 providcs a poignant reminder of the role of power in detcrmining

the authority of some written documents over others. Second, the integration
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of science into the Maroon story of freedom indicates that both science and
freedom were created within the context of colonialism and slavery. The sci-
entific experimentation in the obeah trials, including the torture of the obeah
practitioners after Tacky’s Revolt, shows how “modern” science could be used as
a performance of power and colonial domination. The freedom of the Maroons,
meanwhile, existed only through the continued enslavement of people of African
descent. Science and freedom have complicated meanings today, but they were
both forged, at least in part, as colonial tools of supremacy, created for the main-
tenance of control over others.

Still, Maroon science is not only about colonialism and slavery. In his con-
versation with Ba Uriah, which bcgan this chnptcr7 Biiby told Ba Uriah chat he
was interested in learning “how play the drums, and in learning about Science,

but not in using it.”"

Here, two aspects of science are Cspcciniiy notable. First,
science is “play[ing] the drums.” While drums are not usually associated with
modern science, historically drumming was considered one of the most danger—
ous practices within slave societies. Slave codes throughout the Atlantic world
shared an obsession with preventing drumming and other forms of communica-
tion. Drums were used to bring people together and to communicate complex
messages. Drums, in other words, rcprcscnted—and continue to provide—a vital
system of knowledge making and knowledge discribution.

Finziiiy7 Ba Uriah’s Cmphnsis on use and secrecy is also heipfui in tcliing a
different scory about science. The encounter reveals a tension between Bilby’s
perception of knowledge and Ba Uriah’s proposition that knowledge can never
just exist—it must always be “used.” In this way, Maroon science is both a knowl-
Cdgc system and a critique of the idea that any kind of science is universal or
fixed. Morcover, Ba Uriah’s reticence to teach Bilby science shows that secrecy is
foundational to Maroon science. If modern science was forged through colonial-
ism and slavery using a myth of transparency and universality, Maroon science
providcs an impiicit critique by maintaining a code ofsccrccy.

For the critical study of science and religion, the story of Maroon science
underscores the impossibiiiry of coherence and univcrsaiiry. It is also a reminder
that the categories of science and religion were formed in the crucible of colo-
nialism and siavcry and that their Cvolving signiﬁcancc was dCCpiy influenced by
the effort to criminalize and police enslaved and free people of color. Colonial
lawmakers intcntionaiiy excluded African di:lsporic practices like obeah from the

categories of both religion and science. Jamaican Maroons, meanwhile, developed
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their own Cpistemological prioritics and historical narratives that identified
Maroon science as a central feacure of Maroon history. Historical methodologies
can reveal the existence of these dynamics7 but the problemntic nature of the
colonial archive makes it impossible to make definitive statements about the rela-
tionship between Maroon science and obeah, cither now or in the past. Instead,
academic historians should embrace a position of epistemological humility as

thcy seck to uncover the lcgacy of the ﬁ'nught histories of science and rcligionA
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