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Bewitched by Alcohol

Ethnography of ‘Problem Drinking’ and Witchcraft in Padhola, Eastern Uganda

Kiyoshi UMEYA

Abstract:

This ethnographic essay aims to focus on the concept of ‘problem drinking’ in
order to depict several modern problems that are inevitably evoked in the
postcolonial moment in Tropical Africa. Based on my observation and
participation in the anthropological research conducted from 1997 to 2006 in
Padhola, Tororo District, Eastern Uganda, I shall describe the life histories of four
individuals as concrete cases who could not quit drinking alcohol and
consequently had to lose the positions that they had achieved and even their lives.

In Padhola, like all other illnesses, ‘problem drinking’ is not only medically
diagnosed by health centers or modern hospitals but also culturally interpreted and
diagnosed in indigenous terms by laymen. Anthropologists are sometimes eager to
identify the essence of culture in the interpretations and explanations that laymen
provide in an attempt to pursue the ultimate cause of illness. In most cases, the
causes of modern, newly known illnesses and diseases, for example, HIV, Ebola
and ‘problem drinking’, tend to be connected to witchcraft, and narrated by the
idiom of domain of occult in villages in Africa. An examination of their discourses
and practices, as pointed out by some anthropologists, aids in verifying that
witchcraft is not a tradition to be buried in oblivion but something that is vividly
functions as a vital element of modernity. At the same time, in their discourses,
they suspect the linkage of new diseases with another vital modern illness, HIV.
Two modern illnesses, in the absence of modern medical diagnosis, connected by
the bond of witchcraft, identified as being related to each other, are considered to
be the same by the natives.

With regard to the description of ‘problem drinking’, witchcraft and HIV, modern
problems considered to be related to each other, at least in Padhola, in an
ethnographic way, I shall hint at another scope of analysis in a different domain of
the culture, i. e. what kind of people suffer from ‘problem drinking” and HIV?
How do others treat the patients in everyday life? And what do people gossip about
in everyday life? In addition, this article will portray the ritual performed when
they bury the dead.

Keywords: Uganda, ‘problem drinking’, witchcraft, modernity, elite
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