
generates masses of young men ripe for radicalisation. Hoechner’s second
chapter, ‘Fair Game for Unfair Accusations?’ addresses this issue directly. She
writes, ‘The shortcomings of the almajiri system are clearly an unsatisfying explan-
ation for a phenomenon as complicated as Boko Haram’ (). More broadly, she
concludes, ‘Low-status groups may serve the more powerful in society as scape-
goats’ (). Blaming the almajirai serves the well-off not just in the context of
Boko Haram but also in the context of attributing responsibility for poverty to
the poor themselves.

Hoechner’s other chapters investigate various aspects of students’ lives, from their
roles as domestic servants (Chapter ) to their entrance into a highly competitive
‘prayer economy’ (Chapter ). The value of Hoechner’s contextualised approach
is evident throughout these chapters. In Chapter , she shows how the almajirai
work to navigate a religious landscape fragmented into Sufis, Salafis and other ten-
dencies, as well as an educational landscape where rival Islamic educational models
offer forms of knowledge that Qur’an schools do not. By continually highlighting
Qur’an school students’ agency, Hoechner provides a crucial, bottom-up comple-
ment to the many top-down studies of Islam in West Africa (including my own)
that concentrate on religious scholars and elites.

If the book has a weakness, it is that Hoechner does not cover the internal life of
Qur’an schools in as much detail as one might expect; aside from a few passages
about rhythms and interactions within schools (e.g. –, ), she emphasises
what happens outside the schools. This approach shows how poverty, hunger, and
hardship affect students, but it allows for less treatment of the issue of physical
abuse by teachers and older students – a charge frequently levelled by critics of
West African Qur’an schools. Rudolph Ware’s important but uneven book The
Walking Qur’an, which examines Qur’an schools in Senegal, has attempted to
rebut this allegation by reframing corporal punishment as something the partici-
pants in Qur’an schools consider intrinsic to proper moral formation; Hoechner
might have gone further in addressing this topic in the context of her own ethno-
graphic data.

ALEX THURSTON

University of Cincinnati

To Swim with Crocodiles: land, violence, and belonging in South Africa, –
by JILL E. KELLY

East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University Press, . Pp. . $. (pbk).
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To Swim with Crocodiles narrates the history of the Table Mountain region of
KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa and makes a valuable empirical and theoretical contri-
bution to scholarship on political authority and political violence in southern Africa.
This ‘macrohistory of a microregion’ convincingly challenges claims that colonial
and post-colonial interventions have rendered traditional authorities entirely illegit-
imate and unaccountable (xvlii). Documenting the complex interplay among trad-
itional leaders, followers and government officials, Jill E. Kelly shows how
Table Mountain people have used long-established practices to ‘produce the
polity of the chief’ through their decisions about whom to follow in difficult circum-
stances (). Political violence killed thousands of South Africans and displaced
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many more between  and . Mounting a persuasive critique of causal
accounts that privilege the apartheid state’s ‘total strategy’ or partisan political
rivalry while disregarding the local dynamics and drivers of violence, Kelly demon-
strates that multiple forces converged to shape the civil war in Table Mountain.

Opening with a prologue that likens life outside a chiefdom to swimming with a
crocodile or hippopotamus, this book details how people have looked to chiefdoms
as a refuge from insecurity and used ukukhonza, ‘a practice in which one pledged
allegiance to a leader in return for security’, for more than two centuries (xxxii).
Kelly narrates the rise, decline and division of Table Mountain polities as people
shifted allegiance throughout the th and th centuries in Part I and then
shifts focus to the chiefdoms whose people fought one another in the civil war.
Parts II and III describe how Nyavu, Maphumulo and other leaders competed for
land and authority in a context structured by dispossession, forced relocations
and betterment policies that diminished traditional leaders’ capacity to fulfil their
followers’ expectations. Often out-manoeuvred by leaders of the government-
created Maphumulo and Gcumisa chiefdoms, leaders of the long-established
Nyavu chiefdom greatly resented their lack of deference and fostered narratives
of wrongful loss and dispossession. Kelly views the personalisation of these grie-
vances as one cause of the Civil War. She writes, ‘The subjects of the Nyavu chief
took to arms to defend a chiefdom whose leader’s authority had been denied by
appointed chiefs to his East and West … Members of the Nyavu personalized the
loss of space and place envisioned as theirs’ ().

To Swim with Crocodiles presents a complicated and nuanced account of the inter-
play between communal politics, broader political transformations, and civil war vio-
lence. Beginning the introduction with the  assassination of Chief
Mhlabunzima Joseph Maphumulo, fourth chief of the Maphumulo and returning
to this event in Chapter , the text moves back and forth between detailed accounts
of Table Mountain developments and descriptions of Chief Mhlabunzima
Maphumulo’s involvement in bantustan tribal authority politics, in African
National Congress-aligned organisations, and in non-partisan peace initiatives.
Belying his reputation as a ‘peace chief’, Maphumulo adopted an anti-Inkatha
stance in the s that brought sustained friction with Chief Mangosuthu
Buthelezi from then onwards. His stance disturbed Maphumulo people who sup-
ported Inkatha or thought antagonising Buthelezi was unwise. In the late s,
Chief Maphumulo chose to welcome large numbers of refugees who had khonza’d
(pledged allegiance to) him onto a contested strip of Table Mountain land, a deci-
sion that deepened Nyavu anger and alienated some Maphumulo who felt he had
reduced their own security. Divisions within and across chiefdoms became increas-
ingly partisan as aggrieved Nyavu and discontented Maphumulo aligned themselves
with Inkatha while Chief Maphumulo attached himself and his people to the African
National Congress-aligned Mass Democratic Movement. Local struggles and
national political rivalries were intertwined by the time Inkatha–Nyavu people
attacked Maphumulo’s supporters, their homes and their businesses on the con-
tested strip of Table Mountain farmland in January . The civil war in
Table Mountain was a partisan struggle, a land struggle, and a struggle over belong-
ing spurred by apartheid state training, arming and support of Inkatha.

ROBIN L. TURNER

Butler University
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