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Spirit Possess

July 20, 1976, 4:00 par. The door to my hish bangs
open. Asia ducks beneath the lintel, lifts the water
container from her head, and pours its contents into
my 2. Her face is seamed with sweqt, “Allagant”
she exclaims, “The land is hot today! Shufii, ya Jan-
ice, I've heard they are drumming in Goz, Do you
want to go?”
Of coursel—a zéir is on. Bui the wadk in this heat
s a long one, and my leg has been badly swollen Sor
several days.

“Sadig is borrowing camels Jrom his cousin. You
st ride. ”

Moments later I am leetering sidesaddle, follou-
ing the equally inexpert Sadig along a trail that hems
some withered. fields of maize. My camel munches
lazily at each low acacia, and [ am soom covered in
scratches from their thorns. Prodding seems only to
anger the beast, and [ fear o painful bite; it would
have been faster to walk, Stil] beyond sigh of Goz we
are veached by the deep bass of drumming, Sitpul
through the sultry air. The camels perk, raise their
heads, start trolting toward the sound,

Goz is a newish setilement, an odd assortmens of
Square thatched huts, thorn corrals, and g corfrle of
half-completed mud-brick hashs. The drumming
comes from ome of these. Hofriyati arriving by foot
have preceded my arrivel; the zdr has Just begun,
Ldeally a zdir should take Place in the room of 4 howse,

This essay is excerpted from Janice Boddy, Women, Men
aiel the Zidr Culf in Northern Sudan (University

of Wisconsin
Press, 1989) and adapted for this volume.
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Janice Boddy

i capacious, but becase of the heat, today’s has been
mounted in the yard,

A litany of greetings over, I am seated neay the
duncing grounds an open area (midan ) bounded on
three sides by palm-fiber ground mats. Here sit several
dozen chanting women: the spirit-possessed. Now
and then one rises to her knees and begins to move her
Upper body in time with the sonovous heat In the cen-
ter of the midan stands the shaykha—adr practi-
tioner or “priestess™—qu Jorceful, brawny woman in

an electric-pink pullover, 166° tied lovsely at her waist.
She is arguing with a woman Just as brash as she,
who, between expletives, Puffs furiously on a ciga-
vette. I learn that the shaykha speaks not to the
woman but to her spirit, in an effort to diagnose
the source of the woman s complaint. Observing from
the side is a tal], very black, incongruously muscled
Jiguze clad in a 166, large wristwatch, and hairner—
the shaykha's reputedly transvestite assistant Jrom
south of Shendi. In tontrast, the aydna— “sick
woman” and focus of the ceremony—is frail, elderly.
She rests quietly on Pillow next to the MUSICILNS,
Jacing the front of the hésh, arms and legs ewrled
tight against her white-tobed body,

The shaykha concludes her discussion, sits
down, and starts to drum. Using only the tips of her
Jingers, she beats a large earthen dallika stretched
with goat hide, its whitened flanks boldly adorned
with mawve geometric designs. Another dalliha
responds in shified accents, Jotned half a second
later by the nugarishan, a tall brass mortar ther
rings, when struck, like g cowbell, only deeper. A

a complementary rhythm on
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an inverted aluminuwm washtub or tisht. The result  the past: she has “slaughtered” (dabahal, for dhaba- n
is a complicated syncopation, its underlying pat-  hat) for the spirits, thus confirming velations with - s
tern one long beat, three short. The sound is less  those by which she is possessed. A woman who off
soothing than cacophonous, yet endlessly repeated  yemains sitting or kneeling has yet lo sacrifice; though
and accompanied by reiterative chants, the effect is  achnowledged io be possessed, and perhaps even
indeed soporific. The chants, T learn, are called  guware of the types of zayran that bother her, she
“threads —hkhuylit (singular is Rhayt)—and when  yemains somewhal uncertain of her spivits and lim-
sung they are said lo be “pulled.” ited to kneeling at their ceremonies unitl she under- selon
The rhythn intensifies; the aydna vises to dance.  (ghes a cure. Yet she is no less an adept for this. derie
Now visthle over her (3b is a red sash attached lo @ In the waning, eerie light I see a woman— _ Dru
teddish waist cloth in the style of @ Sam Browne belt.  spirit—performing a strange pantomime with o ey
She is possessed, my companions say, by Khawdje  sword, crouching low, sweeping the flat of the weapon, y
(Westerner) spivits: a doctor, lawyer, and military  back and forth along the ground. She dashes through her 7
officer—all of these at once. Yet it is the lattermost  (hese postures with skill and grace; T am veminded of ing.
she appears to manifest in dance. Her t6b is folded g hunter flushing game, or a soldier wary of enemies ocho
cowl-like qver her head, obscuring her face; she flovr- lying hidden in dense vegetation. mon.
ishes a cane—rhooked, as in voudevillian burlesque. At the start of another chant a tall older woman mem
Her dance is @ slow, rhythmic walk crisscrossing & dressed in ved lights a cigarette. She siruts down the I
chimeric square, feet first moving side to side, then  middn, smoking, walking stick held perpendicular to ih-la
Sorward and back. With a leap of the imagination  the ground atl the end of an oulstretched arm, pean
she is an officer of the desert conps conducting dnll. — pompous, indifferent, mandarinlike. Some chants Capt
Every so often she bends vigidly at the hip and, cane  ater she reappears, transmogrified. Now she and the L
prressed to her forehead, bobs her torso up and down.  wansvestile stage a sword fight closely resembling the “Dige
I am told that her spivits have requested the white  men’s dance of a nearby desert people. The combar danc
10, cane, cigareltes, “Ewropean” belt, and yet lo be  ants leap at each other with apparent abandon, beern
purchased, @ radio. landing within inches of the audience, their sharp prost
The band takes wup the chant of another zir. The  unsheathed blades swooping dangerously from aloft. when
aydina sits; the shaykha leaves her drum and starts  Spectators shrink in tervor al their bravado. The two Ay
to dance, t8h covering her head. Suddenly, the 6 is  are possessed, 1 learn, by zdyran of the Arab (Nomad) shawi
thrown off. She turns on her heel, goose-steps the species. ward,
length of the middn, stops before me, abruptly pulls Occasionally during the evening’s drumming, the _ This ;
herself to atlention. She salutes me three or fowr limes,  shaykha dances around the ayina, encireling her _ tule f;
stiffly, eves glazed and staring, a grin playing wildly — with her arms, coaxing a seemingly veluctant spirit sung
on her face. Her left hand grips a sword within its o enter its host and fully reveal itself before the assem- Tetuin
sheath; with her right she grasps my own with  bly. But the aydna has not risen since her foray inlo - dissuc
wnusual strength and pumps it “Western style” in the middan al the start. She sits, silently watching. : say, fo
time to the drums. 1 am shaken by this treatment and I notice at the end of each chant thal several who public
by thoughts of her sword. The chant sounds like @ have “descended ™ —standing or kneeling—begin to snaps,
military march: I vecognize the British Pasha spiril,  scratch themselves, and hicoup and burp indiscrim- _ Just un
Abu Rish Ya Awmir ad-Daysh (“Owner of Feathers,  inately. Zainel tells me these reactions signify the Nig
O Commander of the Army™). The drums desist. At spirit’s departure from the body of its host, of a table
once my hand is veleased. The shaykha's features  woman's leaving trance. fight s
assume a more dignified composure and she relurns July 24, 5:30 pM. Last day of the ceremony. The weird |
to the center of the middn. sacrificial ram is led into the wmiddn, and a red and . below «
Euvening falls. Women rise to dance—or “descend”  gold cloth—a garmosis or bridal shawl—is placed faggir
(nazal), as the zér step is called—-throughout the  over ils back and head. The musicians play a chanl. evenin,
night. Others vespond to the spirits’ chants from a  Incense is freshly Ui, and the brazier thrust beneath Ap
kneeling position, bobbing wp and down from the  the shawl. The animal is forced to inhale the smoke, : len yeu
waisl, 6bs covering their heads Like so many Hal  then led from the middn and slaughiered by the : wpheld
loween ghosts. One who stands has mounted a zdrin  aydna’s son. Blood spurting from its throat is collected and dor

wer)
gea,
driy
Tawn
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i a bowl and placed before the drums, The ayina
CYOSSeS Seven times over the carcass before it is dragged
off to be butchered. With the others | now step for-
ward to deposit a frw Plasters in the victim’s ¢om.
gealing blood. Someone whispers an invitation to
drink araki {ligquor). . . being khawdja (o westerner)
1 am expecied to imbibe. The Possessed anoint them-
selves with blood, spme also take q sip; the shaykha
daubs it on herself and the ayina’s feet and arms.
Drumming and chanting vecommence, Siill wearing
her stigmata of the zdr the ayana rises fo dance,

A woman “descends™ with 4 Prayer shawl round
her meck, holding its Sringed ends in her hands, rock-
g to and fro as she paces the midéan. The gesture
echoes that of men at ¢ 2ihy; & “remembrance” core-
mony of the Islamic (siff) Sraternities from whose
membership women are excluded.

Later another woman (Zaineb’s cousin and sister-
in-law) dances briskly wearing trousers of & Euro-
pean cui; she is possessed, T learn, by the Airplane
Captain zdr,

Later still, an older lady performs the local
“Pigeon dance,” concluding with a shabil® o the
dancer in the Mediterranean head scarf. She has
been. seized by Muna, Siy asth-Shabdl, a southern
Drostitute zdr given to mimicking village women
when appearing in their midst.

An unwed girl now rises, snatches upr the bridal
shaavl, and flings it over her head, She shuffles for-
ward, oul of time with the chant. Onlookers gasp,
This is the costume of Luliya, the Lihiopian prosii-
tute fond of Hofriyati weddings whose thread was
Sung some time ago; it is unlikely that She' would
Teturn so soon, and uninvited, The audience tries fo
dissuade the girl without sugcess. 1t is not right, they
say, for an wnmarried girl (o dance so like a bride, in
public. Has she no shame? Beside me a woman
snaps, “That virgin is not possessed (maziir), She
ust wants a hushand!”

Night falls; a pressure lamp is placed on a low

able near the musicians. The midgn is a pond of
light shallowing to darkness at its sides. Dancers cast
weird shadows on the sand, eyes in faces lit from
below appear enormous, wild, Drums throb without
flagging; redolent smoke of incense clouds the
vening, The atmasphere is tense, z'nloxf.'catz'ng, eerie.

A piercing cry—a untformed schoolgirl nine or
ten years old has sprawled Jorward into the middn,
Upheld on all four limbs, body jerking rapidly up
and down Srom the shoulders, I.-nmedz’ately, she is led
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off by some older women, told it 15 not proper for a
child 1o behave this way at a zédr Buil she does not
Stop. Ouiside the midén the women iry to calm her.
Now she is sobbing and has gone quite livmp. When
efforts to vevive her fail she is dragged, vesisting, back
o the center. She balks at atlempls 1o bring her to
the shavkha and is deposited before the drums. The
shaykha approaches; the girl cringes. The shaykha
censes hey, covers her with o white 0h, and asks,
“What do you want? Who are You?” No response,
Onlockers taunt the intrusive 2y, trying vainly
to garner ils sympathy: “Ah, her Jather is poor! Her
mather is blind! Fler brother is ifl)” The sheyhhe sends

Jor the givl’s father, He is brought into the midin

and made to give his daughter’s spirit (en Plasters
{about twenly-five cents). Still there is no word Jrom
the zdr; the girl remains limp, appearing deeply
entranced,

1t is getting late. Smells of cooking waft through
the midan, and laughter from the kitchen. More
drumming and dancing are called for: The shaykha
Tequests certain threads to test for various species of
zayran, hoping the Presumptuous spivit will be
drawn to identify sself. She blows into the school-
girl’s eqrs and behind her neck, she prulls at her Embs,
whips her sofily with a length of rope, beats her lightly
with an fron spear. She censes her, volls her head
along the girl’s body. She takes the girl in her arms
and dances to and fro, Yowing a whistle to the inces-
sant beat, She leads the &irl around the midan and
is twice successful in gelting her 1o move briefly of
her own accord. At last the girl jogs back and Jorth
through the open Space, one arm pumping like the
wheel of a locomotive, the other; raised and crooked
at elbow, sounding an mmagined alarm. The shaykha
blows her pipe whistle i, accompaniment. The trou-
blesome spirit is identified: Basha-t-Adil the Khawdje
railway engineer,

Stll the episode continues. For aver an hour the
shaykha tries every technique in her repertoire, aim-
ing to comvinge the implacable zdr to abandon his
newfound host and refrain from bothering her again
until she is a woman and married. Finally the
shaykha guides the girl out of the midin and out of
the hish. They cross the threshold, the khashm al.
bayt,” backwards, Jacing the assembly; they remain in
the path for several minutes, then veturn as they had
left facing the midan. The &rl, now calmed and
weeping softly, is brought to sit near me-—a human

khawﬁ]a——but Placed with her back to the vitual.
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Soon the sacrificiad meal is served and proceedings  THE POSSESSION CONCEPT diagnos,
brought to a close. It is abmost 2:00 A, The aydna is : entranc
now formally well, though tomorrow she must eat the Zir refers to a type of spirit, the illness such because
head meat of the ram in a private ceremony followed by spirits can cause by possessing humans, and the notwith:
@ procession to the Nile. Several people approach the rituals necessary to their pacification. The cultd trance s,
aydna, touch her right showlder and say “Insha ‘alldh  is found throughout the northern Sudan and must le:
byinf’ik, “God willing, il is benefiting you. " In the com-  variations of the same name appear in Egypt, Ceremor
pany of my neighbors I return, exhausted, to Hofriyal.  Ethiopia, Somalia, (where itis called sdv), Ara- | ate rela

bia, and southern Iran.’ adepts pi

i In writing of spirit “possession” in Hofriyat, a spirit's
ZAR AND ZAYRAN I am using indigenous terms. When someone through

is considered to be affected by a zds; people say - link to

Smoking, wanton dancing, flailing about, burp-  of her, inda ik, inda zdy, or inda dastiir"—“she Hoftiyar
ing and hiccuping, drinking blood and alcohol,  has a spirit.” Alternatively, they say she is mazir  that a we
wearing male clothing, publicly threatening or madasti—"with spirit,” possessed. Zdrinflu- becomes
men with swords, speaking loudly lacking due  ence, being possessed of and by a spiri, is con- : Thus |
regard for etiquette: these are hardly the behav-  sidered an affliction and expressed as illness. A practicec
iors of Hofriyati women for whom dignity and  spirit causes its novice host to suffer; however expectec
propriety are leading concerns. But in the con-  initial misery should be surpassed by a more Although
text of a zdr they are common and expected.  positive concern on the part of the spirit for and relay
The ceremony is rich in complex imagery and  its host’s well-being as their relationship pro- evinced |
movement. Yet it has none of the solemn gresses. Once possessed, always possessed: and whe:
pageantry of a Mass, nor the predictable, zayran never wholly abandon those they have depth anc
repetitive manipulation of symbols which [, chosen as their hosts. vidual to
raised as a Catholic, might have found Familiar. Someone diagnosed as zdr possessed is liable propriate
The tone of a zir resembles neither the sub-  to be affected by her spirit(s) at any tme. husband)
dued formality of a Muslim Friday prayer, nor  Zayran are able to infiltrate the bodies of their . signals ze
the unorchestrated ceremoniousness of life  hosts at will, a move which villagers say always - in her bra
cycle rites in Hofriyat. It is closer in characterto  coincides with the latter’s entrancement. ity. Moreo
zikrs of the Qadriya and Khatmiya s@fi orders According to Hofriyati, possession trance scribed
in Sudan, but lacks their cohesion and tran-  (ghaybiya or ghayliba) is a state induced by the performa
scendent focus. What is singular about a zdris  spirit’s forceful entry into the body, which dis- control. T
its spontaneity, its imagination, whose basis places or shifts the person’s human sell to spontance
nonetheless is a comprehensive repertoire of  another perceptual plane. It is, as Bourguignon nutrition:
symbols and spirit roles—a resource on which  (1973: 12-13) suggests, “a radical discontinuity is account
participants draw for inspiration. Moves are of personal identity”; yet in contrast to her (e.g., Keh
lightly choreographed—improvisations on well-  model, the distortion of perception this entails betray the;
known themes; “players” are Interchangeable, pertains not only to the self but to other enti- - ism which
costumes readily borrowed and exchanged. But  ties as well, ness other
during the performance, neither players’ bod- Sall, tance is only one manifestation of pos- In the sear
ies nor their costumes belong to village session in Hoftiyat, for zeyran affect their hosts tions as to
women—they belong, instead, to zayran. Zérrit-  in countless additional ways (see also Gon- is miscons
uals are always fraught with tension and sur- stantinides 1972, 1977; Cloudsley 1983:81). ' text, Here
prise, for at any moment a woman might be They are always near, or in local parlance - lagers the -
“seized” by a spirit that Hofriyati did not before  “above” (fig), their human hosts, whence they - both logic
know existed, or she did not kinow she had. might influence people’s perceptions and behavior—

How is all of this to be understood? What  behaviors in the course of daily life. Further, expression
is this phenomenon; who or what are these despite the acknowledged powers of zayran, - This is ¢
spirits that so dramatically appear in women’s  possession trance rarely occurs unpremeditat- might affce
bodies? ‘ edly, outside of ritual contexts. Here one is not the ease wi
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diagnosed as possessed because she becomes
entranced; rather, she becomes entranced
because she is possessed. Schoolgir] mishaps
notwithstanding, the possessed rarely enter

. trance spontaneously; this is soinething one

must learn to do in the course of a curing

: ceremony in order to negotiate an appropri-
~ate relationship with instrusive zayran. As

adepts put it, one must learn how not to resist
a spirit’s attempts to enter the human world
through the medium of her body. The implicit
link to ideas about sexual intercourse in
Hoftiyat is striking and reiterated in the fact
that a woman should be married before she

- becomes possessed.

Thus trance is in no way aberrant; it is a
practiced behavior which the possessed are
expected to display under certain conditions.

- Although an integral part of possession therapy
- and relapse prophylaxis, it is not consistently
- evinced by the possessed during ceremonies,

and when evinced, it is variable in apparent
depth and duration from one episode or indi-
vidual to the next. Since it is considered inap-
propriate to be entered by a spirit (or a
husband) while Imenstruating, a woman at a zir
signals zayran of her condition by tying a knot
in her braids, so constraining the spirits’ activ-
ity. Moreover, because it must conform to pre-
scribed  patterns  of “spiritness,” trance
performance requires skill and considerable
control. Thus it is not, as some would assert, a
Spontaneous neurological manifestation of
nutritional deficiency which (at least originally)
is accounted for after the fact as possession
(e.g., Kehoe and Gilett 1981). Such models
betray their foundation in a Western rational-
ism which derogates any mode of conscious-
ness other than that of critical self-awareness,
In the search for reductive biological explana-
tions as to why trance should occuy, trance itself
is misconstrued, parted from its cultural con-
text. Here an essential point is missed. For vil-
lagers the system of meaning—possession-—is
both logically and contextually prior to the
behavior——trance»—through which it finds
expression (cf. Lambek 1981:7).

This is not to deny that biological factors
might affect the proclivity to enter trance or
the ease with which the behavior is learned,

Some of the possessed mitially experience dif-
ficulty in becoming lost from themselves and
allowing their spirits to assume control ; others
do not. Here perhaps one’s nutritional status
plays a role. Sdll, it must be stressed thar Hofriy-
ati generally enter trance after having been
diagnosed as possessed or, if undiagnosed,
when attending a spirit ritual. And in either
case, an individual’s trance behavior is learned
(cf. Bourguignon 1973:4-15. 1976. 37 ff.y,
shaped by her knowledge of zayran and their
provenance. It may be novel and unexpected,
but must be consistent with villagers’ under-
standing of spirits to be accepted as legitimate
possession and not considered dissimulation
or idiosyncratic madness. The few women who
do enter trance spontancously-—apparently
uninduced, in nonceremonial situations—are
hardly neophytes. Rather, they are long-term
adepts of the zdr who, in the course of their
Ppossession careers, have become progressively
more skilled at alternating modes of con-
sciousness and allowing the spirits to exhibit
themselves through their bodies {see also
Besmer 1983:24).

According to Hofriyati, the fact that posses-
sion trance typically must be induced and is
rare apart from public ritual has less to do with
human ability or volition than with spirit
caprice, Humans convoke zayran through ritual
drumming and singing, and normally the
spirits—for whom access to the human world
1s a principal motive for possession—are willing
to oblige. Indeed, they regard such invitations
as their due, in partial fulfillment of bargains
struck with humans, and are likely to become
disgruntled and dangerous when neglected or
put off. If the possessed take care to mollify
them, spirits ought to respond by confining
their appearance to ritual contexts where they
can frolic and be entertained. Yet none of this
is certain. Spirits are willful, and for sport or
revenge might “descend” into their hosts with-
out benefit of prior summons. So despite the
controlled nature of possession trance and
spirit display, the startling possibility exists that
atany moment a wortan might not be who she
usually is. ‘

In Hofriyat possession is a matter of fact,
Here the reality of spirits and their POWETs goes
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unchallenged, even by villagers who have no  and interpretation of experiencc,n should: 3_ episodes of |
firsthand experience of them and regardless  there exist sexual disproportion among those argument c.
of how hody they dispute the proper therapy who acknowledge having spirits? An obvious: entirety, It ¢
* for possession affliction, discussed later. Clearly, approach is to ask whether the range of expe-” is therefore
Hofiiyati, like the rest of us, face doubts con-  rience that possession constricts is more comy session form
Ceming their beliefs from time to time. But cos- mon to I—Iofrlya_tl women than to men. This & of Spifits, HY
mological mavericks they are not. Doubts, like  think to be the case, mainly because possession | symptorns) :
beliefs, are grounded in a social context. is closely linked to fertility with which women- uation of o
Zayran are immanent in the world of Hofriyat; are identified and for which they bear respon entails). Suc
sceptic and zealot, both, are canopied by their  sibility. I do not agree with L. M. Lewis (1971 the possesse
existence. 1986) on this issue, who, arguing from a soci t?‘] w;lalen the
ological perspective, suggests that zdr posses tion.”™ The so

sion is a strategy which women use in an: at once oo g

THE POSSESSED oblique attempt to redress the effects ot thei row in conc
subordinate social status. Lewis holds that since complexitics

In Hofriyat, as elsewhere in Sudan, possession  spirits demand desiderata which hushands® Itisimper
activity is mainly, but not exclusively, the must provide if their wives are to regain welk ¢ among therr
province of women.” Somewhat more than being, possession can be seen as a measure of committed |
40 percent of Hofriyati women ever married  gender conflict: it is a strategic evocation o quence of
and over the age of fifteen (N=129 {1977} and  shared beliefs by women wishing to mitigate . their privile;
185 [1984]) claim 2 zdrafflicdon. Marital status  their subordination to men. : Such explan
is a significant factor in possession illness: spir- The perspective is illuminating, but presents question of
its, villagers assert, rarely trouble themselves  a number of difficulties. First, it places unwar cq)tlbie to
with the unwed—with women whose fertility ranted emphasis on the assumed intentionality . his early wor
has yet to be activated." Most affected are those  of women and thus insidiously underestimates suggests tha
between the ages of thirty-five and fifty-five, two-  the factuality of spirits in the Sudanese world, women {o ex
thirds of whom have spirits. This proportion is  Words like strategy imply volition, which may - are seen as
due to a cumulative effect: once possessed a  certainly be present and, if so, motivated by sta- “'fhlch exclud
woman is always possessed thereafter. tus considerations in some cases of possessiori tion; hence
By contrast, only a handful of men from the  but certainly not in all. Moreover, Lewis’s depri- eral, must rc:
entire village area are publicly acknowledged vation hypothesis appears to presume that: of zdrboth 1o
to be possessed. In Hofriyat itself only four men  women seek the same status held by men,: to express re
(about 5 percent of the resident adult male  which, since men have deprived them of it, was: see also Lew
population) are considered adepts of the zdr;  originally within their purview. Such assump- classic but ur
three have undergone the requisite cere- tions fail to bear scrutiny in Hofriyat, where’ women, whe
monies, one when only thirteen years of age.  the social worlds of men and women are largely: men rather t
Two men born in the village but now living  separate and distinct, a condition due not to’ a specific cul
elsewhere are known to have spirits, and 1 happenstance or the prevailing wills of men, To avoid s
obtained information concerning ten others  but to cultural design. Wilson’s (1967) critique closely how t
from the vicinity, five of whom were deceased  of the model tries to address this problem by their interrel
prior to fieldwork. During my six-year absence  shifting the locus of proposed status competi- vidually. Jucl,
from the village, only one man had become tion from intersex to intrasex relations and, in women—hy 1
possessed, in contrast to sixteen women. In  so doing, is sympathetic to the Sudanese con- possessed—
1984, several male acquaintances privately text. However, it shares with Lewis’s theory the resent their ¢
declared themselves to be possessed and con-  drawback of a conflict orientation to social ‘. above vitupe
fessed admiration for the zdr, but would not interaction that is firmly rooted in Western seem to deriy
publicly seek to confirm their afflictions for  premises of individualism,'? whose validity in than from tl
fear of losing face. non-Western cultures must be open to debate men, notabl
Why is this the case? Why, assuming that pos-  (¢f. Morsy 1978; Boddy 1988). Even granting these men |
session is a public idiom for the articulation  that status may be a consideration in certain as a class, an
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episodes of possession illness, the sociological
argument cannot account for the zdr in its
entirety. It glosses over the issue of belief and
is therefore unable to explain or interpret pos-
session forms (for example, the characteristics
of spirits, the natiire and variety of possession

. symptoms) and processes (such as the reeval-
uation of one’s past that acquiring a spirit
- entails), Such factors, however important to
- the possessed, are implicitly deemed inciden-
‘tal when the investigator's focus is competi-
tion."* The social status model is unidimensional,
atonce too general in application and too nar-
row in coticern to deal adequately with the

omplexities of zir

tis imperative to ask why so many scholars—
‘among them Kehoe and Giletti (1981)—are
committed to viewing possession as a conse-
quence of women’s deprivation rather than
their privilege, or perhaps their inclination.
Such explanations consistently mislocate the

- ispecially in
77, for example,
suggests that joining a zdr coterie enables

0 express religious fervor (Lewis 1971: 66-99;
ee also Lewis 1986:23-50, 102-5). This is a
lassic but unhappily androcentric portrayal of
vomen, who are forever seen as reacting to
men rather than acting for themselves within
aspecific cultural context.
- To avoid such pitfalls, we need to examine
closely how the sexes in Hofriyat conceive of
their interrelations hoth collectively and indi-
Vidually. Judging from my informants, some
wormen—Dby no means all or only those who are
possessedw—clearly feel subordinate to men,
resent their positions, and are not consistently
above vituperation. However, their feelings
s¢em to derive less from their status as women
than from the specific actions of individual
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they sometimes—often lnadvertently—thwart
individual women’s legiimate attempts to
achieve it. The reverse can also be said for
women, who may frustrate the status aspira-
tions of men. Both sexes are active participants
in the social life of Hofriyat, bisected as it is
into gender-distinct vet partially overlapping
spheres. If men are central and women periph-
eral with respect to Islam and external rela-
tions, women are central and mei peripheral
when it cormes to physical, social, and cultural
reproduction: the worldliness of village life.
Although men and women are subject to dif
ferent constraints, the actions of each bear con-
sequence for those of the other.

Indeed, whatever consciousness wolnen
have of themselves as a group is hardly one of
inferiority and wholescale subordination to
men, but of complementarity. As villagers see
it, the sexes are engaged-—not in a war—but
in a dialectical relationship of qualitatively dis-
parate yet socially equivalent parts, each com-
manding certain resources but reliant on the
other for fulfillment. They do not conceive of
themselves as locked in a struggle between
classes, hierarchically understood. Although a
Marxist critique might legitimately consider
this to be a mystification of political realities, it
cannot be ignored if we are truly concerned
with the meaning of zdr to women and men in
Hofriyat. Political relations are mystified for
both within the Hofriyat universe of meaning.

When properly situated in the framework
of sexual complementarity, the question of why
women as a category should be more likely
than men to interpret certain experiences as
possession expands to two: Why women? Why
not men? As Kapferer (1983:98) astutely argues
with respect to women’s preponderance in Sri
Lankan exorcisms, such questions cannot be
resolved by focusing on the possessed’s motives
and intentions alone, independent of the cul-
tural constructs that inform them. We need to
consider the qualities that define the sexes in
Hofriyat, the typifications each sex holds of the
other, the components of gender identity (see
also Nelson 1971). Only then might we have a
basis for deciding whether a particular inci-
dence of possession constitutes attempted
Cross-scX or intrasex status manipulation, or
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something else—an expression of psychologi-  course of spirit avoidance, something women
cal or social distarbance (cf. Crapanzano 1973,  find more difficult to do than men, Women'’s
1977b, 1980; Obeyesekere 1970, 1981, Rapferer perceived inability to resist and so deny zayran
1983, 1986), crosssex communication (cf. Lam-  access to earthly pleasures is put down to their
bek 1980, 1981), religious experience (cf. Con-  inherent moral frailty, notwithstanding thar
stantinides 1972, 1977; Lewis 1986), a form of they are more likely to encounter jinn than
play, dramatic allegory, or all of these and more.  men. Just as the public identity of women
Its cultural underpinnings—idioms of the accounts for their greater participation in the
everyday world, prosaic conceptualizations of  zdrso the public identity of men as pious Mus-
gender—empower possession as a form of lims accounts, in part, for their forbearance
social discourse. {see also Lambek 1981:62-64).

Thus put, a focus on the articulatory poten- The last is solely a masculine perspective,
tial of possession instead of on the status aspi- Women see no incompatibility between the zir
rations of individuals possessed changes the and Islam: to them possession ritual is part of
tenor of the analytic enterprise. It widens the a general religious enterprise (cf. Constanti-
interpretive net and does not attempt to sim- nides 1972:98). Hofriyati culture therefore
plify matters where simplicity belies the facts. contains conflicting interpretations of the rela-
Rather, it makes possible a variety of explana- tionship between possession and Islam, These, |
tions at different levels of analysis and experi- in turn, have divergent implications for the
ence, all of them immanent in the zdr as a  handling of troublesome spirits. '
system of meaning, all of them potentially rel-
evant to any specific episode of possession.

Returning to Hofriyati gender constructs EXORCISM VERSUS
and the zdr, both sexes allege that women are ACCOMMODATION
naturally more vulnerable to spirit attack as a :
function of their femininity.' Spirits are Where men hold the reputedly orthodox view
attracted to women-—and married women in  that intrusive spirits can and must be dislodged -
particular—for it is they who use henna, per- from the bady by force, women maintain that
fumes, soaps, and scented oils; wear gold jew-  zayran cannot be got rid of at all. ' Adepts insist : riage, one of cos
elry and diaphanous wraps, all human finery that if one’s illness is caused by a zdr, no mutual accomir

which spirits are known to covet. The proclivi-  amount of Islamic or even Western medicine - Although the
ties of zayran are symmetrical to those of will effect a cure. Attempts to exorcise the spirit -
Hofriyati women: both are regarded as con-  serve merely to exacerbate the patient’s con-
sumers of goods provided by men. dition. Symptom remission alone can be
Although many questions remain to be achieved, and only if the afflicted agrees to
addressed, this goes some way toward explain- holda propitiatory ceremony on behalf of the parallel to our o
ing why women interpret certain experiences  as yet unnamed zar. During this CEremony, imperceptible t
and illness episodes as possession. It also sug-  often held long after her initial illness has dis- Typical of their ¢
gests why, in this sexually polarized community, ~sipated, the possessed enters into a contractual
men do not. But here more remains to be said. relationship with the spirit(s) responsible for
A common characterization of women that her lapse from health. There, in response to - feet are always
they do not completely share is that because drumming and singing chants associated with live human bod
they are wanting in ‘agl (reason or social the various named zayran, she ideally enters - in the Quran (5
sense), they lack sufficient moral strength to  trance: a spirit’s chant is an invitation to 72, and 114); th
uphold the tenets and ideals of Islam. Accord- “descend” (nazal) and enter the body of its key part of both ;
ing to local religious authorities it is repre- host, where its identity can be affirmed and its Further, shou
hensible and abhorrent—though not, strictly  demands revealed.'¥ Tn retum for certain offer- chance that the
speaking, haram (forbidden)—for Muslims to ings, acquisitions, and observances, the inva- regardless of its
traffic with spirits. They say that each individ-  sive spirit agrees to restore, and refrain from recogmize the pe
ual has the responsibility to steer a proper  further jeopardizing, its host’s well-heing. edge that even
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Henceforward, human host and possessive
drare joined in continuous but unequal part-
mership. The spirit remains above her, able to
xert its influence or infiltrate her body at will.
To some extent the possessed can rely on the
pirit's compliance in maintaining her health,
but only so long as she regularly attends the
‘ceremonies of others, abstains from traditional
mourning behavior, associates herself with
clean and sweetsmelling things, and is not
given over to sirong emotion. A violation of
these provisions renders her vulnerable to
relapse. Yet the curing rite has opened com-
munications between the two entities, and it is
hoped that any futitre problems can be dealt
with expeditiously. From the spirit’s perspec-
tive, contracts with humans are infinitely rene-
gotiable, so if the possessed wishes to allay
further attack from her zdr, she must take
crupulous care to mollify it. If all goes well,
what begins as an uneasy truce between a will-
ul spirit and its initially reluctant host might
raduate fo positive symbiosis as their rela-
tionship stabilizes and matures. Alleviating the
ymptoms of possession illness is a matter of
stablishing reciprocal obligations between
spirit and host; their relationship should
become, like that between partners in a mar-
Tiage, one of complementarity, exchange, and
‘mutual accommodation,

Although the majority of men denounce the
propitiation of zayran, this is not because they
deny that such spirits exist. In Hofriyat, zayran
comprise a distinct class of jinn,'” mischievous
invisible beings that populate a world that is
parallel to our own and contiguous with it but
imperceptible to humans most of the time.
Typical of their exceptional attributes, jinn can
transform themselves into animals, assume

: human form (but incompletely so, for their
feet are always hooved), or take possession of
- live human bodies at will. Jinn are mentioned
“in the Quran (Suras 6, 17, 18, 34, 87, 46, 55,
72, and 114); they are a constant if often low-
key part of both men’s and women'’s daily lives.

Further, should a man become ill there is a
chance that the diagnosis will be possession
regardless of its feminine associations. Men
recognize the powers of zayran and acknowl-
edge that even the most pious among them
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occasionally succumbs to spirit attack. But this
is where their public support for the cult stops:
most insist that, despite a practiced resistance,
zayran, like other jinn, must eventually capitilate
to the powerful exorcistic techniques of
Islamic medicine. In the company of their fel-
lows they decry as un-Islamic women’s cere-
monial attempts to assuage and socialize the
Spirits,

In face of such weighty opposition the zdr
cult thrives, and its rites are attended even by
the most submissive and religious of wives, For
women, zarfalls squarely within the purview of
Islam. And when arguing their position with
men (something I witnessed only twice),
women said that Allah expects the afflicted to
seek respite from their suffering—clearly, it is
better to be healthy than “broken” by spirits or
overzealous efforts to dislodge them. Perhaps
men are right that involvement in the cult
imperils one’s prospect of a pleasurable after-
lite, but then, is Allah not mercifal?

Men, for their part, though publicly ada-
mant that only exorcism is correct in the eyes
of Islam, are privately not so intractable {cf.
Barclay 1964:206; Constantinides 1982). Often
hesitant, concerned, uncertain that Islamic
medications will effect a cure or fearing
reprisals of a powerful spirit if it is put off, most
do not interfere when their womenfolk con-
duct propitiatory ceremonies, and provide
money to meet the spirits” demands. Here per-
haps, as Lewis (1971: 88) suggests, men tacitly
recognize the contradiction between the for-
mal ideology of male supremacy and the social
(and cultural) importance of women. Intrigu-
ing, too, in the light of the ethnographic situ-
ation in Hofriyat, is Lewis’s more recent view
that woman’s participation in the zdr might
offer men “the privilege of vicarious participa-
tion in what they ostensibly condemn as super-
stition and heresy. Thus, if there is a dual
spiritual economy [male and female], its two
branches are interdependent and comple-
mentary” (Lewis 1986:106). Tt seems plausible
that just as men’s religious devotions count also
for their womenfolk (1986:106), so women’s
zdr devotions might count indirectly for their
men, As noted earlier, several male informants
confided-in 1984 that they belicve themselves
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NOTES

- Hofriyat is a pseudonym for the Sudanese vil-

lage where 1 began conducting field work in
1976. “Hofriyati® refers to the people of the vil-
lage, all of whom speak Arabic and profess
Islam. The village is located on (he Nile, a little
over 120 miles (200 km) north and east of
Khartoum.

- A woman’s modesty garment, consisting of some

nine meters of cloth wound around the body
and covering the head.

. A flick of the hair, a movement said to confer

Iuck on the recipient.

- Tuse an inigal capital letter (e.g. He, She) when

referring to a specific spirit in order 1o indicate
its sex while distinguishing it from its human
host.

- Literally, mouth of the house,
- For a discussion of the cult’s pussible origins,

see Boddy 1989 and Constantnides 1691,

. On northern Sudan, see Constantinides 1977,

1982, 1991; Kenyon 1991, 2000, On zar in Egypt,
see Al-Guindi 1978; Kcnnedy 1978; Saunders
1977; in Ethiopia, Leiris 1958; Young 1975; in
Somolia, where it is better known as sar, Lewis
1971, 1986; in Arabia, Trimingham 1965:258;
and in southern Iran, Modarressi 1968,

. This term literally means “statute” or “constitu-

tional law,” and colloquially, “permission” (Wehr
1976:281). In northern Sudan, however, the
term also refers to a door Jjamb (Constantinides
1977:65-66, n, 6) or a bolt (Hillelson 1930:35).
The reference to doorways is significant, and
discussed in Boddy 1989.

. See Barclay (1964:196ﬁ206); Cloudsley (1983:

67-87); Constantinides (1972, 1977, Triming-
ham (1965:174-77); Zenkovsky (1950),

- For a discussion of the relationship between

female fertility and possession, see Boddy 1989,

- See Crapanzano 1977a. This pointis more fully

developed in Boddy 1989,

- Although the fluctuating kinship networks of

Hofriyati are individualistic, this is not to say
that the individual is the focal social unit in
Hofriya. Hofriyati women and men are always
subordinate to a range of collective interests:
Tamily, lineage, village, religious group, etc,

- Lewis (1971:30) certainly does not consider

other factors unimportant, yet they do not figure
into his analysis to the same extent as does the
question of cross-sex competition.

. See Kapferer (1983:100-110) for a similar

view of the susceptibility of Sri Lankan
women,




