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running over their bedies filling them with ‘shuddering horror’. Such
dangerous and tersifying encounters frequently figured as the prelude
to the assumption of the shamanistic vocation (Rasmussen, 1929, p.
1223,
Similar motifs, of course, abound in our own culture. The New
Testament traditions emphasize the lowly origins of the Carpenter of
Nazareth and His early spiritual travails, particularly His temptation
by the Devil on the mountain; and such themes recur in the inspira-
tional biographies of a host of later and lesser Christian figures. If it
was only after her death at the stake that final authenticity was granted
to the ambiguous ‘voices’ of Joan of Arc, some other more recent Chris-
tian mystics of similar background have sometimes been more
fortunate.
One of the less well known, but not least interesting, of these was
the Swedish tailor’s daughter, Catharina Fagerberg, who was born
in 1700. After a period of employment as a domestic, she learnt to
weave linen and, while following this trade, rejected the advances of
a leather-worker who wished to marry her. Then followed seven years
of severe mental and physical torment in the course of which she was
frequently visited by a ‘good spirit’, who explained that the cause of
her anguish lay in her posscssion by devils which had been sent to
trouble her by a black magician at the behest of her slighted suitor.
Gradually however, inspired — as she believed — by God, Catharina
acquired the power to contain her affliction and to diagnose and cure
disease in others. Her reputation as a faith-healer soon spread and
she inevitably came into conflict with the ecclesiastical authorities. But,
in a century in which witch-trials were outmoded, she was acquitted,
leaving her spiritual manifestations to be dismissed by her sceptical
opponents as morbid fantasies. However, in a world where many still
believed in evil spirits and witchcraft, as well as in divine inspiration,
Catharina enjoyed wide success as a local shamanistic healer. She was
supposed to incarnate ‘good’ and ‘evil’ spirits, and, by sending out
her own ‘life-spirit’, to divine distant events (Edsman, 1967).
These examples remind us how, frequently, thosc whom the gods
call they first humble with affliction and despair. Moreover, as we saw
amongst the Tungus, the powers invoived are often, either directly
or indirectly, both the causes o misfortune and the means of its cure.
Those who become shamans thus commonly act, in effect, on the basis
of the crude slogan: if you can't beat them, join them. It is, further-
more, precisely by demonstrating his own successful mastery of the
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grounds of wamnaoa., that the shaman establishes the validity of his
power n.o heal. This conception of the shaman as the ‘wounded
mcwmnﬂ..m. :w borrow T.S. Eliot’s memorable phrase, will be examined
more fully later. For the moment, all :
. . we need to note is that, whil

. 13 . n
”vnwn isa _.“.nm_ sense in which all religions are essentially cults om. afflic-
ion, in the :.._w.v_nw:o:w_ calling this association has a particular and
poignant significance. In the language of theology, the shaman’s initial
crisis represents the healer’s passion .

 th , or, as the Akawaio Indi

themselves put it, ‘a2 man must die before he becomes a mrwaw“wu

AFFLICTION AND I

I

w..ro :wﬂvnnionn affliction and its cure as the royal road to the assum
: .. . .
M..: o ﬁ_..o shamanistic vocation is thus plain enough in those uo&nnﬂ
where shamans play the main i i
or major role in religion
shaman & and where
w“,umnm_m__o: is Em_”w valued as a religious experience. Here what begins
an illness, or otherwise deeply disturbi i
urbing experience, ends i
: . disturbir . in ecstasy:
waa.”wa pain wwzm_ suffering of the initial crisis are obliterated in its ucvuw, .
ent re- i i i i
A eva -.”.”w:oqw. as a uniquely efficacious sign of divine favour
societies, however, where sha :
AM , mans play only 2 mi
and are concerned with dis i iri y & mnor ol
ease-bearing spirits which
to the religious life of the cort i i A
community this apotheosis, al it sti
. . , although it still
occu S e
o na_ is ?.Em" into the vunrm._.ocs Indeed, in these circumstances
e o”_wg:o.a Mnﬂionn suffering and possession is 50 o<nﬂirn_3w=m.
at at first sight it seems to consti in i
titute an end in itself,
an end and a beginning. .~ raher than
H . .
ere, ostensibly at least, possession connotes misfortunes and

sickn ivity is pri i
ckness, and cult activity is primarily concerned to alleviate distress
rather than to attain ecstasy. 1he emphasis is on 4l

) : M<02“_< at least, on affliction as a means to the achievement
of mystical exaltation. It is this f
. eature, as we saw in the la
: . , st chapter
which has led some writers to characterize such healing cults as _uﬂw: _
nounnwnnﬂ only with ‘inauthentic’, or ‘negative’ possession, and M
contrast these with religions where * i .
: ere ‘authentic’ possession i i
as a divine ecstasy. To eluci is mi i v
. ucidate this misleadin i
1 divi g, and ultimately fai
2 se
tithesis we must look more closely at such apparenty .:nmﬁ?% nc_.u,

gﬁﬂ

This negative aspect is strongly reflected in the character of the

Mm“.:m mswo_ﬁm. For by those who believe in them, but actually worship
er gods, these malign pathogenic spiri .

. pirits are regarded i
extremely captious and capricious. They strike s.mm&o:» n“_”_”m
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reason: or at least without any substantial cause which can be referred
to social conduct. They arc not concerned with man's behaviour to
man. They have no interest in defending the moral code of society,
and those who succumb to their unwelcome attentions are morally
blameless. At the same time they are always on the look-out for a
convenient excuse to harass their victims, and they are inordinately
sensitive to human encroachment. To stcp on one inadvertently, or
otherwise unwittingly annoy it, is sufficient to so inflame the spirit’s
wrath that it attacks at once, possessing its trespasser, and making
him il or causing him misfortune. These unattractive characteristics
are displayed by all these hostile spirits, whether they are conceived
of as anthropomorphic powers, or as puckish naturec sprites.

Since they are so pointedly indifferent to human conduct, it would
be reasonable to suppose that these unpleasant spirits would be quite
indiscriminate in their selection of human prey. This, however, is far
from being the case. Contrary to what might be expected, they show
a special predilection for the weak and oppressed. We should be wrong,
however, to leap immediately to a pessimistic assessment of the
workings of providence in these cases. For as we shall see, it is often
precisely through succumbing to these seemingly wanton vigitations
that people in such adverse circumstances secure a measure of help
and succour. Thus, in complete contrast to the sublime indifference
to the human condition which they are supposed to display, such spirits
are in fact acutely sensitive to the plight of the under-privileged and
ov?nmm&. These assertions, fortunately, can casily be confirmed. All
we have to do is to look closely at a number of societies where illness
is interpreted as malignant possession, paying particular attention to
the categories of person most at risk and to the circumstances in which
they most frequently succumb to possession. Since we are here
v_.w:_ml_w concerned with the incidence of diseasc, we shail in fact be
following what in medical parlance would be called an epidemiological
approach.

Let me begin with data on the Somali pastoralists of north-east
Africa which I collected in the course of field-work in what is now the
Somali Republic (Lewis, 1969). In this strongly patrilineal Muslim
society, witcheraft and sorcery as these phenomena arc known

. elsewhere do not figure prominently in the interpretation of illness and
misfortune. Their main religious life is concerned with the cult of Allah
whom Somalis approach through the mediation of the Prophet
Muhammad and a host of more immediate lincage ancestors and
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other figures of real or imputed piety who, as in Roman Catholicism
play a vital rolc as mediating saints. As in other Muslim nocE_.mnu”
this public cult is almost exclusively dominated by men, who hold ali
Gn major positions of religious authority and prestige. Women are
in fact excluded from the mosques in which men worship and their
role in religion tends to be little more than that of passive spectators.
More generally, in the Somali scheme of things, women are regarded
as weak, submissive creatures. This is the case despite the exacting
nature of their nomadic life, and the arduous character of their herding
tasks in managing the flocks of sheep and goats, and the draught
nmn..n_.m. which carry their tents and effects from camping-ground to
camping-ground.

. In this male-dominated and highly puritanical culture, spirit posses-
sion, which is regarded as one causc among others of a wide range
of complaints (ranging from slight malaise to acute organic diseases
such as tuberculosis), occurs in a few well-defined contexts. The first
of these which 1 shall discuss here concerns cases of frustrated love
and passion, and involves emotions which, especially on the part of
men, are not traditionally recognized or overtly acknowledged. The
stiff-lipped traditional view is that the open display of affection and
love between men and women is unmanly and sentimental and must
be suppressed. The expression of love towards God, in contrast is
a highly approved emotion which is widely encouraged and 3?:3:.«?
phrased in Somali mystical poetry. But the direct acknowledgement
of similar feelings between men and women is totally out of place.
Thus, if a girl who has been jilted by a boy she loved and who privately
:...x_nﬁoow to marry her exhibits symptoms of extreme lassitude
s.ﬁrnnwiwr or even more distinct signs of physical illness, her nos&u
tion is likely to be attributed to possession by the object of her affec-
tions. Here, as in all other cases of Somali possession, the victim is
described as having been ‘entered’. (Although in this case it is strictly
the personality of her former lover which is supposed to have “seized’
her, rather than a free spirit entity, 1 make no apology for mentioning
this type of possession here since it serves as a uscful prologue to what
follows.)

This interpretation of the disappointed girl's state is consistent with
the traditional sex morality where the conception of romantic attach-
ment was, as | have indicated, excluded. Only within the last twenty
years or so has this rigid attitude begun to change — especially in the
towns which, as elsewhere in Africa, are the foci of social change and
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modernity. There today, among the younger generation, the explicit
recognition and acceptance of romantic love is a popular theme given
wide currency in contemporary Somali verse and radio ‘pop’ songs
which scandalize men of the older generation. With these enlightened
views, young western-educated Somalis today describe such cases of
young women's possession, in the Shakesperian idiom of ‘love-
sickness’. The traditional attitude, on the other hand, is much more
in keeping with that exhibited by seventeenth-century French Catholic
ecclesiastics in their handling of the celebrated case of the hysterical
Sister Jeanne des Anges, prioress of the convent school at Loudon,
and her frustrated infatuation for the notoriously amorous Canon
Urbain Grandier. As readers of Aldous Huxley's lively evocation in
The Devils of Loudon will recall, this poor nun's condition was attributed
to possession by malevolent spirits and Grandier was held responsible.
He was convicted of witchcraft and burned at the stake in 1634.
In the Somali Republic these matters are dealt with less drastically,
and no legal action can be taken against the man involved. The inter-
pretation which these facts suggest is virtually that given by young
educated Somalis themselves( For a jilted girl no other institutionalized
means are traditionally available to express her outraged feelings. For
it is only where a formal engagement has been contracted, with the
consent of the two partics of kin, that a suit can be filed for breach
of promise. The disappointed girl’s private emotions and feelings are
of little moment in the jural world of men. Hence iliness, and the care
and solicitude which it brings, at least offer some solace for her
wounded pride} Of the treatment administered to the possessed girl,
all that need be said here is that, as with Sister Jeanne des Anges,
the invading familiar may be exorcized by a cleric — in this case 2
Muslim man of religion.

The other context of Somali possession is similarly regarded as an
illness and involves paraliel symptoms ranging from mild hysteria or
light depression to actual organic disorders. In this case, however, these
disturbances are unequivocally attributed to the ingress of a hostile
spirit or demon. As elsewhere in Islam, Somalis believe that anthropo-
morphic jinns lurk in every dark and empty corner, poised ready to
strike capriciously and without warning at the unsuspecting passer-
by. These malevolent sprites are thought to be consumed by envy and
greed, and to hunger especially after dainty foods, luxurious clothing,
jewellery, perfume, and other finery. In the context which I am about
to describe, they are known generally as sar, a word which describes
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vop._.. the spirits themselves and the illness attributed to them. The
smitten victim is said to have been ‘entered’, ‘seized’ or ‘possessed’
by the sar.

..Hrn prime targets for the unwelcome attentions of these malign
uv_._.:u are women, and particularly married women. The stock
cpidemiological situation is that of the hard-pressed wife, struggling
to survive and feed her children in this harsh environment, and liable
to some degree of neglect, real or imagined, on the part of her husband.
Subject to frequent, sudden and often prolonged absences by her
rzm—uw:a.wu he follows his manly pastoral pursuits, to the jealousies
and tensions of polygyny which are not ventilated in accusations of
sorcery and witchcraft, and always menaced by the precariousness of
marriage in a society where divorce is {requent and easily obtained
by men, the Somali woman's lot offers little stability or security. These
1 hasten to add, are not ethnocentric judgements read into the mwﬁ.
by a tender-minded western anthropologist, but, as I know from my
own direct experience, evaluations which spring readily to the lips of
wﬁw_dw: women and which [ have frequently heard discussed. Somali
tribeswomen are far {rom being as naive as those anthropologists (see
€.g. Wilson, 1967, pp. 67-78) who suppose that tribal life conditions
its womenfolk to an unflinching acceptance of hardship and to an
cznmnm:c:w:w endorsement of the position accorded them by men.
My _En_..vwnﬁao: here is further corroborated from a modern woman's
vnwwmnn:ﬁ by Ragiya Abdalla’s {1982) study of female circumcision
and infibulation and, more impressicnistically perhaps, in Nuruddin
Farah's carly novel, From a Crooked Rib (1970).

. In these circumstances, it is hardly surprising that many women's
ailments, whether accompanied by definable physical symptoms or
not, should so readily be interpreted by them as possession by sar spirits
which demand luxurious clothes, perfume, and exotic dainties from
their menfolk. These requests are voiced in no uncertain fashion by
"_...n spirits speaking through the lips of the afflicted women, and uttered
with an authority which their passive receptacles can rarely achieve
mrn:._mn?nm. The spirits, of course, have their own language but this
is readily interpreted (for a suitable fee) by lemale shamans who know
how to handle them. It is only when such costly demands have been
met, as well as all the expense involved in the mounting of a cathartic
dance {‘beating the sar') attended by other women and directed by
the shaman, that the patient can be expected to recover. Even after
such outlays, relief from the sar affliction may be only temporary.

67

AN




P&GE  B4d

TURUT UMIY LIEBRARY *

17:11

A/ 152082

ECSTATIC RELIGION

Significantly, in some cases the onset of this spirit iliness coincides
with a husband’s opening moves to marry an wnn—:modm_ spouse; and
in every example which I encountered some grudge against her partner
was borne by the woman involved. It scarcely requires any n._.w_uoz:o
forensic technique to reach some understanding of what is involved
here; certainly, Somali men draw their own conclusions. What the
women call sar possession, their husbands cali Bm_.:_mn...mum. and ”.rnw
interpret this affliction as yet another device in the repertoire of n_onn::.:
tricks which they consider women regularly empioy against men. This
ungallant charge men support by alleging that the incidence of the
disease is markedly higher amongst the wives of the inw:._.x.nrwu
amongst those of the poor. Women in their turn counter ar._u.uuu_a,.pw-
tion with the ingenious sophistry that there are some sar spirits ,.zr_nr
only attack the wealthy while others molest the poor. Not surprisingly,
sar spirits are said to hate men. . o _

Despite their essentially sociological view of the situation, men’s
attitudes are in fact ambivalent. They believe in the existence of these
sar spirits (for which the Quran provides mn_..__x:.;_ warrant, since they
are assimilated to jinn), but with typical Somali pragmatism they are
sceptical when their own womenfolk and pockets are directly affected.
Depending upon the marital circumstances and the value placed upon
the wife concerned, the normal reaction is for the husband to accept
reluctantly a few bouts of this kind, especially m._. mraq‘ are not too
frequent. But if the affliction becomes chronic, as it is apt to, and the
wife becomes a more or less regular member of a circle of sar gn<o.ﬂnam.
then, save in exceptional circumstances, the husband’s patience is liable
to wear thin. If a good beating will not do the trick (and it often scems
very effective), there is always the threat of &,.S_.nn m:a.. cuuamu the

wife actually wants this (as she may), or is mﬂ:::.n:\ vrﬁ..nw__:\ ill (as
she may very well be) or severely psychologically &mﬂchnm. ﬁ:.m 9.«2:
usually works. Leaving aside for the moment the wider _.E.E_nm.zosu
of membership of a regular association of sar devotees, 1t 15 n<an=m
that this characteristically female affliction operates E:o:mu..&a woq.amr
as a limited deterrent against the abuses of neglect and injury in a
conjugal relationship which is heavily biased in ?35.&. men. Where
they are given little domestic security and are otherwise ill-protected
from the pressures and exactions of men, women may thus resort (o

v\ spirit possession as a means both of airing their gricvances obliquely,

and of gaining some satisfaction. o
Somali women have a strong and explicit sense of sexual solidarity
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and feelings of grievance and antagonism towards men who, in their
turn, regard the opposite sex as possessing a unique endowment of
guile and treachery. Of course, both these sexual stereotypes are
mutually reinforcing. It might even be argued, without stretching the
facts too far, that here, as in other societies where sexual differentiation
is equally strongly engrained, there are in effect two cultures — the
officially dominant world of men, and the subordinate sphere of
women. It is certainly in terms of such a wide-ranging dichotomy that
Somali men see women’s possession as a specialized strategy designed
to forward feminine interests at their expense. This ‘sex-war’ view of
the situation is very evident in the following folk-tale which, whether
it records a true cpisode or not, has a very clear moral.

The wife of a well-to-do official was feeling out of sorts one morning
and sitting morosely in her house, where there happened to be fifty
pounds of ready cash belonging to her husband. An old woman (a
sar specialist) came to visit the dejected wife and soon convinced her
that she was possessed by a sar spirit and would need to pay a lot of
money for the mounting of a cathartic dance ceremony, if she were
to recover. The necessary sar expert was quickly engaged, food bou ght,
and neighbouring women summoned to join in the party. When the
husband returned from his work at midday for his lunch, he was
surprised to find the door of his house tightly barred and to hear a
great hubbub inside. The shaman ordered his wife not to let him in,
on pain of serious illness, and after knocking angrily for some time
the husband lost patience and went away to eat his lunch in a tea-
shop. When, in the evening, the husband finally got back from work
the party was over. The wife, who had recovered remarkably quickly,
met him and explained that she had been suddenly taken ill. Sar posses-
sion had been diagnosed, and in consequence she had unfortunately
to spend all her husband’s ready cash to pay for the curing ceremony.
The husband accepted this disturbing news with surprising restraint,

On the following day, which was a holiday, while his wife was out
shopping in the market, the husband took all her gold and silver
Jewellery and her cherished sewing-machine to a money-lender from
whom he received a susbtantial advance. With this money he
assembled a party of holy men and sheikhs and feasted them royally
in his house. When his wife returned later in the day, she found the
door firmly closed and heard sounds of exuberant hymn-singing within,
After trying unsuccessfully to get in, she in her turn went off puzzled
to inquire from neighbours what was going on. When she finally

69



17:11

a3/15/ 2862

P&GE  B5

TURPUT LUMIV L_IBR{’%R'\’ *

ECSTATIC RELIGION

band sitting quietly by himself
T ro”ﬂ”wm_.w..””“”“www W“MQ the vcmrpm:m. *I was suddenly
e uuwo& Ny cover 1 had to summon a group of holy men to umx
taken i, and _.” mns on my behalf. Now, mercifully, 1 am better;
Sy since there was no ready cash in w”.w.a JMﬁHMaWNﬂ
i our sewing-machine 1
P - <o=Mm...,_M4wMN H.M“onﬂwﬂa”. as can Unm.nﬂwmmann..,__ the woman
a:.nnn”w_s :-Mm_zau:.p But after a short period of reflection _._m.. anger
_.Eun.m . N.o _.mn?nm the reasons for her husband’s action. m_._.n
uzvuﬁ&. _w X un_:wm never again to ‘beat the sar’. In_.. rcmvm.ﬁn_ in his
g alr never again to entertain holy men at his wife’s expense
E_.M_ _MM_M” ”Hnanm her riches. And so, we presume, the couple lived
an :
on afterwards in &7 irit possession, which this simple tale
- i o “Mn”.u"_“.“”, Mﬂﬂh.mﬁn_ WMF to the Muslim Somali. This
o _—_cmnh.mvnmuwws exists also in Ethiopia (under the name zar), where

pattern of vw have originated, and in the Muslim Sudan, Egypt, parts

i appears 10 ian Gulf where it has even penetrated
of North Z..nnwmﬂ.\,hnﬂnﬂw W,nmﬁu_”w“:u: Ethiopia, its vmmnro._om._n& and
the mwnq.nn_ ay ts have been explored by the French mc_._.nw.:a poet and
dramate mmvnn Michel Leiris (Leiris, 1938; see also Tubiana, 1983).
Mrﬂﬂmﬂw_ﬂ“ .ou its social significance there :vw Unﬁ: urmnm_wwmwcwwm
E, i ssing (1958}, Young .
quent maﬁr%q_ownn“mﬂumﬂw“”“ 7““2 s.m:_mnm :mw. the cult in moa.u.m
Zo.””oa « W, economic sacrifices from their husbands by a:.amﬁ:_am
fashion to ax”._o their demands are ignored — a process which the
a relapse » M::... check by advocating Christian exorcism as z..o most
rzmvw_..a.u see tment. Although more expensive initially, :..:u -w"mn_.
b nﬂ..o“_.nanum:\ efficacious as a single =.nu==oa~.. This avoids
PO ive prospect, following the inital initiatory iliness, of the
”r.n c:».z_..un _MEW a zar coterie which would damage the husband’s
it m_.m?um a respectable Ethiopian Christian. It is thus, perhaps,
_.avc.nw:o: - iate that the zar spirit and initiatory illness &..o:E also
ot Ewm.v..ov._._“n._u:o_.. (kureyna) — creating oncrous debts which extend
e kot e n._.,.:- ssessed victim to burden her male kin. Much n._n
through the u?”o vﬂowrn case with cconomically depressed women in
pig wwmﬂ_”.“mr zar possession seems to have an appeal for some rich

prayers and sin
but, unfortunately,

care. 100, and zar ceremonies have become folkloric events n:M o”n
io.w.nq“rn mwuw« for a distinctive ‘Oriental’ ballet dance style (Arabes
made

1978; 1983). To the extent that zar possession offers one
QE- ] *
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explanation of iliness, improved medical facilities and other aspects
of modernization seem to have a somewhat ambiguous impact on the
phenomenon. In the Egyptian countryside where village women are
less secluded than their bourgeois sisters — cherished by their husbands
as symbols of Islamic respectability — they are reported to be less
intensively involved in the cult than the latter (Saunders, 1977). In
some villages such possession is known as the ‘excuse’ and the possessed
victim referred to literally as ‘excused’ — as indeed she is from her
routine tasks (Morsy, 1977; 1978). Thesc themes are very explicitly
displayed in the suburbs of Khartoum, capital of the Sudan republic.
There researchers report that zar Spirits possessing wives may not only
demand gifts, including in one case several gold teeth, but also roundly
upbraid the husbands in terms which would not be tolerated were they

expressed directly by the women themselves (Constantinides, 1977,
1985; al-Shahi, 1984).

III

As an cxplanation of a wide range of symploms, zar possession provides
women patients (acting consciously or unconsciously} with an oppor-
tunity to pursue their interests and demands in a context of male
dominance. Sometimes they are clearly competing with other women
(¢-g- co-wives) for a fuller share of their husband’s attentions and
regard. This may be rclated to difficulties or inabilities in fuifilling
and sustaining men's ideal female roles as, for instance, with fertility
problems. In other cases, they may be directly striving for more
consideration and respect and sometimes actually competing with the
head of the family for a larger slice of the domestic budget. These
‘sex-war’ aspects arc by no means restricted to the zar complex,
Without attempting any comprehensive survey of all similar cults
elsewhere, let us look briefly at a few selected examples which are
illuminating in various respects.

In African ethnography, one of the carliest and most vivid descrip-
tions is given by Lindblom in his study of the Kamba of East Africa
(Lindblom, 1920). In this socicty a sharp distinction is made between
the local ancestral spirits which uphold morality and represent the
ongoing interests of their descendants, and other, capricious spirits,
These latter demons are typically spirit representations of neighbouring

peoples — Masai, Galla and other tribes — including Europeans.

These external or ‘peripheral’ spirits of foreign origin are not
perip! p gn ong
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Kamba
but regularly plague .

. irectly as the ancestors are, . ith t es’ina
worshipped a___,n“.. rwua. the afflicted women ucawrmim“_wsmmmm“a spirit.
women. hee m.ns accordance with the provenance oﬂrmﬁ they seck are
monn.ms.u._w“..uﬂnwawan_m however, are nz_mwnr”.mn. the husbands, each
.H;—un Mv:.— T 3 HomW- usually rom ) s ! .
gilts and attention from “t:ﬂmna_rnﬂ”mnnn its tribal identity. Swahili spirits

5

.. ing thing d European spirits
irit requesting t . b-style hats, an : :
”ME demand richly embroidered Aral mwws_uo:Nn European identity.

. ba take to in Ip to
» e 5
Women .w < ”__pmq drobes of those they possess. HrMMn._,.M:vomm:»:ﬁ little
niwwma the v s involved here is clearly Em_nﬁ.n ving for meat
tion is uan:“qu_na by Lindblom. A woman sw_:._ m_._mmw of an animal
case history 1 's consent to the slaug -
in her husband’s ¢ iced by the spirit.
could only gain her hus n which her hunger was vo de the
_o< resort to vOmNn“”M“_n“. once her desires were mm.:umnm mfﬂ-ﬂ‘mn“ﬁ it
Unfortunately, f boasting her successful deception Srova acking o
serious E”Srn-..w of the husband who, outraged, sent her p
came to the €a i
. thirty years
her father. from Tanzania, where, some .
-.nﬁou..nnn_ o pans . of an afflic-
m.mqa_m_ ann”_H—amnlvn d the high En_an:mn. :W. io””.””n possessing
ago, Wo.._”mn_ Onmznm +devil’s disease’ in ms.&”:__. m_soa_n.. symptoms,
:o.:.vovc.w”. Nswu:.aa its presence by hysterical w: is often a lengthy
spirit, whic hich reflect its origin. Treatment n_.nr rtic dances but
%.dmb% m._wm,‘... volves not only the usual nomﬂ._ yeat rm the family of
business; and for some time of the therapist wit mzr ife is made
also the unnmaumwa In this enlightencd therapy, the u.nvasnoauq&:&
. oman.
the afllicted ”..:.n of attention and her husband may nMﬂM:n_. 1936, pp.
to fecl the ce behaviour towards his spouse (Koritsct .Fu.vomwamm_—o:
to modify _.Mu M:m the Swahili of southern Kenya, u_usa__ by expensive
nooln_d.. H.“.nm expressing conjugal m:..;n_ are ﬁnm». Mm_, Mmasm from
illnesses in w —‘_ d by men. In the exorcism a sornt & &m by women
exorcisms controlle ss ensues in which: ‘demands ma n_< fused
eakne clothes and consumer goods) an _.am E,n.
os&.m a male spirit and granted. Ecmvuﬂ 3 my
o the w
:cly bound to provide the goods which i%an”&:.m MMA”HE. 1975,
publicly f the spirit after ‘“cure’” hasbeen ¢ nerally see Giles,
in the name © tterns of Swahili possession morc ge
p. 334: on pa

a position of w
in marriage (for m .
are made in the voice 0

ibes a similar
1987.) another account descri :

. Luo of Kenya i existing alongside
>mmn5 : mubou.m.u.no‘..&nsa spirits of external origin, existing alongss
cult of amoral,
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the ancestor cult which sustains local morality. The Luo ancestors cause
sickness and misfortune amongst their descendants when people,
neglecting Customary rules, commit sins, But the foreign non-ancestral

spirits, which particularly single out women for their atten

tions, are
hot concerned with administering the social code. They cause a wide

organic illnesses to such minor troubles
as constipation. Treatment, which as usual is expensive and involves

dancing and feasting, is undertaken by 2 female shaman who summons
the spirit possessing the patient and finds out what it wans. Often
a victim has to be temporarily ‘hospitalized® in the shaman’s home,

thus enjoying a pleasant respite from the work-a-day world of the hard-
Pressed Luo housewife. In the course of the therapy,

described a similar woman’ i icti
than those which sanction morality,
way to exert pressure on men, He
many of these cathartic rityals an
stressed is the assumption by poss
dress. Here too there is direct evi
elucidated, that women actually en
tion which, according to some ant
tioned to endure with €quanimit
1957, pp. 1046-66).

The number of cults of this type in Africa is legion and we shal]
have space here for only one further example, from West Africa, which
is particularly elaborate and well developed. Like jts castern analogue

re an element which is present in
d which is in this case particularly
essed women of male Postures and
dence, which is not always 50 well
vy men and resent the male domina-
hropologists, they should be cond;-
Y and passive acceptance (Harris,
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smallpox. As with many of its less expansive counterparts, this bort
galaxy is thus not merely a census of spiritual forces, but equally a
medical dictionary. Each spirit is associated with a particular group
of symptoms, although there is inevitably some overlap.

Both amongst the Muslim Hausa in West Africa proper, and in
its northern extension in North Africa this cult is again predominantly
‘one of women. Women are the regular devotees in shamanistic

.,\ exercises designed to cure and control the grounds of their ailments.

|

Here, as elsewhere, in the polygynous family, women succumb to
afflictions caused by these pathogenic spirits in situations of domestic
condlict and strife. It is thus most significant that amongst the residual,
pagan Hausa, when a man turns to embrace Islam, his wife is apt
to join the bori cult (Last, 1979). When possessed, such wives are treated
with a deference and respect which they are not otherwise accorded.

Thus, as a Nigerian anthropologist has put it, wives

manipulate bori episodes in such a way as to reduce their husbands
to social and economic straits. Hence bori is not only a symbolic
but also a real way of defying the male dominance which pervades
Hausa society. In bori women find an escape from a world
dominated by men; and through bori the world of women tempor-
arily subdues and humiliates the world of men (Onwucejeogwu,

1969).

It is not my intention to prolong this recital of women'’s complaints
indefinitely. A few brief examples outside Africa must, however, be
given if only to indicate that what we are discussing is far from being
a uniquely African syndrome. In the Polar regions, women arc
especially prone to contract ‘Arctic hysteria’ which may be diagnosed
as possession by a spirit. The incidence of this affliction is highest in
the harsh winter months when the struggle to survive is most acute,
Gussow, who has interpreted this condition in Freudian terms, refers
to the hysterical flights, to which those affected are prone, as un-
conscious seductive manoeuvres and invitations to male pursuit. It
is, he argues, the refuge of those women who in circumstances of
adversity and frustration seck loving reassurance. Stripped of its

Freudian cadences, this interpretation closely parallels the line of -

analysis which we have been following (Gussow, 1960).
Similarly, in parts of South America, where traditional deities still
uphold customary morality and are monopolized by men, we find
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wormen Prone to attack by peripheral spirits of the sort we have co

m._..m.._n:n_mm»n. ﬂﬂm is the case, for instance, amongst the gmv:n:nnwm
tle, where such afllicted women may in the course of time
m _uMnoaa nnn._m_n .m_.hwam:m. The Black Carib women owﬂwm“”n
onduras are likewise plagued by a variety of evil spirits which hav

no no::nn:ou”. with the ancestors who, within a Christian framew rn
uphold morality. One such is a demon bush-sprite which lurks in mrow _
places, and is particularly attracted to pregnant or En:ﬂ..:m“:w
”.”M“n:w H” Moom women in their dreams and inflicts sickness :vom
) ”vnc the 5“_02 feared of m.-= such spirits in this culture is that

escribed as the ‘devourer’, which is claimed to be known in Engl; h
by the outlandish title of ‘belzing-bug’. This terrifying nqouEnnm y
assume such various forms as a crab, snake, hen, armadillo, or i o
msa. moﬂnm«au girls, making them dance. The :.nm::nhz owd””».
afllictions is, as we have now learnt to expect, as rewarding t “n
women molested as it is economically damaging to their hu ?.pmn.z_o nd
menfolk (Taylor, 1951). ) rand

This sex-linked possession s i

equally prevalent in India and mﬂn%h.”ﬂnm““ MMwﬁmMMM_.m&“nn.m: M.M. "
Pradesh disaffiliated malevolent spirits, or ghosts, haunt EM ,s.= k nd
vulnerable and those whose social circumstances wwn v_.nnmlo:am A.”.:n_
the young bride ‘beset by homesickness, fearful that she ma u.u t MM
able to present sons to her husband and his family may labej N .
u.m.o:s of ghost possession’. And, “if she has been ignored w:ann ﬁn«
a:ww:..n_. the spirit possession may take an even more n..»:.;zwc M
strident form as a compensation for the obscurity under which «:nnﬂs
laboured’ (Opler, 1958, Dube, 1970). Amongst the Havik w..mw_sm““
”._. gwmowa. irnwn.mm many as twenty per cent of all women are likel

0 experience peripheral possession at some point in their lives :uM

pattern 1s similar. Here it is again mainly insecure young brides (or

older, infertile women) who are most exposed to this form of posses- |~

sion. More generally, women as a class are considered weak and
E_.:n..nw_a and thus easily overcome by spirits which, flatteringi u
believed to be attracted by their beauty. In vowuo.mumos Hrm Toiei
conveys .umm. demands, causing the husband and his mwn_zw 10 E«%h””
_ua-“ ,Mux_ﬂu_..u”“__“_nn MM“SM:N_%&W:% to placate it and to persuade it to
- Unti wives have gai it ]
.z._n.ﬁ.w families of marriage and have Mh””nv.”““u““n“““ v“ﬂ:_ﬂ; -
Is liable to recur, thus granting the sick woman all the EHQ_M . :n.M
influence which she is otherwise denied (Harper, 1963, pp _mwon..“ M.H.w
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i ia have, likewise, tended to focus mnmaz-
Repors md_ﬂ gcw_»_”w“““ﬁ”w.nrga healing seances of :.5 inspired
o o o _.mago..n recently, however, as well as presenting a subtie
.&E:wm @&ﬁn&.u mbolism of the séance, Clive H.noum.n._. .Co.:v rwm
A .n&omnM the epidemiology of possession ma_mcobm i_:n_
numa?:q - mw t women. There are three main nﬁnmoz.w w_. T:.E e
ﬁss.n_vw_,_% : nnﬁ oung brides in arranged marriages; En... i:.n....
inn::... N o u..“m of polygynous marriage with the :.:.nwn. of divorce;
e M. ﬂ—w M.H__,Mﬂ:,o.dnnu‘ The insidence of possession in all three

wido

- p. 316) shows, ‘derives from and also quite

cascs, as Kessler (1977, relation between the sexes in

L]
1 s ‘the
se peasant society’. The evidence thus confirm i
ﬂa_»nﬂw.an. we are tracing between ‘stress, illness m:a_ vomunmu_no .
e naers
nc”—_:.ﬂn._" SL:E politics involved here are, moreover, largely w ood
an

.U< gSQ mu i 1 mv‘ m ww w .

.-n N.—_.Mm [ 4.4 —ﬂmgﬁ— PR 11| ﬂm—ﬂ n_.ﬂ—.—w__ n——ﬂmm :-O C€mpio i

Mn— :.:N.— m—..m Erw »—.—ﬂ saime ﬂowmﬂmnmos vﬂﬂﬂﬂg recurs, M—hga:uﬂnﬂ
¥

*.—.ﬂ L1 < W -_— cause st r—wﬂg N:Q voice
e set —v nmﬁ—u-hv:m zr—ﬂ C
omen al

i Here, as we have seen
ted host very clearly. <,
the demands of the 27 also explicit evidence that women

n: the partial alleviation which
st their antagonism. Thus

in some previous examples, there is
resent the position mz:.:.nm them UM._MM Y
they ackievs vwﬁ__uoﬂ”“:“” M.Mawn”o_.: as men and give other indica-
O mqﬂn1oamq“mnmamwn~,o= with their lot as a sex ﬁogwnmoro_“.n.
tions of 1 m:. also Kapferer, 1983). Again in Burma, as Spiro has
1970, 1987 JM of amoral nat spirits which is led by possessed io:.n“
shown, the he official Buddhist religion mon::w:wm by men, w:
noEEnBoEu o r sex to protect and advance their interests (Spiro,
gy mrn._m.oﬂ_doi one of the very rare sociological analyses of :-num
1967). n w_.:_o:ammw. Freeman has reported the same patterns o
vronwinaw . 's spirit ailments, among the Iban of western wmnnnﬂ,.
:.Mw .._”nmhwﬂwﬂcﬁw in this case to possession by lustful male incubi
whic
(Freeman, 136°) i Iture also, women are, as ever, especially
In traditional N:w:nHuMm._mE& uvmls and, as is £.o= known, v_m<
liable to posseso wm<=..n&==_u and shamans. Thus, in a psychiatric
an important vMM: (to which I shall be referring again later), ioaﬂn
WE&H .M.”“” Mn mo:m_nu:n stress and conflict “wa ur“um..mﬂ to nnﬁ_nxu”.cn
in situ stress @ ap. , pp. 114-37).
- ?B?.mmn Mﬁw“m.ﬂh.«.“ﬂﬂh“.ﬂﬂ”nmﬂn _dw_mmo:u :.w&.ﬁo: where
T:wz«kﬂw“_w:mn current has flowed from the earliest times to the
a perenni
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present,
Hori (1968),
term for shaman, or possessed medium — mikp —
role is primarily a feminine one. Historians of the an
period describe possessed female shamans acting as
in some traditions, such inspired female
founders. In the Heian period (784-11

AFFLICTION AND ITS APOTHEOSIS

possessed women have figured prominently, According 1o

the leading authority on Japanese folk religion, the generic
implies that the
cient ‘theocratic’
court oracles and,
shamans figure as dynastic
83), contemporary sources

recount cases of aristocratic women possessed by gods and spirits in

contexts of domestic strife of the kind wit
The eleventh-century Tals of Gemji co
episodes of jealous women possessed b
of polygynous and concubinal conflict
tones (Bargen, 1986). This tradition o
persisted to the present (Blacker, 1975) and in contem
spirit possession is one of the commonest problems bri

h which we are now familiar.
ntains a number of striking
Y aggressive spirits in contexts
, with the usual sex-war over-
f female spirit possession has
porary japan
nging women

to seek refuge in the exorcistic Japanese ‘New Religions' — whose
founders are [requently possessed women (Davis, 1980). The linkage

between women's spirit afflictions, and domestic ¢

onflict is, perhaps,

today even more directly and pervasively evident in South Korea (see
¢.g. Harvey, 1979; and Kendall, 1985).

It wili now be clear, I think, that we are dealing wit
spiritual interpretation of female problems common to

Jpp——

whose diagnosis and treatment

the spirits,

v

ha widespread

many cultures,
gives women the opportunity to gain

which they cannot Feadily secure

et €n are, in elicct, making a special virtue of adver-
sity and affliction, and, often quite literally,

distress. This cult of feminine frailty which, in
familiar cnough to us from the
Victorian women in similar circumstances, is admi
to the life situation of those who employ it{ By
involuntarily by an arbitrary affliction for which the
accountable, these possessed women gain attention a
and, within variously defined lim
husbands and menfolk. v

Since the illnesses which they suffer are inte
sions in which their personalit

capitalizing on their
its aetiolated form, is
swooning attacks experienced by
bly well adapted
being overcome
y cannot be held
nd consideration
its, successfully manoeuvre their

rpreted as malign posses-
y and volition are effaced by those of
it is obviously not the women themselves who make these
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wearisome and costly demands on men. Although _rnm_u.:.:mmﬁamrim
in various tongues, all monotonously voice the same (to male ears)
irksome requests, their enunciation in this oblique fashion makes it
possible for men to give into them without ostensibly deferring to their
wives or jeopardizing their position of dominance. And if, in the posses-
sion rituals, as they often do, women (no doubt often in mockery)
assume men’s clothing and accoutrements and behave at least as
aggressively as their partners, is not imitation the sincerest form of

flattery?

Hence, within bounds which are not i
more or less satisfied: neith
{ male supremacy is preserved. From this perspec-

y men of periodic, but always temporary, assaults
on their authority by women appears as the price they have to pay
to maintain their enviable position. The concessions women extract
can be regarded, in turn, as ‘rewards for colluding in their own oppres-
sion’ (Gomm, 1973, p- 541).

In this connection the actual conceptug identity of the spirits
generally involved seems highly significant. ﬂ, most cases these spirits
are either unwelcome aliens originating among hostile neighbouring
vnoEFMV or mischievous nature sprites existing outside society and

nfinitely elastic, both men

and women are cr sex loses face and the

tive, the tolerance b

culture JIn other cases where this salicnt characteristic of externality
ly defined, they are either restive, disaffiliated ghosts,
g to groups other than those where they cause
ord, they are other peoples’ spirits. They are
s we have seen, from the overt social norms
of the communities in which they figure so frequently as sources of
affliction. This ostensibly amoral, rather than immoral quality makes
them particularly appropriate as the carriers of disease for which those
who succumb to them cannot possibly be blamed. Again, both women

an have a clear conscience on this score. !
n which these peripheral

y fitting. For whether
games which Lévi-

is more narrow
or ancestors belongin
so much havoc. Inaw
" thus officially dissociated, a

and men ¢
At the same time, the special predilectio

spirits display for women seems also peculiarl
or not they be regarded as pawns in the marriage
Strauss and other alliance theory enthusiasts insist men are always

| To appreciate the fult significance of this cvasivc action we have to go back to
Job in the Old Testament. Like him, most tribal communitics assume that a high
proportion of misforcunes and ilinesses are 1o be interpreted as punishments for sins.
Possession by a peripheral spirit thus provides an explanation of sickness which does

not carry this implication of guilt.
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layin i i

MRM: W.nﬁ”ﬂ”&:h mo:.vﬂr that in many, if not most socicties women

in this sense is, :..navﬂm_”.”vn Mﬂ"_._“q”w“”“”u. ._.Mm_ﬁ E oy women

in tive of of descent follow

fea _.”_”M.WMM w“u_ M”M_u.n mMn._m:nm in which men hold a secure Mm“owﬂ__“..“
ot o omwo“_“po:m maa.n_ms< their partners effective jural
cauality, He mmson rma. there 15 1n one sense an obvious and vital
contradiction sin » whatever E.n:. legal position, women are equall
cssential nrm_mawu_.v%““w:_o: om.__?.wna of men. It is they who v_,omcnw
education. Thus .rn :.a%“ﬂwﬁ M_w w,ﬂ.n_ﬂunw el e aning and

. : n as marginal i
Hn “ _n”“u_m“”““. ,“”M:.r?.smwan:"w_ Eo.«o&wm mSvMMM””M Mﬂ“n_ﬂ
R ith their deep commitment to a particular culture
Returning now to our previous argument, i i

i previous , if, to a significant de

115 in term mm “M _M”.W Hm_%_wu.__um:os .on women from full vwzmnmvwﬂw
insocial and politic affairs ..:i their final subjection to men that we
e wh_:,ﬂm:n_ their marked prominence in peripheral
possession we must 3 MM “n:.osw.ﬂ. z..w.n these cults which express sexual
b s e re mw.n_ permitted to exist by men, It seems
possible iha this o nano y men of these cults, as well as the ritual
e & e anomo .m.am.o_dna to ‘women more generally, may
poect @ shadowy m::ms_:c: of the injustice of this contradiction
e T o us of women and their actual importance to
iy e ner mm E:..n: are mcn._m:.dnu. even in traditional societies
Winch sacen ot en, ._a.n dominant sex in turn also acts in wa .,..
o comae .H,Eu_mm.”now_u:uam that women may have some w_dE.w,n_
behaviour however. >uow~“.mauw”.._wﬂ“””oﬂ_. nwﬂwwaﬂm ey sneress and
behaviou r G shrewdl

e mmM“MM__M M..‘ Mmﬁwww_na.om discipline (of the rcmvm:%cﬂﬂwn““”””w.w
oo »rn_u? mnmmn._oa n_.EEnm men to maintain ‘a stance of
ompeten Zo..no<nqnn M no:?n:.:m evidence — although at a finan-
e i numE. t m :.m:m_mzo: of 2 marital problem ‘into one

S [ wr partics to co-operate in effecting a ‘cure’
elaborations of Eo:”:.” vﬂ”ﬁ.ﬂo“wmw Svn.n e SEQ..
clabo _ ssession.  Although
EMMMMM_M: “”M q”r_” ,H.n.u Mc:.. mn.u m.u.,. I have nO:nnsz.m.namo: wrw ”“M
o ol u.“._. omestic situation of possession afflictions
A ﬂnw« against :.:mvm:% and menfolk. Their
posession i diags an :.nﬁn....._ as an illness. The primary emphasi
s initially on the casting out, or exorcism of the ms.M_MM_M
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complaints tend to be habit-forming,

i n
i ally achieved is often more In the q..w:.,._.w :Ma rmn_.
o on be n the chronically possessed patien rer
.\mnnon.:.omwco: Ta?wnnw_.:m in effect, to live with her spint. The spi _
aﬂw’;ﬂd.u:nanmw m:&_ brought under controi, but .:Ew:« on _M
o m=w=<_. ”MH_MRE cercmonies in its honour. This process
at the cost ©

joini lub, or group
i an concerned joining a c
normally reatee! Uﬁ?mmi“ﬂ.:—n: under the direction of a female
ac

imilarly p o dances and feasts for
of other similarly P odically to hold dan:

cet peri : o
shamad. m.cnrhmuﬂﬂnmwaanavnv rs incarnate their familiars and perform
the spirits In W

rituals in their ro:o...:. .
As long as we maintai
that all these activities are

pathogenic spirit, But since such

1 i Orse
n the external view — which men end

designed to combat mwnrs.ﬂ” M:mwm. AN..M.“»M“
i rapeutic in intention.

e e ”raﬂn wﬂmvﬂﬂmnmwnm_”nﬁnwsu. the cult En.n:.smu wwmc:““
o arac of group therapy sessions. (This is an nuvnq

of the nwwnmn»n._.r we shall discuss more fully F:u...u Ioiaw.nl“
g S_.:nv rate, if furtive, ritual procedures _=<o_<n_ _.
B e o._.ocm:. excluded — it is w@c_.aw::w clea

e H.nmh“mgn women themselves more 1n .Hr.n aw”n“
.y i i i rticipants,

i aling cult is, for its parucip

% nozm.:.Em T eion .M”MMMWM“M waam for once nxn_.m._mim a Mﬂ__ﬁn
g an:m_o:.n&:n.m:& accept at face value as iliness _“5 Ew.%
sandard, o as a religious drama. What is ,.on. Uoﬁ. in 2y
e e oo s for women a traumatic induction E.o.m_.. !
an illncts, thas DoEe have here a feminist sub-culture, wit mr
gronp. Oo:«nacnzﬂ:.. oy men and protected from male attac

essen
much
of their ¢
from report
and from whi .
that such occash

. o stricted 10 WO - ith those
ecstatic relg o8 7% —tation as a therapy for illness. Just as wi

it O

w_.n?.n

L Tsvolving men, which occupy a nnmn._.& w_”m_ﬂo”
D nd wh the royal road to divine a_nn:o:. _.,nu throug|

i sociey A 22 hat begins in suffering ends ..:. religious anﬁ.ﬁ%
afiction, o 8 1% 7 dictory, but in reality highly n.osvw: e,
These apparcr’ non__ﬂmﬁ_.w::aa as it survives today in southern

. i i iall
elements are w.: .P.n‘m.nr_w“ pmm we saw in the previous nrmmﬁ_,. _...w M”mh”, nn«
aly and wu_.ﬁ“_“ﬂ< the m.zn of the dreaded tarantula spider. ,
an illness cau

la spiders, the one whose U.:.o is actually ku.__HM_s
of the oo N._ ’ tensible cause of this a;nmmn...rﬂ.n ._u c : =<
is that selected ast wo_” at first appears. Other noumaan.n:onm :..M
o Swwscm:_.moﬂ Those who have been ‘bitten A.Enn. N
no:mn.a "r—ﬁw.nu”%n_nwm om the ‘bite’ at regular, often annual, intervals.
experience
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The bite can also even run in families. Its first occurrence coincides
with the experience of stress and conflict by the victim. And women,
though they are actually less likely to be in contact with the real taran-
tula which could cause their symptoms, are much more prone to
contract this disease than men. That we are concerned here with
something much more exalted and arcane than the effects of a real

. spider bite, is further indicated by the rich mythology and ritual which,

contrary to the apparently non-mystical actiology of the affliction, lies
at the heart of tarantism.

In the first place, the spider involved is no ordinary insect but a
macabre cultural construct ambiguously connected with St Paul
Following the celebrated incident with the serpents in Malta
saint who alone is credited with the gift of curing the bite:
he cures, he also causes. So the Apostle Paul is ambivalently assimilated
to the mystical spider, and in Apulia the rites of exorcism now take
place mainly at shrines dedicated to him. In the province of Salente,
where tarantism has been studied on the spot by the Italian scholar,
de Martino, the main ceremonies take place in St Paul’s chapel in
the church at Galatina. Here the participants assemble annually on
the saint’s feast-day in June and dance and sing to the accompani-
ment of rhythmic clapping. Those who seek a cure and those who come
to celebrate their recovery, summon the saint with the invocation: ‘My
St Paul of the Tarantists who pricks the girls in their vaginas: My St
Pau] of the Serpents who pricks the boys in their testicles.’

, This strangely incongruous identification of the libertine spider with
the ascetic Apostle is not as wayward as it appears. For in carlier
centuries, the revelries of the tarantists certainly had a highly erotic
character, echoing the frenzied dancing of the macnads of Dionysus
from which there is some reason to suppose they may actually have
developed. And since tarantism today involves possession by the hybrid
spider-saint (for that is what the ‘bite’ really signifies), the expression
of this in the language of physical love is, as we have now 5o often
seen, far from unusual. The recognition of the saint’s special power

" w0 cure the affliction has thus enabled what was probably, in origin,
2 pre-Christian and possibly once Dionysian popular cult to be
accommodated within the local practice of Christianity,

What is clearly involved here today is a loosely Christianized

- peripheral cult practised mainly by peasant women. As in the other

| examples we have considered, entry to the cult is achieved by

| succumbing to an illness for which the mythical tarantula is held

, it is this
and what
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onsists of the usual cathartic dance rituals

. nt ¢
_.nuﬂosuﬂv—ﬂ. Treatme atient’s own home to the tune of the

ted traditionally in the p v ot A
MM“H“M__M but held increasingly today in the saint’s chapel. As

isi iness for, while the church profits (as
clscwhere, 27 “”MH_W m.r”“m“wnﬂﬁm.““”m fall upon the victim’s rcmvwsn
o :—m. qu:R ,Vm:n:. the subject is normally _uo:.aa to the uva.nu.
w:.n_ s _w,.u The symptoms reappear at regular intervals, being
. o further bites by the original spider, and m&m”n .os_w after
interpreted it honour has been celebrated. The association .am z_.n
ider with m”z—.uw:r and of the principal curing cercmonies with his
iy i corporates the cult within the church calendar. .
A aw«. mw:nc M_o ie of the onset and subsequent treatment of the bite
.> Q?nr M“n“c.aﬂ:rm:m that has been said Ea<mo=m_< of these cults
will m:os. o= here (de Martino, 1966, pp. 75 ff). A girl, .iwomn father
mvv__a.m nﬁ:ﬂ . he was thirteen, was brought up in poor n:.,n:q:m»wsmau
B n:M ncle. At the age of eighteen Maria fell in love with
A w“_._:ﬁ m“g:n._"_ his a.wu.::, disapproved of the match because of the
m._x_% oy subsequently abandoned her. Maria m:nmu.na much from
m& : voﬁM«rnm while gazing listlessly out of her window, she was
::.m. O.an :: m<mmnq and felt constrained to dance. A)Uocn the mm.n._a
.v.:as by e M*. the district began to think of Mana as m. possible
o icn”ms son. When a suitable occasion presented :mn:.. the
spose o MaZmLm to accept her boy in marriage. To gain time,
mother aove ttracted by the proposal, pleaded that she had
; make a trousseau, because of her outlays to

the dance in

: t
Maria, who was no

i money to

not m:.nmh“nm“. ber ~qus:m~ dance treatment. ) i .
-musicians =’ t. St Paul providentially appeared, oaa.”_:m Maria no
At this voM_ ’ mmoning her in mystical union with _.__Bma_.., . mvo:#
P w_w. “Hﬁ—. the son and his mother succeeded in luring Maria
wma_.imaw. ao_.:& F.:ﬂ and forced her to live there in shame. After
oE. o w. < a quarrel occurred when her mortal spouse dn:mn_ﬂ.ﬁ:_
a lile :m:«..ao %-o: his clothes. And as she went out to return the iron
ordered vﬁ wed from a neighbour, she met St Peter and St Paul
she bad on_m - ‘Leave the iron and come with us.” When Maria
s.ro. uu.&. »oma : husband, what of him?’ she was told not to worry
replied, “An .”é.—.rmu incident occurred on a Sunday, .oxmn:« at z_.n
on that mnoochnr she had been bitten before. After hearing the saint’s
time of 45y o as absent for three days, wandering .r.,o_..m.r the mo_mu.
words, M_wa””:& she danced, as a result of the second _.u:n. for nine
Mﬂmaﬁwwﬂrwn nE..mo:m love-bite the saint sought to remind Maria of
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her holy tryst. Finally, Maria achieved a compromise between the rival
interests of her human and spiritual spouses. She agreed to a formal
marriage with her human seducer while continuing to celebrate her
spiritual union by an annual recrudescence of her affliction in time
to participate in the ceremonies on the saint’s feast-day.

Thus, constrained by circumstances to marry a man she did not
want, Maria continued to pay periodical tribute to the tarantula and
1o the saint, reviving on each occasion, in the symbolism of the rite,
the original adventure of the bite of love and being cured at the same
time through the grace of her celestial husband. What had begun as
an affliction attributed to the demonic spider, had found its apotheosis
in a peculiarly intimate communion with St Paul. And while Maria
was thus able to control her illness through her annual participation
in the Pauline rites at Galatina, this whole pattern of action was highly
expressive of her plight. Through these recurrent outbreaks, followed
by treatment at the shrine, Maria was able to sustain her condemnation
of her forced marriage, making conjugal life difficult, imposing severe
economic stress on the family which she did not Jove, and flagrantly
calling public attention to her problems. If she could not radically
remedy her situation, at least she could continue 1o protest at it in

areligious idiom which men could condone as a divinely sanctioned
therapy.

v

To understand fully the dynamics of this and other peripheral healing ﬁ\ @

cults, we have to distinguish clearly between a ‘primary’_and

.W.nbﬁn!.i phase in the onset and treatment of possession.(In the
primary phase, women become ill in contextg of domestic strife and
their complaints are diagnosed as possession.)The secondary phase
is inaugurated when possession bouts become chronic, and the afflicted
wife is inducted into what may become permanent membership of the y v
gossession cult group. In the course of time, she may then graduate
to the position of female shaman, diagnosing the same condition in
other women, and thus perpetuating what men tend to regard,
uncharitably, as a vicious circle of female extortion. Thus what is
considered to begin with as an uncontrolled, unsolicited, involuntary
possession illness readily develops into an increasingly controlled, and
voluntary religious excrcise. The climax in this cycle occurs when the
role of shaman is assumed by those women who, in full control of their
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