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Note on Transliteration

have tried to remain faithful to the pronunciation of colloquial Suda-

nese Arabic while generally following the rendition of Arabic vowel
values found in Hans Wehr’s A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic (edited
by J. Milton Cowan, 1976). The result is a compromisc biased in favor of
the local dialect, but one which should contain enough information to en-
able scholars unfamiliar with Sudanesc speech to recognize Arabic roots if
not actual words. Some discrepancies between colloquial and classical pro-
nunciations arc described in the appended glossary (e.g., the colloquial tob
is classically written and pronounced #4ob). For colloquial usage there is
no better source than Hillelson’s Sudan Avabic, English-Avabic Vocabulary
(second edition, 1930), though I have not consistently preferred his trans-
literations. Hillelson, for instance, transcribes the word for “house” as &zt;
following Wehr I transcribe it as &ayz. In this book, stressed Arabic conso-
nants are indicated by a dot below the letter, long vowels by a line above. 1
have not transliterated the letter samza, a glottal stop rarely pronounced in
the village where I worked. (The exception to this is note 15, chapter 9.)
An inverted comma (°) indicates the Arabic letter ayn, which has no equiva-
lent in English.

For the sake of readability, familiar place names (Khartoum, Mecca)
and the names of individuals (Zaineb, Sadiya) are written as pronounced,
not as properly transliterated. Beginning in part 2, the names of individual
spirits are italicized (and, where warranted, glossed) so as to distinguish
them from humans. Spirit specics are distinguished from commonplace
Arabic categories by an initial capital, hence Khawdjat are “Westerner”
spirits, including Europeans, North Americans, Hindus, and Chinese,
whereas kbawdjat are human foreigners. When a spirit species and human
group share a designation that is a proper noun, only the spirit species is
italicized (e.g., Halib [human “gypsy”], Halib [spirit “gypsy”]); diacriti-
cal marks are preserved in both.

Except where noted, only Arabic singulars are used, plurals being
formed by the addition of a nonitalicized s. Adjectival and nominal forms
of Arabic place names are indicated by the addition of an ¢ to the end of a

xitg



xip Note on Transliteration

word, as in Arabic. Thus, if Habish refers to Ethiopia or its collective
population (and Habish refers to the Ethiopian species of spirit), Habishi
means an individual Ethiopian or something Ethiopian. Where specifically
warranted, feminine forms are rendered by lengthening the terminal 7 and
adding ya, so that an individual female Ethiopian is a Habishiya.

Not all words in the spoken dialect are Arabic or Arabic derivations.
Remnants of earlier vernaculars (whether Nubian or Bejawi) are written as
spoken, following Hillelson wherever possible. See Hillelson’s introduc-
tion to the 1930 edition for a fuller discussion of the colloquial language.



Glossary

Included here are words that appear more than once in the text and are not
glossed within it each time, plus dialect words and those whose spoken
values (as given in the text) differ from classical renditions.

‘abid
‘Abid
‘adat
< agl
‘Gtln
‘amal
‘amm

‘amma or ‘ammat

‘Arab
‘Arab
‘Avib
‘arts
‘aris
‘ayana
‘ayn harra
abiyad
agarib

abmar
akbwin
angarib
araki

aswad

awlad

awlid ‘amm
awlad baram
awlad khalat
awlad laban

slaves

the “Slave” or southerner society of zayran
customs, practices, by extension, “our culture”™
for ‘agl, reason, the ability to behave properly
family, kin group, lincage

black magic; literally, “doing” or “making”
father’s brother

father’s sister

nomad or Arab

plural of ‘Arab

the “Nomad” or “Arab” society of zayran
bridegroom

bride

sick woman, one who is the focus of a zar rite
hot eye, evil eye

white

relatives, kinsfolk; literally, “close ones” (see
gib)

red

brothers, siblings

Sudanese rope bed

arak, a potent alcoholic beverage

black

children, sons (plural of wad or walid)
patrilateral parallel cousins

bastards, “forbidden children”

matrilateral parallel cousins

“milk children”: those classed as siblings
because nursed by the same woman



bab
babaim
bahr
bakhnr
banat
Banat
baraka
Bashawar
bayt

bayt al-wilada
bit or bint
bit ‘amm
bowab

buton
dallitka
darawish
Darawish
Darwish
dasatir
dastiy
dilka
diwin
dunyd
dura

faki

fakka-t-ar-vis
Fallata
Fallata
Fallatiyat

[fatab-t-akh-khashm

for

Glossary

door

domestic animals, herd, cattle

river, Nile

incense

girls, daughters, or virgins

the “Daughters” society of zayran (sec Sittat)
blessing, God’s favor

the “Pasha” society of zayran

house

“house of childbirth,” womb

girl, daughter

father’s brother’s daughter

doorman, doorkeeper, “husband” in the
language of the zar

stomach, inside spacc

large pottery drum used in weddings and zdr
ceremonies

dervishes, holy men, members of religious
fraternities

the “Holy Men” society of zayran

one member of the Darawish; also adjectival
form

plural of dastir

synonym for zar spirit; literally, “door bolt” or,
in another context, “permission”

cosmetic paste made of aromatically smoked
dough

reception room, men’s sitting room

this world, earthly existence, opposed to the
afterlifc in the context of Islam

grain, Sorghum vulgare

for fagi, local religious leader, holy man, and/or
Islamic doctor

pulling apart the head, part of a zar ritual

West Africans or western Sudanese

the “West African” society of zayran

female “West African™ spirits

“opening of the mouth,” name of two
payments in the context of a wedding

above, over (position of a zdr relative to its

host)



fugdra

fil, fisl masri
gabila

godi

gadr

Aara
Aariba
garib
garibna
Aarmosis

ghabya or ghaybiiba
ghabiyana
gulla

Habish
Habish
Habishi

Habishiya

baboba
babobat
bafln
haj

hakim
balal
balgwa
Halib
Halib
Halibiya
ball
bamam
hamama
bamamat
hariva

harr
hilal
bili
binna

Glossary AVHE

for fugara, plural of faki
fava beans, Egyptian beans

tribe

for gads, religious court judge

tor gadr, fate, ability

gourd

closeness, relationship, kinship
close (adjective)

our relatives

red and gold bridal veil used also at childbirth
and male and female circumcisions
trance; literally, “absence”

absent, entranced (feminine)
pottery jar, smaller than a =&

Ethiopia, Ethiopians

the “Ethiopian™ socicty of zayran

an individual Ethiopian male, or Ethiopian
(adjective)

an individual Ethiopian female, or Ethiopian
(adjective)

grandmother; literally, “little darling”

plural of kaboba

party, celebration

pilgrimage to Mecca and holy places in the
Hcjaz

physician, doctor

allowable, permissible, legitimate

candy, a swccet

gypsy; collectively, people from Syria, gypsies
the “Gypsy” society of zayran

a female gypsy

loosen, untic

pigeon, collectively, pigeons

one pigeon, or one female pigeon

female pigcons

bracelet of red silk with a long tassel, part of
the jirtig

hot, painful

new moon, crescent, gold piece

sweet (adjective)

henna



xviti

hosh
bulala

bumra
N7
itharry
Jabhidi
jalabiya

jand
Jinm

Jinnt
Jirtlg

kavvi
khajal
khajlana
khal
kbalar
khalat

khashm
kbashm al-bayt
khawdja
Khawdija
khawajat
khawajiyn
kbudam
Khudam

khudara
kisra

kob!

labma

layla
layla-t-ad-dukhl
lwyla-t-ag-gayla
layla-t-al-binna

Glossary

house yard and/or the wall that encloses it
loosening, animal sacrifice following childbirth
or marriage

local wedding perfume; literally, “redness”

teast
burn, inflame, said of angered zayran

Arab women’s dance

men’s garment, loose ground length shirt with
wide sleeves

fruit, harvest

spirit (collective)

one jinn

charms, jewelry, and cosmetic preparations
designed to protect those undergoing crisis
rites, particularly if they implicate fertility

horse or donkey cart

propriety, shame

ashamed, embarrassed (feminine)

mother’s brother

also khala, kbalta, mother’s sister

mother’s sisters, female siblings in the
ascendant generation

mouth, orifice

subtribe, one man’s descendants, front door
foreigner or Westerner, “Mr.”

the “Westerner” society of zayran

plural of khawaja

female foreigner or Westerner, “Mrs.”
servants

the “Servant™ or “Slave” society of zayran (see
‘Abid)

green (feminine)

unleavened waferlike bread made of sorghum
flour (dura)

antimony

flesh, meat

night, evening

“night of entrance,” wedding night

“nmight of staying,” night after the wedding
“henna night,” night before the wedding

proper



mahy

mari
matlaga

matliagat
magsur
mashat
wmidan

mushahara

nafs

na‘im

nas

nds al-balnd
nashif
nazal

nazif

nazif

nisba
nizil

nufiasa

ragis
ragis bi rugaba
ragiks bi suluba
rahat

ragiba

ras

vib

vib al-almar
rowhan
rotana

Glossary xix

bridewealth, given the bride or the bride’s
father, ostensibly to be kept for her in the event
of divorce

woman, nonvirgin

for matliga, loose woman, woman of
questionable morals

plural of matlaga

possessed by a zdr

thin braids, married woman’s coiffure

open arca, place used for ceremonial purposes,
location of a z4# ritual

complex of practices, illnesses, and ideas
concerning blood; specifically, genital blood
associated with femininity and fertility

animal life force, self (as opposed to “reason,”
‘agl)

smooth (adjective)

people, folk

country people, peasantry

dry (adjective)

descend, go into trance

clean (adjective)

hemorrhage, excessive blood loss, especially
from the vulva

genealogy, pedigree

descent, zar “dance,” bobbing action attendant
on entering trance

woman in childbirth

dance

dance of the neck, women’s pigeon dance
bride’s dance, “dance of the buttocks”

short skirt made of leather thongs and worn by
maidens in the past, often decorated with beads
and cowrie shells

hut, made of mats and/or reeds

head

wind, spirit

“red wind,” za#r spirit

plural of ik

foreign language; literally, “gibberish”



sadd al-mail

sadiy
sagiya
sabar
Sabar
sa‘id

shabal

shadid
shari‘a
sharmitt
sharmiita
shawatin

shaykh

shaykha
shaykhat
shayln

shaytan
sitt

sitt al-ilba
Sittat
sty
tahir
tabar
talluy
tarygn
tawali
tisht

tob

wad or walid
wad ‘amm

Glossary

payment, settiement of money, with
connotations of blocking up; payment of makr
before a wedding

friend, confidant

for sagiya, ox-driven irrigation wheel

sorcerer

the “Sorcerer” society of zayran

small antelope (e.g., dik-dik), euphemism for
young Hofriyati women

woman’s gesture of flicking her hair at an
approaching man in the context of a wedding
dance, said to confer luck

strong, very

religious (Islamic) law

air-dried meat cut in strips

prostitute

devils, evil spirits (plural of shaytan)

male leader, person of respect, head of a
religious fraternity

female curer of the zar cult

plural of shaykha

foodstuffs and trousseau items given by the
groom to his bride and her family prior to their
wedding

devil, evil spirit or black jinn

lady

lady of the tin box (of zdr incense), seer

the “Ladies” society of zayran

market

pure

circumcision; literally, “purification”

for tallug, divorce, loosen, set free

for tariga, path, way, men’s religious fraternity
immediately, directly, straight

aluminum wash tub, used also in drumming the
zar

for thob, women’s modesty garment: nine
meters of cloth divided in two lengths that are
sewn together along the length; worn wrapped
around the body and covering the head

child, son
father’s brother’s son



wad‘a ash-shubka

wadi
wazir
wazira
wilad

zabr

zar

zari‘a
zayran
ziky

ba7a
zuri‘a

Glossary xxE

setting of the net, or snare; initial gift from
groom to bride, hence, engagement

desert watercourse, dry except during the rains
spokesman, aide to the bridegroom
spokeswoman, aide to the bride

children, “those born of . . .”

to make visible, manifest, evident; to gain or
have knowledge

a type of spirit, the illness it can cause, and the
ritual by which the illness is assuaged; more
generally, the “cult” that surrounds such spirits
crop, offspring

zar spirits

for dhikr, “remembrance” ceremony of the
Islamic fraternities

large water jar

sprouted grain
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Prologue

No moon tonight. The courtyard, davkly lit, is fogged with smoke vising from
a censer near the musicians. Dvums and bell tones byeak the hot still asr—
vepeating, endlessly, their harsh compulsive vhythms. I am taken up, no longer
really here, no longer aware of my foreignness, no longer aware of theirs. A hand
reaches down and grabs my arm. Javved to wakefulness, I stave at a black grin-
ning face, eyes roguish, devilish, but eyes that I know, they are Sumaya’s.

She pulls me to my feet, takes my arm like a bean. Locked together we
parade through the dancing ground: white woman, embarrassed; Sudanese
woman not herself, inhabited by Dodomayo, a Greek zar spivit who bas chosen
me for His wife. As usual Dodomayo is drunk, and I must periodically support
His weight as he stumbles against me in the dust. A crowd of shrouded chanting
women breaks into giggles as He grabs my waust and I veact with displeasure. He
langhs, leers, tries another embrace, calls out loudly for wine. It is our wedding
night . . . but first, first we must dance.

The drums abruptly stop. I am released. Sumaya’s body shudders; she sinks
to the ground, covers ber face with her wrap. Someone offers a glass of water and
she drinks. Moments later she sits upright, sighs, and rubs her legs. She looks
weary but composed. The dvums begin again, summoning another spirit. Sumaya
is veturned.

The subject of this book is spirit possession. But equally, it describes the
cultural and social context that produces a particular system of possession
beliefs and 1s, in turn, constructed by it. The system of which I write is zar;
the context a village in northern Arabic-speaking Muslim Sudan that I
have called “Hofriyat.”"

The worlds of Hofriyati humans and zdr spirits are parallel worlds,
and they are contiguous; the latter, within the realm of nature but nor-
mally invisible to humans, overlies the former like a transparency covering
a map. Just as a transparency illuminates certain characteristics of terrain
not immediately apprehended by the reader of a map, so the zar world

1. Names of the village and individuals are pseudonyms.



4 Prologue

illuminates the human, highlighting its contours and contrasts, casting
many of its features—positive and negative—into sharp relief. For those
who observe and interact with spirits, as for those who cxperience posses-
sion, the human world is the foundation upon which the spirit world
rests; it is ultimately the latter’s source of meaning.

The question of how to discover “meaning” in the course of ethno-
graphic research haunted my initial stay in Hofriyat. It was not just that
the best I might achieve would be a form of translation, a relatively faithful
but nonetheless constructed interpretation of Hofriyati culture. That much
was acknowledged from the start. Like most ethnographers I was plagued
by the doubt that I could ever come to appreciate the world of my infor-
mants in terms which made sense to them.? But once in the village the
problem was more acute: where to begin? My first two months scemed to
be wasted sifting through sterile soil. If the world is mecaningful to Hofri-
yati (as I clearly assumed it was), its meaning was heavily veiled. When 1
would ask why something was done or what something meant, the an-
swers I received struck me as tautological and, frankly, trivial.* “Women
undergo circumcision [takdr, “purification”] to make their bodies pure
and clean.” “We marry our relatives [agarib, “close ones” ] because they are
close.” No one volunteered what I would then have considered “deeper”
explanations. There was surprisingly little exegesis of symbolic constructs,
and few references were made to the tenets of Islam.

Since I was spending virtually all of my time with women, I won-
dered if my expectation as to the location of meaning for my informants
had been misplaced. For example, perhaps Islam—which women refer to
rarely and when they do, they use as a sort of gloss, an ultimate but un-
elaborated source of significance—is less directly meaningful for them
than for men, who readily cite the Quran in support of their beliefs and
social arrangements. There appear to be important differences between
men’s and women’s versions or elaborations of Hofriyati culture, and this
book examines some of these. Such differences are hardly surprising in the
context of sexual segregation where, as explored within, social interactions
between men and women, even within the household, are restricted and
constrained. Similar observations have been made for Oman (Wikan 1982),
Egyptian Bedouin (Abu-Lughod 1986), and Morocco (Rosen 1978;
Dwyer 1978, Messick 1987).

This book speaks largely from a feminine perspective, and may be re-

2. See, for cxample, Fernandez (1985); Geertz (1983).

3. Audrey Richards (1982:120-21) experienced similar frustrations when question-
ing Bemba men about the purposes of female initiation rites. Since her female informants
offered more detail, the responses she received might have reflected gender-specific differ-
ences in the distribution of knowledge or, as discussed below, significant cultural differences
between the sexes.
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garded as an addition from Muslim Africa to the anthropological literature
on women and gender relations. But more than this, since the 247 cult is
dominated by women—who comprise two-thirds of the permanent adult
population in Hofriyat, master more than half of village ceremonies, and
are often de facto heads of houscholds—it contributes to a growing body
of work in which women arc accorded full status with men as culture pro-
ducers and social actors.*

I do not, however, wish to deny the existence of gender asymmetrics
in Hofriyat, nor that women’s cultural productions—their narratives, their
implicit or “practical ideology,”® their rituals—may speak largely, as Ar-
dener says, with “muted” voice. Ardener (1975:21 ff.) maintains that al-
though women’s constructions of reality may differ from men’s, they must
in some way be expressed through men’s where, as in Hofriyat, men’s com-
prise the dominant paradigm. The presiding discourse in the village is a
localized version of Islam ostensibly controlled by men,® in which zar spir-
its play a legitimate though, from men’s public perspective, tangential role.
In this sense, women’s amplification of zar belicfs into a possession cult
can be seen as a kind of counterhegemonic process (cf. Williams 1977,
Gramsci 1971; Sider 1980): a feminine response to hegemonic praxis, and
the privileging of men that this ideologically entails, which ultimatcly es-
capes neither its categories nor its constraints. Thus, on the one hand,
women tacitly reproduce the dominant system of meanings simply by par-
ticipating in it, as they do. Yet this is only part of the story, for women’s
own system exists: accepted meanings reworked in the alternate discourse
of possession are hardly less cloquent for being muted; they are merely
inexplicit.” Messages communicated by women to both male and female
villagers via the z4r often have subversive overtones as well as supportive
ones; gender-appropriate meanings emerge when individuals read these
messages in light of their own experiences. Such communication is largely
achieved through indirection: as discussed in subsequent chapters, am-
biguity and ambivalence are qualities salient to expressions of women’s re-
ality in Hofriyat, allowing more to be implied than can be stated with
impunity.

4. For examples, sce Abu-Lughod (1986); Altorki (1986); Bell (1984); Bledsoe
(1980); Dubisch, ed. (1986).

5. From Eickelman (1976:157, 1981:86 ff.).

6. However, the reality of this is complex; to a certain extent, hegemonic constructs are
the product of an authoritative legitimating context (Islam, as villagers define it) and not
actually “controlled” by hegemonic agents (village men). Men are equally subject to these
constructs, though they may manipulate them more readily than women. The distinction be-
tween agentative and nonagentative hegemony has been suggested by John L. Comaroff

1986).
( ; Apropos of this point, sce Comaroff (1985) on the ambivalence of Zionist symbol-
ism in South Africa.



[/ Prologue

I will argue at various points how my interpretation of the za» diver-
ges from that of I. M. Lewis for whom the cult is properly situated as
part of a subordinate “female sub-culture” which, “if only in fantasy,
marches forward in pace with the dominant culture of men” (19714:99).
There is considerable truth in this vision, yet it remains to be seen who, if
anyone, leads the march or engages in fantasy. The assertion reflects a com-
mon but, I think, erroneous assumption that public “culture” in northern
Sudan is monolithic, a masculine preserve from which women are cate-
gorically excluded and to which they can only react. The perspective lo-
cates women in the context of men, but sees men solely in the context of
themselves. Despite apparent male control of Islamic discourse in Hofri-
yat, villagers of either sex would deny the validity of this view.

Nor, as I will show, is the z4r in Hofriyat a truly “peripheral cult” as
Lewis claims, playing no dircct part in upholding the moral code of the
socicty, as distinguished from the “main morality cult” of Islam (ibid.,
p- 31 ff.). Such a stance oversimplifies matters; the zdr defies categoriza-
tion, and in its multidimensional nature lies its force. Among Lewis’s
many insights into the phenomena of possession, his best known concern
has been to demonstrate the intentional use of possession beliefs by women
wishing to ameliorate their subordination. Some of my informants surely
use possession thus, but one cannot explain the cult away merely by docu-
menting its instrumental potential. An overfocus of any sort detracts from
the subtlety and richness of the zar: its polysemy, its potential to alter
women’s and men’s perceptions of themselves, each other, and their cul-
tural constructs; or to effect tangible changes in their lives, while also re-
inforcing village morality.

I am in greater sympathy with Lewis’s (1986) recently published ar-
gument that possession cults provide a foil for mainstream Islam and
thereby help to define it. This accords with my own observations which
point to a dynamic relationship between the two inexorably linked forms
of discourse, one muted, indirect; the other not. Moreover, the dialectic
between the zar and Islam on a religious level corresponds to that between
women and men in an everyday world pervaded and informed by sexual
complementarity. It is important to realize that if women are constrained
by their gender from full participation in Islam, men are constrained by
theirs from full participation in the z4r.® The worlds of the sexes in Hofri-
yat are also parallel worlds: like humans and spirits, women and men oc-
cupy a single physical plane but separate though contiguous realities.

That said, I am convinced there exists a set of assumptions about the
world and its appropriate order which male and female villagers tacitly
share. In the ficld I soon appreciated that I would not discover this com-

8. Sce also Lambek (1981:61-62).
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mon ground by discounting my informants’ mundane responscs in favor
of those that referred to some ultimate, sacred reality beyond. And through
the process of writing it became obvious that what I sought lay not so
much behind my informants’ statements as in them, and not so much in
Islam as, so to speak, in front of it. Assumptions informing villagers’ state-
ments reflect a fundamental, reccived knowledge of the world: a knowledge
that both shapes and is embedded in quotidian discourse, and suffuses the
local ideology of Islam but is in no way reducible to it as doctrinally de-
fined. This is vernacular knowledge (cf. James 1988)—of personhood,
morality, integrity—sufficiently implicit and grounded in experience to ac-
commodate ideological shifts without undergoing radical reformulation.”
In general, Hofriyati women hold Islam commensurate with vernacular
knowledge, where men are more given to scrutinizing practice and the
knowledge on which it is based for departures from a (locally constructed)
universal ideal. Burt different styles of approach do not vitiate the common
context.”” And even doctrinal ideology is ambiguous enough to allow
scope for interpretation by elaborating somc of its potential significances
rather than others (cf. Altorki 1986). On these bases women negotiate the
gender asymmetries and constructs that shape their lives, claiming for
them a significance not always concordant with men’s but nonetheless im-
manent and potential within the constructs themselves.

Hence the Hofriyati world, though I conventionally describe it as “a
culture,” should not be thought of as an entity, or reification, so much as a
heuristically bounded set of intersecting, overlapping discourses, a situa-
tion Bakhtin (1981; Todorov 1984 :55 ff.) labels heteroglossia. It consists
in a plurality of voices orchestrated by common themes, idioms, meanings,
resonant with the participation of others in the past and here and now.

I was unaware of this discursive process at first, and unable to articulate
it as such until I returned from the field. There, having caught glimpses of
villagers’ enduring assumptions in coming to terms with the practice of
female circumcision'! (which, more than anything clsc that I cncountered,
represented “otherness”), I became concerned to trace the informal logic
of everyday life in Hofriyat, to find both the coherence and indeterminacy
in what villagers scc as commonsensical, to uncover the intrinsic and the
“natural” in quotidian interactions. Such a quest scholars like Geertz (1973,
1983), Bourdicu (1977, 1979), and Schutz (1962), arguing from differ-
ent epistemological positions, regard as proper concern for cultural analy-

9. Or perhaps as James (1988), following Foucault (1972), suggests for the Uduk of
the Sudan-Ethiopia border zone, such understandings are “archival”: historically antecedent
to current ideological precepts.

10. See Holy (1988) for a discussion of similar issues with regard to the Berti of west-
ern Sudan, and Tapper and Tapper (1987) on Turkey.

11. See Boddy (198248).
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sis. It is the mundane environment of the zar which, I will argue, em-
powers it to convey a range of meanings. It is also this unevenly shared
quotidian discourse that, in supporting and reproducing apparent gender
asymmetries—in embodying power relations—fuels the counterhege-
monic potential of the zar.

The results of this grounding enterprise are presented in the opening
section of the book, portions of which were published first elsewhere
(Boddy 19824, 1988). In these pages, little direct discussion of spirits can
be found: their concern is the human world. Although spirits are essential
participants in this world, attention is first directed to the human moral
codes, idioms, and ideas which give it substance. Here I owe much to
Bourdieu’s (1977 :4 f.) discussion of “practical knowledge”, and Geertz’s
(1973:360 ff.) appreciation that “thinking” is a social act when informed
by cultural symbols, images and objects collectively impressed with mcan-
ing. Such images arc the building blocks of my approach to understanding
Hofriyati women; I have sought to portray them through metaphors they
predicate upon themselves and others, and through metaphors by which
others—Hofriyati men and non-Hofriyati spirits—comprehend them.

It will soon become apparent that women’s conceptions of themselves
are as much the product of negation (they are not-male, not-zar) as of
positive assertion; further, that the village identity they share with men is
similarly forged. This is one reason the book is structured as it is, dealing
first with relations between women and men in the human realm; then
with relations among women, men, and spirits; and finally with the spirits
as a separate domain, whose traits and characteristic behaviors are a con-
struction on the human realm that speaks about it in a variety of subtle
(and not always flattcring) ways. My purposc is to view both possession
and the villagers whose lives it refracts from a variety of angles, each of
which instructs and illuminates its alternates.

In keeping with this aim, part 2 of the book details how the spirit
world impinges on and breaks into the human. Since villagers claim that
zar possession 1s an illness (basically incurable yet ameliorable through rit-
ual observance), discussion shifts to its etiology. Zar affliction is thus situ-
ated within the ethnomedical context of the village; and the social, physi-
cal, and cognitive conditions under which a spirit illness might be invoked
or disclosed are examined. Points raised for consideration are documented
here in a series of possession incidents and case histories. Gradually, it
emerges that possession constitutes a metasocial context; by implicating
nonhuman beings in the afflictions of humans, it plays a rolc in the nego-
tiation and renegotiation of meaning by rephrasing interpersonal conflict
or, to borrow Crapanzano’s (19774:169) phrase, recasting it on the “de-
monic” stage. Further, possession structures certain problematic experi-
ences for Hofriyati, especially for Hofriyati women, and helps to effect
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emotional realignments of kin rclations and social positions in ways deemed
favorable to the possessed.

Not only is the z4» metasocial, it is also, from the perspective of
Hofriyati, metacultural. Early in part 2, I introduce the idea, by no means
new, that possession beliefs and performances constitute a cultural text (cf.
Lambek 1981) or, to be ethnographically precise, a series of texts, a virtual
library of meanings available to be appropriated, referred to, and continu-
ously reproduced by Hofriyati of either sex under certain conditions,
whether or not they are possessed. But morc than this, the za» has poten-
tial to operate at a metacultural level: as an intellectual resource located at a
remove from everyday meanings, an allegorical production. For those who
take it up and read it in this light, it comments upon and rcorders quoti-
dian meanings, unmasking their latent indeterminacics and broadening
them in light of women’s particular concerns, sometimes in novel ways. All
of this is made available to Hofriyati through z4r trance rituals that are
intended to cure a host of spirit-related ailments. At several levels, then,
possession performs a therapeutic function.

The third and final part of the book is devoted to exploring the spirit
world apart from contexts of possession in Hofriyati humans, and compar-
ing it to the world of everyday village life.'? Spirits, like their human coun-
terparts, are social beings, in some respects similar to Hofriyati but in
others strikingly different. Here, the 247, as a corpus of beliefs and their
ritual dramatization, is viewed as an aesthetic form. Fully situated in its
metacultural aspect, the zadr 1s a story village women tell themselves about
themselves and others, a portrait of village culture as it profoundly is not
(Geertz 1973 :443 ff), but also, more profoundly, as it is. For in z4r the
village’s historical consciousness is implicitly expressed through the bodics
of its most potent moral icons, its women. I consider what messages vil-
lagers—but especially Hofriyati women—might derive from their own
possession experiences and from their observation of spirits manifest in
fellow humans. Possession by zayran (plural of zar), however social they
may be, creates a paradox in and for those involved, as the possessed are
simultancously themsclves and alien beings. Apart from their more specific
potential significances, such incidents highlight villagers’ cultural distinc-

12. The distinction I make between the human world and that of zayran is somewhat
arbitrary: from an analytical perspective, they constitute a single social reality; from Hofri-
yati’s perspective, zayran are very much part of their cveryday lives, though the spirits’ ex-
traordinary qualities, e.g., their powers and invisibility, distinguish them from humans in sig-
nificant ways. In Hofriyati thought, humans and zayran occupy different elements or zones
of the universe, and entry of a spirit into the human realm, however common, violates the
boundary between them. The distinction I make is not, I stress, berween secular and sacred
realms: in the zdr world as in the human, sacred and sccular contexts interpenetrate; neither
is extricable from the other. Both zayran and humans are creatures of Allah and subject to
his laws.
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tiveness, both emphasizing the boundaries of village society and demon-
strating its vulnerability to permeation from without. But cqually, they are
provocative, opening up dircctions of thought (cf. Ricoeur 1976) not al-
ways apparent to Hofriyati nor, indeed, willingly pursued by them. In this
sense too, the zdr makes affirmative use of potentially destructive ambigu-
ity: it “edifies by puzzlement” (Fernandez 1980, 1982:22). Its pedagogi-
cal promise is as substantial as any other.

This book is a hierarchized description of Hofriyati cultural meanings
seen largely through women’s eyes: of vernacular logic, its negotiation
through acknowledgment of possession affliction, and its secondary—
metacultural, countcrhegemonic—eclaboration in zar belief and ritual.
Much that the book recounts will likely pertain to northern Sudanese so-
ciety in general. However, one is confronted throughout by villagers’ con-
cern for maintaining, sometimes stretching, yet always controlling the
boundaries of their social world, a concern implicit in everyday practice,
expressed in ritual, and echoed among other peasant groups similarly en-
cased in ethnically complex nations troubled by a history of external domi-
nation."* Such local distinctiveness finds outward expression in the minu-
tiac of dress, comportment, language, dance step, drum rhythm, and
basketry design, among others—tangible features readily appreciated by
other riverain Sudanese. Despite an underlying similarity, there is consid-
erable intervillage variation along the Nile, and I can claim neither to have
provided a definitive cthnography for the area, nor to have exhausted the
possible interpretations of the z4r.

A final point: although I have drawn upon the works of numerous
authors for guidance, and am grateful to many others who so generously
discussed and criticized my work, the view of Hofriyati culture developed
in these pages is a product of interactions between me and my Hofriyati
informants during two periods of fieldwork.'* Less translated or exegetical
than continuously negotiated, it is an interpretation—one opening among
several into an alien world of meaning.

13. See Isbell (1985) for an interesting example from highland Peru.
14. From January 1976 through March 1977, and December 1983 through April
1984.
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Departures

The solace of such work as I do with brain and heart lies in this—that only
there, in the silences of the painter or the writer can reality be reordered,
reworked and made to show its significant side. Our common actions in real-
ity are simply the sackcloth covering which hides the cloth-of-gold—the
meaning of the pattern.

—Lawrence Durrell, Justine, The Alexandvia Quarter

Hoﬁ‘iyut, March 31, 1976. The train will be late getting in to Kabushiya.
North of Shendi, dunes from last night’s sandstorm block the tracks, and
we are fovced to wait for several hours while the voute is being cleared. The sun is
relentless; the aiy in our carviage is stifling; my clothes ave soaked with perspira-
tion. Tuvbaned fellow travelers, inuved to discomfort and delay, converse over
Jlasses of strong sweet tea served from floval theymos flasks—redundant, suvely,
tn this heat. Across the aisle a child sleeps in his mother’s arms oblivious to a
dozen bluebottles implacably sucking moisture from the corners of his eyes. For
me the wait 1s endless.

An hour later the train shudders along its length and comes awake. Tea
washes into the msle. We begin to move, fitfully at first, then slowly gathering
speed. Gritty desert air sweeps through the carviage like the blast from a kiln; it
brings but slight relief. At 2:00 PM. we veach our destination. Ali, a young
man from the avea where I now live, descends from his pevch atop the train. He
lifts one of my cases and together we alight into the swelteving dust.

Not far from the tracks, seveval donkey carts (karrds) mark time befove a
row of whitewashed shops. After an obligatory hagyle that succeeds only in estab-
lishing vapport, I hive one to take us the rvest of the way to Hofriyat. Our driver is
a seedy-looking older man (two gold teeth, others black or missing) who has three
wives and warns me he is looking for a fourth. He is surprised to see me, he says,
without the archaeologists.

“Their work is finished,” I explain, “but I’ve come back to study Arabic and
local customs.” Already the vecitation is pat.

The driver’s expression betvays doubts for my sanity. “Our land is poor,” he
says, “and summer’s heat is coming. We have no electricity like you khawajas
have. Our life in the country is hard; Khartoum is the place for you foveigners.

13
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There you have Pepsis. Also vefrigerators, and fans. Here there is nothing but
dust!” He pauses. “And what will you eat?”

Wearily, I climb onto the cart and settle inelegantly on a sack of fetid
onions. “Kisra,” I tell him. (This is a native bread.)

He laughs, twisting to look over his shoulder. (Reins tighten, overworked
donkey protests.) “Ha! Kisra is no good for the bellies of foreigners. It makes
them dl1”

1 smile thinly, uncertain I should prove him wrong.

The karro turns onto a northbound trail deeply rutted by vecent lovry traf-
fic. Our path bisects hamlets strategically seated on the desert’s fringe; to the west
beyond, a green band of cultivation flanks the Nile. Halfway to the village we
overtake the mummified carcass of a camel claimed by the sun en voute to mar-
ket—a poor omen. I steady the basket propped against my feet. It is loaded with
the paraphernalia of fieldwork: plastic-bound notebooks, pens, aspirins in pink
paper jackets (significantly preferved by Hofriyati, I had discovered, to the loosely
bottled kind), and Nescafé. My vesearch now begins in earnest. This thought,
once exhilarating, turns onerous; for the remainder of the journey I am engulfed
by alternate waves of panic and resolve.

My reverte breaks as we pass an enormous dom palm, sentinel to the out-
skivts of Hofriyat. At once a hovde of vagged children vise up out of the sand to
survound the cart. Unhappily, I vealize they are shouting a version of my name,
heralding our approach to the vest of the village. A nervous Ali springs to bis feet,
totters as the karr takes a bump, and skullcap askew, bids them let us continue.
At this the driver, noting the curvent value of civil speech, threatens with his
whip. Still chanting, the children leap aside.

A chorus of watchdogs—uniformly brown and underfed—now defy us as
we near the first mud walls of Hofviyat. Theve are smells of acacia cooking fives
and goat dung on the burning sand. Women wrapped in gaily coloured tobs
(modesty garment consisting of a long cloth that encivcles a woman’s body cover-
ing it from head to foot) appear in their doorways, some smiling and waving,
others veserved but nonetheless observant. A few men stand to one side, aloof,
curious. I feel that I have walked on stage without having read the play.

To no avail I seek a familiar face in the growing crowd. “Fi baytik,” some-
one says, “At your house.” The Karrd comes to a halt outside the compound I have
arvanged to vent, and I am velieved to see some earlier acquaintances stand-
tng there in welcome: Nafissa, the shaykl's unmarvied danghter; Samira, her
cousin; Sadig, the young man 1 have engaged to assist with my work; and
Zaineb, a married woman nine years my sentov and mother of seven who would
soon become my wmost trusted friend and informant.

Refreshed by draughts of water, Ali and the driver take their leave. Sadig
departs in seavch of “Asma, my landlady, who has left for her fields with my
house keys in tow. Now unconstrained by masculine presence, Nafissa vemarks
that most villagers did not think I would veturn alone: surely my brothers would
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have forbidden it! Only Zaineb was cevtain I would come. We fall to heavy si-
lences, unsuve of what should follow.

Moments later Sadig returns followed by the irascible “Asma, whose image
is a travesty of feminine propriety in the eyes of my companions. She approaches
briskly, berating us and everything, tOb weatheved and torn, hair stuck out
from her head in a fan of Medusa byaids. She extvacts the keys to my living quar-
ters from a long chain of similar items—Ileather amulets, coin purses, and the
like—slung around her neck and tucked beneath her skirts for safety.

The door swings open. A shaft of sun precedes us, playing on a swirl of glint-
ing motes. Everywhere is evidence of the desert’s itinevant soveveignty: tables,
rope beds (angaribs), all are coated with a fine grey dust. Warily, I lift an an-
garib away from the wall, and a stick-legged spider larger than an outstretched
hand sidles toward us from the gloom. Sadig grabs a palm-leaf broom and
quickly kills it; 1 am not encouraged by the thought of finding others of its kind.

Sadig’s mother Asia arrvives, balancing a jerry can of water on her head.
Eying the mess, she offers to belp me clean the place tomorvow, at sunvise. She
wnsists 1 get vid of the mats with which the archacologists had covered the ground
since these may shelter scorpions. Then we will vemove any loose dirt from the
earthen floors and wet them down. This, she explains, makes a havd (insect
proof) surface and if repeated dasly will help to cool the voom. I agree to try.
Already “‘Asma is bargaining fov the discarded mats.

I am invited to “lunch” (ghada, a meal normally eaten in midafternoon)
on pumphin stew with the womenfolk at Nafissa’s. Five of us civcle the communal
tray dipping wads of bitter Kisra into a congealing mass of vegetables and goat
intestine. The pumpkin is sweet and spiced with cinnamon; I avoid the meat.

Before we have finished, a little givl bursts into the hosh (houseyard) ges-
turing excitedly. She speaks quickly and I cannot follow. At once the women vise
and arvange their wraps preparing to depart. There is much hasty conversation;
an atmosphere of merviment prevails. Nafissa motions me to come along; I grab
my notebook.

Outside in the navvow passage that separvates neighboring hoshs, Nafissa
explains that her cousin Khadija, Samira’s older sister, is about to have a baby.
Several months ago Khadija veturned to the village from Khavtoum where she
bad been living with ber busband. It is customary for women to give bivth, says
Nafissa, in their mothers’ homes. Khadija’s labor is advanced; the midwife has
been summoned.

We duck beneath a mud-brick arch and step into a biblical tableau. Samira’s
hosh seethes with commotion. Women occupy every available foothold, londly al-
ternating bits of gossip with veligious utterances, anxious for news of delivery.
Men have begun to gather outside the walls: two hands, a turban, then a paiy of
eyes peer briefly over top.

Presently, Zaineb emerges from the voom to my vight. She tells us not to
worry. The sapling uprooted and placed in Nile water during the last months of
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Khadija’s pregnancy has borne leaves: she will have an easy birth. Now the mid-
wife is opening Khadija’s circumcision scar and making her final examination.

1 ease toward the delivery chamber; not yet daring to enter, I observe from
the stoop. The room is dark and even more crowded with women than the yard.
Kbadija lies on an angarib, elevated by a roll of mattresses. The midwife stands
at her feet. Kinswomen hold her knees apart, another supports her head. The air
is damp, foul with yestevday’s incense and the smell of blood. It resonates with in-
vocations: “Ya Hassan! Shaykh Hamid! Ya Nabi!” Near the door an old woman
on a civcular mat fingers worry beads, before her a bulb of garlic and an iron
nail. All at once the noise and confusion stop. An ominous silence builds—then
abruptly collapses into ululations as birth is announced. The room quickly empties.

Men have now enteved the hosh, jubilant kin of the baby’s parents. One
leaves for Kabushiya on a borvowed donkey to telegraph Khadija’s husband. A
smiling Samira thrusts handfuls of dates into my pockets and makeshift pouches
in the ladies’ t0bs. The men prepare to sacvifice a goat. A few minutes later my
Sfriends and I depart assuved of Khadia’s health; we make our way across the
square to Zaineb’s house for tea.

Once there I ask about the shouting, the silence, the nail and the garlic, all
that I have witnessed. People shout the names of saints, I am told, to summon
their strength and to drown the cries of the woman giving birth; they ave silent
during the birth itself and until the aftevbirth is safely delivered unless complica-
tions arise that call for speech. The younger women know nothing of the nail and
the garlic. Zainel’s mother informs us that these are present to divert the evil eye,
to prevent hemorrhage and obstruction of the uterus.! My notebook is fast fill-
ng up.

We sit chatting amiably until encroaching darvkness necessitates the lighting
of a lamp. Zaineb’s youngest have been fed and soon drop off to sleep. We leave
them tn the cave of her mother and quietly depart the hosh, heading for a va-
cant house at the edge of Hofviyat. A teen-aged girl is being married this week.
Opver the next few mights she will be tanght the bridal dance by other village
women. The coaching party, called an “allumiya (“teaching”), must take place
in secrecy, away from the prying eyes of men and boys.

On arriving, thirty of us press into a newly whitewashed room. We sit on the
floor survounding a multicoloved mat (veferved to, however, as “ved,” ahmar). A
kevosene lantern suspended from the central support bathes the voom in uneven
yellow light; the flowing forms of women paint its walls with shadow. Windows
are shuttered, the door is closed and bolted, the air grows thick with heat. Incense
burning in a painted brazier clonds the atmosphere with musk. Our greetings,
lengthy and ceremonious always, tonight seem strangely solemn.

Someone drums a beat on the dallika (a large pottery drum), others start

1. These practices are part of a complex known as mushahara, discussed in chapter 3.
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to sing and clap, hints of solemnity dissipate. The songs arve love songs, highly
sentimental and traditional to weddings. Throughout the evening, younger girls
vie with each other in vemembering the latest tunes.

The bride stands barefoot on her mat moving sensuously in time to the mu-
sic but hardly changing place: the wedding dance is a “dance of the buttocks”
(ragis bi suluba), not of the feet. Her friends shout enconragements and cri-
tiques of her style; some suggest points for improvement. It is important to do the
step well: her dance is at once the climax of her wedding and a personal triumph.
She performs it publicly only once, as a vivgin.

The rhythm shifts. Across the room a woman vises to her knees and starts
bobbing up and down from the waist. Her tovso moves with impossible speed.
Zaineb whispers that she must be possessed by Lultya, an Ethiopian zar known to
admire local weddings and to pavody the manner of a Hofviyati bride when sum-
moned during vituals. The drummer desists; the woman slumps to the floor.
Someone speaks to the intruder, “Too bad, too bad. What do you want?” No
response. “What do you want? Who are you?” Nothing. The group veplays the
song that elicited the episode; the woman wmoves as befove. But now when the
dvumming ends, she stops and sits back on her heels, disheveled, dazed. Lultya
has gone; the party vesumes with no move spivit intervuptions.

Three times itn the ensuing hour an elderly woman is sent to scave away
some boys who have gathered hoping to catch a glimpse of the activities inside. A
shutter bangs. At first we think the boys have veturned. But wind-blown sand
soon chokes the voom, extinguishing the lamp. A dust storm is upon us and we
quickly disband. My flashlight cannot penetrate the boiling murk—useless.
Those of us from the other end of the village fight our way to the path. Progress is
slow; we strain into the wind, our faces flattened by its force, feeling with invis-
ible hands alony invisible outside walls. Inexplicably, it starts to rain. It stops a
moment later, but not befove we arve thovoughly drenched.

At last I reach my house and manage to open the door. Inside there is no
letup. Hot dust pours through ceiling fronds and pushes through fastened shut-
ters, whirling round in a mad abrvasive vortex. Twice I light the lamp, twice 1t
blows out. Closing my sand encrusted eyes, I witness an explosion of tiny white
sparks. There is dust between my teeth, in my ears, my nose; in every pore. Still
the wind does not abate. So 1 sit down in the davkness on an angarib—smy back
to the wall despite monstrous spiders—and wait for dawn.

The Village

Hofriyat is a small village of some five hundred permanent residents lo-
cated on the east bank of the Nile in northern Sudan, approximately two
hundred kilometers downstream of the capital, Khartoum. Administra-
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tively, it is part of a three-, and for some purposes, four-village area having
its own “people’s council” in the district of Shendi, Nile Province/State.?
On weckdays® a converted Bedford lorry provides local bus service be-
tween the area and Shendi town, a sizable settlement roughly forty kilo-
meters to the south. Here, there are district courts and administrative
offices, a daily s#g (market), and a small hospital.

For everyday needs, people look to Kabushiya a few kilometers from
Hofriyat. This is a town of more than three thousand inhabitants and
houses the closest railway depot, post office, telephone, and police detach-
ment. Here too are scveral shops carrying a miscellaneous assortment of
canned goods, cloth, soap, perfume, plastic footwear, spices, grains, and
dried legumes; plus a semiweckly s#g where fresh meat and a variety of
fruits and vegetables can be bought in season. On market days the local
court convenes at Kabushiya to hear both civil and criminal suits; cases of
magnitude or difficulty are passed on to the district courts in Shendi,
which also consider matters falling under shari‘a (religious) jurisdiction.*

Within the three-village area there is a simple mosque; a bakery; a co-
operative, diesel-generated mill where households process grain for flour;
and both boys’ and girls’ primary schools. The closest junior secondary
schools are found in Kabushiya; like the primary schools these are sexually
segregated, but unlike them students are boarded during the week.

A two-room dressing station on the edge of Hofriyat serves the vil-
lage area; it is staffed by a male nursing assistant trained in first aid, basic
obstetric care, and commonly encountered diseases. Much of his work in-
volves treating malaria with injections of chloroquine, scorpion bites with
antidote, and a host of other ailments with tetracycline; occasionally, he is
called upon to assist the government-trained midwifc in diagnosing prob-
lematic pregnancies for referral to Shendi. Those with obscure or intrac-
tible illnesses are sent to onc of two clinics in the vicinity of Kabushiya,
thence to Shendi hospital.

Within the village are two small privately owned shops (dukkans) and
one cooperative store (‘aown). These supply flour, sugar, tea, tomato
paste, kerosene, and similar staples, though stock is variable and plagued
by shortages. The shops are also the focus of men’s social activities in the
village, functioning much as coffee houses do in larger settlements: men
congregate before them in the evenings, conversing with friends and neigh-
bors over glasses of tca. Resident adult men constitute an informal village

2. In 1983 there occurred a reorganization of districts within Sudan; Nile Province was
renamed Nile State.

3. In Sudan and the rest of the Muslim world, weckends are Fridays.

4. Shortly before my second ficld trip, shari‘a law was extended to include all facets of
life; previously, it had been concerned primarily with family matters and questions of
inheritance.
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assembly; a few belong to the village-area people’s council, and several to
the village-area improvement committee for which there exists a women’s
counterpart. Neither committce meets on a regular basis.

I confess to knowing little about the mandate of men’s formal politi-
cal organizations; here I was handicapped by my sex. They are, by infor-
mants’ accounts, relatively powerless within the state apparatus and serve
morc to channel villagers® aspirations than to implement them. The infor-
mal assembly, however, plays an important though unofficial role in medi-
ating internal disputes with an eye to preventing their escalation beyond
village precincts. A sanction often heard in arguments between neighbors
is the threat to involve the police. Such action is undesirable, as it reifics
the initial breach and exposes a lack of harmony within the village. Internal
harmony is something all Hofriyati are concerned to preserve, if only in
facade. And no one wants, or ought to want, those who lack ties of obli-
gation in the village and are unfamiliar with its residents to become em-
broiled in local issucs. For when this happens, informants say, the village’s
interests are not served.

The shaykh ot Hofriyat, whose daughter was introduced in the fore-
going scction, is a government official; he was chosen by acclamation, con-
firmed by the national council, and holds no hereditary title. His position
is mainly that of intermediary: he is the residents’ link to the national gov-
ernment and the government’s link the village. Aside from acting as official
spokesman in the village, his principal duty is tax collection. Hence his
position is precarious: to retain credibility he must estimate covillagers’
harvests and herds (as well as those of desert groups within his domain) in
ways that neither they nor outside administrators consider inequitable.
The current shayki has proved himself capable of balancing conflicting in-
terests, having occupied the post for the past seventeen years. The job car-
ries some prestige but relatively little opportunity for material gain; its
incumbent must be a man of “true words” (kaldm sabb) and a permanent,
full-time resident. He is thus precluded from the often lucrative though
periodic labor emigration which most men undertake, and makes most of
his living by farming.

Physically, the village consists of mud-brick houses that are situated
within courtyards surrounded by high mud-brick walls. There is neither
electricity (though one family now possesses a gasoline generator) nor
running water. Water is taken from several communal wells and sometimes
from the Nile; though laden with disease, the latter is considered especially
beneficial to drink. Most households own transistor radios, and in the in-
terval between my two visits, three had acquired televisions powered by
automobile batteries periodically recharged in Shendi. Despite such diver-
sions, life in Hofriyat is considered hard compared to that in Khartoum or
Omdurman: the city exerts considerable pull, especially on young men.
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Recently, two rickety Nissan buses have begun to ply the desert route
between Kabushiya and Khartoum North on alternate days, linking vil-
lagers more directly with their relatives in the cities and bringing emigrant
husbands home for an occasional weekend holiday. The trip is arduous,
bumpy, dusty, and unspeakably cramped, but a comparatively quick cight
hours if sufficient passengers can be found to expedite departure.

Language and Literacy

Like most riverain Sudanese, Hofriyati speak a dialect of Arabic which
contains remnants of carlicr vernaculars, principally Nubian and Bejawi
(Gassim 1965). Because of this mix, it differs in pronunciation, structure,
and semantics from other dialects of Arabic spoken in the Middle East and
North Africa, though it is closest, perhaps, to Egyptian. Even within the
Arabic-speaking Sudan, there is tremendous regional variation, and it is
often possible to locate a stranger’s village area merely by listening to
his speech.

In this book, all Arabic words and phrases are reported as given. No
effort has been made to “correct” word use or grammar, to make the local
dialect conform to rules of the classical or modern standard language. To do
so, were it possible, would mean losing the distinctive flavor ‘of Hofriyati
speech. It should be noted, however, that my most intensive contact in Sudan
has been with rural women, and it is mainly from them that I have learned
the language. On overhearing men’s conversations, I am often struck by
how thesc differ linguistically from women’s. Men occasionally use classi-
cal pronunciation amongst themselves, and tend to be more exacting in
their lexical choices, favoring abstract and unconventional words over syn-
onyms commonly used in cross-sex parlance. Erudition provides an arcna
of competition for men, most of whom, unlike their wives, are literate.

Women, instead, tend to generalize, sometimes telescoping two like-
sounding words into a single sememe with the result that one or both as-
sume a wider range of significance than they would have in standardized
forms of Arabic. That malapropisms of this sort occur may be due to the
fact that certain words which are quite different in the written language
are similarly pronounced in Hofriyati speech: classical phonemic distinc-
tions do not correspond exactly to those of the local dialect. For example,
in Hofriyat a phonemic distinction does not usually exist between sounds
represented by the letters dbal ( 3 ) and zay ( j ): dhal, pronounced clas-
sically as “th” in that, is usually pronounced as “z,” though occasionally it
1s pronounced as “d” (dal, > ).° In a language whose grammar consists

5. Similarly, the letter “ayn ( £ ) is frequently pronounced as ’alif ( 1 ) with or without
hamza (< ); hamza itself may be replaced with ya’ (s); gaf (guttural “k™; G ) is as elsewherc
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mainly in the inflectional expansion of triliteral roots, such variation often
leads to the production of homonyms, fucling the already allusive speech
of village women. Whether similarities in pronunciation have led to shared
meanings or shared meanings to similarities in pronunciation is a moot
point. But I would suggest the widespread illitcracy of female adults to be
a significant factor in this synthesizing process. Since few until lately have
received any schooling, many arc unaware of any distinction between dbal
pronounced as “z” and zay itself. Thus, relative to men’s, women’s speech
is more polysemic and concrete (cf. Goody 1980). Somewhat ironically, it
therefore resists aspirations of hegemonic groups to contain potential poly-
phony by privileging certain meanings over others (ct. Bakhtin, quoted by
Todorov [1984:57-58]).

The disjunction of male and temale linguistic codes is symptomatic of
a wider phenomenon: the division, common to Muslim cultures, between
men’s and women’s social worlds. This rift is deepened in Hofriyat by a
pattern of labor emigration that entails prolonged separations of husbands
from their wives (cf. Kennedy 19784 10 for Egyptian Nubia).

Envivonment

The Hofriyat village area straddles two ecological zones, where true desert
of rock and fine blown sand starts yiclding southward to semidesert acacia
scrub with an average annual rainfall in the vicinity of five centimeters. But
rainfall here is unpredictable, as throughout the African Sahel: some years,
about one in five, it receives considerably more than this (up to fifteen cen-
timeters) and others far less. From carly 1980 through 1984 there had
been no significant precipitation; the summer of 1985 brought consider-
able improvement. Given these conditions, the region 1s marginal for culti-
vation undertaken at a distance from the river. More than rain, it is the
annual inundation of the Nile upon which farming in the area depends.
To say that the climate is uniformly hot as well as dry would be to
understate the case. Even so, villagers distinguish three seasons.® Kharif, or
the rainy season, ought to begin sometime in mid July, bringing with it
occasional thunderstorms, frequent cloudy afternoons, and daytime tem-

G

usually pronounced as a hard English “g” though it is sometimes pronounced as kaf( 4 , “k”)
occasionally as jim (€ , “dj”) or, more rarely, as the Egyptian glottal stop. Tha’ (&), classi-
cally pronounced as the “th” in think, is locally pronounced as sin (v, “s”) or as @’ (o, “t7);
mim (¢, “m”) is often replaced by b2’ (=, “b™), and so on. For a thorough discussion of
Sudanese variations see Hillelson (1930a).

6. In Buurri, adjacent to Khartoum, Barclay (1964 : 26—27) notes that four seasons are
recognized. Between mid October and early December comes ad-darat, or “antumn.” Ad-
darat was not spoken of in Hofriyat, possibly because it is even less humid there than in the
confluence arca.
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peratures somewhat cooler than those of summer, averaging berween 40°
and 44° C. In late August or early September the Nile flood is at its peak.
As it recedes in mid to late September, planting commences on the fertile
floodplain (sorghum, millet, legumes, some tomatoes and squash), and
ploughing on the banks for irrigated grain cultivation.

Winter (s#itd), and with it riverbank planting (sorghum, maize and
clover for fodder, okra, aubergine, radishes, onions, cress, tomatoes, fava
beans and other legumes),” gets under way in late October or early No-
vember, after the rains, when temperatures fall as much as ten degrees. In
December 1976 I recorded one afternoon high of only 25° a week-long
cold snap in January 1984 saw temperatures rise to only 20° C. However,
days as cool as these are exceptional, calling for sweaters, blankets, and
woolen scarves to be worn at least during morning hours. Winter in
Hofriyat is a seemingly endless series of perfect sunny days and spotless
skies. When onc day in January 1976 a single cloud appeared overhead,
several archaeologists working nearby rushed for their cameras, so strange
was the event. In 1984, clouds were more common owing, I was told, to
the increasing effect of the Aswan High Dam on local weather patterns.
Windstorms—always a possibility—become more frequent in February,
when temperatures also start to climb. By the end of March they are again
averaging 40° C in midafternoon, and biting sandstorms are common.

Summer (sayf') takes hold in mid April or early May. At this time the
Nile is at its lowest flow, as little as a sixteenth the volume it carried at full
flood.® Sandstorms continue, whipped by samsm, hot winds that blow
mercilessly from the desert. Temperatures as high as 50°C are not unusual
now, and old and young alike are forced to rest during the heat of the day.
The clear blue skies of winter pale to white-hot skies in s#yf when humans,
plants, and animals need careful tending lest they succumb to dehydration.
In late summer, mature onions are harvested and warehoused until early
winter, when they become scarce elsewhere in Sudan and villagers can
claim a higher price. Summer is the “hungry” season,; there is little produce
available and people subsist largely on beans (fi#l masri), kisra, and leav-
ened bread (when imported wheat is available), with bits of meat, some
greens, and onions from time to time. During sayf; Hofriyati frequently
complain of lethargy or boredom (zéhuy): their inertia—and mine—is
palpable.

The seasonal cycle is completed when sayf gives way to kharif with the
welcomed onset of rain. Such rains as fall are rarely gentle, often damaging
fragile mud-brick walls and irrigation channels, and collecting in large

7. Most years, irrigation land produces two crops of onions and some vegetables, one
harvested in winter, the other, more precarious, in summer.
8. Ministry of Information and Culture, Government of Sudan (n.d.).
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stagnant pools wherever the baked earth refuses to let it drain. But for all
its destruction, the rain works wonders rejuvenating a parched terrain. For
a week or two, patches of bright green relieve an otherwisec monotonous
grey-brown landscape.

History

Sources of contemporary Hofriyati practice are heterogenous. In the last
four thousand vears or more, the area has been settled, invaded, or ex-
plored by several different peoples, most of them literate. All have left their
mark on riverain Sudanese culture, some contributing significantly to its
underlying matrix, others remaining unassimilated, but in no way forgot-
ten. Parts 2 and 3 of the book (and especially chapter 8) demonstrate how
spirit possession draws upon this past for its material and, reworking it,
provides occasion for reflection and resistance. The following pages pro-
vide an outline of historical events and processes relevant to understand-
ing Hofriyati today and, from the late eighteenth century on, specifically
the zar®

Beginning about 2000 B.c., the regions of the upper Nile were peri-
odically conquered by Egypt and welded into a province of its empire. An
important outcome of this was the growth of an Egyptianized yet, as is
now accepted, wholly indigenous civilization centered at Napata near the
fourth cataract. Around 750 B.c., this kingdom, known as Kush, took ad-
vantage of weaknesses in the Egyptian state and pushed north, successfully
founding Egypt’s twenty-fifth dynasty. A branch of the royal family was
soon installed at (old) Meroé near present-day Hofriyat.

Kush’s hegemony was short-lived, cffectively ending in 661 B.c. Yet
the kingdom flourished in the south until long after that date. Initially, its
strength lay in its domination of the caravan traffic in slaves and luxury
goods between Egypt and southern Sudan, and its exploitation of gold de-
posits in the eastern desert. But after it lost control over Egypt, trade with
that area declined, and the locus of power began to drift upstream.

Now the city of Merog, located on the edge of an ecological zone
somewhat more favorable for agriculture, assumed greater importance.
While Napata remained the religious center of Kush, Meroé became its
administrative capital sometime in the sixth century B.C. After the third
century B.C., the royal cemetery was also moved here, resulting in the
eventual construction of over fifty pyramidal tombs (scc Shinnic 1967).

9. I have based my account on the writings of several historians and archaeologists,
omitting references wherever the authorities concur. Controversial points and facts not repli-
cated in other works are specified by citation. Other sources are listed in the bibliography.
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The remains of these structures and of the various palaces and temples of
Meroé itself are within sight and walking distance of contemporary Hofri-
yat (see map, page 2). Insofar as most villagers are unawarc of their il-
lustrious heritage, the existence of these ruins affords fertile ground for
legend and speculation about the occult.

Meroé at the height of its power between the third century 8.c. and
the start of the Christian era exerted suzerainty far to its south along the
Whitc Nile, probably to the region of the Sudd (Haycock 1971:35). But
after this point and until its collapse in A.D. 350, when the capital was
sacked by Axumite invaders, the state gradually waned. Incursions of no-
madic pastoralists, always a source of harassment, became more frequent
and were less readily repulsed. As would happen so often thereafter, the
area now split into several small principalities.

Meroitic state religion was based on that of ancient Egypt. Over the
centuries it, too, degenerated, undermined by political upheavals and the
Christianization of the Lower Nile. When in mid sixth century A.D. a few
monophysite priests were sent to proselytize in Nubia, they rapidly
achieved success in converting the sedentary population. Thence until the
establishment of Islam some eight centuries later, Nile villagers were at
least nominally Christian.

During the sixth century the area known as Nubia contained threc
independent Christian kingdoms.'® Between the first cataract at contem-
porary Aswan and the third was Nobadia; south of there and extending as
far as ancient Meroé (or, according to Vantini [1981:22], Atbara) was
Makuria; and beyond this, Alodia or ‘Alwah with its capital near present-
day Khartoum. It would be erroneous to assume, however, that these were
well-established kingdoms with permanent, defended boundaries. As
Adams (1967 :13) notes, the number of states likely fluctuated over the
years and there were large areas “which did not acknowledge authority be-
yond that of a local chief, except at intervals when they were directly
threatened with attack by their stronger neighbours.” The Hofriyat area
bridged Makuria’s and ‘Alwah’s former zones of influence and could well
have been autonomous throughout this period.

Though Egypt fell to Muslim Arab invaders in A.D. 641, Nubia was
left politically unmolested for several centuries afterward. In 651 the Nu-
bian princes struck a treaty with Egypt providing for mutual security and

10. Emperor Justinian and his Egyptian-bomn wife, Theodora, dispatched rival mis-
sions to Nubia. The former sent priests of Melkite (Council of Chalcedon) persuasion, iden-
tified politically with Byzantium, while the latter sent monophysites. Monophysites came to
be identified with Egypt against the emperor. Although monophysitic (Coptic, Egyptian)
Christianity seems eventually to have triumphed, there is considerable dispute about its initial
success. The kingdoms’ official stances varied with the political climate, while proselytization
among the populace was effected equally by itinerant priests and merchants of both persua-
sions. See Kirwin (1937) and Vantini (1981) for details of the controversy.
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trade but prohibiting settlement of either group in the other’s domains.
Despite the pact, Arabs and Arabized Egyptians began trickling into Sudan
as early as the seventh century. These migrants were mainly pastoralists
seeking refuge from organized government and taxation; they gravitated
to the deserts, beyond reach of Nubian administrators.

The slow penetration of Sudan from the north continued until late in
the twelfth century when events in Ayyubid Egypt led to dissolution of the
former peace and recision of Nubia’s status as a protected zone. Half a cen-
tury later, Egyptian border tribes came under increasing pressure from the
newly cstablished Mameluke regime in Cairo, and those who found it ex-
pedient now moved south virtually unimpeded. Included in this larger
wave were Ja‘ali and Jawabra ancestors of contemporary Hofriyati.

The states of lower Nubia gave way as the infiltration of Arabic speak-
ers intensified. Like their predecessors, most of these were pastoralists
wishing to maintain a nomadic life and seeking the fertile grasslands that
flank the river’s confluence to the south. Yet after the fall of Old Dongola
to Muslim forces in 1317, some Arabs, marrying into the local Nubian
population, began to form small tribal organizations along the main Nile
(Ibn Khaldun, cited by Hasan 1967:127). Moreover, Christian Nubians
had become increasingly isolated from the established Church. Under the
migrants’ influence—not always benign—they followed Egypt’s lead and
shifted religious direction, gradually adopting Islam.

In 1504, ‘Alwah, the uppermost Nubian state, was overrun by an un-
identified group whose origins are much disputed. They are said by vari-
ous authors to have come from the White Nile region (having either Shil-
luk or, as Spaulding (1972) suggests, Nubian forebears), from Bornu, or
Ethiopia (see Holt and Daly 1979). Garnering support from Arab settlers,
their rulers soon converted to Islam and founded the Funj Sultanate with
its capital at Sennar on the Blue Nile. The Funj quickly linked together in a
loose confederacy numerous petty chiefdoms that had risen in the wake of
Nubia’s demise, permitting regional rulers to remain as vassals of the Funj
leader or his Arab viceroy. Funj dominance introduced a period of limited
stability and prosperity along the reaches of the Nile. Trade was extended
and intensified and the sedentary population grew. Muslim scholars were
encouraged to take up residence in Sudan, the better to educate its popula-
tion in the ways of their newfound faith.

Toward the end of the cighteenth century the authority of the Funj
miscarried. Several kingdoms that had been vassals of the Sennar state
gained virtual independence, among them Shendi, which included Hofri-
yat. The resultant balkanization was accompanied by local wars and inter-
necine disputes that all but guaranteed the success of the Turko-Egyptian
conquest in 1821.
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Cultural Restlience

Recent archaeological evidence suggests there is far more continuity to
Sudanese cultural history than previously was supposed.'* Though migra-
tions occurred from time to time, these are now thought unlikely to have
entailed extensive displacements of populations or to have eclipsed existing
traditions (Adams 1967, 1984; Haycock 1971; Shinnie 1967; Trigger
1965). Many customs and beliefs of contemporary Arab Sudanese proba-
bly predate the coming of Islam, and some may be more ancient still.

Several, such as bed burial, can be recognized in modified form today.
It is known that before, during, and after the Meroitic period the dead
were interred on angaribs, native beds. As they were in the past, angaribs
are still the most common furnishings in Sudanese houscholds, being
manufactured of a wooden frame strung with palm-fiber rope. In Hofriyat
a corpse is borne to the cemetery on an angarib, though it is now removed
from this prior to burial itself. Adams (1967 :24), however, reports that
until recently, beds used in funeral processions were abandoned at the
grave site when mourners returned to their villages. Today, Hofriyati leave
funerary angaribs to be purified in the sun for several weeks before restor-
ing them to domestic use.

Facial scarification is another tradition with ancient roots which has
but recently begun to fade. Most settled northern Sudanese above the age of
forty-five'? are distinguished by having three vertical cuts on each cheek,** a
motif found also on the faces of royalty depicted in Meroitic temple reliefs.

Descent is determined patrilineally in contemporary northern Sudan,
but this was not always the case. Meroé and Christian Nubia were matri-
lineal societies; moreover, women in both enjoyed limited access to politi-
cal office.* Meroitic candaces (queens) are known to have ruled during
their sons’ minorities (Haycock 1971:36; Reisner 1922 :193; Triming-
ham 1965 :44), and in Nubia, queen mothers were customarily consulted
by the king about affairs of state (Hasan 1967:117). Writing in the four-
teenth century, the Muslim historian Ibn Khaldun remarks that succession
among Nubians passed from a man to his sister or his sister’s son (Arca
Handbook 1960: 15; Holt and Daly 1979:23). Such tendencies appear

11. Until recently the early history of northern Sudan was depicted as a series of cata-
strophic migrations or invasions of various groups, “barbarians” from the south if their cul-
tural remains were somewhat crude, members of more “civilized” northerly cultures if they
were not. See Hillelson (19305) and Arkell (1961) for examples,

12. According to my informants the practice was abandoned in their area during
the 1950s.

13. These are marks of the Ja“aliyin confederacy; the Shayqiya, a riverain group smaller
than the Ja%aliyin but politically opposed to them in the past, have three horizontal facial cuts.

14. Sece Mohammed (1987) for an cxhaustive treatment of the historical sources for
matrilineality and women'’s political roles in Mero€ and Sudanese Nubia.



Departures 27

to have survived the adoption of Islam with its strong patrilincal and patri-
archal emphasis: in 1772 the explorer James Bruce (1813, 6:448) rcached
Shendi and there found cnthroned a woman, whom he called Sittina,
“Our Lady.” Burckhardt (1922:247), who spent a month in Shendi in
1814, confirmed that women typically played an important role in deter-
mining royal succession. It may not be rash to suggest that the custom
finds current expression in the exhalted and often tyrannical position of
the Sudanesc grandmother, haboba or “little darling,” though this is not
unusual in Middle Eastern socicties. Intriguing, too, is the propensity for
Hofriyati households to be organized around a group of related women,
discussed later on.

A number of other practices betray the area’s non-Arab heritage. The
tradition of drawing a cross in antimony on the forchead of a newborn
child, the use of fish bones and palm fronds in making ritual ornaments
(jirtig), and the custom of bathing in the Nile on ceremonial occasions are
just a few which probably date from Christian times or earlier. It is doubt-
ful that Islamic beliefs supplanted those of Christianity so much as that the
two systems, having numerous affinities, gradually coalesced, Islam gain-
ing doctrinal ascendancy. Historians assert that the Church and Islam co-
existed for centuries after the important Arab migrations of the middle
ages (Hold and Daly 1979:25)." In fact, pockets of Christians could still
be found along the upper Nile well into the eighteenth century (Haycock
1972:20).

Wherever Islam has taken root it has adapted itself to local conditions
by incorporating and reworking indigenous clements. These do not sim-
ply disappear from convert’s beliefs but are, instead, assimilated to Arabic
categories and reinterpreted in light of the Quran and Hadith.'* Given its
Christian antecedents, it is hardly surprising that popular Islam in Sudan
today evinces an elaborate hagiology and cult of saint veneration, plus a
host of spirits, new and old, classified as jinn. Syncretism and synthesis
have long been partners in the process of Hofriyati culture, and remain so
to this day.

The Recent Past

The period from the nineteenth century to the present is most relevant to
issucs and events portrayed in the zar, for during the prolonged period of

15. Holt and Daly (1979:25): “Christianity lingered into the sixteenth century. . . . A
Portuguese source, connected with the embassy to Ethiopia in 15206, speaks of the recent
existence of a hundred and fifty churches in “Alwa, and witnessed the arrival of a delegation
to ask for priests to be sent to their land.”

16. Hadith, literally, “spcech,” “sayings™: the words and actions of the Prophet com-
piled and written by his followers after his death.



28 Part 1. The Human World

colonial expansion and unrest that marked the 1800s the cult became es-
tablished in Sudan (Constantinides 1972).

By the late eighteenth century the mek (king or chief)'” of Shendi,
though tacitly subject to the Funj overlord in Sennar, was for all practical
purposes independent. He and the majority of riverain inhabitants under
his rule were known as the Ja“aliyin, an amalgam of loosely related tribes
(gabilas) of Arabs and Arabized Nubians living along the Nile between
Khartoum and the Atbara confluence.'®

In addition to Ja‘aliyin proper there were small groups of Jawabra
whose traditional Sudanese homeland is said to be near Dongola farther
north. My informants maintain that Jawabra came to Hofriyat in the eigh-
teenth century as Islamic missionaries intent on bringing enlightenment to
illiterate Ja“ali farmers. Jawabra acknowledge kinship with the Ja‘aliyin,
however, through traditional genealogies (largely fictional; see Holt and
Daly (1979:4)) showing both groups descended from the Prophet Mo-
hammed’s uncle, “‘Abbas. At present these two major divisions are so com-
pletely intermarried that none of Hofriyat’s households is distinctly one or
the other.

On the eve of the nineteenth century the population on both sides of
the Nile in Shendi district was about twenty-four thousand, with a further
six thousand inhabiting the capital, Shendi town (Robinson 1925 :108).
Rural residents practiced animal husbandry and cultivation, farming much
as they do today: on the floodplain after the annual inundation, in the
wadts (rainfall runoff courses in the desert) after a significant rainy season,
and along the riverbanks by means of sagiya (ox-driven waterwheel) irriga-
tion."” They were semisedentary at best, and remained so until the middle
of the present century, establishing permancnt dwellings close to the river
but leaving these for extended periods to camp near their pasturelands and
wadt plantations to the east. Barclay (1964 :27) aptly refers to such prac-
tice as “transhumant” cultivation.

Townsfolk, on the other hand, were chiefly engaged in commerce.
Shendi was then an important entrepdt on caravan routes between Egypt
and Sennar, Kordofan, Darfur, and Bornu, and between all of these and
Suakin on the Red Sea coast; it had a decidedly international flavor. Apart
from dura (Sorghum vulgare), imported because the town could not sup-
ply caravaneers as well as residents, the most significant items of trade were
camels and slaves. The latter, considered pagans and therefore exploitable,
were captured in the south and marched north to Shendi market; while

17. According to Trimingham (1965: 87, n. 4), this “is a title and not the equivalent of
Arabic malik (‘king’),” though the similarity is suggestive.

18. See MacMichael (1967).

19. Since the 1960s, sagiyas have gradually been replaced by diesel pumps.
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most were exported, a good many were kept by local families as domestic
and agricultural laborers.

Although the Funj had encouraged Islamic educators to scttle within
their domains and a religious school had been operating successfully near
Shendi since the early seventeenth century (Hasan 1967 :77), it seems that
most of Shendi’s population wore their Islam lightly. Married women,
who today are always closely covered when abroad, were not veiled. Maid-
cns wore nothing but a short thong skirt called a vakbat. Virtually nonexis-
tent were hoshs, the high-walled enclosures surrounding houses, within
which women arc now expected to spend most of their time.? Towns-
women, hardly secluded, were free to occupy themselves with brewing and
marketing marisa, the native beer, or serving araki, a potent date alcohol.
Burckhardt and his contemporary Cailliaud (1826) independently report
that drunkenness, thieving, and a state of general lawlessness prevailed. A
few religious practitioners lived in the region, but no mosques had yet
been built. Such as it was, the mek, not the shari‘a, was the principal
source of law and order.

Shendi in the carly 1800s was also constantly at war with nomadic
pastoralists who lived in the surrounding deserts (Burckhardt 1922 :248,
310; Robinson 1925). Periodically, the riverain settlements were destroyed
by marauders or abandoned in the face of attack. Afterward, villagers ci-
ther rebuilt or relocated with kin elsewhere along the Nile, a pattern often
repeated in subsequent years.

Traveling south by caravan in 1814, Burckhardt arrived at a village
near contemporary Kabushiya. Here, he writes,

are a great number of dispersed huts and hamlets. The Arabs Djaalein
[Ja“aliyin] here pasture their numerous herds of cows, camels, and sheep.
They have also a few water-wheels, and grow considerable quantities of
onions, with which they supply the Shendy market. Their huts are made of
mats . . . (Burckhardt 1922 :245)

Seven years later, Cailliaud rode through these parts in the vanguard of
Mohammed “Ali’s invasion force and noted dwellings of more substance,
an indication of peace, perhaps, or increased sedentariness. Houses today
are solidly built of sunbaked brick, animal husbandry is less important
than in the past, and villagers can be considered seminomadic only in the
modern sense of labor migration. It is interesting, however, that onions

20. Hofriyati maintain that hdsks (Arabic plural: bayshan) are a fairly recent innovation
there. Houses and other domestic buildings were rarely enclosed until about thirty or forty
years ago. Women were not as restricted then, they say, as they are today (though they were
pharaonically circumcised), and unmarried girls still wore the zabat. This issuc is taken up
fater in the chapter.
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are still the principal cash crop produced in the area.

In 1821 Shendi surrendered after minimal resistance to Isma‘il Pasha,
son of Mohammed “Ali and commander of the Turkish occupation on the
cast bank. Hoping to tap a lucrative pipeline of wealth and slaves, Isma‘il
imposed heavy taxes on the local population which had not been closely
governed for some time. His army raided the villages in scarch of food and
booty; underground grain reservoirs were emptied of even that portion of
the harvest kept for seed. Most villagers lost their slaves, jewelry, and live-
stock; many lost their lives, as it was Turkish custom for the army paymas-
ter to purchase the ears of Ja“ali killed for fifty piasters a pair (Robinson
1925:111).* In 1822 the crops failed and people could not pay the trib-
ute demanded. They revolted unsuccessfully; their leaders were decapi-
tated. Toward the end of that year, Isma‘il imposed a further levy on the
population, and Mck Nimir was unable to raise it. Instead, in collabo-
ration with Shendi townsfolk and refugees from the north, Isma“il and his
entourage were assassinated.

In no time at all, the Turks descended on Shendi with the full force of
their revenge. Villages were devastated, townspeople massacred. Those
who had foreseen this repercussion and those who managed to survive it
fled with what littic they had to the Ethiopian frontier, homes and fields
abandoned. The area remained a wasteland until 1829 when the Turkish
governor pardoned all concerned in the rebellion except Mek Nimir and
his family, members of the Sa“adab Ja“aliyin. The peasantry were ordered
to return to their villages and many complied.

The period of Turko-Egyptian occupation was marked by successive
waves of unrest and resettlement, punctuated by brief periods of prosper-
ity. Locals were drained by hcavy taxes designed in part to cnsure for-
feiture of their slaves to the Egyptian army. Famine was frequent since vil-
lagers were able to store little grain against crop failure or drought.
Importantly, according to Constantinides® (1972) exhaustive historical in-
quiry, it was during the Turko-Egyptian occupation that the zar first ap-
peared in Sudan: many spirit figures represent foreigners encountered by
Sudanese during the Ottoman era, as well as in the more distant past.

Given their impoverishment under the Ottoman regime, it is little
wonder that when messianic revolt occurred in 1881 under the leadership
of Mohammed Ahmed, the declared Mahdi (deliverer or rightly guided
one), Hofriyati joined enthusiastically. Many elder villagers whom I met in
1976 had lost relatives fighting for the Mahdist cause in the Battle of
Metemma in 1885.

Their support waned, however, after the Mahdi’s death later that year.
Most riverain villagers were bitterly opposed to his successor, the Khalifa

21. Jdaliyin, ostensibly because they were Muslims, were not themselves enslaved.
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Abdallahi, as he was neither of the Mahdi’s family nor from his homeland,
the Nile valley. The Khalifa belonged, instead, to the Ta“ishi, one of several
Baggara (cattle keeping) tribes from Kordofan?? whom Hofriyati consider
less civilized than themselves. On assuming control of the newly indepen-
dent government the Khalifa ousted incumbent Jaaliyin and placed his
own tribesmen and patrons in all important offices, thereby forestalling
conspiracy but increasing resentment for his administration. Moreover,
taxes under his rule were considered even more repressive than those de-
manded by the Ottomans; punishment for nonpayment was often death
(Rehfisch 1967 :46).

In 1889, shortly after a thwarted revolt of the northern sedentary
tribes, the Khalifa sent a force of some five thousand men accompanied by
almost twice as many camp followers on an expedition to Egypt that—
wittingly or not—was doomed to fail. The army proceeded down the west
bank of the Nile intending to levy reinforcements from the disaffected
Ja“aliyin and, though this was a year of devastating famine, living oft the
land on both sides of the river during the march north. Since the Khalifa’s
men were not paid on a regular basis, plunder was merciless in the villages
through which they passed.

Residents who had not yet evacuated now fled in terror as news of the
approaching army was received. One woman’s parents, alerted by the dis-
tant rumble and desperate to avoid the “bloodthirsty Baggara,” hurriedly
left Hofriyat taking no provisions. Somewhere they managed to steal a bit
of grain but whenever they lit a fire to cook it the Khalifa’s men would
loom on the horizon and they were forced to move on. Everywhere it was
the same: living in the open, eating whatever they could scrounge, making
do with what clothing they had worn from the start. Her father used the
skin of a dead donkey to fashion crude sandals for himsclf and other refu-
gees; what remained of the leather was boiled for soup.

Others told me that when the “Baggara” arrived, they wantonly killed
any men who had remained in the village. Moreover, they enslaved the
women, including the local religious leader’s unmarried daughters. In
1977 T met aged twins who were infants during the Mahdiya, whose
mother had been forced to work for the Khalifa’s force. The family had
survived on what she could steal from the troops.

In 1898, aided by the Ja“aliyin, a joint British and Egyptian campaign
succeeded in reconquering the Mahdi’s domain. A few months later the
noted Egyptologist, E. A. Wallis Budge made his way to Bejrawiya near
contemporary Hofriyat. Everywhere he found desolation. Land bordering
the river was denscly overgrown; it had not been cultivated for several
years. Gaps in the riverbank showed where waterwhecels once stood, their

22. See Cunnison (1966).
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wood long since ripped out and used for fuel. Here and there a few hardy
souls had come back and were beginning the arduous task of clearing the
ground for planting (Budge 1907, 1:261-80). Gradually, survivors re-
turned to the river as so often they had in the past, settling in their old
villages or wherever they could find some land to farm. But the population
had been decimated. Shendi town, which housed six thousand people in
1800, was inhabited by fewer than five hundred a century later when ex-
ternal rule returned (Budge 1907, 2:402).

The Contemporary Context

Hofriyati who managed to live through the period just described had lost
most of what they possessed at its conclusion. Herds were seriously re-
duced; land ownership was in a muddle duc to the comings and goings of
the last hundred years. In 1906 and again in 1927 the Anglo-Egyptian co-
lonial government tried to sort it out by registering land in the Hofriyat
region. Claims werc to be proved through possession of unambiguous title
(Mustafa 1971 :7) or continuous occupation and use for a period not less
than ten years. I was told that because this last condition was so formi-
dable, many people no longer living in Hofriyat became registered owners
of local plots, while newcomers to the village ended up with arable land
clsewhcre. Although Hofriyati confess to having “liked the British,” they
were clearly ambivalent about the imposition of such practices as registra-
tion, and even now, long after independence (1956), prefer to work out
their own arrangements despite legal title; advice on land issues is sought
from local savants (aradss) in cases of dispute.”®

Given their history, villagers arc understandably wary of powerful
outsiders who would intervene in their affairs, and have a healthy cynicism
about the benefits of a national government which, they maintain, rarely
works in their interests. Although there have been obvious improvements
to the area since Anglo-Egyptian Condominium rule, those I spoke to
were adamant that government-—regardless of regime**—has always been
more interested in keeping townspeople happy than improving the lot of
the nas al-balad, the countryfolk. Prices of basic foodstuffs escalate con-

23. Government registration officials from Shendi also consult these men on occasion.

24. Anglo-Egyptian rule (1899—1955) culminated with independence in 1956 and the
beginning of parliamentary government. This was short-lived, ending int 1958 with a military
coup by General Aboud. When parliamentary elections again were held in 1964, the result
was an unstable coalition government. As new elections were being planned, the army re-
turned to power in a coup in May 1969 under Colonel Nimeiri, whose regime lasted until its
overthrow in April 1985, After a brief transitional period, elections were held in 1986 and
again in 1988. The precarious parliamentary coalition that resulted was overthrown by a
military coup on June 30, 1989.
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tinually, shortages are common in the rural areas because transport is prob-
lematic. The crratic availability of fuel for diesel pumps makes irrigation
farming a hazardous venture. Villagers do take advantage of government
programs that confer an immediate benefit, such as participating in a local
cooperative that from time to time distributes small quantities of fixed-
price commodities, such as sugar. Yet they tend to scc themselves as dis-
tinct from the hakama (government) and relatively powerless in relation to
it. Resident villagers® response to state intrusion is basically one of selective
avoidance: not surprisingly, strategies such as negotiation with the shaykh
are employed to limit the amount of annual crop tax a farmer must pay,
and people who own cattle are careful to conceal their herds from inquir-
ing cyes.

A number of recent events have affirmed villagers’ scepticism and war-
iness of external involvement. Sometime after Sudanese independence in
1956, an ecminent “son of the village” and member of government joined
a plot to overthrow the existing head of state. The coup failed and, owing
to the cfforts of a foreign leader, the man was captured. He was publicly
tried and quickly executed. His kin and their neighbors throughout the
village area were disconsolate: though many had supported neither his
action nor his political stance, he was nonetheless one of their own. And
since that time, Hofrivati say, the village has been neglected by the gov-
ernment, receiving only minimal benefits compared with those of other
localities.

A second issuc involves the Sudan Socialist Union (SSU), the politi-
cal organization founded in 1970 by then President Nimeiri after existing
political parties were disbanded following the coup (May 1969) which
brought him to power. Few (if any) Hofriyati joined that organization de-
spite repeated rumors that only SSU members would have free access to
medical facilities, be permitted to ride the train, or hold a government
post. Many villagers, men and women, were indignant that they should be
pressed into joining a “political party” (/#izb) against their will, and simply
refused. Then in January 1977, a zcalous SSU member and district repre-
sentative on the regional council took it upon himself to secure closure of
the local bayt andiya (clubhouse), a drinking spot (and, reputedly, a brothel
run by southern Sudancse) situated in the desert on the outskirts of a
nearby village. Hofriyati of both sexes objected to the move, which had
been undertaken in the name of religion and morality. Women were espe-
cially upset because men would now start drinking at home, and this they
said would undoubtedly disrupt domestic life. As for the SSU’s involve-
ment, villagers regarded it as the thin edge of the wedge, and resented the
intrusion.

During my second period of fieldwork, most villagers I spoke to ex-
pressed considerable antipathy for the government’s imposition of shari‘a
law in the autumn of 1983. Although both women and men consider
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themselves pious Muslims, they objected to the corporal punishments stip-
ulated under the law as brutal and unnecessary. Sharia also prohibits the
consumption of alcohol; but with characteristic ingenuity a number of vil-
lagers had resisted the ban.” Here, and in ways less apparent than these
described below, Hofriyati demonstrate concern for maintaining the in-
tegrity of their social world and policing its boundaries where they can,
while yet transforming in accommodation to their external milieu: taking
from the outside world what they deem beneficial and leaving behind what
they do not. This orientation can be attributed neither to atavism nor
xenophobia: it is a pragmatic disposition continually reinforced by their
history of engagement with others, regardless of conviction.

Beginning with the Turko-Egyptian occupation in 1820, the area has
been increasingly drawn into a global political economy, largely by inva-
sive means. Paralleling these developments has been a coincidental rise in
Islamic consciousness, starting with the establishment and growth of re-
formist religious orders in Sudan early in the nineteenth century.> Refor-
matory zeal culminated with the Mahdiya, but Islamization continued
after the Anglo-Egyptian reconquest. Omdurman theological school, mod-
eled on the al-Azhar in Egypt, graduated its first class in 1920. The Muslim
Brotherhood, committed to Islamization of the state and purification of
the religion itself, was founded in Egypt in 1928 and quickly attracted ur-
ban Sudanesc as followers; it remains extremely active today. The re-
vitalized concern for adherence to a proper Islamic life-style was also felt, if
less dramatically, in rural areas like Hofriyat; the result was the establish-
ment there of a khalwa, or religious school, where boys were encouraged
to memorize the Quran and gain a degree of literacy. The trend has per-
sisted with the development in the area of locally organized (and latterly
state funded) schools for boys (late 1960s) and girls (early 1970s).

Hofriyati women assert that sometime around 1930 their menfolk
began to “read the books™ and, in consequence, adopted an increasingly
conservative posture toward female kin. Before this, women say, they were
more scantily clothed and had considerable freedom to go about the vil-
lage at any hour they chose or visit neighboring villages unchaperoned.
Whatever its effects on private belief, the change was publicly announced
in the building of houseyard enclosures (bashs) and a more stringent regu-
lation of women’s behavior. Here, and perhaps elsewhere in Sudan, the
stricter enforcement of women’s seclusion signified a growing adherence
to the practices and tenets of Islam in the face of increasing foreign influ-
ence. But for Hofriyati, “Islam™ includes a range of customary practices
that are not required under doctrinal Sunni Islam or even contravene its

25. As far as I know, women do not drink alcoholic beverages except in the context of a
zdr, but many male Hofriyati socially imbibe.

26. This was part of a revivalist wave that also produced the Wahhabi movement in
Arabia. Sce Holt and Daly (1979:42—43); Trimingham (1965).
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rulings.”” It may be more accurate to suggest that cultural resistance to en-
croachment from without was being phrased in the idiom of Islam by cir-
cumscribing women’s activities. In the process, villagers turned a refor-
matory trend designed to homogenize local practice into a new expression
of their identity, and did so through the bodies of women.

Having glimpsed their past, it is hardly surprising to realize that for
Hofriyati, a “proper Islamic life-style,” however much defined in local
terms, should counsel social and cultural insularity. Yet the exigencies of
sedentary life in a harsh and fickle environment recommend otherwise.
Coupled with a legacy of political caprice on the part of culturally forcign
dominators, they suggest that villagers need to forge effective links with
non-Hofriyati if they are to survive. At the very least they admonish Hofri-
yati to cultivate an awareness of external threats and options.

This theme, of exteriority versus interiority, of the necessity for an
outward orientation as against the value of an inward focus, is prominent
in Hofriyati cultural process at the present time. And as subsequent chap-
ters suggest, it is the concept of womanhood, which, for villagers of cither
sex, has come to represent its dialectical tension in a number of domains.

In light of the above, it is important to recall that the z4» became es-
tablished in Sudan sometime after 1820; moreover, my companions re-
ported that in the village, uninterruptedly occupied only from the turn of
the century, the cult gained ground in virtual tandem with local Islamiza-
tion. I suggest that this concurrence is not fortuitous, that the zar ex-
presses women’s resistance to certain aspects of “Islam,” or quotidian
discourse, much as “Islam” and, for that matter, the z47, constitute com-
plementary forms of local resistance to the intrusion of foreign influence.
Thesc arc issues explored in later chapters of the book.

Migration and the Local Economy

In the years since British registration there has been little alteration of land
records, save when the Nile changed its course through the floodplain in
1966, and in cases of disputed inheritance or outright sale of which there

27. See Barclay (1964:136-210).

28. Local land specialists maintain that every hundred years or so a major change oc-
curs in the course the Nile threads through its floodplain following the annual inundation.
Reregistration is necessary because land that “belongs” to one side of the river now appears
on the opposite bank. Yet this docs not result in a boon for farmers on the other shore. An
imaginary line (smirin: a boundary between plots irrigated from different sources) is drawn
through the center of the floodplain: if the river covers land that an individual owned before
the change, then extra land that surfaces on the opposing shore belongs to him. This may be
fair to landholders, but increases the problem of fractionation. Further, land across the river
is inaccessible to the majority who own no boats and do not dare swim the Nile for fear of
crocodiles. Perhaps the worst effect of such a change was that which occurred just before
1966: the flow moved toward the west bank, too far for Hofriyati waterwheels to draw water
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have been few. Rather than register legacies, people prefer to keep land in
the name of the deceased,” a practice that disguises the present severity of
its fractionation. Many individuals hold de jure title to minute tracts in sev-
cral locations. If they wish to farm, they, along with residents possessing
land far from the village, must rent out what they own in order to lease
consolidated plots closer to home. So, despite the relative inelasticity of
registration, there exist ways other than purchase or inheritance to gain
access to productive land. But such means are costly, leaving the tenant
farmer with a mere 30—40 percent of his yield after deducting for rent,
water, taxes, and seed. What remains is often spoken for by local mer-
chants who have advanced him credit throughout the year.

Since pacification, the population in Sudan has swelled, and it is im-
probable that the narrow strip of arable land beside the Nile could now
support the village had no labor emigration taken place.*® But with the
growth of government and industry in the cities and recent increased de-
mands for labor in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf, many Hofriyati men have
abandoned farming to work outside the village; some of the younger gen-
cration have never taken it up. Most of the employed secure jobs in service
occupations by activating kinship connections. Many work in shops, ho-
tels, restaurants, and bars (before September 1983), drive taxi or karro,
become hospital orderlies, porters and clerks for firms and ministries in
Khartoum and Omdurman, or join the army. One is a medical assistant
who runs a clinic in a nearby village,* three are primary school teachers
elsewhere in Sudan. In addition there are a few skilled mechanics and fac-
tory workers. A similar pattern of kin sponsorship® has more recently en-
abled village men to find employment in Libya, Jidda, Abu Dhabi, or
Kuwait where, in addition to the service occupations above, they work on
construction projects.*

for irrigation on the eastern shore. Many men were forced to abandon farming since only
those with diesel pumps could continue to irrigate successfully.

29. See also Barclay (1964 :33) on similar practices near Khartoum.

30. I do not intend the impression that past practice was inflexible. Farming used to
be a far more mobile occupation than it is today (cf. Barclay 1964:27), taking families or
parts of families to different locations: the riverside, or wadis at various times in the year. And
before Condominium rule, people apparently changed their villages of residence when land
became scarce and new opportunities opened up elsewhere, through marriage or some other
kinship connection. Moreover, I was told that villagers might change their occupations from
farming to herding when possible and expedient, and vice versa. Finally, labor migration is
an option that has ancient roots in northern Sudan and certainly may have been practiced
before the Mahdiya.

31. The clinician in Hofriyat comes from a neighboring village in the area.

32. One is either recruited through the auspices of a kinsman already in the foreign
country, or is sponsored by kin in Sudan who mobilize their contacts at home and abroad and
sometimes pool resources to finance a work permit.

33. It is significant that in collecting occupational data, I was forced to list a fair pro-
portion of occupations (16.5 percent) as “unknown”™ my informants in such cases were
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A labor migrant’s family—by birth or marriage-—commonly remains
in the village, where he supports them with periodic remittances. He visits
when possible: weekly if he works in Shendi, only once a year if employed
in Arabia or Libya. A few also relocate their wives and children, but such
moves are rarcly permanent. Those who leave generally maintain close ties
in Hofriyat, returning to mourn at funerals, give birth, or attend weddings
and various religious festivals. Paradoxically, perhaps, labor emigration has
permitted even expatriate villagers to sustain a sense of themselves as dis-
tinct from the world around them, not only because they continually con-
front ethnic and political realities different from their own, but because
engagement provides resources necessary to support the village’s relative
insularity in the context of underdevelopment.

Only two Hofriyati women work outside the village, and these are
both employed as teachers in girls’ primary schools. Very few women par-
ticipate in farming the fields near Hofriyat. I know only of two (of some
hundred and thirty women) who regularly take part in sowing and weed-
ing, and both are seen as pariahs by other women: one is my former land-
lady who, thrice married, has been on her own for extended periods. Be-
cause she is without male kin in the village she has periodically had to fend
for herself. The other is a spinster who refused all offers of marriage—to
most, an unthinkable act—and whose parents agreed not to force a match.
She occasionally works alongside her brothers on land inherited from their
father, but is chiefly engaged in dairying. Other women in farming fami-
lies will contribute their labor at harvest time, but only when insufficient
males are available to help. Neither they nor their menfolk consider farm-
ing women’s responsibality.

There arc remarkably few paid male agricultural workers in Hofriyat
(four out of a total of sixty-three men engaged in farming in 1977; none in
1984); on occasion, seasonal help is contracted from (male) outsiders,
chiefly scttied nomads living in the desert some kilometers from the vil-
lage. But I was told that this is rare.* For most farmers, cooperation
among male kin and neighbors is the way that temporary labor shortages
are met.

Ideally, then, women do not cuitivate, and at least on a daily basis,
most appear to meet this ideal. But many do participate in other arcas of
agricultural production. It is mainly their duty to care for the family’s
sheep and goats, for example. Most, but not all, women who go to the
fields to collect fodder for their animals, or fuel for their kisva hearths, are
older women past childbearing age: those whose morals are least likely to

women who could not specify bow their absent sons, brothers, fathers, or husbands made a
living—just that they did.

34. However, I am recently informed that with the drought, many western Sudanese
have drifted to the Nile and expanded the farm labor pool.
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be compromised should they meet unrelated men. Of seventy-seven women
who either headed households or were wives of household heads in 1977,
twenty-five (32.5 percent) said they regularly went to the jaz#ra (farmland,
literally, “island”: land which is yearly inundated by the Nile) for this pur-
pose. The fifty-onc younger women living in these households were all rel-
egated to work in the bayt, house. In addition to domestic work, women
of farming families were productively engaged in tasks like cleaning grain
for storage, but within the courtyard’s walls.

Women can and do own arable land or lease it. In either case, a
woman generally asks a kinsman to cultivate her fields along with his own
in return for a portion of the crop, or designates a coresident son for this
job. Six of the above twenty-five actively own land (that is, land that is not
being held or used by their brothers as part of a larger legacy), a further
three own a bit and rent some more, four rent fields and own none. All
maintain some control over what is planted in their fields; all but three are
either cowives whose husbands reside most of the time elsewhere, divor-
cées, or widows, and have some remittance income. The remaining twelve
women are engaged on land that their husbands own or rent.

It is important to note that landholdings along the river in Hofriyat
are small and very difficult to mcasure. Their size is expressed in “#ds: the
length of a2 man’ extended arm.* This describes the width of a strip of
land that runs from the start of the floodplain to the edge of the river.
Since the river changes course periodically, the length of the field may vary,
while its width remains fairly stable. At the same time, the floodplain itself
meanders, making an ‘%4 at the south end of the village somewhat longer
than an “id at the north. The largest plot (avowedly) owned by a woman
in Hofriyat is 13.5 “@ds or approximately 1.5 acres (0.6 of a hectare).* It is
more than twice as large as other women’s personal holdings, which range
from 0.2 to 0.6 of an acre. Men’s acknowledged holdings average between
0.5 and 2.0 acres, though most who cultivate lease additional plots from
nonfarming families with land. Brothers often cooperate in farming, but
their extended families do not form a fully corporate group: expenses, taxes,
and proceeds are divided proportionately, though profits and in some cases,
losses, may occasionally be pooled.

At present, as in 1977, roughly half of functioning Hofriyati house-
holds (total N = 77) are supported principally though not exclusively by
farming, a further third equally by farming and employment income, the
remainder solely by remittances. Yet only 34 percent of all adult males who

35. The “standard” arm generally belongs to a local land specialist or aradi, and may
vary slightly from generation to generation.

36. This was granted to her and her sons from her husband’s holdings when she
launched an appeal to the gids (religious judge) on the grounds that her husband, who had
other wives, no longer supported her.
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were born in Hofriyat or born elsewherc and married village women (N =
184) now engage in agriculture on a full- or part-time basis. While the
largest proportion of men actually residing in Hofriyat are farmers, fewer
than half of these exclusively work plots that they or their families own.

Today more men native to Hofriyat live outside the village for most of
the year than live within it. However, adult women are far less mobile.
Whereas the nonresidency rate for males between the ages of fifteen and
forty-nine is 63 percent, the comparable rate for women is only 25 percent.
An explanation for this can be found in the fluctuating residence pattern
engendered by villagers® dependence on labor emigration. The residence
cycle for a typical Hofriyati houschold progresscs as follows. Between the
ages of sixteen and twenty an unmarried man whose family does not own
land in sufficient quantity or command some other resource-—such as a
diesel irrigation pump—that affords him full-time lucrative employment,
will leave the village in search of work. With help from kin he may take a
job in a government department or service industry. He works in Khar-
toum or, as was becoming more prevalent in 1984, in Arabia for several
years, living with other village men in shared accommodation. Regularly,
he sends home money to help support his parents and siblings, while set-
ting aside as much as possible against his future wedding.

When, in his mid to late twenties he feels he has sufficient savings, he
returns to the village to find a wife. His mother provides him with a list of
suitable candidates whom she has scrutinized for this purpose, rating each
on her charms and abilities, and the type of closeness (previous kinship) in
the match. A man should marry cndogamously preferably his father’s
brother’s daughter, but failing that another cousin. He might have a favor-
ite, perhaps a girl he admired as she danced at another’s wedding. He dis-
creetly shops around, makes his choice, then, on his mother’s advice and
usually with her approval, consults the menfolk responsible for his in-
tended bride. They, in turn, may seek the girls’ consent, though this is not
considered necessary.*”

If both sides agree to the alliance, and the religious practitioner can
find no astrological impediment to the match, an auspicious date is chosen
for signing the marriage contract and transferring the maby or sadd-al-
mal—a dowrylike payment from the groom to the bride’s father, ostensi-
bly to be held for her in trust should she later be divorced. Sometime be-
tween that date and the wedding itself the groom presents his bride with
the shayla (literally, the burden or “that which is carried”): a trousseau of

37. In matters of family law, most northern Sudanese follow the Maliki school of Is-
lamic jurisprudence, which stipulates that a daughter may be married against her wishes should
her morals be jeopardized. This condition is so vague that fathers rarely consult their daugh-
ters about prospective suitors; however, Hofriyati parents generally do not force a match
which their daughter opposes. Here a girl’s mother might act as her advocate.
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clothing, cosmetics, and jewelry, plus quantities of spices, oil, and flour to
be used in preparing meals for her family’s expected guests. He might then
return to the city to resume work until he has acquired everything else that
is needed to mount the wedding feast.

The wedding itsclf is celebrated in the village with festivities lasting as
long as seven days. Afterward the groom goes back to work, leaving be-
hind his bride in Hofriyat. Though he regularly forwards funds for her
maintenance, he himself returns only for holidays and emergencies. Fol-
lowing her wedding a woman may be taken to live with her husband’s kin;
more commonly she remains in her natal household until after the births
of several children. Her husband might then build her a house in the vil-
lage (often in or near his parents’ compound), or one of them may have
acquired a house through inheritance.

However, should a man rise in his job to a point where he can afford
to support a small family in the city, he may send for his wife and chil-
dren.® There they live in rented accommodation, shared, perhaps, with
kin, until his wife again becomes pregnant. Early in her second trimester
she returns to the village with her youngest offspring, remaining there un-
til a few months after the baby’s birth. Then she rejoins her husband in the
city, the entire cycle being repeated with subsequent pregnancies. School-
aged children either remain in the city to be cared for by relatives during
their mother’s absence, or accompany her to Hofriyat where they enroll in
the local public school. Several may continue to reside with grandparents
in the village after their mother’s departure.

At some point, however, the cost of housing a burgeoning family in
Khartourn or Omdurman becomes too great. A man now considers re-
establishing his family in the village where it is cheaper for them to be
maintained. He or his wife might hold rights to a vacant house or access to
some residential land on which to build. Once settled in Hofriyat his wife
is left to tend the children while he goes back to work.

As he approaches later middle age a man contemplates taking up a less
taxing occupation in the village where he can be close to family and friends.
Men over fifty begin trickling back to Hofriyat, content to rent a little
farmland and be supported by their sons. Now as permanent residents
they can actively participate in local politics, spend a day at cards or back-
gammon drinking endless glasses of tea, and enjoy the prestige of being
household heads.

Unlike the majority of men, women spend most of their lives in their
natal villages, or sometimes in their husbands’ villages should they happen
to have wed non-Hofriyati. The ratio of adult women to adult men in
Hofriyat is understandably high: 2.2:1. Yet it is a situation which many

38. He might also seize this opportunity to take a second, “city” wife.
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women say they prefer. While rural life is hard in comparison with that in
the towns and cities of Sudan where electricity and running water are stan-
dard luxuries, wornen are freer here to do as they wish within the bounds of
appropriate behavior. Though men are kept informed about their women-
folk’s activities in letters and reports from visiting kin, husbands and fa-
thers are not present to govern every move.

Marriages that follow the pattern I have described are fragile. They
are fraught with prolonged separations during which opportunities arise
for a man to take a sccond wifce and this, for financial reason if no other,
may lead to divorce for the first. Thus women in the village pay a price for
their relative liberty. Husbands at large are an unceasing source of worry
and frustration, a strain which the z4r, to some extent, addresses.

In Hofriyat there exists a seemingly endless varicty of living arrange-
ments, all of which make sense in terms of the residence cycle outlined
above. Many of these complex, highly fluid households are doubtless the
products of financial expediency. Yet underlying this is an explicit prefer-
ence for women who are near relatives to live together,” and if not in the
same household, then at least close by. The comparative boundedness of
women within the village and even within specific households is, I suggest,
one expression of a prevalent theme in Hofriyati culture: the tendency to-
ward enclosure described in earlier pages but more fully explored in chap-
ters 2 and 3.

Women’s World

A woman’s day begins at dawn, with a cacophony of birdsong, rooster
calls, and donkey brays that circles through the village as first light breaks
on the horizon. For some the morning starts with prayer. Soon from every
hosh comes the sound of charcoal being pounded, followed by a bangmg
of kerosene-tin stoves to loosen last night’s ashes, and the sweet promising
odor of burning grass as women start their cookmg fires.

The kettle is put on to boil, with quantities of tea and sugar for the
morning brew. School-aged children are awakened, “Gom, ya Moham-
med.” “Gomi, ya Hayat; gomi, yalla!” Then the woman, a married daugh-
ter, or one too old for school, takes a battered enamel bowl and enters the
goat pen to milk the animals. The milk is boiled, added to the simmering
tea, and poured into glasses. Children drift into the kitchen: a low, simple

39. Because most marriages arc between close kin, even women who live with their
husbands’ mothers are likely to be living with a near consanguineal relative. However,
women prefer to reside with their own mothers and sisters and, because they spend so much
time in their mothers” homes with each pregnancy, are often able to extend such visits to
quasi-permanent residence.
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room at the back of the compound with a gap between walls and ceiling to
allow the escape of cooking fumes. The children sit on battered angaribs
among dishes and utensils sct to dry the night before, drink their tea, and
cat some bread or rice left over from yesterday’s dinner. Someone takes a
tray of tea and bread to the men’s quarters where, if they are in the village,
the woman’s husband and older sons will have spent the night. Soon the
children head off to school. Her husband leaves for the fields, or if he is a
migrant home on vacation, he rises late, visits friends, or plays with his
younger children. By 7:00 A.M., village paths are empty of men.

A woman and her daughters now tidy the house, sweep the court-
yard, fetch water from the wells to fill the household’s several water jars,
wet down the earthen floors. If the cooperative bakery is not suffering a
shortage of fuel or flour, one of them may visit to buy the day’s bread. Or,
if her hash is equipped with an outdoor clay oven and wheat flour and
wood are plentiful, she may bake the round, leavened loaves herself, and
sell any surplus to her neighbors. Two or three times a week, she or one of
her daughters carries a load of dura to the local mill where it is ground
into flour for kisra. Several women make the trip together, baskets bal-
anced atop their heads, a dignified yet animated procession.

Breakfast (fatfir) must next be prepared and served around nine
o’clock, when children return briefly from school and men from their pur-
suits, unless they have been invited out. The meal typically consists of
bread and fal (stewed fava beans). If there are guests, small quantities of
fricd sheep’s liver, chopped boiled egg, mashed eggplant and peanut salad,
or raw tomatoes and onions may also be served, providing the ingredients
can be obtained from neighbors or brought by men from the sizg. A child,
usually a little boy, may now be sent to onc of the local shops to buy a bit
of tea or sugar if the family’s stores are low, or to see if neighbors can part
with a handful of rice or some lentils for the afternoon meal. Alternatively,
if a dish is plentiful and no guests expected that day, a serving may be sent
next door.

When breakfast is ready, bowls of food are placed in the center of an
aluminum tray and surrounded by wheat bread or kisra. People sit on an-
garibs or chairs around a small tin table that holds the tray, or squat before
it on the earthen floor. A container of water is passed, and each in turn
rinses her right hand before breaking bread and using the piece to spoon
some food from the bowls. In most households, men and older boys eat
separately from women, at slightly different times and, if the house is com-
modious, in different rooms. Children eat together in the kitchen.

If the men are busy in the fields and cannot return for breakfast, can-
nisters of food and a thermos of tea are taken to them by the woman or her
daughter, who may usc this opportunity to gather fodder or fuel on the
way home. Dishes must next be washed, and kisra batter mixed and left a
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few hours to season. But if the day is warm, kisra is baked before or just
after breakfast.

Women spend the time between 10:00 A.M. and 1:30 or 2:00 p.M. in
various activities. Once or twice a week, the laundry must be done. If she is
not ticd to the house by several young children or a resident husband, a
woman may take the family’s clothes to a friend and kinswoman’s housc,
where the work is performed in a genial atmosphere with others similarly
engaged. Alternatively, women of adjacent houscholds may congregate to
embroider sheets, or make zubugs. These flat, circular basketry covers for
food trays are bought for a few piasters (deducting for materials) by
elderly grandmothers, then resold to Fallata women,* who market them in
Kabushiya. Others might gather for a fodder-collecting trip to the jazira,
or meet to braid each other’s hair, stain each other’s hands and fect with
henna (sometimes for a small fee), or take smoke baths in the kitchen (see
chapter 2).

Women are also under considerable obligation to use this time to visit
sick neighbors and relatives, mothers newly delivered, girls and boys re-
cently circumcised, households in mourning. Not to do so within an day
or two of the event would cause a rift in the community, significantly dam-
aging the woman’s reputation and that of her houschold, even her kinship
group. The obligation holds for adjacent villages: most days, bands of col-
orfully attired women can be found along the lorry paths that link Hofri-
yat to neighboring hamlets, en route to kinswomen’s homes.

Within the village, older women with hands too arthritic for basketry
or ncedlework, or younger women desiring company, gather in each oth-
er’s homes for coffee around 11:00 A.M. A number of women excel in
making coffee, which is roasted over an open firc, pounded fine, then
boiled Turkish style with a little cardamom or cinnamon, and served with
sugar in tiny porcelain cups. Those who begin to drink coffee, they say,
must do so every day in order to avoid the headaches that come when you
stop. Men who are at home will also be served at this time, though rarely
with the women.

In short, the midday hours are for socializing with other women: in
leisure, obligatory visiting, or communal work. Small children accompany
their mothers or are left in the care of older siblings. Until they are five or
six, children of both sexes play together within or outside the courtyard
walls. After that age, girls are increasingly confined to the home, unless
attending school or performing chores. Younger girls discharge a good
many houschold tasks before or after school: their work enables their
mothers to socialize as much as they are obliged to do.

40. The origins of the Fallata are in West Africa or western Sudan. A handful of Fallata
men and women are cngaged in buying and selling in the circular market system that twice
weekly includes Kabushiya.
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Women with husbands and children to feed return home between
1:00 and 2:00 p.M. in order to prepare lunch (ghadi), the most important
meal of the day. Ambulatory children, however, are fed wherever they hap-
pen to be; they eat and even sleep in the homes of neighbors and kin, who
assume a generalized responsibility for their care. Women, too, will cat
with their sisters or cousins if visiting in the neighborhood and no men are
at home to command their presence.

If it has not been done earlier, one woman in the houschold now
bakes sheets of wafer-thin kisra on the family griddle—a hot and demand-
ing task which, like laundry, is often shared with neighbors. Vegetables
must be washed and prepared for stewing, or if meat is available, it must
be washed, cut, and fried or boiled. Most people eat fresh meat only once
or twice a week—on market days, or when a neighbor has slaughtered a
goat and divided the carcass for salc or exchange. Most subsist on various
kinds of vegetable sauces, thickened with desiccated okra or powdered
sharmiit, strips of air-dried meat. Farming families keep a cow or two, and
use the milk to make 795, a thin yoghurt caten like sauce with kisra.

Lunch is served about 3:00 .M. and followed by tea. Men and their
guests, should there be any, rest in their quarters during the heat of the day
before again departing the Adsh. Women return the kitchen to order, then
rest or visit until just before sundown. In late afternoon they round up
their goats, let loose since morning to forage, and herd them into en-
closures. If necessary they are milked again: for those who have animals
the evening tea is prepared with goat’s milk, as at dawn. Men and older
children gravitate home for tea some time between 5:00 and 6:00. Yet this
is also a favorite time for visiting, by verbal invitation, and from 4:30 on
the hosh may be tcaming with people or empty of all but the clderly. Eve-
ning tea is one time when men and women occasionally sit together
and talk.

At nightfall, younger children are put to bed after a supper of rice and
milk or leftovers from lunch. Adults and older children eat a small meal
(‘asha, supper) of leftovers, fine egg noodles mixed with oil and sugar, or
fial purchased from one of two ladies who regularly prepare it for sale from
their kitchens. ‘Asha is taken just before retiring, at about nine o’clock; it is
an informal affair and often skipped.

In clement weather the houschold’s tmganbs are brought outdoors:
sisters and neighbors sit talking beneath the stars until their babies drop
off to sleep. One who lives alone with young children arranges for an older
child to sleep with her in her hosh.

During visits, women socialize: #wannas, a word that connotes both amia-
ble conversation and exchange of information. Women in Hofriyat are by
no means isolated from one another, though the fact that many men are
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outside the village for much of the year, or even much of the day, contrib-
utes to their relative autonomy. A number of my friends suggested that if
their husbands or fathers were present they would be unable to leave the
hosh as often as they do. A man cannot deny his wife or adult daughter the
opportunity to visit others in times of crisis, for that is both her duty and
prerogative as a representative of the houschold. But he can stipulate that
her visits be brief and prevent her from entertaining friends in their home.
Women visit each other spontancously when their husbands are absent
trom the village, for then they are not so busy (husbands are spoken of as
guests whose whims, by local hospitality codes, must be catered to), and
many of their tasks can be shared. But when a friend’s husband is at home
there is always the possibility of running into unrelated men who are his
visitors. This causes a woman, married or not, considerable embarrass-
ment, and is something she seeks to avoid.

Thus husbands and even fathers—her own and others>—are often
viewed by a woman as obstacles to wanasa, sociability, companionship
with those of her own sex. Wanasa has implications beyond mere conver-
sation. For it is through her relationships with other women that a mar-
ried woman, especially, gains access to an informal network of exchange in
food and other staples (often in short supply), clothing, child care, advice,
support, and information. News or gossip is important not only for keep-
ing her attuned to crises in others’ houscholds which call for her attention,
and not only for synchronizing the exertion of moral pressure on menfolk
(to obviate a divorce or future marriage; see Constantinides [1982:193]),
but also because it enables her to perform her role in social reproduction
more effectively. She learns which women’s brothers or sons are contem-
plating marriage, what their economic prospects are, which of the banar
(virgins, unmarried girls) would make suitable brides for her kinsmen.
Possession of such information is particularly relevant in a community like
Hofriyat, where politically and cconomically significant social relations are
mediated by kinship and reproduced by way of marriage. Women, as man-
agers of information and masters of reconnaissance, wield considerable
local power.

Not only do women manage information, they also manage their
households. The “lady of the house™ (st al-bayt) keeps close control over
its stores of food and other necessary supplies. When stock in any item is
low, it is her responsibility to tell her husband or father of the lack, and his
responsibility to replace it. Alternatively, if he is a labor migrant, he regu-
larly sends her moncy, cither directly or through a kinsman, with which
to meet the family’s expenses. She in turn requests a resident kinsman to
obtain the items she needs from Kabushiya. Daily requirements are met
within the village at one of the local shops; provided the mails are good
and her remittance arrives on time, she uses cash; otherwise, she buys on
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credit. Significantly, any money a woman earns weaving ¢tubugs or selling
cooked food belongs to her alone, and need not be put toward balancing
houschold accounts (though it often is). But a young wife without the
help of a teen-aged daughter finds little time for such pursuits, let alone
time to acquit her visiting obligations. This is particularly true if and when
her husband is in the village; then, women say, the work is doubled. The
laundry must be done more regularly, the house more scrupulously cleancd;
meals should be more claborate and prepared more closcly to schedule.
Having a man around the house clearly has its disadvantages.

Yet to suggest that gender relations are conflictual would be to convey
a false impression. Women also socialize with men, typically their brothers
and sons, with whom they may experience strong bonds of affection and
trust. Sibling and maternal relations tend to be close to Hofriyat, where
marital ones are often marked by wariness, at least in their earlier years,
despite the fact that most people marry close kin.

Still, a woman’s everyday world is peopled mainly by other women
and, of course, by children. The following chapter examines how Hofriyati
women and men regard each other as different kinds of human being; here
I would caution that this derives as much from their distinctive and com-
plementary social experiences—from the fact of segregation itself*'—as
from jural asymmetries or ideological precepts about the natures of fe-
males and males.

41. For an extensive discussion of this issue see Wikan (1982) on women in Oman.
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Enclosures

Fear Allah, in whose name you plead with one another,
And honour the wombs that bear you.
—Quran 4:1

hroughout a turbid past and into an unsettled present, Hofriyati

have shown remarkable capacity for adapting to changing circum-
stances. Their culture is—or historically appears to be—extremely fluid,
even capricious: now absorbing, now abandoning some practice or belief.
Small changes take place quickly: certain symbolic household ornaments
(discussed in this chapter) that were ubiquitous in village homes in 1976
had completely disappeared from use when I visited again in 1984, rc-
placed by painted Quranic inscriptions, glossy high-tech ads, and posters
of Marlboro cowboys.! When asked what had become of the ornaments,
women said, “We have left them. Such things are not Islam.” The implica-
tion that cigarettes and automobiles are Islam reflects the current relevance
of Arabia as a locus of material as well as spiritual power. Substantial
changes—significant shifts of religious orientation or kinship reckoning—
may be more gradual, accretions of minor mutations and assimilations.
Hofriyati culture has responded to external threats and influences with
flexibility and resilience,” protected, perhaps, by a dynamic syncretism and
capacity for metamorphosis. Contemporary practice is informed and en-
riched by various religious and secular traditions, but is more than the sum
of these. Embedded in its surface expressions—-customs (‘a@dar), beliefs,
ceremonial procedures—lies a network of interlocking symbols, idioms,
and metaphors that provides the context in whose terms Hofriyati interact
and derive meaning from their experiences of the world. This system of
reference, part religious, part mundane (the two defy separation), itself
drawn from several sources, may be one of the more enduring aspects of
village culture.

1. These decorations reflect the increased impact of fundamentalist Islam, and Western
secularism as filtered through Egyptian television dramas, which in turn results largely from
men’s participation in the labor force outside of Hofriyat, either within Sudan or, more fre-
quently, abroad. See Kennedy (19784 : 142) on similar changes in Egyptian Nubia; this issue
in Hofriyat is further discussed in chapter 9.

2. Much as Kennedy (1978¢:151) suggests for Nubians in Upper Egypt.

47
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Hofriyati logic of everyday life—for that is what I am talking about:
an implicit, commonsense or “natural” philosophy—is reconciled to
change yet relatively stable in form. Stability, however, is not ultimation.
Villagers® practical consciousness comprises a nexus of ideas and meta-
phors which serve as guides to experience and its interpretations, but do
not wholly determine either. This feature, an essential pliancy or indeter-
minacy (S. F. Moore 1975:219 ff.) is not always a positive one, as will be
seen. But coupled with a firmly moral sense of identity, it may be key to
Hofriyati survival.

Village culture concedes the impossibility of standing still, of remain-
ing untouched by historical vicissitudes or the challenges of a demanding
environment. Its participants do not resist change; they embrace it and, in
so doing, seek to control it. Ideas and objects originating in the outside
world are often absorbed and processed in such a way that, rather than
diminishing the integrity of Hofriyati culture, they actually sustain it.* Vil-
lagers are at once disposed to novelty and to perceive a thread of coher-
ence, cxplicability, in the flux of everyday life. The political climate shifts,
men working outside the village are swayed by urban ways, local styles are
transformed by Egyptian soap operas avidly followed on battery-run TVs,
yet Hofriyati maintain a strong image of themselves as distinct from other
groups (cf. O’Brien {1986] on ethnicity as adaptation in Sudan).

In this chapter and the next I describe that image and its premises as
they appear to a non-Hofriyati observer. I reiterate that this is an inter-
pretation and not to be mistaken for exegesis. It is my understanding of
informants’ ideas and assumptions about the world they inhabit, my phras-
ing of what is implicit in Hofriyati practice. Villagers are, I submit, con-
scious of such concepts, since their breach occasions controversy; but they
are not necessarily self-conscious of them, or conscious in an obviously ar-
ticulable way.

How to proceed with such an enterprise? In writing of her discoveries
in the field an ethnographer frequently feels pressed, as I have, to antici-
pate herself, opening with general conclusions and working backward to
particulars. That, of course, is the reverse of how one actively learns an
alien ideational system—to the extent that one can. The novice is first
tossed about on waves of seemingly unintelligible events. Eventually, she
finds a tochold. By unromantic, plodding detective work: tracing blind
leads, dogging the flimsiest clues, asking frequent impertinent questions,
clearly invading others’ privacy, she comes to sce a pattern in what earlier
struck her as chaos.* A “plot” is pieced together from specific details. The

3. See Knight (1985:3—4) for a discussion of similar processes among the Tuareg.

4. Whether this derives from the ethnographer’s need to impose order on her expe-
riences, or her informants’ is, of course, a central problem in anthropology. See Dwyer
(1982); also, along different lines, Rosen (1982).
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data presented here have been reworked considerably, but I have tried to
preserve some taste of this process in describing how I made sense of my
observations in Hofriyat.

To get at the underlying principles of villagers® cultural logic I investi-
gatc some of its salient expressions: pharaonic circumcision, cousin mar-
riage, life crisis rites and prohibitions. Such issucs are of particular interest
to women, and the reader is reminded that an interpretation of women’s
reality is what is aimed for in this book. While women’s cultural “compe-
tence” undoubtedly varies from men’s in some respects, there is substantial
overlap in others, and a basic complicity on fundamental meanings. One
area of mutual concern is human fertility and reproduction; this, indis-
putably, is the focal value in Hofriyat.® Circumcision, possession, crisis
rites, all speak to this crucial issue; so salient is it that most village cere-
monies are modeled on the wedding and phrased in the symbolism of mar-
riage (cf. Kennedy 1978¢:158; Barclay 1964 :241).

The wedding in Hofriyat is a powerful image: it crystallizes cultural
meanings and provides an arena for manifesting, negotiating, and realizing
village identity. The staging of one is a public concern for weeks in ad-
vance. Nonresident villagers flock home for the ceremony, whose successes
and shortcomings fuel conversations for months to come. Festivities are
carefully tape-recorded. Cloned cassettes quickly circulate through the vil-
lage, and the thin warble of love songs from the latest nuptial dance ac-
companies women as they cook or wash clothes until replaced by the next.
The wedding in Hofriyat is, in Singer’s terms, a “cultural performance”
(1955, 1958; also Geertz 1973; Ortner 1973), an encapsulated expression
of villagers’ central concepts and relevant concerns. But more than this, it
supplies a metaphoric representation of how social relations are—or ought
to be—contracted between disparate parties other than men and women
in Hofriyat: spirits and humans, foreign socictics and one’s own. It is a key
cultural construct, an exposition of which constitutes—more or less im-
plicitly—the organizational framework for this book.

Pharaonic Civcumcision

My first glimpse of the symbolic matrix informing Hofriyati life came
from attempting to understand the practice of female circumcision. Dur-
ing the summer of 1976 T witnessed several of these operations, performed
on all girls sometime between the ages of five and ten.® Despite my (self-
confessed) reluctance, village friends made a point of my attendance, wak-

5. As it is in lower Nubia to the north (Kennedy 19784: 130 ff).
6. Circumcisions are performed on both sexes during school holidays in May and June.
In 1984 I saw none becausc I left the village at the end of April.
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ing me in the dark predawn lest I miss the surgery at daybreak. What fol-
lows is a description of one such observation.”

June 12, 1976. A band of pink traces the horizon as Zaineb and I thread a
maze of walls into the heart of the village. We enter a houseyard washed in shad-
ows. Miriam, the local midwife, has finished circumcising one sister and is pre-
paring to operate on the second. (Sisters close in age arve usually circumcised to-
gether; otherwise, the operation is an individual affair) A cvowd of women,
many of them habobat (grandmothers) have gathered in the yard—not a man
in sight. 1 find myself propelled to the center of the voom; it is important, says
Zaineb, to see this up close. She bids me vecord what I see.

The girl lies docile on an angarib, beneath which smoulders incense in a
cracked clay pot. Her hands and feet ave stained with henna applied the night
before. Several kinswomen support her torso; two others hold her legs apart.
Miriawm thrice infects her genitals with local anesthetic, then, in the silence of the
next few moments, takes a small pasr of scissors and guickly cuts away her clitorss
and labia minora; the vejected tissue is caught in a bowl below the bed. Miriam
tells me this is the lahma juwa, or inner flesh. I am surprised there is so little
blood. She says that hemorvhage is less likely to occur at sunup, before the child
has fully visen. Mushahara customs, too, prevent bloodloss, the henna being part
of these.® Miriam staunches the flow with a white cotton cloth. She removes a
surgical needle from her midwife’s kit—an elabovate ved tin box—and threads
1t with suture. She sews together the girl’s outer labia leaving a small opening at
the vulva. After a libeval application of antiseptic the operation is over.

Women gently lift the sisters as their angaribs are spread with multicolored
birishs, “red” bridal mats. The girls seem to be experiencing more shock than
pain, and I wonder 1f the anesthetic has finally taken effect. Amid tvills of joyous
ululations we adjourn to the courtyard for tea; the girls arve also brought outside.
There they are invested with the jirtig: ritual jewelry, perfumes, and cosmetic
pastes worn to protect those whose reproductive ability is vulnerable to attack
[from malign spirits and the evil eye. The sisters wear bright new dresses, bridal
shawls (called garmosis, singular), and their family’s gold. Relatives sprinkle
Juests with cologne, much as they would at a wedding; vedolent incense rises on
the morning asv. Newly circumcised givls arve veferred to as little brides (“arts);
much that is done for a bride is done for them, but in a minor key. Importantly,
they have now been rendered marriageable.

Before Miriam received government training in midwifery, female circum-
cisions were performed differently in Hofriyat, though their ceremonial

7. Portions of the following were previously published in American Ethnologist 9(4):
682-98 and 15(1):4-27 (Boddy 19824, 1988).
8. Mushihara is discussed in chapter 3.
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aspects were much as I describe. For women circumcised prior to 1969 the
operation was more radical, less sterile, and in the absence of anesthetic
injections, more painful than it is today. My friends recounted their own
experiences: A circular palm-fiber mat with its center removed was fitted
over a freshly dug hole in the ground.” The girl was seated on the mat at
the edge of the hole. As kinswomen held her arms and legs, the midwife,
with no apparent concern for sterile procedure, scraped away all of her ex-
ternal genitalia, including the labia majora, using a straight razor. Then she
pulled together the skin that remained on cither side of the wound and
fastened it with thorns inserted at right angles. (Fresh acacia thorns pro-
duce a numbness when they pierce the skin and may have helped relieve
the pain.) These last were held in place by thread or scraps of cloth wound
around their ends. A straw or thin hollow reed was inserted posteriorly so
that when the wound healed therc would be an opening in the scar for
climination of urine and menstrual blood. The girl’s legs were then tied
together and she was made to lic on an angarib for up to forty days to
promote healing. When the wound was thought to have healed sufficiently
the thorns were removed and the girl unbound.

Both opcrations described are versions of pharaonic circumcision,
tahir faraowniya."* According to villagers the practice is a legacy of the
pharaonic past, whence its name. However, analysis of human mummies
from that period fails to confirm this assertion so far as premortem vaginal
closure is concerned (Ghalioungui 1963 :96; Huelsman 1976:123; Bar-
clay 1964 :238). From historians’ and travelers” accounts we know that
the custom has long been practiced in this area. Yet its origins remain ob-
scure (Abdalla 1982:63—72; Boddy 19824, &:685—86; Cloudsley 1983 :
101-3; Gruenbaum 1982 :5; Sanderson 1981:27-29).

Though conventionally termed “circumcision,” the procedure is not
physically equivalent to the like-named operation performed on boys. In
Hofriyat, male circumcision entails removal of the penile prepuce, as it
generally does throughout the Middle East and, indeed, the West. Pha-
raonic circumcision, however, is more extreme, involving cxcision of most
external genitalia followed by infibulation: intentional occlusion of the
vulva and obliteration of the vaginal meatus. It results in the formation of
thick, resistant scar tissue, a formidable obstruction to penetration.

A less severe operation, structurally similar to that performed on boys,

9. This is also basic to the practice of smoke bathing (later discussed) and was used in
rope delivery, an outmoded method of delivery where a woman in labor would support her-
self by grasping onto ropes suspended from the main ceiling beam of a room. The shallow pit
was intended to receive blood and other fluids.

10. The operation post-1969 is referred to as tabsr wasit, “intermediate circumcision.”
In Hofriyat as elsewhere in Sudan, it is often (mistakenly) referred to as “sumna” circumci-
sion, discussed in note 11. See also Gruenbaum (1982 :7) and Cloudsley (1983 :109).
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is currently gaining ground in Khartoum and Omdurman. This is referred
to as magri (Egyptian) or sunna (“orthodox,” traditional) circumcision
and consists in removing only the prepuce or hood of the clitoris. It is not
yet practiced in Hoffiyat and is a matter of some controversy there. Men
working in Saudi Arabia and the Islamic principalities of the Gulf have
come under increasing influence from fundamentalist Wahhabi Islam;
some now perceive infibulation as contrary to Islamic tenets and advocate
the less radical operation, considering it to be religiously approved." But
women are skeptical of the innovated procedure. While realizing that it is
less hazardous to health than pharaonic circumcision, they continue to op-
pose it on aesthetic and hygienic grounds and in this lies a clue to its
deeper significance. Several women I questioned in 1984 made their feel-
ings graphically clear: cach depicted sumna circumcision by opening her
mouth, and pharaonic, by clamping her lips together. “Which is better,”
they asked, “an ugly opening or a dignified closure?” Women avoid being
photographed laughing or smiling for precisely this reason: orifices of the
human body, and particularly those of women, are considered most appro-
priate when closed or, failing that, when minimized. This theme receives
extensive treatment below.

Fertility and Sexuality

Several writers'> have noted that one expressed purpose of pharaonic cir-
cumcision is to increase a man’s sexual pleasure by diminishing the size of
the vaginal opening. Yet male Hofriyati who favor the sunna procedure on
religious grounds also say they expect it would reduce gynecological prob-
lems and improve sexual relations (see also Kennedy 1978¢:166). Hence,
the pleasure argument might well be a rationalization for the practice that
has simply outworn its effectiveness in Hofriyat.

There exists a broad range of explanations for infibulation'® which to-
gether form a complex rationale that operates to sustain and justify the

11. This is a matter of some debate, though as El Dareer (1982:71) remarks, to say
that circumcision is “sunna” makes it unquestionable for Muslims, for whom Islam is not
merely a set of religious beliefs, but a way of life. The Hadith stipulate that whereas circumci-
sion is required for males, khafd (reduction) is an embellishment for females. Yet few if any
women in Saudi Arabia are circumcised, and even the minor operation has been outlawed in
Egypt since 1967 (Cloudsley 1983:110). Hofriyati arc awarc that not all Muslim wormnen are
circumcised or, more radically, infibulated; they do believe, however, that Bedouin girls in
Saudi Arabia undergo a “sumna” operation in infancy. In Sudan, “summa” circumcision is
often confused with what I have described as the wasit or intermediate operation (note 10).

12. See Barclay (1964 :240); Cloudsley (1983:116—17); Gruenbaum (1982:8); El
Dareer (1982:74); Assaad (1980:13); Ammar (1954:120); Kennedy (1978%:131).

13. For examples, see Boddy (19824); Sanderson (1981); El Dareer (1982); Abdalla
(1982).
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practicc. Among them, however, those which refer to the preservation of
chastity and the curbing of women’s sexual desire seem most persuasive,
given that in Sudan, as clsewhere in the Muslim world, the dignity and
honor of a family are vested in the conduct of its womenfolk (cf. Barclay
1964; Hayes 1975; Trimingham 1965; also see Ammar 1954; Assaad
1980; El Saadawi 1977, and Kennedy 1978¢ for Egypt). Women are re-
garded by men as weak, morally inferior beings, oversexed and inher-
ently inclined to wantonness, devoted to sensuality. Much as Rosen (1978
566 ft., 1982) and Dwyer (1978:152—-53) have described for Morocco,
Hofriyati stipulate that women and men differ in the amounts of zafs: ani-
mal life force, including lusts, emotions, and desires, and “agl: rcason,
rationality, ability to control one’s emotions and behave in socially appro-
priate ways, that each sex is capable of realizing. Whereas men are thought
to develop considerable ‘gl as they mature, the amount that women are
able to develop is less. On this point, women and men concur. But men go
on to propose that women are wholly governed by their carnal natures:
being less intelligent than men, they are unable to exercise conscious re-
straint."* Hence the need for circumcision to curb and socialize their sexual
desires, lest a woman should, even unwittingly, bring irreparable shame to
her family through misbehavior.

Yet, as significant as this explanation scems, it represents, I suggest, an
essentially masculine point of view. Women’s acquiescence is less than
complete on the issue, and from their (albeit muted) perspective, the ra-
tionale confuses causes with effects. Moreover, it places undue emphasis
on women’s sexuality where to them the principal concern is, and should
be, their fertility. In what follows here and in subsequent sections, 1 sub-
stantiate this claim by drawing on information given mainly by female in-
formants. Fertility and sexuality are, of course, two sides of the same coin,
yet cach sex publicly emphasizes one more than the other. Both sides point
to villagers’ fundamental concern with human reproduction, underscored
throughout Hofriyati symbolism.

What prepubescent infibulation does—though this need not be its
original purpose nor, perhaps, what it is intended to do in Hofriyat to-
day—is ensure that a girl is a virgin when she marries for the first time. It
does control her sexuality and makes it less likely that she will engage in
extramarital affairs. A young girl both dreads and cagerly anticipates her
wedding day: she welcomes the elevation in status while fearing what it
implies, having to endure sexual relations with her husband. Informants
told me that for women circumcised in the radical manner, it may take as

14. This conflicts, however, with local images of the sexes: metaphors for women evoke
domestic animals and birds, and are mainly collective (chapter 3). And while faunal meta-
phors for men are rare, those that exist refer to singular, untamed, powerful animals such as
leopards.
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long as two years of continuous effort before penetration can occur. But
for a man it is a point of honor to have a child born within a year of his
marriage. Thus the midwife may be summoned in secret, under cover of
darkness, to assist the couple by surgically enlarging the bride’s vaginal ori-
fice, a service for which she charges an exorbitant fee.'

Because they find it so painful, many of the women I spoke to said
they avoid sex whenever possible, encouraging their husbands only when
they wish to become pregnant. Yet pregnancy is regularly desired by both
husband and wife, for having children is the hallmark of an economically
productive marriage and the principal criterion of social adulthood (see
also Gruenbaum 1982 :17); it discharges the divine mandate to procreate
(cf. Delaney 1988:77). Sexual relations do not necessarily become casier
for the couple over time. When a woman gives birth the midwife must be
present not only to cut through the scar tissue and release the child,' but
also to reinfibulate her once the baby is born.

Reinfibulation guarantees that after each delivery a woman’s body is
restored, at least superficially, to its premarital “virginal” condition. Fur-
ther, during her forty-day confinement she is again presented to her hus-
band as a bride and given gifts of clothing and jewelry similar to those she
received at her wedding, though these are diminished in scale. As is dis-
cussed later in the book, a woman’s reinfibulation and her husband’s re-
peated “bridal” prestations should be seen as exchanges that serve to re-
establish the essential dynamic of the marital relationship: production and
provisioning on the part of the husband, consumption and, subsequently,
reproduction on the part of the wife. Thus a divorced or widowed woman
might undergo reinfibulation in anticipation of remarriage—renewing, in
a sense, her virginal status, and preparing hersclf to reengage the conjugal
dialectic.

As Hayes (1975) has rightly observed, virginity assumes a special sig-
nificance in northern Sudan, for here its physiological manifestations are
socially controlled.'” Its loss does not entail an absolute and irrevocable
change of state, but one which is, in part, reversible. As she succinctly re-
marks, “In Sudan, virgins are made, not born” (p. 622). Contrary to West-

15. Lest it be thought that older women as a group therefore have a vested cconomic
interest in seeing the custom maintained, it should be pointed out thatr midwives are few and
in the past learned the profession from their mothers and maternal aunts. As Cloudsley
(1983:117) notes, however, a call for the midwife may be a blow to a husband’s self-esteem
and reflect on his virility, “so he may insist there shall be no outside interference and use a
knife, razor, fingernail or piece of glass™ to open his wife.

16. For infibulated women an anterior episiotomy is usually necessary, and may be ad-
ministered in addition to the more standard posterolateral incision (see Cloudsley 1983:
117). Much depends, however, on the midwife’s circumcision technique, which is not
standardized.

17. See also Cloudsley (1983), whose book Women of Omdurman is subtitled Life, Love,
and the Cult of Virginity.
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ern assumptions, “virginity” in Hofriyat is a social construct, not a physi-
cal condition. And it has less to do with sexual innocence than a woman’s
dormant fertility. Here, fertility and reproduction are the salient concepts,
though their practical implication in pharaonic circumcision is oblique and
sometimes obscured by the explicit, and formally masculine, ideology.

Thus, while the operation restrains female sexuality, this is not the
purposc avowed it by women. Informants assert that it is performed on
young girls so as to make their bodics clean (#azif), smooth (na‘im), and
pure (tahr), this last term furnishing the Sudanesc colloquial for circumci-
sion in general: takdr (“cleansing” or “purification”).’® Women say a girl
who has not been purified through circumcision may not marry, thus may
not bear children and attain a position of respect in later years. Circumci-
sion prepares her body for womanhood: it confers on her the right to bear
children, while marriage provides her with opportunitics to advance her
position by giving birth, especially to sons.

The promiscuity argument earlier described apparently confuses the
sexuality of women with their ability and prerogative to bear children,
where these aspects of womanhood ought to be distinguished. The plea-
sure argument, on the other hand, overly dissociates the sexuality of males
from their ability to impregnate women. The following incident demon-
strates: I once overheard a man talking about his beautiful #st “amm—fa-
ther’s brother’s daughter and the preferred spouse—whom he wished he
had wed. This woman had been married for over a year and had not yet
conceived. Said the man, “By God, if I had married her, she would have
had twins by now!” Despite appearances, then, fertility is of paramount
concern to both sexes (cf. Kennedy 1978, ).

Infibulation ncither increases nor for that matter limits male sexual
pleasure—this is largely irrelevant here—so much as it ensures or so-
cializes female fertility (also Kennedy 19784 :131). By removing their ex-
ternal genitalia, female Hofriyati seek not to diminish their own sexual
pleasure—though this is an obvious effect—so much as to enhance their
femininity. Pharaonic circumcision is a symbolic act which brings sharply
into focus the fertility potential of women by dramatically deemphasizing
their sexuality. In insisting upon circumcision for their daughters, women
assert their social indispensability, an importance which is not as the sexual
partners of their husbands,'® nor—in this highly segregated, overtly male
authoritative socicty—as their servants, sexual or otherwise, but as the
mothers of men. The ultimate social goal of a woman is to become, with
her husband, the cofounder of a lineage section. As a respected baboba she

18. Ancillary notions embraced by this radical are chastity, modesty, and virtuousness.
See Wehr (1976:570-71).

19. Women I spoke to did not object to their husbands’ visiting brothels, so long as
they did not spend too much money in such establishments.
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is “listened to,” she may be sent on the baj (pilgrimage to Mecca) by her
husband or sons, and her name is remembered in village genealogies for
several generations (Boddy 1985:103-5).

Village women do not achieve social recognition by behaving or be-
coming like men, but by becoming less like men, physically, sexually, and
socially (sce also Assaad 1980:6). Male as well as female rites stress this
complementarity: while the salient female reproductive organ is enclosed
by infibulation, that of the male is exposed or, as one Sudanese author
states, “unveiled” (Al-Safi 1970:65) through circumcision. Only after
genital surgery are people eligible to become social persons, to assume the
responsibilities of life as Hofriyati women and Hofriyati men.

Creating Female Persons

The attempt to understand gender in its social and cultural contexts has
unmasked and challenged our fundamental assumptions with every turn of
the debate. Anthropologists have long understood that “scx roles”—the
normative activities of women and men—vary considerably from culture
to culture (Brown 1970; Friedl 1975). We recognize that the character
and degree of social asymmetry between the sexes is highly variable, both
between cultures and between different domains within a single culture
(Whyte 1978; Collier and Rosaldo 1981; Leacock 1981; Rosaldo 1980;
Sacks 1982). And we strive to overcome androcentric and “state” biases
(Sacks 1976) in our theoretical models. Yet, as authors such as Sacks
(1976), Strathern (1981), and Ortner and Whitchead (1981) have noted,
we have yet to appreciate fully a bias that underlies much of the research
into women’s status and subordination, namely, “an assumption that we
know [a priori] what ‘men’ and ‘women’ are . . . that male and female are
predominantly natural objects rather than predominantly cultural con-
structions” (Ortner and Whitehead 1981:1), and as such, ideologically
produced (Strathern 1985 : 194, 1987; Messick 1987). For the female eth-
nographer, one message rings clear: though her sex may grant her greater
access to women in an alien society, it guarantees no privileged insight into
what it means to be a woman in another cultural context; she and her in-
formants may share a common biology:* they do not share a common
gender.

When freed from the constraints of naturalistic assumptions, gender
is properly seen as a symbolic construct, variable in constitution from one
society to the next. The work of scholars such as Gilligan (1982) and

20. Yet even this is subject to debate. Seec Buckley and Gottlieb (1988 :40—47) for an
overview of the issue.
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Chodorow (1974, 1978) suggests that early gender socialization proceeds
in universally similar ways, and establishes certain basic differences in the
psychological (interpersonal) orientations of male and female children.
Yet, as a growing body of ethnographic literature attests, the specifics of
these differences, the contents of and relations between gender categories
that inform and reproduce particular gender identitics, are socially and
culturally relative. Gender socialization is a process whereby humans in the
course of interaction are molded and continuously shaped to appropriate
images of femaleness and maleness. It is with this contextual aspect of gen-
derization that I am here concerned.

The Hofriyati world is suffused by gender: gender constructs perme-
ate the fabric of meaning and inform the idioms of daily life. Yet to under-
stand women’s position in this world, it is not enough to discover its logic;
we need also to consider how such meanings are reproduced, continually
created and embodied by individual actors. In Hofriyat, I suggest, we need
to contemplate the implications of pharaonic circumcision for a female
child’s developing self-perception. Through this operation and other pro-
cedures involving pain or trauma, appropriate feminine dispositions are
being inculcated in young girls, dispositions which, following Bourdicu
(1977 :15), are inscribed in their bodies not only physically, but also cog-
nitively and emotionally, in the form of mental inclinations, “schemes of
perception and thought.” But alone the trauma of pharaonic circumcision
1s insufficient to shape the feminine self, to propel it in culturally pre-
scribed direcitons: such acts must also be meaningtul to those who un-
dergo and reproduce them. Here, as will be seen, meaning is carefully built
up through the use of metaphors and associations which combine to estab-
lish an identification of circumcised women with morally appropriate fertil-
ity, hence to orient them toward their all-important generative and transfor-
mative roles in Hofriyat society. Paradoxically, however, to achieve this
gender identity, women implicitly repudiate their sexuality.

I noted earlier that in Hofriyat, adult males and females are consid-
cred to be different kinds of person, defined by a complementarity at-
tributed only in part to nature. When a child is born it is identified as male
or female according to its genitalia. However, to villagers, genitalia are am-
biguous and by themselves inadequate determinants of a child’s future
gender identity. Babies are considered to have the potential to develop into
fully female or fully male adults, but this potential cannot be realized with-
out ritual activation and prudent monitoring. A child is formally initiated
to its gender between the ages of five and ten, when, as villagers say, he or
she has developed a minimal degree of “agl, reason, self-awareness, the
ability to recognize and follow Allah’s laws. It is then that the child is cir-
cumcised. Apart from naming, which is sex specific, explicit socialization
until this point is similar for male and female children: both are treated
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fondly and leniently and nursed for as long as two years, though boys, who
are considered physically weaker than girls in infancy, may be less pre-
cipitately weaned. As babies they are dressed alike,” beginning to wear
shifts of differently patterned material from about the age of three. Young
boys and gitls freely play together in the village streets: neither is required
to do housework or help with farming. But all this changes dramatically
with the child’s circumcision, an event long anticipated, for threats of its
imminence are often used by adults to scatter play groups too raucous for
their ears.

Genital surgery accomplishes the social definition of a child’s sex (sce
Ammar 1954:121 ff.; Assaad 1980:4 ff.; Kennedy 1978¢: 158); it com-
pletes and purifies a child’s natural sexual identity by removing physical
traits deemed appropriate to his or her opposite: the clitoris and other ex-
ternal genitalia in the case of females, the prepuce or covering of the penis
in the case of males. So doing, the operations implicitly identify neophytes
with their gender-appropriate spheres of interaction as adults: the interiors
of house yards enclosed by high mud walls in the case of females; the out-
side world of farmlands, markets, other villages, and cities in the casc of
males. Females are associated with enclosure, and enclosure ultimately
with fertility; males are associated with the outside, with political and eco-
nomic engagement of the world beyond the hash.

But more than this: among Hofriyati, women actively and ongoingly
construct other women, in a sense completing Allah’s original creation of
woman (Hawa, or Eve in the Judeo-Christian tradition) from the body of
man. By eliminating any vestiges of maleness, they constitute women as
separate entities and distinct social persons, and by so doing, proclaim a
triumph for “agl over nafs.

According to the gender socilization model proposed by Rosaldo
(1974) and Chodorow (1974) to account for asymmetrical valuations of
the scxes cross-culturally, a psychological orientation of females to the do-
mestic sphere and males to the public domain arises and is reproduced
largely through the (culturally guided) efforts of male children to differ-
entiate themselves from the feminine world of early socialization. Whereas
boys must actively learn to be men, girls can passively “be absorbed into
womanhood without effort” (Rosaldo 1974:25). But this model is in-
completely applicable to the Hofriyati context, where a female gender
identity is neither wholly ascribed nor automatically assimilated by the fe-
malc child. Here children of both sexes must actively achieve their gender
identities through the directed experience of trauma. Genital operations

21. However, they wear shirts which leave the genital area exposed, and diapers are
not worn,
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simultancously shape a child’s body to the culturally appropriate gender
image and launch the child on a process of internalizing the inferences of
that imagge, of taking up the dispositions and identifications it suggests are
suitable for adult life. The surgery establishes the conditions of adult gen-
der complementarity, and it is in the nature of this complementarity, in its
implications for social interaction, that gender asymmetries arise.

Circumcision marks the start of sexual segregation for the child: after
their operations, boys should no longer sleep with their mothers and sis-
ters, but accompany their older brothers in the men’s quarters. Similarly,
an infibulated girl is increasingly restricted to association with womenfolk
and cxpected to assume greater domestic responsibility. Boys and girls
who once played together happily arc now unseemly chums. I overheard
one mother chastise her cight-year-old daughter for continuing to play
with boys: “Get out of the street,” she said, “Do you think your cousin will
want to marry you if he sees you every day?”

Perhaps the most notable feature of village life is this polarization of
the sexes, most marked between men and women of childbearing age. To
an outsider it appears as if there are two virtually separate, coexisting so-
cictics that only occasionally overlap. Men and women generally do not eat
together, they occupy different quarters in the family compound, and they
associate with those of their own sex in segregated areas at ceremonies and
religious events. Further, while men have ultimate authority over women,
this is far less actual than supposed. In everyday affairs, women are more
strictly governed by the babobar than by their male kin, and when it comes
to a matter of direct control by her husband, the Hofriyati woman is ex-
pert in the art of passive resistance.

The nature of malc authority is instructive. A woman is legally under
the control and care of her father and, after his death, her brothers for as
long as they live. When she marries she also becomes accountable to her
husband, but her immediate male kin retain moral responsibility for her
welfare. Theoretically, a measure of both economic and moral responsibil-
ity passes to her adult sons, especially should she be widowed or divorced.
What these men share is the right to allocate and, in the case of her hus-
band, to use the woman’s reproductive potential.

Through marriage a man acquires access to his wife’s fertility and she,
the means to activate it. Children are the capital on which male and female
careers are built; yet, since parents have independent claims in their off-
spring, these careers are distinct. This is important because marriages
themselves are fragile and, for men, may be polygamous.

Morcover, men’s explicit emphasis on controlling women’s sexuality
through circumcision, and women’s implicit emphasis on thus socializing
and controlling their fertility are complementary expressions of the same
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fundamental paradigm. For the only offspring considered socially and
morally viable are those born of circumcised women in arranged and law-
ful marriages, most appropriately contracted between closc kin.”

The identification with morally appropriate fertility inculcated in
young girls through their circumcisions is reinforced and augmented in
everyday life through conversations and interactions informed by a variety
of metaphoric associations. As was noted carlier, my closer female friends
volunteered that the operation is intended to make women pure (zabir),
clean (nazif), and smooth (#a‘m). As I began to learn the various implica-
tions of these qualities, gradually piecing together what I was observing
with what I was being told, it became increasingly clear that there exists a
certain fit between this practice and others. A wide range of activities, con-
cepts, and what villagers refer to as their customs (“4dar) appeared to be
guided by a cluster of interrelated idioms and metaphors, sometimes ex-
plicitly formulated but more often not. It is this referential substratum that
I have described as constituting the informal logic of routine life in Hofri-
yat. Partly religious and partly secular, it underlies both ritualized and
nonritualized behavior, providing a number of overlapping contexts that
shape social discourse.

Thus, to determine the fuller significance of female circumcision and
glean some insight into the cultural system as a whole, I will trace further
applications of its essential qualities: purity, cleanliness, and smoothness.
Each interpretation leads to others, the enterprise fanning out from its
point of departure until one is faced with a complex of relations in which
certain themes, or idioms, predominate. The process is like the weaving of
a tapestry: certain threads are left hanging in places, later to be caught up
again and worked into the pattern. Symbols interpenetrate, associations
ramify, until gradually the images they harbor are revealed.

What follows is based primarily on my observations between 1976
and 1977. To some extent Hofriyati symbolic representations have changed
since then: the house ornaments I describe as being made of ostrich egg-
shells and dried gourds are no longer to be found. Their disappearance
could signify a weakening of the symbolic matrix supporting the central
value of fertility*—which the suggestion that villagers are moving toward
acceptance of the less drastic “summa”™ circumcision might also sustain.
However, I am not convinced this is the case. Villagers are under consider-
able pressure from cxternal sources (e.g., Egyptian television, Saudi Islam,

22. T was told that if a man “only wants children” he should marry a southern Sudan-
ese, for they are prodigiously fertile. If, on the other hand, he wants children who will respect
him, support him in his old age, bring honor to the family, behave with grace and tact, excr-
cise good judgment—in short, who arc moral beings, his wife must be Hofriyati, a kins-
woman, and needless to say, circumcised.

23. On this point, see also Kennedy (1978¢:167).
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the national declaration of shari‘a law in 1983) to evince a style that is
at once more “modern,” less “superstitious,” and morc fundamentally TIs-
lamic. Given villagers® history of resilience, locally relevant idioms may
have become more implicit or, in assimilating the changes, be assuming
other outward forms. It is, perhaps, too soon to tell.

Purity, Birds, and Fertility

The one situation other than male and female circumcision and female rit-
ual purity in which I consistently heard people use the descriptive tahir
(pure) was in reference to certain types of birds. Among domestic birds,
pigeons are considered takir while chickens are regarded as dirty (waskhban).
The former are pure, I was told, because they splash around in water when
it is set out for them (indeed, the term for pigeon, hamam, is cognate with
that for bath: hammam), and they reside above the ground in large tins
which people suspend from the rafters of their verandas. Pigeon meat, re-
ferred to as labma nazifa—“clean flesh,” is a delicacy, and pigeon broth a
local panacea.?* Chickens, by contrast, are filthy creatures which scratch in
the dust, eat their own excrement, and generally make a mess of people’s
courtyards. Their meat is almost never eaten by villagers (except when
pressed for food), as it, too, is dirty; that chicken is consumed with relish
by Hofriyati’s seminomadic ncighbors is a conscious distinction between
the two groups. Nonetheless, hens are kept by villagers because they
produce eggs, and these are considered “clean food” (#k# nazif). Accord-
ing to the local variant of Galenic-Islamic (humoral) medicine, foods that
are clean “bring blood” (&yjib ad-dum), that is, increase the amount of
blood in the body.

Unmarried women who dance at wedding parties are often referred
to as “pigeons going to market” (hamamat mashin fi s#ig). The women rc-
gard themselves as on display for prospective husbands, since it is usually
at such affairs that arrangements for subsequent marriages are initiated.
Women dance at these parties with a mincing, rhythmic forward step, their
arms, draped with the cloth of their #obs, forming winglike extensions to
the sides. This, sometimes called the “pigeon dance” (see also Cloudsley
1983 :40, 54) is described as a “dance trom the neck” (vaghs bi rugaba) as it
involves moving the head to and fro, chin upturned and eyes rolled back,
in the controlled manner of a courting pigeon or small bird (zarzar) walk-
ing along the ground.

24. So pure arc pigeons that persons of limited means might substitute a pair for the
obligatory sacrificial lamb at the Id al-Adba (the Muslim great feast) or, for that matter,
whenever animal sacrifice is called for.
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Wild water birds, the ducks, geese, and ibis that inhabit the banks of
the Nile, are also considered “clean.” Until recently, people had the cheek-
bones of their daughters incised with a small scar in the shape of a rounded
T. This is called a “bird track” (darab at-tayr) and thought to resemble the
footmarks of water birds on the beach. It is considered a mark of beauty, a
feature which enhances a woman’s desirability.

From all of this, one can outline a strong metaphoric connection be-
tween marriageable women and birds associated with water. Both are
nazif. Both domestic water-linked birds (pigeons) and women are tabir.
Young women are sometimes referred to as birds and in some cases said to
act like birds. Inversely, birds of this type behave like humans since they
“bathe.”

More abstractly, cleanliness, purity, and femininity arc identified with
birds and fluids, notably water and blood. Water is associated with agricul-
tural fertility and generativity, for Hofriyat is located on the Nile at the
edge of the desert, and food production depends on the river’s annual in-
undation. Blood, on the other hand, is linked to human fertility as ex-
pressed in the red symbolism attached to “brides,” a category that includes
newly circumcised girls. Her blood is the sourcc of a woman’s fecundity,
and great care is taken to prevent its loss, contamination, or misappropria-
tion. The enclosure of her womb through circumcision is but one such
procedure.

An intriguing parallel to the Hofriyati bird metaphor is found farther
north along the Nile, in Silwa, Upper Egypt. There, clitoral excision is
practiced, and the native ethnographer Ammar (1954:121), discussing
the complementarity of male and female genital operations, writes, “In the
colloquial language of the village, circumcision of the boy is sometimes
referred to as ‘cutting his pigeon’ while in the case of the girl it is described
as ‘cutting her cockscomb.”” The association of “pigeon™ with the “femi-
nine” foreskin is strikingly similar to expressions of femininity in Hofriyat.
Locally, the association between marriageable, circumcised women and
birds is cchoed by village men, who speak of having amassed sufficient
funds to wed in terms of being able to “nest” (“azsh) a wife: to provide on a
continual basis the materials she requires to remain within the home and
raise a family.

Associations like those outlined above are, it will be seen, pervasive in
the everyday world of Hofriyat. They repeatedly direct villagers® attention
to what are appropriate feminine characteristics. And in the process, gen-
der images are naturalized, become taken for granted, and women’s gender
identities are continuously produced.

Links between femininity, blood, purity, birds, and fertility are imma-
nent in a variety of other situations. During my first period of fieldwork, I
rented a sleeping room that was decorated with painted ostrich eggshells
suspended from the ceiling corners. They have since been removed from
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this house and from others in Hofriyat, but in 1976 my room was typical
in this respect. Questions as to the significance of these objects met with
suppressed giggles from my companions. They explained that these were
mandziy, “visions” or “views,” things to look at. The concept of “seeing” is
well developed in Hofriyat: someone is thought to absorb certain qualities
of what is scen; correspondingly, she might effect changes in something or
someone by emitting visual influences, this being the logic of the evil or
“hot” eye, ‘ayn harra. Although the designs on the eggshells may have
been significant, they were highly variable and, according to informants,
subject only to the painter’s creative impulse; they could be painted by
men or by women. When prodded further as to their significance, my
friends replied that ostrich eggshells and similarly shaped gourds (then
more commonly used) were so placed because the woman who slept in the
room wished to conceive. But these objects were permanent fixtures in the
majority of homes; they were not put up and taken down at a woman’s
whim. They were not, in other words, signals in a sexual semaphor de-
signed to rally a husband’s consummate attentions. Rather, they were
charms, fertility objects: “We look at them because we want sons,” said
onc informant.

As symbols and harbingers of fertility these objects figured in several
contexts. First of all, a man’s testes are euphemustically referred to as his
“cggs” of which the massive ostrich cgg was considered an exaggerated
model. And though villagers themselves make no such explicit connection,
it is noteworthy that the object was something associated with birds. Of
coursc, only the shell of an ostrich egg would be used for decoration; the
egg itself was removed by making a small puncture in the shell and drain-
ing off the contents. Ostrich cggshclls and their latter-day counterparts,
gourds of similar size and form, were prized for their shape, resistance,
smooth rounded surfaces, and creamy white color.

Whiteness is a quality normally associated with cleanliness, purity,
and value; it is “the color preferred by the Prophet™ (see El-Tayib 1987 :
52). Foods that are white are generally classed as “clean” and thought to
“bring blood.” Since a woman’s fertility is closely connected to the quan-
tity and quality of blood she carries within her,” foods which “increase”
the blood invigorate latent fertility or impart strength during pregnancy.
These are eggs, goat’s milk, goat cheese, cow’s milk, fish, rice, sugar, and
white flour. Of them, only goat’s milk and sugar may be considered staples;
all are, to some extent, scarce or limited and cxpensive.

There is another group of foods considered clean. Again, these are
expensive, and purchased rarely: on special occasions, as treats, or for a

25. As is discussed in chapter 3, the flowing of blood from the genital region substan-
tially increases an individual’s vulncrability to spirit attack, and may result in a loss of fertiliry
(scc also Kennedy 1978¢:159 ff.). Menstrual blood is regarded with ambivalence as it sig-
nifies both a loss of fertility and its continuity.
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pregnant woman. Some of the more common ones are tinned fish, tinned
jam, oranges, bananas, guavas, watermelon, and grapefruit. Such foods are
often associated with Europeans, Egyptians, and Lebanese, that is, people
having light or, as villagers say, “whitc” complexions. The link to foreign
groups is intriguing, since villagers generally see the outside world as an
important locus of power.?® Yet these foods are thought to be especially
clean because they are all contained or enclosed, hence protected from dirt
and dryness.

Hofriyati are especially conscious of skin color. White skin is clean,
beautiful, and a mark of potential holiness. I, being Caucasian, was repeat-
edly told that my chances of getting into heaven—should I choose to be-
come Muslim—were far greater than those of the average Sudani. This is
because the Prophet Mohammed was white, and all white-skinned peoples
arc in the favored position of belonging to his tribal group. Ranked in
order of desirability, the skin color of villagers ranges from “yellow” or
light through increasingly darker shades called “red,” “green,” and “blue.”
The term aswad (black) is usually reserved for southern Sudanese or “Af-
ricans,” people who in earlier times might have been enslaved.

The aforementioned concepts of cleanliness, whiteness, potency, en-
closedness, and smoothness intersect in the domain of women’s cosmetics.
Just before her wedding a young girl undertakes an elaborate regimen of
physical preparation for the first time in her life. To begin with, she re-
moves all of her body hair using a thick, sticky concentrate of boiled sugar
and lime juice (called halawa, candy or sweet) in the manner of depilatory
wax. I am told that women cannot use razors for. this purpose as do men,
who remove their pubic hair. Women must experience hdrr, “heat” or
“pain,” when they depilate, whereas men must use a “cold™ (b4rid) method,
such as shaving, to remove their facial and pubic hair. Infibulation is also
referred to as harr: heat and pain are identified with acts of feminine
purification.

Once her skin has been cleared of hair, the prospective bride takes a
smoke bath (dukhana). If such does not already exist, a hole is dug in the
kitchen floor or other appropriate spot indoors and fitted with a dough-
nut-shaped mat.”” Then the hole is filled with fragrant woods and lighted.
The woman removes her clothing, wraps herself in a special blanket made
of tightly woven goat or camel hair, and sits over the hole taking care to
envelop the rising smoke. Here she may stay for several hours, adding
wood from time to time and gossiping with her friends. The bath is con-
sidered a success if, when she emerges, the top layer of her skin can be
sloughed off, exposing a lighter and smoother surface underneath. Her

26. This point is developed later on with reference to spirit possession. See QOhnuki-
Tierney (1984) for similar obscrvations on foods (and other imports) among the Japanese.
27. As in pharaonic circumcisions prior to 1969.
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skin should also give oft a powerful smoky scent for several days (see El-
Tayib 1987). Note that this further act of purification is also accomplished
through the application of heat and its product smoke.

To remove the dead skin, she again applies halawa, or massages her-
self with a concoction of smoked dough fragranced with aromatic woods
(dtlka). When all traces of dilka paste have been rubbed away, she oils her-
self and applies smoky smelling perfume. Then her hands and feet are
stained with henna, whose purposes are to cool the body, protect against
excessive blood loss (here, at consummation; see chapter 3), and ornament
the extremities.

These preparations may take several days to complete and are in-
tended to make her skin soft, smooth, clean, fragrant, and lighter in color.
After treatment, performed for the first time when she becomes a bride
and henceforward whenever she wants to attract the attentions of her hus-
band, a woman’s body shares several qualities with the ostrich egg fertility
object. Both are clean and “white,” both are pure. What is more, the shape
of the ostrich egg, with its tiny orifice, corresponds to the idealized shape
of the circumcised woman’s womb. So, too, the cleanliness, whiteness, and
enclosedness of valued edibles cvoke images of the bride and of fecundity.
All this is concentrated, if more crudely put, in the popular simile “a Suda-
nese girl is like a watermelon because there is no way in” (Cloudsley
1983:118).

A distinctive feature of objects described as “enclosing” is their abil-
ity to retain moisture. Similarly, a bride’s cosmetic routine is supposed to
prevent her from perspiring. Human sweat and its odor are thought gauche
in Hofriyat at all times, but at a wedding, especially despicable. Moreover,
the link between pure or “purificd” women and moisture retention is
negatively cxpressed by the metaphor for prostitute: sharmita. Sharmita
means, literally, “that which is shredded or in tatters.” But in local parlance
sharmiit (masculine) is meat that has been cut into strips and hung to dry.
The relation of dry to moist sets off the distinction between prostitutes
and brides and thus, between female sexuality (inappropriate fertility) and
female fertility (domesticated sexuality).

That dryness should be identified with sterility (here in the social
sense) is scarcely surprising given the desert climate of Hofriyat. This asso-
ciation has broader implications and is extended to women whose morals
are not questioned. In 1984 I attended the wedding of a thirty-eight year
old maiden. As usual, I was later asked by Hofriyati friends what I had
thought of the bride. When I said that T thought she was pretty, one man
retorted, “Oh no, not pretty . . . that bride’s as dry as dust! There’ll be no
children in that house!”

The associations outlined thus far become more firmly established as
we progress. They combine to signify that on the day of her wedding a
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young woman has reached a peak of appropriate, potential fertility, de-
fined in terms of the qualities whiteness, smoothness, purity, enclosedness,
moistness, and imperviousness. Indeed, she is, in a sense, objectified,
transformed into a symbol, a superb condensation of her culture’s salicnt
values.

Fluids, Reproduction, and Enclosure

Attention now shifts to symbolic relations devolving from the egg-shaped
gourd, the alternate fertility object. Such a gourd (gar‘a) may be used in
place of an ostrich eggshell only after it has been preserved by drying in
the sun. One knows that a gar‘a is rcady to be decorated and hung in a
room if, when shaken, its seeds can be heard to rattle inside. Although the
dryness of the gourd (or for that matter, the ostrich eggshell) appcars to
contradict its association with fertility as predicated on moisture, what it
symbolizes, I think, is generative potential. The metaphor is an agricultural
one: the vocabulary of cultivation provides a figurative lexicon for things
having to do with reproduction and, to a degree, with the recreation of
village social structure. For instance, the progeny of a man or woman is
referred to as his or her janad (fruit, harvest) or za#i‘a (crop, that which is
sown). A man’s immediate descendants, the lineage section of which he
1s head, is also his zari‘a.

In view of this, the fact that the appropriately shaped gourd contains
seeds in an enclosed (womblike) space is exceedingly significant. To begin
with, native theorics of conception have it that the fetus is formed from the
union of a man’s semen, spoken of as his seed, with his wife’s blood, the
source of her fertility. Sexual intercourse causes the woman’s blood to
thicken or coagulate, and she ceases menstruation until after the baby’s
birth: while pregnant, a woman nourishes her husband’s future “crop”
within her (cf. Dclaney 1988). Thus, although Hofriyati are not explicit
on this point, I think it possible to suggest that pharaonic circumcision has
as much to do with preventing the loss of genital blood (menstrual or
otherwise) from within, as with protecting the womb from inappropriate
penetration from without. Given that women bear primary responsibility
for reproduction (later discussed), and men for safeguarding the family
honor, the two rationales understandably represent gender-distinctive
Views.

Ideas about conception correlate with those concerning parents’ re-
spective contributions to the body of their child. Women told me that al-
though young people learn differently in school these days, a child receives

28. On this point, see also La Fontaine (19854: 13, 125 ff.) and Dubisch (19864: 37,
:211). For a provocative and controversial discussion, see Irigaray (1985:170—97).
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its bones from its father and its flesh and blood from its mother (cf. Holy
1988:474). This complementarity can be broadened to the level of social
organization: just as the skeleton structures the body, so endogamous pat-
rilineal descent groups structurc the village. But endogamy, though pre-
ferred, is not always possible in practice. Moreover, adherence to the rule
is not a great concern of those entering second or subsequent marriages.
The upshot of this is that sisters frequently marry into lineages unrclated
or only distantly related to each other. And no matter what their descent
affiliations, the children of such women arc considered closc relatives,
hence potential mates. Women therefore link together the several named
descent groups in the village. People belonging to different patrilines who
acknowledge close kinship say bayn nibna labma wa dum: “between us
there is flesh and blood.” If it 1s through men that the social order receives
its structure, its rigidity and permancnce—its “bones”™—then it is through
women that it receives its fluidity and ephemeral integration—its “blood”
and its “flesh.”* Villagers’ logic of procreation is fundamental to under-
standing both gender constructs and marital strategies, discussed below.

There are several other contexts in which fluids and moisture figure
prominently as markers of femininity and potential fertility. The most ob-
vious of these has to do with the division of labor by sex. While cultivation
is thought primarily to be men’s work, fetching water from the wells for
houschold consumption is traditionally the task of women.* Thus
through their individual labors, farming and getting water, men and
women provide the household with materials for its staple food, kisva.

Kisra 1s made by mixing dura flour with an almost equal amount of
water. A cupful of this batter is spread thinly over an extremely hot sca-
soned griddle and left a few moments to bake; when the edges are crisp
and dry the crepelike product is removed.

Kisra batter is mixed by hand in a special container called a g#lla. This

29. Similar metaphors surface in other Arabic-speaking communities. Referring to his
study of Arab villages in Israel along the border with Jordan, Abner Cohen (1974:76)
writes, “A woman always belongs to the lineage of her father. When she is married out, her
father would tell those who marry her, ‘For you the womb, for us the bone.”

30. In the absence of menfolk, some women keep kitchen gardens; as was noted in
chapter 1, others work in the fields alongside male kin when extra labor is required. However,
this does not alter the typification of farming as a masculinc activity. That getting water was
feminine work was made clear to me in the following way: I had hired Sadig, a boy of fiftcen
formerly employed by the Canadian archaeological team, to do a number of tasks that would
free my time for rescarch, namely, going to market and filling my water jars when needed.
Since the archacologists had hired men to do these jobs, I forcsaw no difficulty. A few
months into my research, however, Sadig fell ill and I was informed by his mother that she
would now take over his dutics of bringing water. On his recovery her son would do other
odd jobs and go to market, but no water. It seems that as I learned more and more Arabic and
my skin became progressively darker from the sun, I was gradually transformed from a for-
eigner (khawdsa), for whom it is respectable to work in any capacity, into a woman. Mcn do
not perform women’s tasks unless there is no woman available to perform them, let alone do
women’s work for a “woman™!
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is a rounded pottery jar about the size of an average pumpkin, with an
opening at the top somewhat larger than a woman’s fist. It differs from
water jars (zirs) which are far larger, capable of holding forty liters of
water or more. Zirs are made of a porous clay that permits sweating, hence
cooling, of the water they contain. Gallas, however, must be nonporous;
they must not allow anything inside them to seep out.* This feature likens
them to other objects here described as moisture retentive: foods that are
enclosed, dried gourds and ostrich cggshells in their mundane use as water
containers, the cosmetically prepared body of the infibulated bride, all
evoking the further positive qualities of cleanliness, purity, femininity, and
fecundity.

Significantly, besides serving as a bowl for mixing kisva, the gilla has
another function, relative to childbirth. If a woman miscarries when only a
few months pregnant, the expelled matter is treated like menstrual blood
(itself seen as a form of miscarriage) and put down the latrine. But should
she require the services of a midwife to open her up, a different method of
disposal is called for. The fetus is first wrapped in white cloth, as for a
corpse, then placed in a gilla and buried within the confines of the hash.
The symbolism of this act becomes clearer when one considers what is
done in the case of stillbirth. If a baby is born but fails to breathe, its body
is wrapped and buried without cercmony just outside the front door
(men’s entrance) to the hosh, against its outer wall. Yet should an infant
cxpire having taken even one breath, then normal funeral procedure must
be followed, and the child buried in the graveyard on the outskirts of the
village.

Both the galla and the hosh appear in this context as symbols for the
womb. In the case of the galla it is an object of daily life in which the fruits
of men’s and women’s labors are combined. The mixture when trans-
formed by heat produces kisra, the staple food, that which sustains hu-
man life. It is important to note that only women mix and bake késza. Simi-
larly, in the impervious womb are mixed a man’s sced and a woman'’s
blood: substance and fluid, like grain and water. This mixture, when trans-
formed by the generative warmth of the womb, reproduces human life,
hence also sustains it. And of course, only women can gestate and give
birth. Symbolically, there is no receptacle more fit to receive an aborted
mixture of male and female contributions than the g#lla, impervious con-
tainer of unbaked “life.”*

31. With the increasing availability of cheap enamel ware, fewer géllas are being made.
The enamel bowls that replace them meet the condition of nonporousness and function as
giillas do.

32. Given the contemporary link between the galla, the ostrich egg, fertility, and the
womb, it is interesting to note that in sites attributed to predynastic Nubian culture (“A”
Horizon, fourth millennium 8.c.; see Adams [1984, chapter 5}), ostrich eggs (plain or deco-
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Here again women are associated with significant fluids, namely,
water and blood, and with heat and pain, designated by a single word,
harr. Pharaonic circumcision, hair removal techniques, smoke bathing,
baking kisra, being pregnant, giving birth, are all described as “hot” and
painful. That men are not associated with these qualities is emphasized by
their need to use a “cold” method of hair removal such as shaving, which
involves no pain. Yet a male’s experiences, too, are considered harr when
he undergoes circumcision and is thereby removed from a sexually ambig-
uous, partially feminine state. In preparation for the event the boy is cos-
metically decorated as a bride and covered with a woman’s bridal veil (gar-
moszs).* He now sheds genital blood (as women must frequently do) but
ought never to do so again. Indeed, he now loses that part of his anatomy
thought appropriate only to females, and is rendered more fully masculine.

Fluids and experienced heat are markers of fertility and femininity.
They are generative, potent, transformative: they alter bodies and existing
substances, activate the productive potential contained in seeds or semen.
Women’s culturally induced transformative and generative qualities en-
compass their domestic roles in the marital relationship: in the bash they
receive raw meat, grains, and vegetables brought to them from the outside
by men (who cultivate, butcher, transact in the market), and transform
these into cooked food through the application of liquids and heat.*
Moreover, it should not be surprising, given its feminine, transformative
cfficacy, that genital surgery is thought to induce maturation and is some-
times performed as a “cure” on an uncircumcised child who has suffered a
series of illnesses (see also Kennedy 1978¢:158).

To return to the identification of the galla with the womb, there is a
certain level of exegesis in this interpretation. One of my informants sug-
gested that the galla may be used for this purpose because in its shape it
resembles the gravid bayt al-wildda, the womb, literally, the “house of child-
birth.” The house metaphor is important, and we return to it in a moment.

rated with human figures, birds, and other animals) have been found buried with children
and, in at least one grave, a newborn infant (Nordstrom 1972). Of course, the significance of
these objects may have been entirely different than it is in Hofriyat today.

33. He is, however, referred to as a bridegroom, ‘ar%. See also Kennedy (1978¢: 154).

34. Though apparently similar to Ortner’s (1974) depiction of women as those who
culturalize a negatively valued nature, who are closer to that nature than men and therefore
attributed lower status, I would argue that since men confront the outside world in attaining
such goods in the first place, the opposite might well apply in Hofriyat. However, I do not
think the nature/culture argument is helpful to understanding Hofriyati gender relations: the
situation here shows more complexity than the model allows and, in some respects, turns
Ortner’s assessment of the domestic and public on their heads. For Hofriyati the “domestic”
world—the bosh, the family—is the more highly valued. The world outside the hash and the
village is regarded with ambivalence. These points receive considerable attention in chapter 3,
indeed throughout the book.
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I stated earlier that the hdsh, the walled enclosure of a house yard, also
symbolizes the womb. More accurately, it represents an initial stage in the
process of becoming human. The miscarried fetus has not, strictly speak-
ing, been born; it does not emerge with a wholly developed human body.
Its progress is halted in the womb, and it must be disposed of within the
hash. The stillborn child emerges fully developed, but it does not breathe;
its progress is halted or fixed at the point of birth. As it has emerged from
the womb, passing through the vaginal canal, it is buried outside the men’s
door of the hash, against the outer wall. The child who breathes but then
dies is indeed fully human, for breath is the essence of life. A child who has
breathed is placed with other humans who have lived, who have passed
from the hash and the village to the grave. Significantly, women, whose
bodies and persons are associated with the bash in this and several more
contexts, and who preside over births and all other crisis rites having to do
with life in this world (dunyd), are not permitted to be present at a burial.
Such is the province of men: death represents a movement beyond the
(feminine) world into the (masculine) spiritual domain. Women may later
visit the grave, but only between menses, since visits during menstrual flow
arc thought to endanger their fertility (see also Kennedy 1978%: 131). That
which represents the continuity of physical life should not be brought into
contact with that which both denotes its end and symbolizes its incorpo-
real persistance.

One last point: the symbolism of village spatial organization in cus-
toms having to do with unsuccessful pregnancy not only expresses the
physical relationship between mother and child. It also describes the un-
successful emergence of an individual into society. The child who dies at
birth skips over the social phiase of being, going directly from the womb to
the grave.

The Hosh: Physical and Social Enclosuve

Enclosed areas within the village are generally considered clean and pro-
tected places. Hash yards are swept daily, as are the floors of rooms and
verandas within. Clean spaces, interior spaces, these are social arcas. They
are places of relative safety where one is least likely to be possessed by ma-
levolent spirits (“black” jinn), thence driven mad. [ of all types (includ-
ing zayran) frequent open areas such as the desert, ruined houses, and
rubbish heaps. The surrounding countryside is considered dangerous (es-
pecially at night when spirits are most active), village paths less so, and the
insides of hashs safer still. Yet social spaces are not always bounded by high
walls, although these are preferable. In 1976 some homes in the village
were ringed merely by thorn fences or marking stones (all of which had
been replaced with mud-brick walls by 1984). However humble its bor-
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ders, the ground inside such enclosures was regularly swept smooth to
maintain the distinction between it and unmarked space.

The village, too, is bounded, if less obviously: to the west by farm-
lands and the river, to the north and south by other villages, to the east by
the desert, akh-khali, the emptiness. The graveyard is located on the west-
ernmost fringe of the desert, on sterile land between the village and emp-
tiness beyond. Moving east from the river toward the desert, conditions
shift from relative fecundity and abundance to barrenness and sterility,
with humans poised between the two.

This in-between space, social space, is organized concentrically. At
the hub is the hash or bayt (house): an extended family and the place where
life begins. Surrounding this in the village are kinsmen and neighbors,
considered the same by local people: they are referred to as nds garib,
“those who arc closc” or garibna, “our kin.” In nearby villages are more
distant relations and affines and, farther still, nonkin Arab Sudanese. Soon
thereafter one arrives at the periphery of the known, and readily nego-
tiable, social world.

It is relevant to mention that social space is also bounded ideologi-
cally. People marry “close.” Explicitly, one ought to marry within the pat-
riline, preferably a father’s brother’s son or daughter, but given demo-
graphic limitations one is expected to wed as close a relation as possible.
It is not surprising, then, that the best and most prestigious marriage is
between bilateral parallel cousins whose parents are parallel cousins. Yet
despite a preference for patrilateral parallel cousins, my data indicate that
matrilateral parallel cousins are also highly desirable mates, followed by
cross-cousins, then other kin in a declining order of preference. If for some
reason an individual marrics further afield, he ought still to observe an im-
plicit rule of territorial endogamy. Neighbors are “close” by contiguity
and definition: villagers acknowledge a plethora of consanguineal and af-
final links to all other Hofriyati.* Soctal space as expressed through kin-
ship and marriage thus replicates the social organization of physical space:
both are based upon the idea of relative enclosure within a circumscribed
area, a principle I call “interiority.”

These considerations lead back to some carlier relinquished threads in
the argument. Significant with regard to the relative enclosure of physical
space are certain tenets concerning the human body and its openings. Es-
tablished notions of aesthetic propriety depict a human face as beautiful
when characterized by a small mouth and narrow nostrils. Further, body

35. This includes the families of tormer slaves, although they arc considerably less inter-
married with the families of freecborn Hofriyati than the latter are amongst themselves. The
preference for marrying those who arc “closc™ by proximity, if not consanguinity, is being
maintained by migrants in Khartoum and Omdurman. Villagers who have permanently relo-
cated their familics in the city are currently pursuing a policy of intermarriage with their

neighbors.
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passages are attractive to potentially dangerous jinn, and places where they
might abide. Burial customs dictate that these openings, including the
spaces between fingers and toces, be washed, perfumed, and stuffed with
cotton before the corpse is wrapped for subsequent transfer to the ceme-
tery. This is to ensure the expulsion of lingering jénn and to prevent the
soul of the deceased from reentering its mortal remains. Thus, while ori-
fices of the body are necessary for sustaining life, they are dangerous, not
aesthetically pleasing if large, and not to be left open after death. The
physical enclosure of the corpse contrasts with the relative openness of a
menstruating or postparturient woman, thus contributing to the logic of
their separation, discussed above and in chapter 3.

The idiom of enclosure is further dramatized by certain ethnomedical
practices in the village. Remedies are often based on the assumption that
pain and swelling are caused by things coming apart or opening. A com-
mon cure for headache, or “open head” (»ds maftih) is to wrap a band of
cloth around the crown and to tighten this by twisting the cloth with a key
or a shaft of wood. Alternatively, the head may be closed by the applica-
tion of hot irons to four equidistant points on the skull, starting from mid-
forchead. Pulled tendons and ligaments are also treated by “fire” (nar):
hot iron rods are placed at either end of the affected area so that what has
come apart may be fused together again by heat. The associations of heat,
fusing together, closing, and the aesthetic preference for small body open-
ings again call to mind the practice of infibulation, with its attendant rela-
tions of transformativeness, femininity, and fertility.

Full Circle: Womb as Oasis

The idiom of (relative) enclosure, premised on the value of the interiority,
has gradually emerged in this analysis as one which underwrites a diversity
of villagers® practices and ideas. The bash, the womb, and many more ob-
jects of daily life (including, for that matter, women’s #dbs, which may be
thought of as portable enclosures), ideas concerning the human body, re-
production, imperviousness, and the fertility potential of brides, all that
was outlined above, appear repeatedly in contexts that play upon this
theme. These contexts culminate in another set of associations concerning
the bish, the womb, and sexual complementarity.

As I noted earlier, the sexes are spatially as well as socially segregated.
They occupy opposite sides of the dancing ground at ceremonies, are
housed and fed in different houscholds during communal feasts. The hash,
too, is divided into men’s and women’s quarters, with separate entrances
for each. The “front” door (no specified orientation) is known as the men’s
entrance and is used by official guests and strangers. The men’s reception
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room (dswan) is generally located in the forepart of the courtyard, near
this door. The “back” door is known as the women’s entrance and is for the
use of women, close male kin, and ncighbors. Women’s quarters are situ-
ated in the rear of the compound, as is the kitchen, where kéisra is baked.
When the 45k is considered a politicoeconomic unit, then internal or do-
mestic affairs are overseen by women, while external affairs such as wage
labor and marketing are the province of men. Though women are not,
strictly speaking, secluded, there is a strong feeling that they ought to re-
main within the confines of the hash unless fetching water or visiting kin.
There is thus a fairly firm association of women with internal affairs, en-
closedness, and the interior of the bash, and of men with external affairs,
nonenclosedness, and the front of the hash. The hash, remember, is sym-
bolic of the womb—here scen as divided into male (outer, vaginal) and
female (inner, uterine) domains. These relations provide further images
with which Hofriyati think about social reproduction, to which we now
return.

The men’s entrance to the hash is known as the khashm al-bayt: the
“mouth,” “opening,” or “orifice” of the house. This term also refers to a
group of kin. Properly speaking, a khashm al-bayt comprises several related
lineages, hence a subtribe. But in Hofriyat and elsewhere in Sudan (Bar-
clay 1964 :91) the term is used only in reference to people who live in or
originatc from a common hdsh or bayt. It is a lincage scction.

Extension of anatomical terms to nonanatomical subjects, as de-
scribed above, is common in Hofriyat. The supports of an angartb arc its
“legs™ (kurayn). Importantly, doors and orifices through which things or
people pass are “mouths” or “nostrils” (khashms), and the insides of houses
and other enclosed areas are “bellies™ or “stomachs” (butons). In the case at
hand, the khashm al-bayt is associated with males, but the bayt itself with
females: nonanatomical terms may conversely apply to parts of the anat-
omy, and the word for “house” is explicitly linked with the womb.

The womb is called the bayt al-wilada, the “house of childbirth,” and
the vaginal opening is its khashm, its mouth or door. There thus cxists an
implicit link between the khashm al-bayt, the men’s door to the house yard
and, metaphorically, one man’s immediate descendants, and the khashm of
the bayt al-wildda, a woman’s genital opening.* The men’s door literally
opens into an enclosed area occupied by a man’s sons and daughters, his
“crop.” The khashm al-bayt al-wildda, the “door” of the womb, also opens
into an enclosed area where this crop was sown and nurtured, and which is
all the more completely enclosed and purified by a woman’s circumcision.
Just as the hash protects a man’s descendants, the enclosed, infibulated

36. 1 should point out that the term kbashm was used only in reference to the men’s
door, not the women’s, which was designated merely as wara’, “back.” They were thus lexi-
cally differentiated.
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womb protects a woman’s fertility: her potential and, ultimately, that of
her husband. Like the hash poised between the Nile and the desert, the
womb of a Hofriyati woman is an oasis, the locus of human fertility, a
focal social value for both women and men, hence properly safeguarded
and preserved.

Thus pharaonic circumcision is for women in Hofriyat an assertive,
symbolic act. Through it they emphasize and embody in their daughters
what they hold to be the essence of femininity: uncontaminated, morally
appropriate fertility, the right and the physical potential to reproduce the
lincage or found a lineage section. In that infibulation purifies, smooths,
and makes clean the outer surface of the womb, the enclosure or hash of
the house of childbirth, it socializes or, in fact, culturalizes a woman’s fer-
tility. Through occlusion and subscquent enclosures of the vaginal meatus,
her womb becomes, and is reestablished as, an ideal social space: encloscd,
impervious, virtually impenetrable. Her body becomes a metonym for the
resilience of village society in the face of external threat. Much as Sondra
Hale (1985) describes for Nubians farther north, women in Hofriyat are
truly and concretely “symbols of the homeland.”

The infibulated virginal bride, enclosed, pure, ostensibly fertile, is a
key symbol in the Hofriyati cultural system (cf. El-Tayib 1987:64—65).
She superbly concentrates its values, figuratively representing interiority,
one of its salient organizing precepts. But brides and other women are
more than artifacts, symbolic expressions of their culture. They are social
actors. And what I have been referring to as the “idiom of enclosure” is
not an abstract principle or a set of rules but, following Bourdicu (1977
15), a disposition “inculcated from the earliest years of life and constantly
reinforced by calls to order from the group, that is to say, from the aggre-
gate of individuals ecndowed with the same dispositions, to whom each is
linked by [her] dispositions and interests.” This disposition is a permanent
one, like that of honor (##f’) among the Kabyle (Algeria) which supplics
Bourdicu’s example. It is “embedded in the agents’ bodies in the form of
mental dispositions, schemes of perception and thought, extremely general
in their application” (ibid.). Morcover, the implicit organizing precept of
interiority corresponds to Bourdieu’s notion of a “generative scheme” that
underwrites a wide range of practice: “The ‘customary rules’ preserved by
the group memory are themselves the product of a small batch of schemes
enabling agents to generate an infinity of practices adapted to endlessly
changing situations, without those schemes ever being constituted as ex-
plicit principles” (Bourdieu 1977: 16).

What I consider to be the logic of daily lifc in Hofriyat is thus an im-
plicit philosophy, an organizing scheme immanent in practice. Interiority
is not a reification, an explicitly formulated “rule” whosc existence tran-
scends the moment of its evocation. Rather, it is a quality or pattern
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intrinsic to the background of tacit assumptions in terms of which prac-
tice—with all its inevitable uncertainties, ambiguities, and strategics—
unfolds. Phrased differently, intcriority is the gist of a largely taken for
granted world within which the apparently uncomplicated propositions of
casual conversation and interaction make sense (cf. Berger and Luckmann
1966 :153). And the polysemic layout of domestic space, the transitive im-
ages of femininity and the 4dsh, the signs embedded in daily activities arc
as much its techniques as its representations. They are, as Comaroff (1985
54) puts it, “major media of socialization,” “invisibly tuning pcople’s
minds and bodics to their inner logic.”

Thus the simple, mundane acts of fetching water and baking bread,
which girls begin to perform following their circumcisions, or even, per-
haps, of eating an orange or opening a tin of fish—all are resonant with
implicit meanings. They are metaphors both in thought and practice which,
following Fernandcz (1974), when predicated upon the inchoate self con-
tribute to its identity. For in appropriating them, in enacting them, a girl
becomes an object to herself (p. 122). And as Fernandez suggests, self-
objectification must occur-—by taking the view of the “other”—before she
can become a subject to herself (p. 122). The metaphors predicated on fe-
male Hofriyati by themselves and others help to shape their dispositions,
their orientations to the world, their selfhood. They are the means by
which a woman’s subjective reality, closely governed by the cultural con-
struction of womanhood, 1s—not merely expressed—but realized and
maintained. The painful and traumatic experience of circumcision first ori-
ents her toward a disposition and self-image compelled by her culturc’s val-
ues. And she is invited to relive that experience at various points in her life:
vicariously, through participating in younger women’s operations; actu-
ally, after each delivery; and metaphorically, with any procedure involving
heat or pain, fluids, or other feminine qualities detailed above. Both in rit-
ual and in many small moments throughout her working day, informative
values arc implicitly restated and her disposition reinforced. Hofriyati men
and women, in constituting the latter as embodiments of the moral world,
thereby inscribe the apparent political and economic subordination of
women within their very selves. As Asad (1986:153) suggests, it is the
very coherence of such cultural concepts constructing womanhood in
Hofriyat that renders them so powerful, so compulsive, so politically
effective.

Marriage and the Social Order

Further consideration of the bride—through one of her legendary por-
trayals—enables us to get a closcr look at Hofriyati notions of morality
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and social structure, and another context of interiority. The most popular
folk hero in Hofriyat and much of northern Sudan is a young woman,
Fatna (Fatima) the Beautiful. Fatna combines all the positive qualities of a
bride with intclligence, wit, and a naive penchant for getting into (and out
of ) potentially dangerous predicaments. Intriguingly, these are all situa-
tions where her fertility is threatened with inappropriate use. The numer-
ous tales in which she figures inevitably concern the prospect of her unor-
thodox marriage. In some, her betrothed turns out to be a brother from
whom she has been estranged since childhood. In others she is kidnapped
and eventually wed to an outsider and nonrelative, a sultan’s son.*”

At least onc story shows her as unwittingly having committed incest
and borne a child as a result. In her effort to conceal the birth from kin
she unintentionally kills her son by hiding him in the kitchen smoke pit,
where he suffocates. This episode reiterates the strong association between
the floor hole and acts involving the purification and socialization of femi-
nine fertility: smoke bathing and infibulation. It also bears a striking re-
semblance to practices associated with miscarriage: the disposal of incom-
pletely formed humans within the 4dsh. Such points are instructive. Fatna’s
baby is physically sound: he breathes. Yet, as we shall see, he is not com-
pletely human, for he is not the product of a sanctioned sexual relation-
ship. His “burial” not only takes place inside the bash, but inside the kitchen,
the women’s domain within the hdsh, suggesting, perhaps, the child’s ex-
treme interior origin in a sexual union of siblings from the same womb.

Fatna’s troubles devolve from the fact that the fertility of village
women is appropriately exercised (hence that Hofriyati relationships are
properly reproduced both physically and socially) only under certain con-
ditions. First, a woman must be married: before conceiving, she must have
been made the legal spousc of a man who has obtained from her father,
brothers, or guardian rights of access to her reproductive potential. Should
she become pregnant out of wedlock, whether before marriage or through
adultery, her male kin have the right—even the duty—to kill her for so
dishonoring her family.

Sometimes (though rarely, I am told) a woman shamed escapes death
and survives to give birth. Yet, however healthy her child, he is always con-
sidered abnormal. Children born outside of wedlock lack an essential mo-
rality with which the legally born are innately imbued. Awldd haram, “for-
bidden children,” are thought to be criminals by nature. They are held
incapable of socially acceptable behavior, unwilling or unable even to clean

37. F.C. T. Moore (1975), who provides a structural analysis of several Famna tales,
considers the stories to explore the difficulties of endogamous marriage. While I would agree,
my analysis pursues the problem from a different angle. In a number of respects (i.e., her wit,
charm, and intelligence) Fatna resembles Sheherazade of the Arabian Nights, on whom she
may have been patterned. Her escapades, however, are Sudanese in context.
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themsclves or engage in civil communication. Illegitimate children are se-
verely stigmatized, feared, and shunned by all; only with considerable
difhculty, say villagers, might they overcome their inherent disabilities to
lead upstanding lives.* Clearly, socialization begins in the womb, and is
bound to succeed only if the womb has been impregnated by an appropri-
ately designated sire. Law and nature are mutually influential.

But more than this, Hofriyati aver that children must be raised by
natural kin if they are to fulfill their potential to become responsible, moral
beings. I discovered this quite by accident when talking with a group of
women shortly after a thwarted attempt to overthrow the Sudanese gov-
ernment in 1976: when the smoke had cleared, Radio Omdurman rc-
ported a high civilian death toll; many children had been orphaned. We
switched off the news, and our conversation turned, as so often it did, to
the topic of children. I was asked if on my return to Hofriyat some future
year, I would bring along the children I’d likely have borne in the interim.
I hedged: perhaps I could adopt one of the orphaned Sudanese children
instead? My friends were horrified. Surely I would be murdered, they said,
if I attempted to raise a child who was neither my own nor my spouse’s,
nor the child of a close relative. Such a child would have no reason to re-
spect or obey me. Freed from the moral constraints of life with his natural
family, he would certainly develop antisocial inclinations despite heroic at-
tempts to guide him. My friends’ comments point unerringly to the fact
that morality inheres in kinship—indeed, i kinship. Social life: patterned,
controlled, known human behavior, depends upon the nurturance of oft-
spring by their natural kin.

This leads to a second condition for the appropriate exercise of fertil-
ity: not only must a couple be married, they should also be closely related.
All kin, both consanguineal and affinal, are deemed “close” ( garib) to one
or another degree. All, excluding full and half siblings, parents and their
siblings, their spouses, and the siblings and children of parents’ living
spouses, are recognized as potential mates. The excluded kin are those be-
tween whom sexual relations are considered incestuous, with whom mar-
riage would be “too close.” Especially in the case of first marriages, people
are tacitly encouraged to wed their closest available kin after these excep-

38. Here again, cultivation parallels human reproduction. When onions are grown for
cash, the best of the previous year’s crop are planted in autumn four or five to an irrigation
plot (bod) and allowed to mature. Their seeds are collected and later scattered in the parent
onion’s plot. The parent is referred to as the fabl or “stallion™; the seedlings, when ready for
market in June or July, are considered the best and sweetest onions, much desired throughout
the country. However, the demand for onions is continuous, and farmers often complement
their seedling crop with an earlier one, by planting the previous year’s smallest reserved bulbs.
By thus circumventing the prolonged process of growing an onion from seed (in the “home”
of its legitimate sire, surrounded by its aklmwin, or “siblings”) farmers are able to turn a quick
profit by supplying onions when seedlings everywhere are immature; howcver, the farmers
agree that such omons, called awlad bardm, are definitely inferior in quality.
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tions. Ultimately, however, they are not forced to seek such unions despite
their alignment with official ideology; matrimonial strategies arc practical,
guided by self-interest or group concerns having political, economic, and
symbolic implications (cf. Bourdicu 1977:30 ff.). Thus it sometimes hap-
pens that nonrelatives marry. Even so, it is usual for spouses to be selected
from within the four-village area, from within the range of the known and
morally certain. Reciprocally, it might therefore be said that kinship in-
heres in morality, and morality, in propinquity. Of all first marriages in-
volving native Hofriyati, recorded in my census of 1977 (N = 205), just
sixteen (7.8 percent) were contracted between families who did not for-
merly acknowledge kinship, and in only four of these (2.0 percent) did a
partner come from outside the vicinity.

The system of marital preference I outline below is partly implicit,
partly normative and explicit. In Hofriyat, marriage is one domain in
which “the dialectic between the schemes immanent in practice and the
norms produccd by reflection on practices™ (Bourdicu 1977:20) can best
be detected. Here, then, the tendency toward interiority is most clearly
formulated, apparent in relatively systematic form to Hofriyati themselves.

Marital preferences depicted by villagers can be imagined in terms of
the enclosure concept outlined earlier with regard to infibulation. Mar-
riages between siblings or other prohibited kin would effectively close,
hence atomize, the kbashm al-bayt, making the family a world unto itself—
in some ways desirable-—but thereby preventing it from establishing use-
ful and potentially lifesaving relationships outside. Yet marriages with
nonkin outsiders are equally ominous: they open the family and village to
unfamiliar, possibly unsettling influences and make social reproduction a
random affair. Should a man wed an unrelated outsider he is scorned as
one whose wife is a “she-goat from the market,” so uncertain is her ped-
igree, so greatly has he had to rely on the word of strangers to vouch for
her character and that of her family. Just as the s#g goat which secemed a
good bargain in Shendi may prove otherwise once its owner gets it home,
so the alien bride who seems sweet, honest, and hardworking before her
wedding may show herself to be difficult, demanding, barren, or untrust-
worthy shortly thereafter. He or she who does not marry “close” takes a
far greater risk than one who does, despite any gain in the extension of
practical relationships that might accrue if the gamble comes off. Mar-
riages that are too distant—or, for that matter, too close—jeopardize the
harmony and cooperation so highly valued in Hofriyat.

Thus, the family (and by extension the village) is like a human body
whose orifices, though necesary to sustain life, are thought dangerous,
hence carefully constricted (cf. Douglas 1966). The orifices or openings of
the family are the marriages of its members. These openings are controlled
symbolically and, in part, officially, by a graded preference for marriages
between close kin, people between whom there already exists a high level
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of moral obligation. Affinal relationships in Hofriyat should duplicate and
build on those of consanguinity and physical proximity.

Cousin Marriage

When asked whom they ought to marry and whom they actually marry,
villagers’ responses do not vary: “We marry close (garib); we marry our
awlad ‘amm.” Strictly speaking, awlad ‘amm are children of a paternal
uncle: patrilateral parallel cousins.* In Hofriyat and throughout the river-
ain Arab Sudan, village social organization derives, formally and ideally,
from a variable number of patrilineal descent groups (rarely corporate in
any material sense), the members of which trace common ancestry to a
male kinsman living a minimum of four and maximum of eight genera-
tions ago. Thus one might think that when villagers say they marry awlad
‘amm, they arc saying they marry endogamously with respect to lineage.
Yet this is not actually the case.

Demographic vicissitudes make it impossible for everyone in the vil-
lage to wed an actual father’s brother’s daughter or son, although a strik-
ing proportion of genealogically documented first marriages (48 of 205)
have conformed to this type. Hofriyati I spoke to are well aware that their
practice falls short of the stated preference, yet when villagers say they
marry awlad ‘amm, they indicate that virtually all marriages (except a few
considered “not close™) correspond to this description. The paradox evap-
orates when we realize that awldd ‘amm has literal, classificatory, and figu-
rative significances in Sudan. Hence its application in this context can
be thought of as a kind of “officializing strategy” (after Bourdieu 1977:
38 ff.), a way to align practice with the tenets of an explicit ideology im-
ported from the heartland of Islam (cf. also Eickelman [1976], and on a
related matter Bledsoe [1980]).

Dealing with the term’s figurative significances first, it can mean sim-
ply “those who are married”: spouses become close (or closer) kin as a
result of the nuptial tie, hence may be considered awlad ‘amm after the
fact, if not before. The category is also a euphemism for spouses now de-
ceased or moved away who are known to be kin, but whose precise inter-
linkage others have forgotten.

More substantially, northern Sudanese kin terminology classifics the

39. Numerous authors have attempted to account for the practice, preference, or ide-
ology of patrilateral parallel cousin marriage in Middle Eastern and North African societies.
See, for examples, Kronenberg and Kronenberg (1965) on the evidence from riverain Sudan;
also Ayoub (1959); Barth (1954); Bourdieu (1977); Das (1973); Gilbert and Hammel
(1966); Goldberg (1967); Hilal (1972); Keyser (1974); Khuri (1970); Meeker (1976);
Murphy and Kasdan (1959, 1967); and Patai (1965). Full considerarion of this issue in light
of the Sudanese data is beyond the scope of this book.
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Legend: Lineage A Lineage B
A male
O female
— siblings
| parent-child
==== marriage “BROTHERS”

B CLASSIFICATORY
awlad ‘amm

Fig. 2.1. Example of a Lineage Exogamous Marriage between Classificatory
Awlad ‘Amm

children of actual awldd ‘amm, indeed of all first cousins, as “brothers” and
“sisters,” though conveniently nor as prohibited spouses. Regardless of
their sex, actual first cousins are “siblings” from the point of view of the
next generation. And as the children of “siblings,” they in turn are cousins,
hence “siblings” from their children’s point of view. This entire process of
updating relationships regresses hypothetically to infinity, but realistically
terminates in tracing to the fifth ascending gencration. As figure 2.1 illus-
trates, marriages between classificatory awlad ‘amm may therefore be line-
ally exogamous. Such marriages are considered “close” yet not as desirably
“close” as those between actual awldd “amm nor, in fact, between first
cousins of any delineation.

In Hofriyat, marriages between awlid ‘amm arc thus desirable be-
cause they are garih, “close”: and the concept of closeness (gariba)* at
once underwrites, justifies, and ambiguates the official marriage “rule.”
Marriages between matrilateral parallel cousins or patrilateral and matri-
lateral cross-cousins—real or classificatory—are considered “close,” as are
those between various other kin, including affines. Salient to the definition
of closeness is the demonstration and/or belief of prior kinship, the
stronger and more immediate (fawali) the link, the less ambiguous the
moral obligation between families and the more desirable—ostensibly—
the marriage. Closeness is a matter of degree; it is a relative value.

40. The term also means “relationship” or “kinship.”



Enclosures 81

Thus marital preferences, much like village social space, are graded
concentrically: defined by the degree of closeness to nonmarriageable kin.
Most immediate kinship precludes marriageability; but if a marriage ideal
can be formulated for Hofriyat it would have to be that closest kinship—
hence prohibited marriage—in one gencration breeds most preferred mar-
riagcability in the next. After this, cross-generationally prohibited mar-
riage or most preferred marriageability in one generation ensures second
most desirable marriageability two generations hence (among second
cousins). Furthermore, the prohibition of marriage between a man and a
woman creates marital potential not only among their descendants, but
among their collateral and affinal kin as well. Thus, however strategic
the actual choice of matce, prior kinship can usually be attested and the
match deemed officially proper: Hofriyati are greatly concerned to main-
tain their networks of practical (i.e., practically significant) kin by repeated
intermarriage (cf. Bourdicu (1977:39).

Marriages arc implicitly ranked into four distinct classes of preference
according to the closeness of prior kinship between spouses; the degree of
closeness constitutes a gauge of the potential usefulness each spouse’s net-
work of kin represents to the other’s, as well as of the moral (symbolic)
capital conserved and safeguarded by the match. The classes, as described
by informants, are (1) garib tawali (immediately close) : actual first cousins
of any sort, accounting for 40 percent of first marriages (N = 205) at the
time of fieldwork; (2) garib shadid (very close, strongly close): classi-
ficatory first, and cross-generational cousins (second cousins and cousins
“degrees removed”™), 36.2 percent of first marriages; (3) gar#h sai (some-
what close, only close): patrilateral or matrilateral kinship believed but not
immediately demonstrable, 16.0 percent of first marriages; (4) mush garib
(not close): no prior kinship known or believed to exist, 7.8 percent of
first marriages. For classes 1 and 2, kinship is readily traceable; for class 3,
the knowledge of closeness precedes its justification by reference to “one
grandmother,” a common “grandfather” (i.e., ancestor), membership in a
single “family” (“@ila wihid), or more specific ties that “must™ perforce
exist (cf. Eickelman 1976:101-2).

Sexual Complementarity and Symmetry

Each of the above classes is also ordered internally to some extent, though
I am wary of reifying what are actually very flexible distinctions. Among
one’s preferred spouses gartb tawdli, villagers explicitly favor marriage
with a patrilateral parallel cousin, referred to as a wad ‘amm tawali (imme-
diate father’s brother’s son), or bit “amm tawali (immediate father’s broth-
er’s daughter). This preference is borne out statistically, comprising the
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largest proportion of first marriages in Hofriyat: 22.4 percent, with a
further 1.0 percent involving bilateral parallel cousins. The latter are
considered even closer than simple awldd ‘amsm but are, understandably,
rare. After these, villagers (both men and women) deem marriage with a
direct matrilateral parallel cousin best, followed by marriage with a di-
rect cross-cousin. While there is no expressed preference for mother’s
brother’s daughter over father’s sister’s daughter, marriage with the former
is more prevalent, describing 6.3 percent as opposed to 1.3 percent of first
marriages.

Before proceeding further to analyze apparent and stated preferences
obtaining at all degrees of closeness, I should point out that since villagers
are complexly intermarried in every known generation, extant or deceased,
it is common that a couple should be related in several different ways.
Moreover, when discussing the consanguineality between spouscs, men
and women of a single houschold often specified different genealogical
pathways. Men were generally inclined to favor linkages concordant with
the official dogma of patrilincal descent, preferring to refcrence more dis-
tant patrilineal relationships over immediate ones traced through women.*!
Women, on the other hand favored most immediate linkages, whether
through men, women, or both scxes. When discussing the relationships on
which marriages are based, women, it seems, are more pragmatic, and men
more ideological.** This is consonant with women’s ideological mutedness
in Hofriyat, yet it also reveals men’s apparent desire to officialize political
strategies, thus cloaking them in the mystique of lineage integrity.

Accepting that marriage between awlid ‘amm (tawalf) is the ex-
pressed ideal, why does there exist a secondary normative preference for
marriage with matrilateral kin over more distant patrilateral relatives?
Moreover, why the apparent preference for parallel cousins over cross-
cousins? The answers, I think, lic in the direction of Hofriyati sexual com-
plementarity and the desire for symmetry and cooperation in actual social
relations. Regarding matrilaterality, it is reasonable to suppose that Hofri-
yati women, who arc highly influential in negotiating (albeit informally)
the marriages of their children, would rather that their sons marry their
own siblings’ daughters than those of their husbands’ sisters. A woman’s
relationship with her husband’s sister is an unequal one and may be rife
with tension, for the bond between a brother and sister is exceedingly
strong in Hofriyat and remains so despite their respective marriages. Thus
wife and sister may be rivals for a man’s regard and the moral and financial
support he bestows (see also Wikan 1980), which may lead the former to

41. Scc also Bourdieu (1977:42) on the Kabyle of Algeria, who appear to be more
adamant on this issue than Hofriyati,

42. Such gender-specific strategies appear similar to those noted by Rosen (1978) in
Morocco.
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avoid the latter as potential mother-in-law to her child. Moreover, the ten-
dency toward matrilocal residence and matrifocal groupings in Hofriyat
might well foster (officially) subordinate yet practically significant prefer-
ences among men for marriage with maternal kin.

Again, it may be recalled that a mother largely determines her son’s
prospective mates by observing young girls who arc scgrcgatcd trom his
view and advising him on his selection. She therefore exercises consider-
able control over the information her son and his father require in order to
initiate a proposal, a step not lightly undertaken as it places the family’s
most significant resource, its reputation, on the line (see also Altorki
1986).* Men’s dependence on women’s intelligence of other houscholds
gives women scope to maneuver and implement their own political aspira-
tions, to consolidate a kinship network and assurc themselves of support. A
girl, on the other hand, is more likely to marry a man chosen (from available
suitors acting on information provided by senior women) by her father
and brothers. In light of these circumstances and the intimate brother-
sister tie, it is not surprising that mother’s brother’s daughter marriage oc-
curs more frequently than marriage to father’s sister’s daughter.

This also explains, in part, why matrilateral parallel cousins are pre-
ferred in Hofriyat over patrilateral cross-cousins. But it fails to resolve the
apparent gencral preference for parallel cousins. A potentially fruitful in-
terpretation here might be that parallel cousin marriage is more consistent
with the organizing idiom of enclosure. A marriage between parallel cous-
ins can be considered less “open,” less parlous than one between cross-
cousins. The families of the former stand in a balanced relationship before
their marriage: calculation of prior kinship is symmetrical, through a pair
of brothers or sisters. Symmetrical, then, are the rights and obligations by
which their families are bound. Morcover, same sex siblings inherit equal
shares of their parents’ estates, and one may replace the other in a marriage
following the latter’s death (via leviratc or sororate). For most purposcs,
same scx siblings are social equivalents.

When cross-cousins marry, however, the relationship between their
families is asymmetrical and unbalanced: a brother remains morally re-
sponsible for his sister after her marriage. He is her legal custodian and
inherits twice as much as she on their parents’ deaths. Indeed, he may hold
her portion of the estate in trust throughout her life, using it as he sees fit.
A woman, moreover, relies on her brother to support her in disputes with
her husband and maintain her in the event of divorce. These circumstances

43. Women have a vested interest, then, in maintaining the system of sexual segregation
plus the association between infibulation and the right or the ability to bear true, that is,
morally sound, “Hofriyati” children. But to get to this point they themselves must have un-
dergone manipulation by their elders. See Bledsoe (1984) for similar observations on older
women’s roles in the Sande secret society among the Kpelle of West Africa.
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in the parental generation may 4nake marriages between cross-cousins
more problematic, more prone to disquiet than those between parallel
cousins. It is interesting that the relative simplicity of cxpressions describ-
ing parallel cousins—awlad ‘amm, and awlad kbaldt (matrilateral parallel
cousins)—compared with the more cumbersome terms for various cross-
cousin relationships—for example, wad “ammat/bit khal (father’s sister’s
son/mother’s brother’s daughter)—underscores the symmetry of the for-
mer and the asymmetry of the latter. The concern for balance between
families allied by marriage may be an expression in Hofriyat of the vague
shari‘a-based marriage rule called kafi‘a (literally, “equality”), which stip-
ulates that spouses should be equivalent in status (see Bates and Rassam
1983:200).

But status of this sort need not be the only consideration: shared sub-
stance, the stuff of moral identity, may be a stronger, if equally implicit
factor in the preference for parallel over cross-cousin marriages. Recall that
according to the Hofriyati theory of procreation, a child receives her bones
from her father and her flesh and blood from her mother. Matrilateral par-
allel cousins therefore share a common source of flesh and blood. Cross-
cousins, though linked by flesh and blood, do not, since their mothers arc
not sisters of the same womb, nor their fathers brothers of the same seed.
Matrilateral parallel cousins are, in this sense, closer than cross-cousins of
any type. I do not think I violate Hofriyati understandings to suggest that
shared substance provides an alternate criterion for marriageability to that
of common patrilineal descent. In fact, the former subsumes the latter and
may well predate it; as vernacular knowledge, it accords with the Quran
(Sura 86:5—7) and Arab practice, yet it is also consonant with matrilineal
ideology which informed Nubian society in the days before Islam (chapter
1). A consubstantial notion of closeness may thus form part of an invisible
Hofriyati cultural archive (cf. James [1988]; sce also the prologue to this
book); it is fundamental to local ideas of personhood and morality (as the
implications of sibling ties suggest), but can be shaped to a variety of ideo-
logical positions.

The normative preference that spouses be close kin decreases sharply
when people wed for a second time. One’s first marriage to a kinsman
operates to maintain and intensify existing relationships, and if there are
progeny or the subsequent marriage is polygynous, the initial marriage
will continue to fulfill this function beyond its effective dissolution. Per-
haps this is why people remarrying can be more overtly strategic or guided
by personal considerations, since such unions are not often arranged and
are largely matters of choice for both women and men. Whatever the rea-
son, the field of potential spouses now widens considerably and marriages
between traceable kin become less common, dropping to 32.7 percent
(N = 92) from 76.2 percent for first marriages (N = 205).
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Second marriages effectively and, I suggest, strategically extend the
range of marriageable kin for the offspring of a sibling group, creating
close relationships—hence marriage potential—in subsequent generations
where none might have existed otherwise. This is true to a limited extent
when a man increases his descendants by having children with more than
one wife,* since his children by each are recognized as siblings. All bear
their father’s name, are readily identified as members of an extended fam-
ily, and are rarely segmented in genealogies. Marriages between the chil-
dren of patrilateral half siblings are equivalent to marriages between those
of full siblings.

However, a woman’s children by two or more husbands do not be-
long to one family but to the houscholds and descent groups of their re-
spective fathers.* Yet they, too, are considered siblings and their children
highly appropriate mates. Here we see another way in which marriages of
the first degree of closeness (zawili) can be contracted between different
patrilines. Such intermarriages link the various lineages in Hofriyat, blur-
ring their distinctions and offsetting any tendency toward descent group
atomization.

The significance of sexual complementarity in kinship reckoning and
the importance of relationships traced through women arc explicitly ac-
knowledged by Hofriyati. In gathering information on family structure, I
found that local (male) genealogists present their data in two distinct
forms. Predictably, they begin by reciting a nisba awlad ‘amm, a line of
descendants traced exclusively through males. They would state the name
of a male ancestor (usually an eponym), then give a systematic listing of his
descendants, eliminating or glossing over those who died without off-
spring or whose only progeny were female, and indicating the lines along
which fissioning had occurred. Information about daughters and wives
was provided in this context only after persistent request; even so, it was
incomplete.

The second method stresses not divergence but interrelationship and
convergence among lines of awlad ‘amm, and is referred to as a nisba awlad
khalat, a genealogy of maternal aunts. It lists for a single ascendant genera-
tion a group of sisters and their respective, usually multiple, husbands.
Since it is rarely possible (nor always desirable) for sisters to marry into the
same sibling group, they frequently marry quite far afield. Moreover, as
noted, people contemplating second marriages are not as constrained to
marry “close.” Thus it often happens that the husbands of sisters are them-
selves nonkin or remote relatives. A nisba awlad khalat shows how several
familics, perhaps distant or unrelated if patrigenealogies alone are con-

44. In Hofriyat there can be no sororal polygyny.
45. This 1s true regardless of whethcr the levirate was invoked in remarriage. Hofriyati
do not practice a “true” levirate: the children of brothers always belong to their genitor’s line.
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sulted, are in fact closely related once uterine links in immediate ascending
generations are revealed. Awlad khialdt gencalogics are kept precisely be-
cause uterine relationships are sources of moral identity and grounds for
future marriages between ostensibly discrete lines of descent. The tracing
of matrilateral kinship through sisters and their descendants provides flu-
idity and integration to village social organization. As noted carlicr, uterine
relationships supply the metaphoric flesh and blood that bind together the
“bones” of Hofriyat society, its various and increasing lines of awlad ‘amm.

Fatna’s Dilemma

From all of this it is possible to conclude that despite a doctrine of patri-
lineality and patrilateral parallel cousin marriage, relationships in Hofriyat
are traced through either parent when determining eligibility to wed.
Potential mates are more likely to trace through fathers than through moth-
ers, especially where first marriages are concerned, and this tendency was,
as one might expect, slightly more marked for females (63.4 percent, N =
186 traceable first marriages of women) than it was for males (60.2 per-
cent, N = 166 traccable first marriages of men). Yet roughly a third of all
traceable first marriages were contracted with a matrilateral relative.*

Considering the remotest link to which prior kinship was traced, one
finds, again, that calculation led most often to an ancestral pair of brothers
(42.4 percent of 177 known cases). However, 27.7 percent of the time it
led to a pair of sisters and 23.1 percent to a brother and sister, with some
minor variations making up the rest. The frequency with which prior
kinship was actually, if not always officially, traced to one or more women
is striking, given the strong patrilineal emphasis in Hofriyat. Further, be-
cause of the broad classificatory nature of northern Sudanese kinship, rela-
tionship to an ancestral sibling pair might have been traced in countless
ways through any combination of male and female links, bearing in mind
the relative order of preference that both parents in the first ascending gen-
eration be males, then females, and so on.

We are left with the ineluctable conclusion that kinship in Hofriyat is
actually reckoned cognatically. Just as villagers recognize that male and fe-
male contributions are necessary to any enterprise, be it ceremonial, eco-

46. In 35.0 percent or 58 of the 166 first marriages of men in which relationship be-
tween spouses could be traced with relative ease, a2 man was acknowledged to have wed a
matrilateral kinswoman; in a further 5 cases (3.0 percent), his wife was rclated to him
through both parents equally. The comparable figures for women’s first marriages (N = 186)
are 58 (31.2 percent) and 7 (3.8 percent). In the few cases (3 for males, 3 for females) unac-
counted for by these percentages, the marriage was contracted affinally, through the prior
marriage of a brother or sister.
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nomic, or reproductive, so they tracc kinship through both sexes when
secking prior relationships on which marriages can be built. And just as
men and women complement each other physically and physioreproduc-
tively, so they provide through their marriages complementary means for
organizing and reproducing society. In Hofriyat, where, as noted earlier,
politically and cconomically significant social relations are mediated by
kinship and reproduced through marriage, networks of connubial rela-
tionships—not lineages—are the focal social groups.

When Hofriyati say they marry close or when they say they marry
awlad ‘amm, they are using conventional idioms which signify they wed
cognatic kin and are biased in favor of patrilateral relatives. But it is some
sort of prior kinship between spouses that is important above all else. For
kinship, however traced, binds individuals in a complicated web of social
and moral obligation whose intensity is maintained and verified by their
marriage. It is only when biological parents are socially, morally, and le-
gally obligated that their offspring can develop into true—that is, moral—
Hofriyati. The closer the kinship between parents, the more certain will be
the outcome, and the more appropriate the usc of a Hofriyati woman’s
fertility.

Still, marital choice is strategic not only morally and symbolically, but
also materially. Where extended families share corporate resources beyond
those embraced by a common fund of honor and obligation, closest mar-
riages arc both cconomically feasible and morally sound. But given the con-
volutions of Hofriyati kinship produced by repeated endogamy, evaluation
of closeness is ambiguous, leaving much to opportunism and the forging
of individualistic networks of alliance within a group of kin.*” Thus indi-
viduals sometimes forfeit opportunities to wed their closest available kin, if
more distant matches, traccable in hundreds of different ways, appear to
hold greater promise. The potential benefits to be gained from this must
be weighed against the possibly pernicious cffects of opening more widely
the khashm al-bayt through marriages with remote kin or strangers.

Here, in practical terms, is Fatna’s dilemma: to whom does she trust
her fertility—her potential and that of society as a whole? Paradoxically, if
she entrusts it to her brother, the kinsman to whom she is most morally
bound, her fertility is used inappropriately: she faces social isolation, a
dangerous mistake in this harsh land of limited resources. Yet to entrust
her fertility to an outsider is an equally dangerous move despite the fact
that her mate could turn out to be wealthy and powerful, indeed, a sultan’s

47. On this and related points relative to the Middle East, but also to Botswana where
similar processes have been observed, see Barth (1973); Bourdieu (1977); Comaroff and Co-
maroff (1981); Comaroff and Roberts (1981); Comaroff (1985); H. Geertz (1979); Peters
(1972); Rosen (1982); and Solway (n.d.).
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son. The perils of Fatna illustrate problems which continually confront vil-
lagers in this and other contexts: how close is too close? and more telling
perhaps, how distant is too distant, how open too open? These issues, ema-
nating from the dialectic of practice and ideology, lead to the consideration
of certain ramifications of Hofriyati logic and morality in chapter 3.



3

Boundaries and Indeterminacies

his chapter probes the implications and parameters of interiority and

its suggested counterpart, exteriority, which constitute major though
tacit motifs in Hofriyati thought. Interiority, recall, is a relative value: hu-
man relationships, for example, are classed as to the quality of closeness
that obtains between principals, the categories forming a series of ever
widening concentric circles. At the center stands the immediate family, im-
portantly, a group of siblings. In successive annulations are more distant
kin and covillagers, nonkin Muslim Sudancse and, at the outer limits,
strangers. Trust, commitment, even potential usefulness, diminish at points
genealogically and geographncally more distant from the Hofrlyatl individ-
ual. Yet such categories are by no means fixed. They are transient configura-
tions, shifting in their composition as strangers become familiar, as nonkin
become kin through marriage and assume reciprocal obligations that they
previously did not hold. The system does have operational boundaries:
Hofriyati are forbidden to marry non-Muslims; and inner extremes: sib-
lings may not wed; yet its limits are rarely so absolute and impenetrable. If
interiority be considered a cultural imperative or guide for behavior, it is
by no means determinate.

Boundaries between what is compatible with villagers” implicit para-
digms and what is anathema are not always apparent. Limits of acceptable
behavior are inevitably obscured by pragmatics, for an act considered inap-
propriate in one set of circumstances may be deemed fitting in another.
The legends of Fatna and the sultan’s son, to which I later return, reveal
that attributes like wit, wealth, and power can be valued above those of
close kinship in a potential mate. No criterion is absolute or essential: a
rich nonrelative may be more suitable to wed than a poor first cousin if one
is penniless.

As S. F. Moore notes, social life is never without such a lack of

specificity:

Established rules, customs, and symbolic frameworks exist, but they operate
in the presence of areas of indeterminacy, or ambiguity, of uncertainty and
manipulability. Order never fully takes over, nor could it. The cultural,
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contractual, and technical imperatives always leave gaps, require adjustments
and interpretations to be applicable to particular situations, and are themselves
full of ambiguities, inconsistencies, and often contradictions. (S. F. Moore
1975:220)

In Hofriyat, I suggest, this may be especially true.' Here, gaps and ambi-
guities are built into situations by the relativity of the idiom that informs
them. Further, by enjoining their minimization, villagers admit that open-
ness and ambiguity inhere in social relations, human physical characteris-
tics, and a host of other contexts. Interiority implies its opposite much as
female implies, and is implied by, male. In this there is a partial contradic-
tion: villagers® system of meanings both provides for ambiguity and seeks
to contain it. Yet because of this orientation, they may be equipped to ex-
pect a gradual permutation of the social and physical environment; their
implicit generative schemata anticipate change in furnishing a model for its
negotiation and comprehension. At the most practical level, this cnables
Hofriyati of either sex to exploit the ambiguity of their convoluted, cog-
natic relationships in negotiating personal networks of affines and kin.

Still, if propricty is ambiguous and manipulable, it docs have certain
parameters. Its limits are best discerned when transgressed, when morality
and individual integrity are threatened. Here I undertake a further explo-
ration of villagers’ world by searching for these boundaries. How do
Hofriyati assert their identity, maintain their integrity, or violate that of
others? What is the definition of a “person” in Hofriyat, and does this vary
by sex? Finally, how does a Hofriyati woman place herself within the
world, and what does this imply for her participation in the zar? The sym-
bolism of food provides a point of departure.

It is another clean, cool morning, vefveshingly still and cloudless. Zaineb, Samira,
and I walk single file on the high firm ground of the railway track, following it
toward Kabushiya and the station. A Hofriyati husband and wife are leaving
today on the first leg of their pilgrimage to Mecca; we ave going to see them off.

At the station pilgrims and well-wishers from several villages add knots of
color to the dun terrain. The women arve delighted by the outing and the chance
to vevive old friendships. A number of them greet me; few seem surprised by my
presence.

Soon the train arrives. Travelers board, weighed down with provisions for
their lengthy and avduous trip. Ma‘sallamas ave hurviedly called through conch
windows, and in moments the train chugs away. The crowd begins to disperse.

1. In societies such as those of the Middle East and North Africa, ostensibly bound by
rigid sets of rules and burdened with impracticable ideologies, indeterminacy may be more
obvious to the observer. Moreover, within these socicties there is a well-developed apprecia-
tion for relativity and perspective. See, for examples, Altorki (1986), Bourdieu (1977),
Eickelman (1976), Geertz (1983), Geertz, Geertz, and Rosen (1979), Rosen (1982).
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An old man, bent and wizened, has been glaving at me throughout the
pilgrims’ departure. Now he approaches Samiva and with a wordless gesture asks
ber who I am. Samira tells bim I am her cousin, her bit ‘amm. She and Zoined
struggle to keep strasght faces while the old man searches a dusty memory for the
name of Samira’s kinsman who had fathered a light-eyed child. His distress is
tangible. Yet my friends ave velishing their joke and seem veluctant to end the
charade.

Moments later I velent. “T have come from Canada,” I say, “and am living
for a while in Hofviyat.”

Disbelieving, he staves me in the eyve for a second or two then turns to
Samira and rasps, “Does she eat kisra?”

“Yes,” says Samtra.

“Well, then, she is Sudanese!”

Food, Identity, and Sexual Complementarity

Scenes like this were not uncommon during the months I spent in the
field. Interest in my alimentary habits was patent. To some extent it was
thought that being non-Sudanese, I was precluded from eating Sudanese
foods on a regular basis, as if in order to prescrve my Westernness I must
periodically consume Western foods in 2 Western manner. Whenever I ate
kisva at communal meals, villagers would boast I had become Sudani, or
better, Hofriyati. I quickly came to understand that how and what one
does or does not eat has symbolic import: making something originally
external to oneself an intcgral part of onc’s body is a powerful metaphoric
operation, at minimum signaling participation in villagers’ or some other
world of meaning. More tangibly, incorporation substantively maintains
or alters a specific type of human being. The notion surfaces in a number
of contexts, many but not all of them having to do with nutrition.

With regard to identity, reliance on kisra distinguishes Arab Suda-
nese, particularly Ja’ali and Jawabra sedentaries, from other social groups.
Further, the prohibited consumption of pork, blood, or animals not ritu-
ally slaughtered in the Islamic (balal) way sets apart Muslim Sudanese
from their non-Muslim countrymen.? A basic similarity of diet thus char-
acterizes Hofriyati and is emblematic of their ethnicity (cf. Barth 1969;
Cohen 1974).

Yet not all villagers eat the same foods. Dictary differences, particu-
larly strong among women, derive not only from the personal preferences

2. I was once given some bacon by British friends in Khartoum. My friends in the
village were keen to try this “new meat,” but I was reluctant. When 1 told them it was labma
kanzir (pig meat) they were undeterred. I did not wish to seem ungenerous, even less to
presume a better understanding than they of religious matters, but felt T had to ask if pork
was not forbidden by Islam. They were surprised by the suggestion and went off to consult a
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one expects to find in any community. Often they result from self-imposed
restriction. Whenever I dined with a group of women, it was all but inevi-
table that one would deny herself some dish or ingredient, remarking,
“Aslu ma bakilo>—*“Never do I cat it.” For some, prohibition undoubtedly
has a practical basis: many avoid cow’s milk because they cannot tolerate it.
But there are idiosyncratic avoidances where instrumental benefit is less
apparent. Some women do not cat onc or another variety of “small meat”
(labma saghira): pigeon, fish, and eggs, all prestigious foods associated
with fertility. Others avoid “large meat” (labma kabira): goat, mutton, and
beef, except on ceremonial occasions, and then profess reluctance. Not
only meat but all types of food—including certain kisras—may be subject
to prohibition. Such personal food avoidances have a particularizing effect
(cf. Lévi-Strauss 1966). They serve to establish the uniqueness of indi-
viduals, highlighting differences where otherwise, as between full sisters,
there is social and, given local conceptions of bodily constitution, physical
equivalence. In short, they are assertions of personal identity,® regardless
of their source: whether imposed by the woman herself or, as may be the
case, by a possessive zir.

Food is also used symbolically in Hofriyat to claim prestige, establish
rclative status, and impart a sensc of welcome thereby upholding family
honor. Serving guests scarce or expensive foods—described in chapter 2 as
“white” or “enclosed,” often associated with foreign culturcs and the
power of the outside world—is a mark of hospitality, which should be
augmented when the invitation is returned. Culinary potlatching is one
competitive venue in Hofriyat, though meager resources limit its ampli-
fication. On a smaller scale, women visiting other households in the vil-
lage—a moral imperative whenever a crisis or ceremony occurs (cf. Eickel-
man 1984; Altorki 1986)—gauge the warmth of their reception by the
sweetness of the tea they are given to drink. Variations from the saccharine
norm may be read as status messages of one sort or another.

In a separate vein, men engage in status jockeying through the physi-
cal appearances of their wives. A corpulent wife with smooth clear skin is a

kinsman. It scems that since women had not been given an opportunity to eat pork before
this, the question of its prohibition had never been raised. Women remain unaware of many
religious tenets for similar reasons.

3. When a sheep or goat is slaughtered in the Arab Sudan, the animal’s organs—liver,
kidneys, stomach, lungs, and spleen-—are washed, then cut up and eaten raw mixed with lime
juice, salt, onions, peanut paste, and cayenne pepper. This dish, known as murdra (“bitter-
ness” or “gall,” possibly because the contents of the animal’s gall bladder are poured into the
lungs before serving), should still be warm with life when served, indicating freshness and
affirming hospitality. I tried muriri on several occasions but, fearing parasitic infection,
eventually confessed that I would prefer to have mine cooked. I worried that my request
would give offense, but needn’t have: at least one other woman avoided raw muriri, so mine
was seen as a legitimate preference which in time contributed to my village identity.
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mark of prosperity, an obvious sign that she is well provided for, need not
work hard, and spends a great deal of time entertaining friends and being
entertained in turn. Large women are deemed beautiful and healthy, living
reflections of their husbands’ ability and concern. The ideal Hofriyati
woman is a good consumer when given opportunity; she considers this an
integral privilege of marital status (sec also Yousif 1987).

The cases of host and husband are instructive. Here, social position is
asserted not by eating or avoiding certain foods but by providing comes-
tibles for others. These others—guests and wives—help affirm status claims
vis-a-vis themselves and villagers in general by consuming foods provided.
Provision and consumption aid in the establishment of mutual but un-
equal relationships, and bolster complementary social identities.

Nowhere is this more obvious than in the complementary exchanges
between a groom and his bride at the time of their wedding, exemplary
expressions of the transactions that should inform their married life. The
economic and, by extension, reproductive potential of a marriage is sym-
bolized in the shayla: gifts of clothing, jewelry, perfume, and comestibles
which the groom presents to the bride and her family once the mabr
(bridewealth functionally similar in some ways to dowry) has been trans-
acted. The main part of the shayla is a trousseau consisting of sets of
outfits, the greater the number of sets, the higher the donor’s prestige
and the better his demonstration of ability to provide for a wife and fu-
ture children. During my first visit to Hofriyat, a “five-five-five” shayla
was considered extremely respectable, consisting of five pairs of shoes,
five dresses, tdbs, slips, brassieres, panties, handbags, and nightgowns.*
Also included are a garmosis—the red and gold shawl which veils a bride
during her wedding and will cover her after the birth of each child*—
plus one or more suitcases, store-bought perfumes and cosmetics, a watch,
and as much gold jewelry as the groom can afford. Morcover, he must
give a tob to the bride’s mother and each of her unmarried sisters. In
1976 a good tab purchased in Sudan cost at least US $ 100, and few men
spent less than $150; prices in 1984 were every bit as steep. Besides these
gifts, which are on public display in the bride’s home for a week or so be-
fore the ceremony, the groom is responsible for provisioning the bride’s
family and guests throughout the festivities, and must stage a suitable
wedding feast for some five hundred people or more. Thus even in 1976
the cost of getting married, borne almost entirely by the groom, was
extremely high.

When I went back to the village in 1983, I was told that with the

4. Indecd, most marriages at that time involved shaylas on the order of “three-three-
three.”

5. Her sons and daughters will also be covered by their mother’s wedding garmosis (or
its replacement) after their circumcisions.
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return of young men from lucrative jobs in Saudi and oil-rich principalities
of the Gulf, the average shayla had risen to the order of “twelve-twelve-
twelve,” the mabr had also escalated dramatically, and the celebrations—
complete with paid musicians from Khartoum—had grown enormous. It
was said that any man who had not secured employment in Arabia could
not afford to marry: several farming families had gone deeply into debt to
local merchants so that their sons might wed. And contrary to popular
wisdom, the situation was little better for a man who married his it ‘amm
than for onc who did not.

Faced with such crippling inflation, the village-area council imposed
restrictions on the size of the shayla (it could no longer exceed “three-
three-three”), limited the mabr for a virgin bride to £S 100 (then about
US $55), and stipulated the amounts of spice, oil, flour, and other food-
stuffs that the groom must provide. Although this now enables men who
are less well-off to marry without incurring financial ruin or loss of face,
few weddings remain within these bounds. While a returned migrant
worker might present a three-three-three shayla in public, everyone knows
that another nine “scts” or more will be delivered to the bride’s home at
night to remain hidden until after the wedding and shown only to close
relatives behind closed doors.

Importantly, presentation of the shayla sets in motion the ideal dialec-
tic between husband and wife, inaugurating his role as producer-provider,
and her complementary one as consumer and, ultimately, reproducer. It
may be recalled from chapter 2 that Hofriyati men speak of marriage as
“nesting” a woman; the image is appropriate: much as a bird is left to in-
cubate her eggs while her consort flies between the nest and the outside
world to forage and provision her with food, so a wife remains (ideally) in
the hash while her husband works outside the village, in fields or more dis-
tant locations, in order to provide for his family. Just as men bear primary
responsibility for production in Hofriyat (though they hardly perform all
the labor), women bear primary responsibility for nurturance and repro-
duction (though men’s procreative role is in no way denied).® Gender at-
tributions such as these contribute to the sexes’ constructions of selfhood,
to their respective dispositions, thus intimating suitable roles for them in
other domains of life.

In the implicit ideology of the village, production and reproduction
articulate and are dynamically sustained in a marriage. This ideal is both
celebrated and expressed in the wedding. Hofriyati say that a bride enters
her first marriage naked, as she entered the world. She must give away all

6. See also Morsy (1978:141-42). This is not, I emphasize, a gendered division of
labor, but a gendered division of responsibility. Implications of this point are considered in
subsequent chapters.



Boundaries and Indeterminacies 95

of her maiden clothing,” henceforth to be attired by her spouse who pro-
vides even the dress she wears to perform the wedding dance. This last she
dons after several days of conccalment and arduous cosmetic preparation
designed to enhance and protect her fertility—and its outward manifesta-
tion, her beauty—emerging at last to face the assembled village reborn, as
a married woman. Moments before her debut she is visited in hiding by
the groom who, in front of witnesses, breaks a few threads (said to number
seven) from the garmosis with which she is veiled. This substitutes, on a
social level, for what in other Muslim socicties may be physically proved by
displaying a blood stained cloth: it marks the official activation of the
bride’s reproductive potential.® The dressing of the bride (symbolic of her
spouse’s future productive contributions) and the formal surrender of
her virginity (establishing the allocation of her fertility) must be seen as
mutual exchanges solemnized by the wedding rite. And that they should
be so considered is restated with every birth: after delivery and rcinfibula-
tion—which, as Hayes (1975:622) points out, is a social renewal of
virginal status—a woman’s husband presents her with further gifts of
clothing and jewelry, thereby reestablishing the dynamic complementarity
of their relationship.’

Violations of “Closeness”

The Hofriyati cultural system suggests a moral-ideational continuum rang-
ing from extreme interiority or closure to extreme exteriority or openness,
along which the idcal activitics and characteristics of men and women are
respectively placed, and according to which their behavior is evaluated.
While the exemplary self for either sex is “closed,” contained, integral, the

7. The gesture carries the same meaning as when a North American bride tosses her
bouquet: those who receive the girl’s clothes will soon be married. When 1 returned to
Hofrivat in 1983, friends asked why I had not brought my prenuptial clothes to distribute
among them. Did I not know, they joked, that everyone wants a “rich” husband from the
West? The current of truth in this jibe is patent, and concentrates my ambiguous status well—
sctting me off as a privileged foreigner while also implying a form of sisterhood.

8. The custom is called guta‘a ar-rahat: breaking the rabat, the short thong skirt cus-
tomarily worn by maidens until a few decades ago. The groom would pull seven thongs from
his bride’s skirt to publicly signify what we would describe as her loss of virginity, better seen
in Hoftiyat as the social allocation of her fertility.

9. Yousif (1987) describes gender complementarity among the inhabitants of an Om-
durman suburb in terms similar to those discussed here, stressing the role of food. The ideal
husband provides what it is the wife’s duty to cook. Interestingly, a man who fails to fulfill his
role is referred to as a makshoufhal (makshif bal), literally, “uncovered condition” (1987:71,
89 n. 1). On the other hand, a man who protects his wife and treats her well is called a mas-
tourhal (mastar hal), litcrally “protected” or “covered condition” (1987:74, 90 n. 6). Yousif
suggests the condition described is that of the husband, whose irresponsibility, in the first
case, is apparent to others (“uncovered”). It is relevant, however, that the husband’s actions
are revealed through the condition of his wife.
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rclationship between husband as provider/producer and wife as consumer/
reproducer shows how this continuum expresses gender interdependence:
men working outside the hash provide food and other items for women,
working within it, to allocate, transform, and ingest. Despite the inherent
relativity of Hofriyati cultural precepts, certain acts are deemed morally
improper under most conditions, among these, behaviors that subvert
such complementarity. Interesting here are departures from the provider-
consumer model of marital relations, phrased metaphorically as food
violations.

In Hofriyat a woman’s possessions—her land, goats, clothing, jew-
clry—belong to her alone. In theory her husband cannot dispose of them
unilaterally; he must obtain her consent. Despite this understanding a man
might sell his wife’s animals and gold, neglecting to inform her until after
the transaction is complete. A woman thus slighted can be heard tor com-
plain, “Zgji akulni”—“My husband has eaten me.” Here, consumer has
become provider, the roles of man and woman are reversed. More than
this, the ideal consumer (woman) metaphorically becomes that which is
consumed.

Such a transgression of propriety is interpreted not only as a threat to
the woman’s limited autonomy in marriage, but also to personal integrity.
This, in turn, may jeopardize physical well-being, since Hofriyati do not
differentiate between body and person. So by violating her property, a
man violates his wife’s integrity, absorbs her identity, denies her indepen-
dent existence, and threatens her health. He commits an antisocial act,
comparable to cannibalism. Like Fatna’s crime of incest, his is a violation
of excess: an overdetermination of closeness, thought especially heinous by
women since it springs from an underrecognition of gender distance—
complementarity. By enforcing religiously sanctioned asymmetries, he de-
nics his wife her separate worth.

A woman might also accuse her husband of wishing to devour her
when she feels unjustly overworked. Here, too, the provider-consumer re-
lationship has broken down. When a woman must cultivate in order to
make ends meet—as well as perform a significant schedule of domestic
tasks—because her husband has abnegated financial responsibility or is
suspected of saving for another wife, she will claim he is “eating” her. He
uses money freed by her labor for his own ends such that the nature of
their interdependence is reversed. Her hard won self-image as complement
to her mate is contradicted by the realpolitik of male privilege. And again
the violation of personal integrity is depicted as a violation of bodily
integrity.

An undervaluation of closeness also breaches Hofriyati norms: the
recluse, the man who never marries, the woman who persistently fails to
attend her neighbor’s ceremonies or visit during times of crisis, all behave
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inappropriately. Antisocial acts like these may bring unwelcome suspicion
that the offender possesses an evil eye or worse, is a sorcerer (s@bar), con-
sidered literally cannibalistic.

Responses to Boundary Violation

When a villager sees himself or herself the victim of an antisocial act, of an
explicit violation of the ideals of “closeness,” cooperation, or gender inter-
dependence, response tends in the direction of excessive interiority, which
is equally if conversely antisocial. Here the sufferer is said to “desire death”
(dayr am-mot) and might well attempt to take his own life. Witness the
following case:

Several years ago Jaffar, an industrious man not yet mavvied, built himself a
house with the help of bis two brothers, Isa and Ibvahim. When it was finished,
Isa and his wife moved into the house on the understanding that once Jaffar
married they would have to find other accommaodation.

At his wedding in 1976 Jaffar asked ‘Isa to vacate the house two months
hence, after the ‘1d as-Saghir, the “small feast” following the fasting month of
Ramadan. During the interval he frequently veminded Isa of his plans to take
over the house, yer Isn made no plans to move. The movning after the ‘14 Jaffar
gave his brother £S 10 (then about US $25) to help defvay the cost of materials
for a new house, and suggested that “Isa temporarily shelter bis family with his
wife’s mother while he built bis own hosh. Still “Isa did not leave: he considered
he had a right to Jaffar’s house since he had contributed labor to its construction
and occupied it continnously for close to seven years.

At noon the next day Jaffar went to the disputed house. Isa was not at
home. He told “Isa’s wife to gather bev things and get out. She refused. They
quarreled heatedly. In the fray he hit her with bis walking stick and threatened
to upset the table on which she kept her kitchen things (a serious affront). Isa’s
wife fled screaming to her sister’s hosh.

With this the entive village was alerted to the axgument. “Isa’s wife’s sister
(a strong-willed woman) threatened to send for the police, but was prevented by
the informal assembly of men that quickly convened outside ber door. Moments
Iter, everyone adjourned to Jaffar’s father’s hosh to talk the matter out.

Isa and Tbrahim arvived from theiy fields. Both claimed that Jaffar was in
the wrong: the house, they said, belonged equally to all three. Hearing this, Jaf-
far grabbed bis dagger from its cinch on his upper left arm and moved to plunge
it into bis chest. Immediately, bis father, mother-in-law, sister, brother Lbyahim,
and Tbrahim’s wife rushed forward and attempted to wrest the dagger from
bis grasp. Jaffar’s mother-in-law and sister-in-law were badly gashed as Jaffar
struggled to prove the honovability of his position and expose his brothers’ treach-
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ery by this final act. With considerable effort his velatives forced bim to drop the
knife. Jaffav himself was unhurt.

The women were sent from the voom. After an hour’s negotiation an equi-
table solution was reached: Jaffar was to pay each of his brothers £S 15 for thewr
labor in building the house which Isa would vacate immediately. All three then
agyreed to cooperate tn building a new home for “Isa and his wife. The bond be-
tween brothers had been reaffirmed (though Isa’s house had yet to be finished
when I visited again in 1984).

1 asked my friends why Jaffar should wish to kill himself over what seemed to
me a trivial matter, o conflict of perspectives. They did not consider his vesponse
unusual: “He was angry with his brothers, they said he was wrong . . . of course
he wished to die!?”

I was later told that a violation of the normally supportive relationship
between close kin frequently leads to threatened—or actual—suicide. "
When a dispute of this nature erupts, violence is not directed at kinfolk
straightforwardly, but obliquely, through the victim himself. In Hofriyat
the “desire for death” is the idiom by which this is expressed. Here again,
social violations against the person transmute into physical (and self-
punitive) terms. Even if one does not actively seek death, it is feared that
he or she might give up the will to live, refuse to eat, become ill, and die. I
doubt it would fall short of the mark to suggest that the demise of suppor-
tive relationships between closest kin is interpreted by villagers to signal
the death of the self. The self in Hofriyat comprises one’s body, social dis-
positions, and identity, all of them unthinkable except in relation to kin.

Integrity and Violation of Body Boundaries

An individual’s integrity is jeopardized not only when she falls victim to a
moral breach of “closeness.” Other excesses also threaten the boundaries of
propriety and the physical self. Self-control and dignity are qualities highly
valued by villagers. Displays of emotion arce considered vulgar, but more
readily tolerated in women than in men. Women’s natures, Hofriyati say,
their greater #afs (animal life force, passion) and lesser amount of ‘ag/ (rea-
son), render them less able than men to keep their emotions in check.
When a woman experiences anger toward kinfolk, utter grief at their
loss, or anxiety for their well-being, she may claim to be ill (see also Con-

10. T have no statistics on actual suicides. A ycar before my arrival a man from Hofriyat
who was working in Khartoum immolated himself, but why he should have done so was a
mystery to my informants. Villagers say that every now and then a man disappears, ostensibly
into the Nile, leaving a pile of clothing on the bank. But since bodies are rarely recovered,
friends suggested that such men merely feign suicide to escape intolerable constraints of vil-
lage life and begin anew somewhere else.
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milk children

incestuous relationship

Fig. 3.1. Milk Children

stantinides 1977). She explains that she is being “caten” by excessive emo-
tion, consumed by something like a “fire” within. Here the metaphor of
eating/consuming describes situations in which things formerly under
control and regulated by concepts of harmony, balance, and closeness have
gone awry. One is also said to be consumed by a fever (as in English), by
pam hunger or a thorn that has puncturcd the skin. To be thus consumed
is to experience a violation or breach of one’s normal, ideal, physically con-
tained and socially relational self.

Transformations effected by “consuming” or incorporating have moral
and ecthical ramifications. These may be negative—as when a man mis-
treats his wife—or benign. In what follows, the breach of a physical boun-
dary fundamentally alters relations among kin but does not necessarily
damage them. Remember that what a person actually ingests to some ex-
tent determines his or her identity. Nowhere is this more important than
in the case of mother’s milk.

Sometime avound 1930 two sistevs gave bivth to sons in the same month. The
women weve in the babit of keeping each other company during the morning
hours when theiy husbands weve at work in the fields. One day when Howari was
busy at the well her baby began to cry. Thinking he must be hungry, Saida
picked him up and nursed him.

Tears later Saida’s youngest son asked to marry the daughter of Howari’s
eldest. But the match, which was close and thevefore deswvable, could not be sanc-
tioned. Whether wittingly ov not, Smda’s action in nursing hev sister’s son had
created a bond of actual siblinghood between bev childven and Howaris. It
would have been incestuous for Saida’s son to wed his mothers’s sister’s son’s
danghter, for she was in veality bis maternal brother’s child (Figure 3.1).
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It makes no difference that the women in question were sisters. When
unrelated children are nourished by the milk of one woman, they and all
their siblings become awlad laban, “milk children,” considered true mater-
nal siblings with regard to mutual obligation and the purposes of mar-
riage." Here the potential violation of a kinship boundary results from an
carlier breach of a physical one: the use of one’s breast milk to feed an-
other’s children. Resolution of the ambiguity this entails for offspring’s
identities is achieved by extending the range of siblinghood. Hence, even
natural kinship is indeterminate and mutable. Significantly, shared con-
sumption of so vital a fluid as mother’s milk actually creates close kinship.
Note the associations of femininity, fluids, generativity, and consubstantial
“closeness” reiterated here.

Mushahara Beliefs and Boundaries

Ideas about incorporation are represented in practices and conditions in-
volving another essential female fluid—blood, the source of a woman’s fer-
tility. Women are prone to illnesses involving excessive blood loss, called
nazif (not to be confused with nazif, meaning clean, nor as I was told,
with menstrual blood despite an association with the word for “month™).
Such ailments and their cures or prophylactics are collectively referred to
as wmushdhara, derived from the Arabic shakr, meaning “new moon” or
“month” (Wehr 1976:490). As Kennedy (19784:126) notes with refer-
cnce to mushiahara among Egyptian Nubians: “The basic idea of the cus-
toms associated with the term is that if certain actions are engaged in be-
fore the appearance of the new moon (indicating the beginning of the
lunar month), harm will befall an individual undergoing a ‘crisis’ rite.”

In Hofriyat these associations of mushihara are not emphasized, de-
spitc the new moon’s acknowledged auspiciousness. However, the link is
made implicitly, for one of the jirtsg ornaments worn by children re-
cuperating from circumcision and bridegrooms during their weddings is a
cloth band tied around the crown of the head, to which a crescent-shaped
picce of gold metal is fastened at mid forehead. This crescent is referred to
as hilal, or “new moon.” Mushahara is closcly connected with the firtig, as
shown below; and their joint association with the moon can hardly be for-
tuitous: just as mushahara practices are concerned to control female genital
bleeding, lunar rhythms are emblematic of regularized, disciplined genital

11. The effect of this, of course, is to extend the range of marriageable kin in the follow-
ing genceration. Milk kinship, like multiple marriage, broadens one’s network of kin, hence
broadens the field of potential spouses for the children of those it renders siblings. See Altorki
(1980:233—-44) for a discussion of this issue among Saudi Arabian elites, also Eickelman
(1984:97-98), Simoons (1976:313-29), Farb and Armelagos (1980:116-17).
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flow."* That the link is suppressed by Hofriyati may indicate the ambiva-
lence with which they regard women’s blood loss, for despite their valiant
efforts, even menstruation resists human control. I first describe the con-
texts of mushahara, then discuss their implications.

A woman or girl is likeliest to suffer mushahara hemorrhage at child-
birth, circumcision, or defloration; hence as in Upper Egypt, the cus-
toms associated with such times are essential clements of life crisis rites (cf.
Kennedy 19784 :128; Trimingham 1965:171)."* A woman experiencing
blood loss from the genital region is particularly at risk from spirits (zayran
and other jinn, including river sprites), which might enter through the
pregnable orifice and, possessing her, inflict sterility.

The causes of genital hemorrhage and its cures were related to me as
follows. A female who has given birth, is newly circumcised, or has be-
come a bride must wear a gold ring madc of a coin and known as a kbatim
ginay masri (“seal of the Egyptian guinea”). This is one of the several fir-
tig charms that protect young people after their circumcisions, men and
women at their weddings, and pregnant women especially at the time of
delivery—occasions on which vulnerable individuals are exposed to female
(or, in the case of circumcised boys, “feminine™) genital blood. Should a
woman who has given birth, a bride, or a newly circumcised girl neglect to
wear such a ring, and should she then see @ woman wearing gold, imme-
diately she will start to hemorrhage. Moreover, when a woman discovers
she is pregnant, any gold she is wearing at the time cannot be removed
until after the birth, lest she miscarry. My friends explained that nazif is
often caused or exacerbated by spirits which, as Kennedy (19785:133)
notes, are thought to be attracted to blood and gold; a menstruating
woman who visits the graveyard therefore courts sterility, for it is known
to be riddled with jimn. The gold a woman wears may divert the spirits’
attentions from her genital region, which is rendered assailable because it
has been opened, has bled, and is liable to bleed again. This condition also,
of course, attends the newly deflowered bride.

Women who have recently shed blood through genital surgery and
childbirth are apt to suffer uncontrollable hemorrhage if visited by people

12. Citing biological evidence, Buckley (1988 :203) suggests that the new moon—oc-
curring twelve to fourteen days after the full moon which, it is hypothesized, can provide
sufficient photic stimulation for hormone release—“comprises the naturally occurring lunar
phase for the onset of menstruation.” I make no claim that Hofriyati women exhibit men-
strual synchrony (this is not a topic my present data can address), but the recognition of a
lunar controlled menstrual cycle could well be implied in the mushabara context.

13. See also Ahmed Al-Safi (1970:20); Barclay (1964:211-13); Crowfoot (1922:
23); Hills-Young (1940:333); El Tayib (1955:146—47); Trimingham (1965:180). Ac-
cording to El Tayib (1955:146), mushabara “was applied to all apparently inexplicable ail-
ments to which a pregnant woman was exposed, and which would cause miscarriage or a
difficult birth, if not treated and dispelled at once.” In Hofriyat, however, the customs are not
confined to childbirth.
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returning from a funeral, or who have seen a corpse or butchered animal
and not yet erased the effects of death from their vision. To prevent such
blood loss, a bowl of Nile water containing some millet and an axhead or
some coins is placed outside the door to the room in which the girl or
woman is confined. Her visitors must first look into the bowl, after which
they may enter the room with impunity. If river water is not provided for
the purpose, guests should gaze into a well and scc there a reflection of the
stars or moon before proceeding to their destination. Should one suffer
nazif as the result of a guest’s omission, one might counteract the affliction
by peering into a bowl of Nile water containing a gold coin, or into a well
in which stars are reflected just after sundown. These practices suggest a
complex structural symmetry of cosmic and earthly media in their comple-
mentary gender representations: the symmetry of the night sky with (fermi-
nine) water, of stars and the moon with coins and axheads (humanly pro-
duced, masculine objects that also reflect); more abstractly, perhaps, they
suggest the complementarity between eternal life above (“masculine” tran-
scendence for which death is birth) and carnal (“teminine™) existence be-
low. It is the fact that the objects can be seen, by looking up or down, that
links them in a common context.

Another association of blood with female fertility highlights the com-
plementarity between marriage partners and is relevant here. During his
wife’s pregnancy a man is forbidden to slaughter animals lest his shedding
of animal blood induce miscarriage in his wife (sce also Zenkovsky 1949:
40-41). The association is one between husband and wife alone, for a
man can commission a neighbor or kinsman to slaughter on his behalf. As
in other mushahara contexts discussed below, it is the mixing of distinct
cxperiential domains having to do with blood that must be avoided.

One of my friends recounted the following incident, a typical case of
mushdhara and its cure:

When I gave birth to my youngest daughter the pains came on very quickly.
"There was no time to prepare for the birth. My eldest daughter was pregnant
at the time and she came to assist me. She was wearing her gold kbatim
ginay masri. | was wearing no gold and I became ill with #azif immediately.
I lost much blood. Then my daughter gave me her ring to wear and I
began to recover. Later, my husband’s brother came to visit me. He had just
circumcised a young boy and had blood on his shirt. He forgot to change
his clothes and I saw the blood and again began to hemorrhage. I had no
milk for my baby. So my brother-in-law got some water from the river, put
it in a white bowl and put a gold kbatim on the bottom. He made me look
at this and I became well.

Mushahara hemorrhage is associated with the susceptible woman
seeing gold when she is wearing none, seeing someone who has scen
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death, and for the newly delivered, seeing the blood of circumcision (male
or female). Since the affliction is also said to cause a lack or a weakening of
her milk, it can jeopardize her child even after successful delivery. In a preg-
nant woman not yet come to term, miscarriage or stillbirth might result.
Excessive blood loss might also occur if a vulnerable girl or woman
sces a female “gypsy” or Halibiya. The Halib'* are itinerant traders and
blacksmiths whosc abilitics in salesmanship have earned the women among
them a reputation for being a little too brash, too familiar, and too undig-
nified for Hofriyati tastes. In addition to this and their unsettled lifestyle,
traveling openly as they do in the company of men, Halib women differ
from Hofriyati because they are not infibulated. If a gypsy woman enters a
courtyard (which she is wont to do uninvited) where a woman or girl is
ritually confined, immediately the door to the invalid’s room is shut and
closely guarded so as to prevent the two from making visual contact.
Mushahara beliefs outlined here concern the transmission of debilitat-
ing and restorative effects on fluids having to do with female fertility
(blood and milk) by means of sight. Sccing, then, is another means of in-
corporation. The essence of what one regards is absorbed by the eyes and
may be transmitted later to those whom one meets. This also supplies the
basis for Hofriyati’s concept of the evil or “hot” eye (‘ayn harva): that
someone’s appreciative (envious) look might unwittingly cast misfortune
upon the person, animal, or thing admired. With respect to mushahara,
should a woman be brought into contact with such dangers as death at
those times when she is extremely vulnerable, when her precarious gift,
fertility—the ability to generate life—is made potent or somehow imper-
iled, then the resultant mixing of experiential domains cannot but do her
harm. The activation of her fertility in marriage ought to causc a rctention
of blood (signifying pregnancy); but when the bleeding process normal to
manifesting or protecting her fertility is damaged, the oppositc—hcmor-
rhage—results. And damage stems from ambivalence: it occurs when the
essence of death is mixed with that of birth, or conversely, when the condi-
tion for immortality is combined with that for mortality. It also occurs
when she who has shed residual, postpotent (“black™) blood in childbirth
absorbs the essence of potent (“red™) circumcision blood; or when a nor-
mally reserved, dignified, and enclosed Hofriyati female weakened by
childbed or circumcision is brought into ocular contact with the uninfibu-
lated, unconfined, and by Hofriyati standards, undignified gypsy, the an-
tithesis of ideal womanhood. Her susceptibility is less if she wears the
gold ring made from an Egyptian coin (referred to as an “ofhicial seal” or

14. Some Hofriyati say the term derives from balab, meaning animal milk, as these
people are nomadic and once lived almost exclusively on the milk from their herds; others say
that it comes from Halib, the Arabic name for Aleppo, a town in Syria, whence the Halib are
thought to originate. See also Ahmed Al-Shahi (1972).



104 Part 1. The Human World

“stamp” since it bears the face of a person), because this pleases Solomon,
the overlord of jinn. It also diverts the jinn’s attention, for these spirits are
prepared to take advantage of a woman’s physical and ritual defenseless-
ness whenever the occasion should arise.

But if wearing gold defends her from spirit attack, neglecting to wear
it may increase her vulnerability should she then see it worn by another.
Now the spirits which hover about a visitor’s jewelry may be drawn not to
hers, but to her blood. With this she is tacitly reminded that blood and
gold are close yet imprecise equivalents: the former inherently more pre-
cious, however noble or alluring the latter may be.” Again we are faced
with complementary gender associations: between females, fluids, blood,
internal space, and intrinsic worth on the one hand, and—since men pro-
vide jewelry for their wives—males, substances, gold, the outside world,
and humanly attributed value on the other. Morcoever, the wearing of
gold reiterates the bride, womanhood at its apex of purity and latent fertil-
ity which men array, infibulation protects, and reinfibulation is designed
to reenclose. When worn by the n#fidsa, the woman in childbirth, gold
helps offset the impurity of delivery: the opening of her vaginal orifice and
the consequent shedding of so-called “black” or postproductive blood.

The color black is conspicuously linked with impurity and attributed
to things which have lost their generative potency. My informants noted
that another mushiahara custom is to place an eggplant in the confinement
room, cither under the woman’s angarib or suspended on the wall. In local
parlance, an eggplant is referred to as an aswad, a “black” (short for “black
tomato”). Cloudsley (183:137) sheds some light on this practice in writ-
ing about childbirth in Omdurman: there, cggplants may be hung on the
wall behind the delivered woman’s head where they remain until they
shrivel and fall of their own accord: “Older women told me the aubergine
is used rather than any other plant because it is black and repels the evil
eye . . . it also represents the placenta, so its shape may be significant. The
intention is to prescrve the womb which the Sudanese fear may split or be
damaged in childbirth.”

The shape of the eggplant recalls the eggshell/gourd fertility object in
Hofriyat and the imperative that the womb be enclosed; its associations
with danger and the placenta make sense, for with birth the placenta loses
its nutritive potency and may imperil a woman’s life if not immediately
delivered.' The eggplant is a negative counterpart of the egg-shaped fer-
tility object; whereas the latter is a visual distillation of fertility, the for-

15. The association of gold with noble status in this part of Sudan dates to Meroitic
times. Gold jewelry that was part of the royal regalia in Christian Nubia (‘Alwah) was appro-
priated by rulers during the Funj sultanate (El-Tayib 1987 :43) in the sixteenth century A.D.

16. See Kennedy (19785:127) on eggplant and mushahara in Egyptian Nubia.
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mer represents its culmination while disarming visions that threaten its
continuance.

One who has absorbed a potentially dangerous sight might visually
transmit its essence to a reflective object in a white bowl containing Nile
water or to a reflection of the stars in a well (a spatial and, perhaps, gender
inversion [see p. 102]) whereupon the negative influence is shattered, re-
fracted, dissipated in the ritually pure fluid and rendered innocuous. Often,
too, reflection and reversal arc used to foil the evil eye: fragments of mir-
rors are typically plastered into the sides of doorways so that persons cn-
tering might at a glance divest themselves of pernicious emissions.

In the bowl of river water intended to defusc noxious visions are
placed some dura seeds or dough plus a metal axhead, hatchet, or some
coins. These items have well-known everyday significances in Hofriyat, as
discussed in chapter 2: water 1s associated with female labor and fertility;
tools, coins, and dxra with farming and male labor; and k#s7z dough repre-
sents the combined result of women’s and men’s subsistence activitics,
metaphoric of their separate reproductive contributions to the body of
a child. While this was not explicitly stated by informants, it seems rea-
sonable to suggest that these objects provide a positive replacement for
the negative visions jettisoned at the threshold of a room. The combina-
tion of elements reads as an affirmation of fertility, and its visual essence
will be transmitted by visitors’ eyes to the female whose reproductive func-
tion is jeopardized. Moreover, water from the Nile, associated with fertil-
ity and femininity, is used in a number of contexts involving purification
and the maintenance of health: a woman completing her forty-day con-
finement after birth bathes in Nile water; a pregnant woman drinks it; one
who is barren hopes to remedy the situation by pressing a cupful of it to
her womb (Zenkovsky 1949:40)."” Hence secing Nile water purifies and
calibrates sight for the visit to a woman’s confinement chamber. Further,
Kennedy (19784:132) notes that in Egyptian Nubia, gold, axheads, and
coins are “spirit attracting substances” and by immersing them in the pu-
rity of Nile water, one dispels the spirits infesting them. Even in their
mundane reference to male labor, such items connote defense of the femi-
nine ideal.

All of these associations build on the theme of fertility and the need to
protect it from threat. The significance of genital openings and doorways
as cssential boundaries and transition points is reiterated in the mushahara
context; so too is the value of inner space: hashs, wombs, and rooms. The
bowl of Nile water must be placed just outside the kbashwm al-bab, the

17. Also, following his wedding the groom leads a procession to the Nile where he
ritually bathes; a similar procession takes place for a woman possessed by zayran at the end of
her curing ceremony.
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room’s doorway—literally, “the mouth of the door”—so as to prevent
dangerous influences from penetrating the highly charged space within.
Women undergoing life crisis, more so than men, are required to remain
inside a room for the duration of their vulnerability, usually for forty days.
And this vulnerability is linked inexorably to their fertility.

Customs which prevent or cure mushihara illness prevent or cure vio-
lations of bodily integrity caused by visually mixing experiential domains
and, in turn, by spirits attracted to female genital blood—exposed human
fertility. Jinn, who arc drawn to interstitial regions of the body (body pas-
sages, cavities, the spaces between digits) and impure, between-places in
the social area of the village (like ruined houses), may also be summoned
by paradox and the ambiguity which stems from merging categorics that
should be kept distinct. And they may be dispelled by reversal, inversion,
or restatement of the appropriate order. All are situations involving the
violation and reconstitution of significant boundaries (cf. Douglas 1966).'*
Later we will sce that jinn, and specific among them zayran, are associated
with thresholds, fertility, ambiguity, and paradox in a number of other
contexts as well.

Breathing

People incorporate the essences of visions and may be infiltrated by spirits.
But these methods, added to those of consumption and sexual intercourse,
are not the only ones by which Hofriyati, willingly or not, take into their
bodics what originates in the outside world. Like visions, smells may have
positive or negative effects on well-being.

In Hofriyat, bad odors can cause illness.'” A smell of sweat or of the
“black blood of childbirth™ conveys the essence of all that is negative
(“open”) in the corporal world and disposes a woman to possession by
Jinn, particularly if she is ritually susceptible. Thus the interiors of con-
finement chambers and bridal visiting rooms are fumigated regularly with
so-called “sweet” bridal incense, considered prophylactic against linger-
ing jinn.

Perfume and cologne are used copiously by both scxes in Hofriyat.
Indicative of purity, cleanliness, ceremonial extravagance, and health, com-
mercially produced (“cold”) scent (##ha barda) is showered liberally on

18. In a related vein, onc reason for viewing the reflection of stars in a well after sunset
may be to ensure that the visitor does not confront a vulnerable woman during the transition
from day to night. Sunset and sunrise are considered dangerous, ambiguous times when dev-
ils and other jinn arc about; they are referred to as the bamarayn, the “two reds.” Hamarayn
are discussed in chapter 9.

19. See James (1988:71-73) for similar observations on the Uduk in southecastern
Sudan.
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guests at a wedding and on wood burned in the bridal smoke bath. It is
an important ingredient in women’s cosmetics such as 4ika (which, at
another stage of its manufacture, is smoked over fragrant woods), and is
mixed with Nile water in the mushahara bowl, where it acts to protect visi-
tors against breathing unsavory odors upon entering the room of a newly
circumcised girl or a woman recently delivered.

Breathing a complement of “cold” and smoky odors is crucial to well-
being, especially in the context of a wedding. The woods for bridal incense
arc tossed with sugar and cooked in a pan, then sprinkled with “cold”
scent and smoked perfumes; their fragrance is released by smouldering the
amalgam in a brazier. In order to make local wedding scent (bumra, “red-
ness”) a woman combines the oils of clove, sandalwood, and mahaleb?
(among others), then adds granulated musk, smoked sandalwood powder,
and “cold” perfumes. Next she pours the concoction into a bottle, lights a
cigarette, and blows tobacco smoke into the lot, shaking the bottle to
make sure the smoke is well dispersed. Women attending a nuptial dance
daub themselves generously with umra; this is aesthetically pleasing and
guards against bad smells. The “redness™ of the bumra (and, perhaps, its
specific blend of “cold” and smoky (heated) scents) serves constantly to
remind the wearer of fertility; it reiterates her femininity.

Remedies, too, can be achieved through inhalation: the afflicted in-
clines over a lighted brazier containing herbal medications or bits of paper
inscribed with passages from the Quran, in order to breathe the restora-
tive smoke and fumes. Alternatively, she drinks the water used to rinse a
Quranic inscription from a wooden tablet or china plate.

In all of the above, items linked with masculinity (“cold” perfumes,
spiritual recitations) are mixed with those having feminine connotations
(heat and smoke, water) and, taken into the body undcr appropriate con-
ditions, have a positive effect on health. Just as a person’s identity and
status are related to what he or she ingests, so is one’s constitution—social
and physical—affected by his or her perceptions: visual, olfactory, and as
noted earlier regarding the feminine associations of heat and pain, tactile.
Postively valued perceptions enhance bodily integrity and balance. Nega-
tively valued perceptions sensed directly or through the faculties of others
violate bodily integrity, rendering one open to further violation in the
form of spirit intrusion or other illness.

Again we arrive at the importance of body orifices which, like door-
ways, are points of entry, of transition between internal and external space.
Like other forms of passage, the exchange of sensory messages between
the integral human body and its external environment is a dangerous pro-
cess requiring close control.

20. Prunus mabaleb, a small cherry whose kernels yield a fragrant oil.
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Balance

An unstated directive in much of the above is the maintenance of body
balance, the need to harmonize emotions, blood characteristics, tempera-
tures, internal qualities, and external influences, all of which bespeaks a hu-
moral vision of physical and social reality. For example, certain cosmetics
are considered hot or cold, and their application adjusts the body’s internal
heat. DelVecchio Good (1980 : 148—49) notes that in Iran, popular mod-
els derived from Galenic-Islamic medicine depict females as relatively
colder than males: postpartum mothers are fed “hot” foods to strengthen
their bodies, build up their blood, combat the “coldness” of parturition,
and increase their bodily heat to ensure that the next child is a boy. Such
ideas complement those surrounding infibulation in Hofriyat, which pro-
tects fecund blood and enhances the heat of the womb. As in Iran, there 1s
the suggestion here of an implicit natural relationship between femininity
and cold (and masculinity and heat) which various cosmetic and ritual
procedures strive to calibrate. This would go some way toward explaining
why in Hofriyat the birth of a daughter as a first child signals the failure of
a woman’s fertility and is grounds for divorce: she may be regarded as
having insufficient innate or ritually generated heat in her womb to trans-
form her husband’s sced into a male child. Barclay describes a wedding
practice among residents of Buurri which symbolically confirms this point
and resonates with Hofriyati themes:

In the late afternoon the groom takes a small pot [cf. a gilla], places kisra
dough in it, and puts it on a fire that is usually located outside the door of
the house. . . . Before entering the house [sometime later] the groom takes
a sword [a masculine object cf. an axhead) and breaks the pot containing the
kisra. The next morning the contents will be served with milk. If the Zisva

is cooked well, it means the first child will be a boy. If not it will be a girl.
(Barclay 1964 :256-57)

Heat, whether inherent in the blood itself or in the womb, is less a femi-
nine characteristic than a requirement whose augmentation is necessary to
fulfill a woman’s transformative, procreative role.

Despite a concern for temperature in other domains, Hofriyati are
virtually distinct among those who espouse equilibrium models of phys-
iology in not attributing hot and cold characteristics to foods.* Rather, as
I noted earlier, foods that energize or increase the blood are described as
clean, enclosed, white (by implication, pure), and moist. All are positive
attributes, whose negative counterparts arc “poor” (miskin) and “dry”

21. See Foster (1987) for an extensive discussion of hot and cold pathology in classical
medicine and contemporary Latin America.
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(mashif). Clean foods are strengthening to either sex, but especially bene-
ficial to women’s fertility, while poor, dry foods are debilitating.

A second dimension of foods is not bivalent but relative: some are
considered light, others heavy. Light foods such as rice, pasta, and cggs
should be consumed by those whose blood is heavy (za4il): those who tire
casily, feel sluggish, and are prone to swellings. Heavy foods, such as meat,
are eaten to counteract “light blood” (dum khafif), a cause of dizziness.
Like odors and assimilated perceptions, various types of ingested foods
play a role in the maintenance or disruption of internal body balance—as
well as social status, ethnic identity, individuality, and moral integrity.
Relevant here is women’s concern to improve the quality of their blood,
control its production, and prevent its loss. For not to do so imperils their
social goals and financial security.

Tying and Binding

Desire to maintain sociophysical integrity (expressing the implicit value of
interiority) and acknowledgment of the ambiguity inherent in social and
physical thresholds (expressing its necessary relativity) constitute an cssen-
tial problematic of Hofriyati culture. This is played out, in part, in rela-
tions between the sexes, who in certain contexts occupy complementary
positions on the continuum between dialectical extremes. Before consider-
ing the broader implications of this dynamic and its relationship to the
zar, I explore the position of women as they themsclves portray it. I begin
by considering the metaphoric associations of tying and binding, and their
relation to female fertility.

In chapter 1, I noted that women enjoy greater residential stability
than men. They spend most of their lives in their parents’ village homes
and move to urban centers less frequently than their husbands. Over 60 per-
cent of men between the ages of fifteen and forty-nine are absent from the
village, working elsewhere for most of the year and leaving 42 percent of
Hofriyati houscholds to be managed solely by women.® Much as Hale
(1985:6) recounts for Sudanese Nubians to the north, it is women in
Hofriyat who reproduce village culture and are viewed as its “keepers.”
Women, then, comprise the stable core of village society and symbolize
village identity.”® This is one expression of their essential “fixity” in local
thought.

22. These figures compare favorably with Sondra Hale’s (1985 :4) from farther north
along the Nile in Nubian Sudan, where there is a male absentce rate of 50—60 percent, and
more than 40 percent of households are headed by women. See also Constantinides (1982).

23. Cf. Cohen (1974:16). For an interesting example from another social context
where the women of a relatively insular group symbolize its identity both to members and
outsiders, sce Okely (1975).
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The idea of holding in place or binding is symbolically developed in
Hofriyat. When a couple marries, the faki (religious practitioner) is said to
tie a knot in a rope at the mosque which binds the two together. But the
rope is controlled by the husband who may “tie” more knots in it as he
takes other wives, or “loosen” a knot should he wish to divorce (tallug,
meaning to loosen, set free). Women do not relish cowifery and cite the
following adage when describing the preferred marital situation: Ahsan
wahid mari fi-l-hubil (“Better one woman on the rope”).”* The rope
stands for a man’s marital career, symbolizing his ability to bind various
women to him as wives—of which he may have up to four simultaneously
and any number scrially. He is in control of his “rope” and may alter it at
will. Not so a woman, who feels the fixity of her position keenly, especially
if she is unhappy in a marriage and would just as soon be set free. Under
normal conditions a woman cannot sue for divorce; such is the prerogative
of men.*

Concepts of binding and loosening appear in other contexts, among
them, the performance of injurious magic (‘amal, in which knots must be
tied) and easement of its effects.* More germane to the present discussion,
the animal sacrificed by a man upon his wife’s delivery of a child is referred
to as the kulala, “the loosening.” Until the birth he was forbidden to
slaughter; following the birth he must. Thus if pregnancy, resulting from
her husband’s act, quickens a woman’s blood, birth itself causes it to flow
like that of the slaughtered beast, and frees her to become pregnant once
more. Her husband’s action and restraint regarding the blood of livestock
parallel those having to do with the blood of human life. It is hardly sur-
prising to lecarn that in certain contexts women are symbolically equated
with livestock, nor that the slaughter of an animal may be seen to sub-
stitute for the sacrifice of their blood (chapter 9).

However initially prosaic it might appear, the link between binding
and women’s hair is highly significant (Boddy 19824). As part of a bride’s
cosmetic preparation, her hair is woven into dozens of tight thin plaits

24. The word for rope is habil (pronounced babl); hubal is one way of forming its
plural. Yet my informants noted that hubal is used here as a singular. Whether hubal is more
euphonic, or its use reflects the synthesizing tendencies of women’s speech (babal means
“pregnancy™), I do not know.

25. The only grounds on which a woman might seek divorce is withdrawal of support,
and then she must petition the religious judge (444t) who considers the merits of her case. A
man, however, need only proclaim “I divorce thee” threc times before witnesses to make the
act official.

26. Should someone wish to cast a spell on another he visits a practitioner of ‘amal
(who is said to be a sadiy shawatin, a “friend of devils”; see also Al-Safi [1970:23]) who, for a
fee, knots (‘ugda) a string while murmuring appropriate incantations. The injurious knots
(ar-ribut, bonds or fetters) are then buried or thrown in the river; they are said to “bind” the
intended victim (who is known as am-marbit, “the bound”) rendering him powerless before
his assailant’s nefarious intent. To undo such damage a victim enlists a religious faki who
locates the knotted string and countermands the spell with a charm, thereby “loosening” the
perpetrator’s grasp. See also Nalder (1935:236) and Trimingham (1965 :170).
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(mashat) resembling miniature wheat stocks less than half a centimeter
wide. The plaits hug the contours of her head from crown to nape, then
hang below in slim black cords.?” A maiden might wear braids before mar-
riage, but should not undertake this more claborate coiffure until shortly
before her wedding. The custom is an ancient one: temple reliefs at Merog
and Musawwarrat (near Shendi) depict Meroitic candaces whose hair is
worn in a similar style.

Considerable importance is attached to hair. As was observed, Hofti-
yati differentiate between “impure” hair on the body—which married
women must remove—and hair on the head—which they must dress and
confine. Head hair cuttings are always collected then burned lest they be
magically used against their owner. Sudden headache may be attributed to
a person or animal trampling the trimmings of one’s hair (also Nalder
1935:239). Moreover a woman’s head hair is directly associated with her
nubility: at menarche a girl must begin to cover her hair when in the com-
pany of men, particularly those to whom she is marriageable or must dem-
onstrate respect. She continues this practice throughout her childbearing
years. No other part of her body must be so carefully shielded from mas-
culine view. Women told me that in the recent past when less clothing was
worn than today, a woman otherwise perfectly naked would rush to con-
ceal her hair if a man appeared. Except under certain conditions discussed
below, exposure of 2 woman’s hair to men, especially strangers and those
outside her immediate family, is an embarrassment, an unbearable im-
propriety. She covers her head, they say, because she is ashamed (kbajlana)
(ct. Delaney 1988: 82).

As Christine Eickelman (1984:70) notes in her ethnography of an
Omani village, khajal significs propricty, constraint caused by the fear of
behaving improperly. It is a propensity whose inculcation in Hofriyati
girls begins dramatically and severcly with circumcision. So ingrained is
khajal in women’s personalities and interactions that even I acquired a de-
gree of it, feeling uncomfortably exposed if I neglected to wear my head
scarf and being shocked by the “brazen™ gypsies who wore none. Given
these circumstances, the additional operation of plaiting a bride’s hair—
which, in contrast to everyday situations, is not covered during her wed-
ding dance—publicly marks a loss of sexual innocence and the activation
of her fertility. More than this, it represents the taming of her potency and
binding of her reproductive potential to the groom. The procedure is de-
scribed as barr: “hot” or “painful”; the pain and constriction reiterate and
affirm in her an appropriate feminine disposition.*®

Weddings are the only occasions when girls who are reproductively

27. El-Tayib (1987:59-61) and Cloudsley (1983:31-33, 52) providc fuller descrip-
tions of this procedure.

28. See Obeyesekere (1981) for an engaging discussion of hair in cultural symbolism
where Leach’ (1958) distinction between public and private symbols is taken to task. In
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mature expose their hair in the presence of marriageable men, and married
women appear in public with plaits undone. As wedding guests they per-
form the “dance from the neck,” miming the strut of a courting pigeon
with suitable languor and grace, backs well arched, arms extended, hair
falling loosely over tobs rearranged to form wing-like protrusions at their
sides. Slowly and barefoot they advance toward the groom down a runway
of fiber mats; each, on nearing, inclines her head and with a shake flings
her loosened hair in his direction, brushing the groom’s shoulder or his
head. This is called “giving the shabal™ and is said to confer luck (huzz) for
a prosperous and fruitful marriage. Other men might now approach the
dancer, inclining their shoulders toward her and snapping their fingers
above their heads. This is called “asking for the shabal” and compliments
her charms. Should she wish to comply, the indifferent dancer flicks them
her unbound hair with another quick toss, then resumes step. I have often
seen mothers approach a dancing woman bearing infant sons in their
arms, that the babies might also reccive shabdil.

According to my informants, shabil is comparable, on a secular level,
to what baraka is on a spiritual one. Baraka “Allah’s blessing,” “holiness”
is a miraculous force or power which one is endowed with or acquires by
contagion.” Though baraka inheres in certain holy families, its benefi-
cial effects are open to all and transmitted by contiguity. As Crapanzano
explains,

The moment the baraka has passed to the supplicant . . . it is no longer
contagious. It ceases to be itself. The individual to whom the baraka has
been passed obtains something—the state or potential state of good health,
good fortune, business success, or fertility. A transformation analogous to
the conversion of energy into matter, or semen into infant, has occurred.
Baraka is thus a potentializing force which in the process of transference is
actualized into that which is sought. (Crapanzano 1973:120-21)

In Hofriyat, rubbing onesclf with sand from the grave of a holy man or
being spat upon by a powerful faki as he utters a passage from the Quran
are two means for acquiring baraka’s effects, sought mainly by women
from men of spiritual renown. Conversely, in giving the shabail, repro-
ductively mature women transfer the positive effects of #heir power onto
young men by touching them with their loosened hair, their unleashed
feminine potency. Each sex confers on the other the effects of what the
other is thought to lack in his own potential, for the essence of each resides
in a different combination of “‘agl and nafi. And each sex confers its effects

Hofriyat, plaited hair is a public symbol signifying a woman’s status; it may also be a personal
symbol invested, as I suggest, with an affective load.

29. Sce Crapanzano (1973), Geertz (1968), and Eickelman (1976) for extensive con-
sideration of baraka in Morocco; its meanings there are similar to those in Sudan.



Boundaries and Indeterminacies 113

on the other in the context it symbolizes: men the eternal, the spiritual
realm, and women the carthly, the social —whose paramount expression is
the wedding.

Nihna Bahaim (“We Are Cattle”)

Women see themselves as powerful, as valuable contributors to Hofriyati
society; they are the repositories and reproducers of morality, the rightful
loci of fertility. Mushahara injunctions, female circumcision, the shabal, all
attest the importance of fertility to women and ultimately to society as a
whole.* Yet women’s power is a double-edged sword. If they bear primary
responsibility for social procreation, they are also first to be held account-
able for its mishaps: sterility, miscarriage, stillbirth, the amorality of awlid
hardm. And if they are, in some respects, guardians and symbols of the
salient value in Hofriyat—of interiority—they are highly susceptible to its
violation. The ideas of closeness, consuming, and binding convene to il-
lumine the metaphor by which women most often describe themselves and
cxpress the ambivalence of their position. “Nibna bahiaim,” they say, “We
are cattle.”

This statement, uttered in a variety of contexts, has several implica-
tions. First, women say they are livestock or cattle because, like village
animals, they mate with close relatives and, should they fail to do so, are
considered “she-goats” from the market by their husbands’ kin. Animals,
women say, are not very discriminating. Women’s metaphoric self-image,
while descriptive, is hyperbolic and not without a touch of humor.

Most families in Hofriyat own livestock. Prevalent are goats, kept
mainly for their milk, but in some households the herd may be augmented
by some sheep or a cow. When not grazing or scavenging, the animals are
penned in small thorn corrals within the 4ash or just beyond its walls. Al-
ternatively, they are tied to stakes in the house yard, given little room to
move. Whenever my friends wished to impress on me the harshness of
their lives, they invariably said, “We are livestock,” noting that they live
like their goats: pent up in tiny crowded rooms and 4ashs in the dust of the
desert, tethered to men by the nuptial rope, forced to subsist on the poor-
est of foods (among which they include kisra).

Other meanings surface around the contradictory premises of gender
complementarity and asymmetry. Domestic animals are valuable, expen-
sive to acquire and maintain. If well nourished, they provide rich and plen-
tiful milk, and reflect a family’s prosperity. Similarly, women are socially
valuable. As wives they are expensive to acquire (the costly wedding is fi-
nanced by the groom) and to maintain. A man whose wife is obviously

30. Sce also Kennedy (1978¢:159).
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well nourished acquires repute as a good provider, which enhances his es-
teem in the eyes of his peers.

Domestic animals consume fodder secured for them by human labor
and convert it into meat and milk for the benefit of a man’s family and
village. Prodigiously fertile animals are extremely valuable and rarely
slaughtered for meat. Likewise, women are consumers and transformers of
food acquired by their husbands’ labor, and reproducers. They are “kept”
by men primarily for their reproductive abilities: if a women does not
demonstrate fertility by becoming pregnant soon after her wedding, she
stands a good chance of being divorced. And when undervalued by her
husband, a woman complains of being “caten,” the ultimate fate of infer-
tile livestock.*

In likening themselves to livestock, women also confess a lack of
worldly and religious sophistication. The uneducated and theologically
naive are described as “cattle people” (nds bahaim)—specifically, Sudanese
pastoralists like the Nuer or Dinka, “pagans” who once could be enslaved.
The term is applied by women to themselves not least because so few of
them are literate. Finally, as women say, they follow custom and the wills
of their husbands much as cattle follow cach other in herds (see also Trim-
ingham 1965 :24).

The polysemous metaphor nibma bahiim synthesizes the position
women perceive themselves to occupy in the scheme of Hofriyat. They are
the inner core of village life: fertile, enclosed, domesticated; bound by cus-
tom, husbands, and kin; threatened by violations of interiority and its
attendant values. Like metaphors described in chapter 2, nibna bahaim
resonates with meanings that inform the concept “woman” and thus con-
tributes to the construction of women’s selfhood. Yet it also contains an
implicit critique. It is, I submit, a feature of women’s muted or subordi-
nate discourse, a discourse anchored in the system of meanings that men
and women share, but which contextualizes that system from women’s
perspective (see Messick 1987). In subsequent chapters, considerable at-
tention is devoted to this issue with reference to the z#» More imme-
diately, I will suggest that through such expressions, women exhibit a criti-
cal awareness of the contradictions in their lives.

It is in reference to a view of themselves as livestock—at once humor-
ous and positive, passive and pessimistic—that women evaluate their expe-
riences of husbands and nonvillagers, all of whom are symbolic outsiders
to onc or another degree. For women, men in Hofriyat epitomize relative
exteriority: it is men who mediate between the world outside the bdsh and
the feminine world within; and further, between the religious domain and

31. See O’'Laughlin (1974) for an analysis of a similar metaphoric association between
women and livestock among the Mbum of Chad. Hofriyati, unlike the Mbum, do not pro-
hibit women from eating goat meat.
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the carthly one, tamed and enclosed. Men, in other words, link the village
to sources of power—economic, political, and spiritual—that lie beyond
its physical and moral precinct. The power of the outside is ambivalent, as
the poetic example of “clean” foods suggests. Clean foods are those that
are white or, like tinned goods and certain fruits, enclosed and protected
by natural or artificial casings. As I noted earlier, they are associated with
foreigners whose skin is “white”, in part because they are expensive or, like
goat’s milk, symbolic of wealth; in part because many were introduced
by foreign colonial masters (Turkish, British, Egyptian) or are imported
from economically dominant foreigners today. “Clean” foods are prized in
Hofriyat. They represent not only the value of interiority (because white
or enclosed) but also the power of the outside which, when harnessed and
brought into the bdsh by men, positively contributes to the inherent gen-
erative power of women, their fertility. As such, foods that are “clean” con-
vey the proper combination of complementary powers. Hofriyati men me-
diate political and spiritual power to women; Hofriyati women bestow the
effects of gencrative and socially reproductive power onto men. Yet the
current of these exchanges is unidirectional: movement directed to the in-
side from without is met, not by its opposite, but with containment. For
however “other” village men might be to village women, they are nonethe-
less Hofriyati.

Ortner (1974), drawing on the insights of de Beauvoir (1974) and
Lévi-Strauss (19694, b), has attempted to account for the apparent univer-
sality of gender asymmetry in terms of women’s incluctable rcproducnvc
role, arguing that since women produce and initially socialize “raw” hu-
man beings, they are regarded as marginal creatures, symbolically linked to
the wild world of nature in contrast to men, who are more fully grounded
in the controlled and orderly world of culture. But for Hofriyati this
would be an androcentric view. For them what is, on the secular level, con-
trolled and orderly—hence eminently cultural—is physical and social re-
production, with which women are more closely identified than men. As
women see it, they are politically subordinate to men not because they rep-
resent nature to be tamed, but because they are generatively, and in this
respect culturally, superior: they are the essence of village socicty which
must be shielded against the ambivalence and disorderliness of the outside
world. But if women symbolize the earthly stability of village culture, men
represent its pliancy and resilience, its negotiability in the face of external
threat. Thus it is men who are poised between the outside and within, ac-
tively filtering and processing external influences, ensuring that they con-
tribute to the Hofriyati system and do not destroy it.*” And so it is men

32. For an interesting parallel from another African Islamic society, the Tuarcg (who
have, incidentally, a matrilincal social organization similar to that of pre-Arabized Hofriyat),
see Knight (1985).
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who, from women’s perspective, are liminal beings: powerful and unpre-
dictable, simultaneously “other” and “us”.

Men, of course, might argue somewhat differently from the stand-
point of Islam. For them, women are indced de Beauvoir’s “second sex”
and Ortner’s liminal beings. Men hold that women are unpredictable (and
powerful) because, unlike men, they are naturally possessed of a greater
proportion of nafi—life force—than ‘agl—the ability to transcend one’s
natural inclinations in order to follow the will of God. Women, then, are
less perfectible than men in a spiritual sense; because more constrained by
their “natural” behavior (however transcended by surgery and inculcated
dispositions), they are religiously inferior.* The women I spoke to do not
wholly acquiesce to this ascription, but are willing to acknowledge the
spiritual leadership of (some) men. Importantly, local ideology is suffi-
ciently unspecified to support a range of interpretations, allowing women
scope to negotiate their position by pressing their social complementarity
with men (cf. Altorka 1986; Wikan 1982).

In Hofriyat, women are the repositories of worldly value, and men, of
religious potential. For women, “otherness™ comprises all that is outside,
embracing men, to an cxtent, as well as what is foreign and untamed; for
men “otherness” is all that is not fully contained in their vision of Islam,
and hence is relatively inclusive of women. Within the Hofriyati universe
of meanings, cach sex contextualizes the other; each taps a locus of power
which the other cannot reach, each is symbolically dominant to its coun-
terpart on a complementary plane. Each, in the process of engenderment,
becomes empowered within specific contexts and denied power in others.
The pervasiveness of both gender asymmetry and gender complementarity
is basic to understanding the symbolism of the z47, the possession cult that
engages our interest for the remainder of the book.

Implications of Interiority: Ambiguity, Contradiction,
and Women’s Perspective

The value of interiority informs a great many practices and attitudes in
Hofriyat. Yet the considerable focus it commands can detract from the
positive value of openness and exteriority in villagers” lives, of, for ex-
ample, the benefits to be derived from exogamous unions or from cultivat-
ing relationships with outside groups. One feature of the zar is, we shall

33. See also Rosen (1978:569 ff.) with reference to opposed gender conceptions in
Morocco. As he notes, “women focus on the specifically social as opposed to natural relations
between the sexes, and their conceptual orientation is, therefore, substantially different from
that of the men” (p. 569). For complementary views of women’s symbolic position in other
Islamic societies, see Thayer (1983) and Vinogradov (1974).
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see, its capacity to offset the determining tendency of cultural dispositions
and imperatives: it cautions villagers, and women in particular, to keep
cultural values in proper perspective, to acknowledge their inherent rela-
avity. I have already explored the relativity of the Hofriyati ideational sys-
tcm, the indeterminacy of its external boundaries, the impossibility of
complete enclosure. The hesitant demand for openness despite the value of
containment is most tangibly expressed in ideas and practices concerning
the human body.

Body orifices are threatening: potential entrées for possessive spirits
and other maladies, possibly misappropriated in other ways. Yet physical
apertures are inevitable, and so, exceedingly ambiguous. Hence villagers
compromise: surgically reducing perhaps the most significant and ambigu-
ous such opening, that through which new humans pass at birth, while
valuing smallness of size in regard to others, and surrounding all with a
variety of ritual precautions: activities and sayings to thwart the evil eye,
mushabara customs, and others. Such measures may not reduce the ambi-
guity of body orifices* so much as call attention to that which Hofriyati
find so meaningful yet so paradoxical: the nced to protect from violation
both individual integrity and that of the village as a whole, and the prac-
tical impossibility of accomplishing cither. Absolute closure of physical
and social openings means, and in burial customs signifies, death for the
individual and for society. Yet it also signifies purity and rebirth: in burial
customs, closure prepares one to continue life on the spiritual plane. There
the body will be reconstituted in perfect corporal form: uncorrupted, self-
contained, needing no nourishment, experiencing ncither entropy nor de-
cay (cf. Delaney 1988). Earthly life, however, requires openings: door-
ways, mouths, vaginas, eyes, ears, marriages, indeterminacics in social
structure. It is through such apertures that humans establish communica-
tion, that individuals are linked to one another and situated in the sensible
world. Humans must, however grudgingly, admit their imperfectibility
and their need for other humans—kin, nonkin, even other cultures. Only
Allah is one unto himself, invariant perfection, complete and absolute in
all regards. Only Allah is all: ultimate unity, ultimate containment, ulti-
mate openness. Indeed, only Allah is beyond the dichotomies that plague
and inform villagers’ lives. Humans can hope to approximate the transcen-
dent in but relative measure.

The idiom of enclosure proclaims the danger to Hofriyati of unmiti-
gated, uncontrolled openness. Unregulated marriage, lack of restraint, lack
of respect for the integrity of others, lack of dignity, promiscuous mating,
all of these are pernicious and threatening—in a very material sense, as

34. As Radcliffe-Brown (1939) pointed out, ritual procedures likely precipitate anxiety
over their proper performance as much as allay anxiety over what is beyond human control.
See also Malinowski (1931, 1948).
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Hofriyati know from past altercations with “foreigners” of various stripe.
Such behaviors represent what is clearly external to the village and its em-
phasis on harmony, symmetry, and cooperation. Insofar as they are ob-
vious violations of propricty, Hofriyati who commit them are likened to
wild animals or cannibal-sorcerers, beings well beyond the rules and ideals
of village life. But in less transparent contexts, propriety and impropriety
appear as contingent qualities, their invocation subject to interpretation.
The premise of interiority frames and informs behavior, it cannot deter-
mine it. Hofriyati are often faced with indefinite boundaries, with grey
areas betwixt ideal right and undisputed wrong; and these provide suste-
nance not only for human action, but also for the actions of zayran.

Regarding this problem of indeterminacy, villagers maintain that hu-
man nature, imperfect in essence, is also variable in manifestation. Just as
human bodies are inherently diverse with respect to orifice size and skin
color, so are people acknowledged to have different “natures” (tabi‘a):
personality quirks, cccentricitics, habitual behaviors and preferences. It is
accepted that despite shared ethics and dispositions, not all people react
alike in a given circumstance. Further, a person is considered changeable;
his or her responses to similar situations at different times may vary. And
should someone’s behavior fail to conform exactly to Hofriyati ideals, pos-
sibly to be judged improper, this is his or her entitlement and responsibil-
ity. If disputed, that person should not presume to force a construction
on the event; at most she or he should publicly state a case in the cffort to
garner support. A person who attempts to impose his or her views on an-
other punctures that other’s integrity. In Hofriyat the onus for morally ap-
propriate action—for maintaining one’s family honor, preserving its repu-
tation, and simply doing good—rests with the individual. This is similar
to what Wikan (1977, 1982) describes for Oman. As she writes:

It is up to every person to behave as correctly—i.e. as tactfully, politely,
hospitably, morally and amicably—as possible in all the different enounters
in which he engages, rather than to demand such things of others. To
blame, to criticize, to sanction those who fall short of such ideals is to be
tactless and leads to loss of esteem . . . it is not for me to judge or sanction
them, unless the person has offended me in the particular relationship I have
to him. (Wikan 1977:311)

During my first months in Hofriyat I was struck by the lack of overt
conflict among the women of my acquaintance. I thought that once my
presence in their midst had become commonplace, discord would rise in-
evitably to the surface. But generally it did not. That tension and disagree-
ment exist in Hofriyat is unquestionable; but for the most part such feel-
ings are kept within. Rarely does hostility boil over to produce the sort of
confrontation observed between “Isa and his brothers. Open displays of
emotion, though they occur, are undignified, running counter to ideals
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which Hofriyati strive to maintain. Moreover, one must respect the integ-
rity of others if one’s own integrity is to be maintained: humans must be
tolerant of cach other. Still, this leaves an individual with the problem of
how to express dissatisfaction without damaging his own esteem and the
public self-image of those with whom he dissents. Junior men and women,
especially, arc curtailed by cultural sanctions from open dissent with close
kin. Yet it is legitimate for men to defend their honor, even to the extent
of physically fighting other distantly related men. Men are categorically
permitted greater latitude than women in most social contexts, hence the
question of how to express disagreement so as to cffect a change in one’s
situation may be less problematic for males. Here the spirit idiom offers
women a partial solution (Lewis 1971a; Morsy 1978; Gomm 1975),
however unwittingly they employ it in this vein.

Hofriyati concerns for (1) tolerance of diversity in others’ behavior
and (2) maintenance of propriety conceal something of a paradox: one
should be willing to accept indeterminacy in others’ actions while secking
to minimizc it in one’s own. And although a person ought to cultivate self-
control and dignity—qualities which make social interaction predict-
able—there also exists a subtle desire to distinguish oneself from others,
particularly those to whom one is most closely linked. Underlying these
conflicting interests is a view of the self as constituted not only ideally, but
also relationally: it is virtually impossible for a villager to think of himself
or herself except in relation to kin. More than this, the self is fragmented
and multidimensional: individuals relate to each other not as whole en-
tities, but in aspects of themselves, as the following incident illustrates.
Selfhood, in short, is not individuated in Hofriyat, but ultimately inheres
in relationships.

At tea ome day in a neighboring village I met a beantifully dressed young
woman, Nur, a divorcée living with hev sister in their absentee brother’s village
house. The two had no other kin outside of Khartoum.

During a conversation about marviage Nur rvevealed that although she
had no childven she was in little haste to remarry. Her desives run counter to the
Hofriyati norm, yet no one questioned her or scoffed. Those present accepted the
eccentricity as part of her tabi‘a, her “nature.” Back in Hofriyat, however, 1
mentioned the encounter to one of my friends. “Ves,” she said, “I know the
woman. She is matlaga (literally, a “loose” woman), she exchanges hev company
for gifts.”

Her meaning was clear. But knowing how upstanding was my hostess of
that afternoon (she was the faki’s bit ‘amm and sister-in-law), I vefused to be-
lieve her. Nur bad been waymly veceived when she enteved the voom; and though
uninvited, she was not shunned ov made to feel uncomfortable in any way. So I
decided to consult someone else.

My puzzlement deepened when the story was confirmed. Reasoning in a
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way which I soon realized had no foundation in Hofriyat, I asked why, if Nur’s
illicit activities were common knowledge, did other women associate with her so
freely? Would their menfolk not object? Would these women not be suspect too?
The answer was #o, not so long as the women vefrained from visiting Nur in her
home. Nur’s violations had never been proved conclusively, for her brother in
Khartoum knew nothing of her behavior, and other villagers—none of whom
ave her kin—were unlikely to inform bim. Significantly, Nur’s alleged prostitu-
tion was a matter solely between her and her byother, her only living male vela-
tive, the only one empowered to defend the family’s jeopardized honor. If in her
dealings with others Nuy observes proper decorum and does not give offense, there
is no reason to shun her. Her supposed immorality is none of our concern, and is
she not, after all, a most amiable and amusing woman?

This incident echoes those which Wikan (1977, 1982) recounts from
Oman, and her conclusions are also applicable to Hofriyat. Here, as
there, “the conceptualization of the person is subtle and differentiated.
One act or activity is only one aspect of a person, and only one facet of a
complex personality” (Wikan 1977:312). In Hofriyat this notion of a
multifaceted personality is attributable in part to endogamy: people re-
lated to each other in multiple ways are continually activating some rela-
tionships and suppressing others, even within the same kinsman, while
working their personal networks of friendship and support. Yet it also
extends itself to the possession phenomenon, for some aspects of an indi-
vidual’s character may be attributed, not to caprice, even less to impro-
priety, but to the intervention of spirits in the life of their human host.
Moreover, possession provides an individual with the means to interpret
experiences that are incompatible with those enjoined or expected (see
also Obeyesekere 1981), thus ultimately to defend the culturally con-
structed self. These issues are explored at greater length in chapters 4
through 6.

Human interaction in Hofriyat always takes place in the face of some
uncertainty; relationships are never “closed”: immutable or wholly deter-
mined. Individual desires often wrestle with kin and marital obligations,
and significant tension exists between the respective worlds of women and
men. When areas rife with potential ambiguity arc manipulated, they be-
come more apparent. When expectations and the actions of others fail to
mesh or when practice, rules, and reality clash, people may find themselves
in untenable positions, without obvious recourse. Importantly, should a
situation like this go unredressed, the person who perceives himself or her-
self victimized might well fall ill (see also Constantinides 1977) and wish
for death. A common diagnosis in such cases is possession.

More often than men—who have considerable room to maneuver in
Hofriyat—it is women who find themselves in difficult or untenable situa-
tions and express their afflictions as iliness; they also comprise the majority
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of those possessed. In Hofriyat, women are at a disadvantage. Subject to
overt control by men, they are rarely free to articulate their interests in am-
biguous contexts or express conflicting views. Further, the limits of ac-
ceptable behavior are wider for men, who may have up to four wives at
once, divorce more readily, travel outside the village or visit within it at
will, even behave licentiously on occasion without permanently injuring
their reputations. Despite their positively acknowledged generative power
or, indeed, because of it, women are more restricted than their husbands
or brothers by rules and implicit obligations, and less able to manipulate
them for their purposes. It is not surprising that women sometimes see
themselves as the victims of husbands who subtly or blatantly manipulate
ambiguities in the marital relationship to their own ends. Husbands, and
men in general, are thought to be capricious and inclined toward sclfish-
ncss, likening them to zayran in women’s eyes.

The metaphoric image by which women describe their plight, nibma
bahiaim—“we are cattle”—expresses the ambivalence of their position rela-
tive to men. Like domestic animals and unlike men, women are “edible”:
their assets and labors may be (mis)appropriated by their husbands; “sal-
able”: they may be married against their wills, even to outsiders, whence
becoming she-goats from the szzg; “disposable and replaceable”: as wives,
they may be divorced without reason or recourse; “accumulable™ a man
but not a woman is entitled to be polygamous; and frequently “unin-
dividualistic”: women are exhorted to behave with restraint, to obey, and
refrain from voicing opinions in male company. Yet women, again like do-
mestic animals, are extremely valuable. Just as livestock are a prime reflec-
tion and repository of wealth for Hofriyati, so women give men the ulti-
mate source of their supremacy in bearing them descendants. The one
powerful bargaining card that women have, both individually and collec-
tively, is their fertility. But since fertility (like husbands or zayran) is nei-
ther predictable nor always controllable, it is in essence a wild card, and
may be of no help at all.

Here lies a major contradiction: women are collectively indispensable
to society while individually dispensable to men. Though valued and pro-
tected by men as a class and society as a whole—as their abundant restric-
tions attest—Hofriyati women often feel undervalued by dilettante hus-
bands who may be protractedly absent from the village or otherwise
unmindful of their wives. A husband who neglects to uphold his end of
the marital dynamic appears also to deny its implicit premisc, gender
complementarity.

At the root of gender complementarity in Hofriyat lics a need to bal-
ance opposing forces—generative power : spiritual power; female : male;
stasis : motion; relative enclosure : relative openness; the village : the out-
side world. And it is preciscly in terms of this demand for balance (which
is not of necessity symmetrical) that women assert their social and cultural
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worth. Women do not, however subtly, compete with men for common
goals, so much as negotiate the sexes’ interdependence.® And much as Du
Boulay (1986 : 145) describes for rural Greece, women do not deny their
ascribed inferiority; rather, they transcend it. As was seen in chapter 2,
transcendence involves the use of “reason” to temper a prodigious #afi: it
involves their strategic compliance.® In this culture which reduces woman-
hood to essences, women feel acutely the material need to demonstrate fer-
tility and are understandably anxious for any progenitive mishap. Yet the
female sclf in Hofriyat not only is essentialized, but also, remember, ex-
tremely vulnerable to other selves and outside forces beyond its control
(see also Nelson 1971). When a woman’s self-image and expectations clash
with experiential realities, as often they must do, the result is a paradox.
And when the paradox is realized subjectively it may lcad her to claim she
is possessed.

The stage is now set for a closer examination of the zar and its coun-
terhegemonic potential. Chapter 4 describes possession in some detail
and, since both topics are considered in greater depth later on, provides a
gloss of zar ceremonials and spirit types. Chapter 5 investigates connec-
tions among the often equivocal marital situations of women, fertility, and
spirit possession. And chapters 6 and 7 document case histories of the pos-
session affliction in an effort to clucidate the richness and potential of the
spirit idiom, its multiple facets and significances. Thus, part 2 of the book
focuses on those whom the spirits afflict and their location in the Hofriyati
world. It deals with relations among those who are implicated in a posscs-
sion event, both human to human, and human to spirit. Relations among
spirits and their potential meanings, by no means ignored at this point, are
nonetheless reserved for separate treatment in part 3. There, zayran ab-
stracted from the contexts of their appearance in Hofriyat are considered
as constituting a system of meaning in their own right. It is only by effect-
ing this shift of emphasis that we can begin to appreciate the dynamics of
possession in Hofriyat; only by focusing on now one, now the other polc
of the possession dialectic might we elucidate both the anthropology and
the demonology of the spirit system (Crapanzano 19774:11).

35. Wikan makes similar observations for Muslim communities in Cairo (1980) and
Sohar, Oman (1982). Apropos of the latter, she writes, “For many purposes wife and hus-
band, indeed woman and man, regard each other as supplementary and interlinked rather
than opposed: they are so basically different that they do not think of themselves as compet-
ing” (Wikan 1982:227). In Hofriyat, competition docs of course take place, as when a man
uses his wife’s property without her consent. But competition is both mystified and tempered
by the marital dialectic.

36. See also Abu-Lughod (1986:104—17) for a discussion of “voluntary deference”
among Egyptian Bedouins. As she describes it, voluntary deference is the honorable mode of
dependency, which, by being freely given, is an assertion of independence by the weak
{women, younger men, and clients).
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Zar

July 20, 1976, 4:00 PM. The door to my hosh bangs gpen. Asia ducks be-
neath the lintel, lifts the water container from her head, and pours its con-
tents into my zir. Her face ts seamed with sweat. “Allaaah!” she exclaims, “the
land is hot today! Shufti, ya Janice, Ive heard they ave drumming in Goz. Do
you want to go?”

Of course!—a zar is on. But the walk in this heat is a long one, and my leg
has been badly swollen for several days.

“Sadig is borrowing camels from his cousin. You must ride.”

Moments later I am teeteving sidesaddle, following the equally inexpert
Sadig along a trail that hems some withered fields of maize. My camel munches
lazsly at each low acacia, and I am soon coveved in scratches from their thovns.
Prodding seems only to angey the beast, and I fear a painful bite; it would bave
been faster to walk. Still beyond sight of Goz we are veached by the deep bass of
drumming, fitful through the sultry asr. The camels perk, raise their heads, start
trotting toward the sound.

Goz 1s a newish settlement, an odd assortment of square thatched huts,
thorn corvals, and a couple of half-completed mud-brick hoshs. The drumming
comes from one of these. Ambulatory Hofriyati preceded my arvival; the zar has
Just begun. Ideally, a zar should take place in the room of a house, if capacious,
but because of the heat, today’s has been mounted in the yard.

A litany of greetings over, I am seated near the dancing ground, an open
area (midan) bounded on three sides by palm-fiber ground mats. Here sit sep-
eval dozen chanting women: the spirit possessed. Now and then one vises to her
knees and begins to move her upper body in time with the sonovous beat. In the
center of the midan stands the shaykha—zar practitioner or “priestess”—a
forceful, brawny woman in an electric-pink pullover, tob tied loosely at her
waist. She is arguing with a woman just as brash as she, who, between expletives,
puffs furiously on a cigarette. I learn that the shaykha speaks not to the woman
but to her spivit, in an effort to diagnose the source of the woman’s complaint.
Observing from the side is a tall, very black, incongruously muscled figure clad
in a tOb, large wristwatch, and hairnet—the shaykha’s reputedly transvestite
assistant from south of Shendi. In contvast, the “ayana—“sick woman” and focus
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of the ceremony—is fraul, elderly. She vests quietly on a pillow next the musi-
cians, facing the front of the hosh, arms and legs curled tight against her
white-tobed body.

The shaykha concludes her discussion, sits down, and starts to drum. Using
only the tips of her fingers, she beats a large earthen dallika stretched with goat
hide, its whitened flanks boldly adorned with mauve geometric designs. Another
dalliika responds in shifted accents, joined balf a second later by the nugarishan,
a tall brass mortar that rings, when struck, like a cowbell, only decper. A fourth
woman beats a complementary vhythm on an inverted aluminum washtub or
tisht. The result is a complicated synocpation, its underlying pattern one long
beat, three short. The sound is less soothing than cacophonous, yet endlessly ve-
peated and accompanied by veitevative chants, the effect is indeed sopovific. The
chants, I learn, are called “threads”—khuytt (a “thread,” singular, is khayt) —
and when sung they are said to be “pulled.”

The rhythm intensifies; the “ayana rises to dance. Now visible over her tob
is a ved sash artached to a reddish waist cloth in the style of a Sam Browne belt.
She is possessed, my companions say, by Khawaja (Westerner) spirits: a doctor,
lawyer, and military officer—all of these at once. Yet it is the lattermost she ap-
pears to manifest in dance. Her tOb is folded cowl-like over her head, obscuring
her face; she flourishes a cane—hooked, as in vaudevillian burlesque. Her dance
15 a slow, vhythmic walk crisscrossing a chimeric square, feet fivst moving side to
side, then forward and back. With a leap of the imagination she is an officer of
the desert corps conducting drill. Every so often she bends vigidly at the hip and,
cane pressed to her forehead, bobs ber torso up and down. I am told that her
spirits have vequested the white t0b, cane, cigarettes, “European’” belt, and yet
to be purchased, a radio.

The band takes up the chant of another zar. The ‘ayana sits; the shaykha
leaves her drum and starts to dance, 10b covering her head. Suddenly, the tob is
thvown off. She turns on her heel, goose-steps the length of the midan, stops before
me, abruptly pulls herself to attention. She salutes me three or four times, stiffly,
eyes glazed and staring, a grin playing wildly on her face. Her left hand grips a
sword within its sheath; with her vight she grasps my own with unusual strength
and pumps it “Western style” in time to the drums. I am shaken by this treat-
ment and by thoughts of her sword. The chant sounds like a military march: 1
recognize the British Pasha spivit, Abu Rish, Ya Amir ad-Daysh (“Owner of
Feathers, O Commander of the Army”). The drums desist. At once my hand is
released. The shaykha’s features assume a more dignified composure and she re-
turns to the center of the midan.

Evening falls. Women vise to dance—or “descend” (nazal), as the zar step
15 called—throughout the night. Others respond to the spirits’ chants from a
kneeling position, bobbing up and down from the waist, tobs covering their
heads like so many Halloween ghosts. One who stands has mounted a zar in the
past: she has “slaughtered” (dabahat, for dhabahat) for the spirits, thus con-
firming velations with those by which she is possessed. A woman who remains
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sitting or kneeling has yet to sacrifice; though acknowledged to be possessed, and
perhaps even aware of the types of zayran that bother her, she vemains somewhat
uncertain of her spirits and limited to kneeling at their cevemonies until she
undertakes a cure. Yet she is no less an adept for this.

In the waning, eevie light 1 see & woman—spirit—performing a strange
pantomime with a sword, crouching low, sweeping the flat of the weapon back
and forth along the ground. She dashes through these postures with skill and
grace; I am veminded of a hunter flushing game, or a soldier wary of enemies
lying bidden in dense vegetation.

At the start of another chant a tall older woman dressed in ved lights a
cigarette. She struts down the midan, smoking, walking stick held perpendicu-
lar to the ground at the end of an outstretched arm, pompous, indifferent,
mandarinlike. Some chants later she reappears, transmogrified. Now she and the
transvestite stage a sword fight closely vesembling the men’s dance of a nearby
desert people. The combatants leap at each other with apparent abandon, land-
ing within inches of the audience, their sharp unsheathed blades swooping dan-
gerously from aloft. Spectators shvink in tevvor at their bravado. The two are
possessed, I learn, by zayran of the ‘Arab (Nomad) species.

Occasionally duving the evening’s drumming, the shaykha dances avound
the “ayana, encircling her with her arms, coaxing a seemingly veluctant spivit to
enter its host and fully veveal itself before the assembly. But the “ayana has not
risen since her fovay into the midan at the start. She sits, silently watching.

I notice at the end of each chant that several who have “descended” ——stand-
tng or kneeling—begin to scratch themselves, and hiccup and buvp indis-
criminantly. Zaineb tells me these veactions signify the spivit’s departure from
the body of its host, of & woman’s leaving trance.

July 21, 3:00 PM. Today I am early; I find the ‘ayana, shaykha, and musi-
ctans sprawled on angaribs inside the house, some of them asleep. Last night’s
dyuwmming ended just before dawn and everyone is weary. A small girl enters the
room, carrying a tray of tea; somnolence and lethaygy dissipate as we drink. 1
return to the yavd where others have begun to assemble while those inside change
clothes.

The shaykha’s tob is bright pink, like yesterday’s sweater; 1 am told the
color is associated with her principal spirit, an Ethiopian (Habish). She puts
some “bitter” incense'— unlike the “sweet” kind made for weddings—in a hand
held brazier, lights it, and sprinkles it with Evening in Paris cologne. Soon the
‘ayana emerges from her room wearing a green shift belonging to the spirit Sitti
Khudara, “Green Lady,” atop her everyday clothes, and over that the white tob
and rved “belt” as befove. She inclines toward the incense, shrouding the censer
with a shawl. After a few minutes the shaykha passes both brazier and cologne to
women gathered around the midan, then sets about to dvum. With the first few

1. It is called bakbir tayman, “incense of the twins,” or dowd, “medicine.”
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beats the “ayina begins to move, more confidently than before, fivst knecling,
then standing, one fist pressed to her head. Someone fetches her cane; several
others start to “descend.”

The tall woman who earlier impressed me with her vegal bearing dances
today with an exagyerated swagger and, like the “ayana, makes use of a cane.
(Canes, like batons, fly whisks, and walking sticks, ave symbols of authority in
Sudan.) Now she is host to a colonial Khawaja zir; last night to an Ethiopian.

A portly grey-haired lady wearing a ved head scarf with crenelated bovder
destgns dances through a series of gestuves; at one point she performs a convincing
benediction. She is host to Gasis Romay, the Catholic priest. Several chants later
she vises again and is handed a sword. At this point a man who had been watch-
tng from the sidelines—one of the “ayana’s worried kin—leaps into the midan to
challenge hev, unarmed. She vushes toward him, brandishing the sword. He
dodges her swings; she lunges move menacingly. At last the man is forced for fear
of injury to vacate the midan, his cowardice vewarded by devisive jeers from fe-
male spectators. Victorious, the possessed vesumes hev dance, still wielding the
sword.

Another woman approaches, also entvanced. She goes into the jabudi, a
dance of nomad (‘Arab) women similar to the sensuous “pigeon” step pevformed by
Hofiriyati, but quicker, its movements more pronounced. Toward the end of the
chant the jabudi dancer flicks her hair at the “swordsman,” bestowing shabal.

The drumming shifts. The jabadi dancer hesitates, then calls for a white
tob. This she fastens shoulder to waist, Beja style, assuming the dress of an ‘Arab
male. She wraps a blue and green checked cloth over her head then around her neck
and face in the manner of a Palestinian hevdsman ov a lorry driver traversing the
desert. Now she is host to Holiba ‘Arabiya— “Automobile Gypsy”—a Beja spirit
also of the ‘Arab.

Another chant. Immediately, a young woman starts flasling about on the
mats, out of control. She is guided to the center of the midan and left to kneel at
the shaykha’s feet, “descending.” The music stops; she continues to move con-
vulsively. The woman’s white Ob slips off, revealing a green dvess beneath—the
outfit of Sitti Khudara, spirit daughter of a Holy Man zar. But this is not Sitti
Khudara’s chant. Some other spirit has seized her. The entranced is censed; she
falls to the ground, immobile. The shaykha knocks on her back saying, “Dayri
shint?”—“what do you want?” A whispered vesponse. The woman is handed a
purple tob. Onlookers chorus, “Ma‘lish, ma‘lish. Ma fi ‘awaja” —“Too bad, too
bad. There is no impediment.” The chant is drummed again. Again the woman
dances, then falls. I ask what is happening. Someone tells me the trancer is na-
seous, a second that she is married (this is important, as she is young), a third
that her spirit has requested black trousers. Mid this lack of consensus, drumming
resumes; the woman is left wheve she is.

Zainel’s mother-in-law is here; now out of trance, she seats herself beside
me on the angarib. “The Zar s heating up,” she says, “It’s getting good?”
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Now a chant for a prostitute spivit: another dancer falls to the ground, en-
tranced. The shaykha covers her with a red and white tob: her zar is an Ethio-
pran prostitute called Luliya The shaykha knocks on the woman’s back and asks
the spirit what 1t wants.

“Two short dresses and a transparent tob !

The audience howls with laughter.

Meanwhile, the young woman in purple dances on unrestrainedly, watched
over by an older adept who, I am told, will prevent the possessed from hurting
herself or others.

July 24, 5:30 PM. Last day of the cevemony. The sacrificial vam is led into the
midan, and a red and gold cloth—a garmosis or bridal shawl—is placed over
its back and head. The musicians play a chant. Incense is freshly lit, and the
brazier thrust beneath the shawl. The animal is forced to inhale the smoke, then
led from the midan and slaughtered by the “ayana’s son. Blood spurting from its
thvoat is collected in a bowl and placed before the dvums. The “ayana crosses seven
times over the carcass before it is dvagged off to be butchered. With the others I
now step forward to deposit a few piasters in the victim’s congealing blood. Some-
one whispers an invitation to drink araki (liguor) . . . being khawaja I am ex-
pected to imbibe. The possessed anoint themselves with blood, some also take a sip;
the shaykha daubs it on hevself and the ‘ayana’s feet and arms. Drumming and
chanting recommence. Still wearing ber stigmata of the zar, the “ayana rises to
dance.

A woman “descends” with a prayer shawl round her neck, holding its
fringed ends in her hands, vocking to and fro as she paces the midan. The ges-
ture echoes that of men at a zike, a “remembrance” cevemony of the Islamic
(safl) fraternities from whose membership women are excluded.

Later another woman (Zaineb’s cousin and sister-in-law) dances briskly
wearing trousers of a European cut; she is possessed, I learn, by the Airplane
Captain zar.

Later still, an older lady performs the local “pigeon dance,” concluding with
a shabal to the dancer in the Meditervanean head scarf. She has been seized by
Mana, Sitt ash-Shabal, a southern prostitute zir given to mimicking village
women when appearing in their midst.

An unwed givl now vises, snatches up the bridal shawl, and flings it over her
head. She shuffles forward, out of time with the chant. Onlookers gasp. This is
the costume of Luliya, the Ethiopian prostitute fond of Hofviyati weddings whose
thread was sung some time ago; it is unlikely that She® would return so soon,
and wwinvited. The andience tries to dissuade the givl without success. It is not
right, they say, for an unmarried girl to dance so like a bride, in public. Has she

2.1 use an initial capital letter (e.g., He, She) when referring to a specific spirit in order
to indicate its sex while distinguishing it from its human host.
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no shame? Beside me a woman snaps, “That virgin is not possessed (mazar). She
Just wants a husband!”

Night falls; a pressure lamp is placed on a low table near the musicians.
The midan 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 evening air.
The atmosphere s tense, intoxicating, eevie.

A piercing cry—a uniformed schoolgivl nine or ten years old has sprawled
forward into the midan, upheld on all four limbs, body jerking rapidly up and
down from the shoulders. Immediately, she is led off by some older women, told it
is not proper for a child to behave this way at a zir. But she does not stop. Outside
the midan the women try to calm her. Now she is sobbing and has gone quite
limp. When efforts to vevive her fail she is dragged, resisting, back into the cen-
ter. She balks at attempts to bring her to the shaykha and is desposited before the
drums. The shaykha approaches; the girl cringes. The shaykha censes her, covers
ber with a white tOb, and asks, “What do you want? Who are you?” No response.

Onlookers taunt the intrusive zar, trying vainly to garner its sympathy:
“Ab, her father is poor! Her mother is blind! Her brother is ill]” The shaykha
sends for the girls father. He is brought into the midan and made to give his
daunghter’s spivit ten piasters (about twenty-five cents). Still theve is no word
from the zar; the girl vemains limp, appearing deeply entranced.

It 15 getting late. Smells of cooking waft through the midan, and laughter
Sfrom the kitchen. Move drumming and dancing are called for. The shaykha re-
quests certain threads to test for vavious species of zayran, hoping the presump-
tuous spirit will be drawn to identify itself. She blows into the schoolgirl’s ears and
behind her neck; she pulls at hev limbs, whips her softly with a length of rope,
beats her lightly with an iron spear. She censes her, volls her head along the girl’s
body. She takes the givl in her arms and dances to and fro, blowing a whistle to
the incessant beat. She leads the givl avound the midan and is twice successful in
getting her to move briefly of her own accord. At last the girl jogs back and forth
through the open space, one arm pumping like the wheel of a locomotive, the
other, raised and crooked at elbow, sounding an imagined alarm. The shaykha
blows her pipe whistle in accompaniment. The troublesome spivit is identified:
Basha-t-“Adil, the Khawaja railway engineer.

Still the espisode continues. For over an hour the shaykha tries every tech-
nigque in her vepertoive, atming to convince the implacable zar to abandon its
newfound host and vefrain from bothering her again until she is a woman and
married. Finally the shaykha guides the givl out of the midan and out of the
hosh. They cross the threshold, the khashm al-bayt, backwards, facing the as-
sembly; they remain in the path for several minutes, then return as they had left,
facing the midan. The girl, now calmed and weeping softly, is brought to sit
near me—a human Khawaja— but placed with her back to the vitual.

Soon the sacrificial meal is served and proceedings brought to a close. It is
almost 2:00 A.M. The “ayana is now formally well, though tomorrow she must
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eat the head meat of the ram in a private ceremony followed by a procession to the
Nile. Several people approach the “ayana, touch her right shoulder, and say “In-
sha Allah byinfik,” “God willing, it is benefiting you.” In the company of my
neighbors I veturn, exhausted, to Hofviyat.

Zar and Zayran

Smoking, wanton dancing, flailing about, burping and hiccuping, drink-
ing blood and alcohol, wearing male clothing, publicly threatening men
with swords, speaking loudly lacking due regard for ctiquette, these are
hardly the behaviors of Hofriyati women for whom dignity and propricty
are leading concerns. But in the context of a zdr they are common and
expected. The ceremony is rich in complex imagery and movement. Yet it
has none of the solemn pageantry of a Mass, nor the predictable, repetitive
manipulation of symbols which I, raised as a Catholic, might have found
familiar. The tone of a z4» resembles neither the subdued formality of a
Muslim Friday prayer, nor the unorchestrated ceremoniousness of life
cycle rites in Hofriyat. It is closer in character to zzkrs of the Qadriya and
Khatmiya s#f7 orders in Sudan, but lacks their cohesion and transcendent
focus. What is singular about a zar is its spontancity, its imagination
whose basis nontheless is a comprehensive repertoire of symbols and spirit
roles—a resource on which participants draw for inspiration. Moves arc
lightly choreographed—improvisations on well-known themes; “players”

are interchangeable, costumes readily borrowed and cxchangcd. But dur-
ing the performance, neither players’ bodies nor their costumes belong to
village women—they belong, instead, to zayran. Zar rituals are always
fraught with tension and surprise, for at any moment a woman might be
“seized” by a spirit that Hofriyati did not before know existed, or she did
not know she had.

How is all of this to be understood? What is this phenomenon; who
or what are these spirits which so dramatically appear in women’s bodies?
To tackle the question, we begin by looking briefly at the cult’s origin, dis-
tribution, and place in the religious lives of Hofriyati.

Zar refers to a type of spirit, the illness such spirits can cause by pos-
sessing humans, and the rituals necessary to their pacification. The cult is
found throughout the northern Sudan (Al Hadi 1987; Barclay 1964;
Cloudsley 1983; Constantinides 1972, 1977, 1982; Trimingham 1965;
Zenkovsky 1950) and variations of the same name appear in Egypt (Fa-
khouri 1968; Al-Guindi 1978; Kennedy 1967; Morsy 1978; Nelson
1971, Saunders 1977), Ethiopia (Leiris 1958; Messing 1958; Rodinson
1967; Young 1975), Somalia, where it is called sar (Lewis 1966, 1969,
1971a, b, 1983, 1986), Arabia (Trimingham 1965:258), and southern
Iran (Modarressi 1968). Cloudsley (1983 : 75) writes of attending a z47 in
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Tamanrasset, a south Algerian market town, and speculates that the cult
was spread throughout the Sahara and North Africa via caravaneers.® Cra-
panzano (1973, 19775, 1980) notes that in Mcknes, Morocco, where the
Hamadsha brotherhood specializes in curing cases of possession by female
finn, members are especially devoted to the spirit Lalla ‘Aisha Qandisha
who, according to legend, was brought to Morocco (along with trance)
from the palace of the king of Sudan (1973:43). On this point it is in-
triguing to compare the epithet, Qandisha, to the term for “queen” or
“queen mother” in ancient Meroé: candace, which Hofriyati pronounce
kandesa.

Etymologically, most scholars consider the word zar to derive, not
from Arabic, but from Persian (Frobenius 1913; Modarressi 1968) or
more plausibly—given the long establishment of the cult in Gondar and
vicinity *—Amharic (Barclay 1964; Kennedy 1967; Seligman 1914; Ce-
rulli (in the Encyclopaedia of Islam) 1934:1217).5 Popularly, however, it
is assumed to be a corruption of the Arabic zahar, “he visited,” while in
Hoftiyat it is often pronounced as zahr, from “he became visible, percep-
tible, or manifest.” Both shifts are apposite in the possession context,
where spirits become visible by entering the human realm via human
bodies, temporarily displacing those bodies’ human selves.

The origins of the cult arc obscure; like its name, it is generally thought
to have begun outside the Sudan (cf. Al Hadi 1987:95-96). According
to Constantinides (1972 : 35, 1982), z4r was well established in Sudan by
the mid nineteenth century and, by the time of the Anglo-Egyptian recon-
quest at its end, had attracted such a wide following that it was seen as a
threat to orthodox Islam and denounced by religious leaders as “innova-
tion.” Current learned opinion echoes this view; nonetheless, the cult is
tolerated, and zdr programs occasionally appear on Television Omdurman
(Lewis 1986:102). Despite their negative public stance, religious clerics
in Sudan subscribe to the foundation on which the zar rests, for zayran are
considered to belong to the class of spirits known as jinn, whose existence
the Quran substantiates.

In Africa, possession cults are common and not confined to peoples
professing Islam. I have noted that zar itself is practiced in Christian Ethi-
opia (though beliefs here differ from those in Sudan), and John and Irene
Hamer (1966) have written about a similar cult in the south of that coun-
try called shatana (from the Arabic for “devil”). In Chad there is the cor-
relative liban sheitan (Constantinides 1972 :25); among the Digo of the

3. In January 1988, Professor I. M. Lewis organized a conference on the zdr in Khar-
toum. Delegates who spoke about the cult had observed it in Djibouti, Tunisia, Morocco,
Saudi Arabia, Quwait, Qatar, United Arab Emirates, Iran, and West Africa, in addition to
Sudan, Egypt, Ethiopia, and Somalia.

4. See Young (1975:571).

5. Al Hadi (1987:114, n. 6) discusses possible Ethiopian origins of the word.
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south Kenya coast shaitani (Gomm 1975), and among Segeju Swahili
speakers in Tanzania shetani (Gray 1969). Masabe spirit posscssion among
the Tonga of Zambia (Colson 1969) shows marked resemblance to the
Sudanese zar, as do bori in Nigeria and North Africa (Besmer 1983; On-
wucjcogwu 1969; Tremearne 1914), trumba and patros in Mayotte, Co-
moro Islands (Lambek 1980, 1981), saka or pepo among the Wataita of
Kenya (Harris 1957, 1978), takuka among the Ndembu of Zambia (Tur-
ner 1974:250), holey (specifically, hanka) among the Songhay (Rouch
1960), and juun curing activities of the earlier mentioned Hamadsha in
Morocco (Crapanzano 1973, 19774, 1980). These cults share a focus on
relieving illness or other personal distress caused by intrusive spirits—
often the spirit analogues of human foreigners.

Many of the cults are related historically, as their names suggest,
though evidence for this is often indirect. In several, for example, pos-
sessive spirits or their invocations are referred to as “winds™ pepo in
Swahili, #ska in Hausa, »ib/rowhan in Arabic. But in other cases, connec-
tions can be more firmly established: following the Ottoman conquest
(1820-21), Sudanese and West African pilgrims in and en route to Mecca
are known to have attended cach others’ spirit ceremonies (Constantinides
1972:31). Indeed, until recently, two forms of the zar were practiced in
the area of Hofriyat: zar-bori, sharing elements with bors in Nigeria, and
zar-tambira. The latter, once concerned with grave illness and malevolent
spirits (Zenkovsky 1950), has now been subsumed by the former, and to-
gether they are known simply as zdr.® Yet African possession cults are not
all alike; however much interlinked and cross-fertilized, they vary signifi-
cantly with local beliefs and social conditions.

The Possesston Concept

In writing of spirit “possession” in Hofriyat, T am using indigenous terms.
When someone is considered to be affected by a 2dr, people say of her,
inda rib, inda zdr, or inda dastiir’—“she has a spirit.” Alternatively, they
say she is mazir or madastir—“with spirit,” possessed. Zar influence,
being possessed of and by a spirit, is considered an affliction and expressed
as illness. A spirit causes its novice host to suffer; however, initial miscry
should be surpassed by a more positive concern on the part of the spirit for

6. According to Al Hadi (1987), zar bori and zdr tambura are still distinguished in
Omdurman, though the latter has few followers.

7. This term literally means “statute™ or “constitutional law,” and colloquially, “permis-
sion” (Wehr 1976:281). In northern Sudan, however, the term also refers to a door jamb
(Constantinides 1977 :65-66, n. 6) or a bolt (Hillelson 19304: 35). The reference to door-
ways is significant, and discussed later on.
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its host’s well-being as their relationship progresses. Once possessed, al-
ways possessed: zayran never wholly abandon those they have chosen as
their hosts.

Someone diagnosed as zar possessed is liable to be affected by her
spirit(s) at.any time. Zayran are able to infiltrate the bodies of their hosts
at will, a move which villagers say always coincides with the latter’s en-
trancement. According to Hofriyati, possession trance (ghaybiya or ghay-
bitha) is a state induced by the spirit’s forceful entry into the body, which
displaces or shifts the person’s human self to another perceptual plane. It
is, as Bourguignon (1973:12—13) suggests, “a radical discontinuity of
personal identity”; yet in contrast to her model, the distortion of percep-
tion this entails pertains not only to the self but to other entities as well.
This point is clarified in chapter 10.

Still, trance is only one manifestation of possession in Hofriyat, for
zayran affect their hosts in countless additional ways (see also Constan-
tinides 1972, 1977; Cloudsley 1983 :81). They are always near, or in local
parlance “above” (fgg), their human hosts, whence they might influence
people’s perceptions and behaviors in the course of daily life. Further, de-
spite the acknowledged powers of zayran, possession trance rarely occurs
unpremeditatedly, outside of ritual contexts. Here, one is not diagnosed as
possessed because she becomes entranced; rather, she becomes entranced
because she is possessed. Schoolgirl mishaps notwithstanding, the pos-
sessed rarely enter trance spontancously; this is something one must learn
to do in the course of a curing ceremony in order to negotiate an appropri-
atc 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
Hoffriyat is striking and reiterated in the fact that a woman should be mar-
ried 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 prophylax13 it is not consis-
tently evinced by the possessed during ceremonies, and when evinced, it is
variable in apparent depth and duration from one episode or individual to
the next. Since it is considered inappropriate to be entered by a spirit (or a
husband) while menstruating, a woman at a zar signals zayran of her con-
dition by tying a knot in her braids, so constraining the spirits’ activity.
Moreover, because it must conform to prescribed patterns of “spiritness,”
trance performance requires skill and considerable control. Thus it is not,
as some would assert, a spontaneous neurological manifestation of nutri-
tional deficiency which (at least originally) is accounted for after the fact as
possession (e.g., Kehoe and Giletti 1981). Such models betray their foun-
dation in a Western rationalism which derogates any mode of conscious-
ness other than that of critical self-awareness. In the search for reductive
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biological explanations as to why trance should occur, trance itself is mis-
construed, parted from its cultural context. Here an essential point is
missed. For villagers the system of meaning—possession—is both logi-
cally and contextually prior to the bchavior—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 initially experience difficulty in becoming lost from themselves
and allowing their spirits to assume control; others do not. Here perhaps
one’s nutritional status plays a role. Still, it must be stressed that Hofriyati
generally enter trance after having been diagnosed as possessed or, if
undiagnosed, when attending a spirit ritual. And in either case, an indi-
vidual’s trance behavior is learned (cf. Bourguignon 1973:4-15, 1976:
37 ff.), 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 con-
sidered dissimulation or idiosyncratic madness. The few women who do
enter trance spontaneously—apparently uninduced, in nonceremonial
situations—are hardly ncophytes. Rather, they are long-term adepts of the
zar who, in the course of their possession careers, have become progres-
sively more skilled at alternating modes of consciousness and allowing
the spirits to exhibit themselves through their bodies (sce also Besmer
1983:24).

According to Hofriyati, the fact that possession 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 is a principal motive for possession—are will-
ing to oblige. Indeed, they regard such invitations as their duc, in partial
fulfillment of bargains struck with humans, and are likely to become dis-
gruntled and dangerous when neglected or put off. If the possessed take
care to mollify them, spirits ought to respond by confining their appear-
ance 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 “de-
scend” into their hosts without benefit of prior summons. So despite the
controlled nature of possession trance and spirit display, the startling possi-
bility exists that at any moment a woman might not be who she usually is.

January 23, 1984. Samira and I have come this morning to Asur, a village 1
have never befove visited several kilometers novth of Hofriyat, and howme to a well-
known midwife I would like to meet. We make obligatory calls on Samira’s dis-
tant kin who live here, drinking quantities of water and limin, a fresh limeade.
As we leave the hosh en route to the midwife’s home, Samira’s mother’s cousin
calls ber back; I await ber alone in the alley.
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A woman carrying a pail of water on her head rounds the corner. On com-
ing face to face with me she stops abruptly, taken aback in fright. “Ya Khawa-
jiya,” she says, “how are you? What do you want from me?”

“Peace to you,” I reply, “I want nothing. 1 am waiting for Samira who is
wnside.”

As if on cue Samira exits the hosh. She greets the woman who has been
starving at my feet, clad tn Dr. Scholl’s sandals—fashionable this year in Sudan
(and, I later learn, a curvent vequest of zayran).

“This khawajiva has human feet!” she exlaims. “I thought she was a
Zil’ !))8

In Hofriyat possession is a matter of fact. Here the reality of spirits and
their powers goes unchallenged, even by villagers who have no firsthand
experience of them and regardless of how hotly they dispute the proper
therapy for possession affliction, discussed below. Clearly, Hofriyati, like
the rest of us, face doubts concerning their beliefs from time to time. But
cosmological mavericks they are not. Doubts, like beliefs, are grounded in
a social context. Zayran are immanent in the world of Hofriyat; sceptic
and zealot, both, are canopied by their existence.’

Further, possession is a holistic social reality. It penetrates all facets
and levels of human life, resisting analytic reduction to a singlec component
dimension, whether psychological, aesthetic, religious, social, or medical.
Studies that focus on one of these to the virtual exclusion of others cannot
but derogate the complexity with which such factors interweave. Works of
this sort may be read most comfortably, perhaps, by members of Western
cultures, but ultimately they distort and impoverish what they seek to
understand.'® Possession has numerous significances and countless im-
plications: it defies 31mplc cxplanatlon It has no necessary cause, no neces-
sary outcome. Its province is meaning, and it is best addressed in that
light. Hence my concern to describe the potential range of its significance
within the social and cultural context of Hofriyat.

Given this intention, a caveat is in order. Although I am interested in
how possession, as an idiom of social discourse, may inform how individu-
als speak about themselves and others, the question of those individuals’
specific deep motivations is not one that I feel competent to broach. To an
informed reader, deep motivation might well be suggested in the cases of
Umselima and her family (chapter 6). However, I do not, because I could

8. Zayran may transform themselves into human shape, but incompletely: their feet are
always those of hooved animals such as camels or donkeys. See also Cloudsley (1983:74 n.);
Crapanzano (1973:44).

9. Cf. Berger (1967). For an analytical consideration of this issuc see Jean Pouillon,
“Remarks on the Verb To Believe’™ (1982).

10. On this point see also Crapanzano (1977a), Kapferer (1983), Lambek (forth-
coming).
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not, undertake the kind of psychodynamic analysis that Obeyesekere
(1981) presents in his convincing study of Sri Lankan ascetics.

Perhaps this is not the disadvantage it might seem. Zar is first of all a
cultural phenomenon, better still, a cultural resource appropriated by indi-
viduals under certain conditions. Viewed as such, it consists of symbols
and associations available to be taken up and manipulated in hundreds of
different ways. But if they are symbolic, spirits defy conventionalization:
they are beings, actors, agents. They are inherently capricious, amoral, am-
bivalent, and by villagers’ own accounts, incompletely understood. In pos-
session of a human, one might modify its characteristics, or exhibit differ-
ent sides of its personality in different women. Spirits’ selthood, too, is
constituted in relationships with others. And because of this openness and
manipulability, zayran are available to become, in Obeyesekere’s (1981)
terms, “personal symbols” (p. 45), those “that give expression to psycho-
logical travail” (p. 53, see also 1970:105). Yet possession rites and indi-
vidual experiences of zayran are public matters: they enhance villagers’
knowledge of spirits and spirit associations and are a continual source of
information about the parallel world for possessed and nonpossessed alike.
And it is in terms of this information that specific individuals may be led to
appropriate a particular spirit idiom. Public culture and individual psyche
are complexly intermeshed.

My principal aim in parts 2 and 3 of this book is to depict the richness
and complexity of the zdr as a cultural resource, its capacity—worked out
through the people it affects—to contextualize the prosaic, relatively
taken-for-granted world and, in so doing, to reshape but also reproduce it.
Possession in Hofriyat is a cultural idiom, an idiom (1) that is based on
consensually validated, ritually confirmed information; (2) that is concep-
tually removed (since more explicit and less immediately invoked) from
primary idioms (e.g., “interiority”) intrinsic to routine practice; and
(3) that is drawn upon collectively and individually by villagers to articu-
late certain problems and experiences of everyday life (cf. Crapanzano
1977a; Obeyesekere 1970, 1981). Articulation, as Crapanzano explains, is

the act of . . . constructing an event to render it meaningful. The act of
articulation is more than a passive representation of the event; it is in
essence the creation of an event. It separates the event from the flow of
experience . . . gives the event structure . . . relates it to other similarly
constructed events, and evaluates the event along both idiosyncratic and
(culturally) standardized lines. Once the experience is articulated, once it is
rendered an event, it is cast within the world of meaning and may provide
a basis for action. (Crapanzano 1977a:10)

With these ideas in mind the two poles of the possession dialectic sug-
gested at the close of chapter 3 can be better distinguished. In this and the
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next few chapters I consider the articulatory aspect of the zar by focusing
on the contexts of possession incidence, while in subsequent chapters at-
tention shifts to its semantic aspect. Admittedly, this distinction between
context and mcaning is artificial: a heuristic emphasis made for the sake of
clarity. The subject of meaning can hardly be eliminated from the discus-
sion of possession contexts; some of its features, however, are examined
more intensively later on. Present throughout what follows is a dialogue—
often, though not always, implicit—between the idioms of daily life and
those of its extraordinary counterface, the zar.

The Possessed

In Hoftiyat, as elsewhere in Sudan, possession activity is mainly though
not exclusively the province of women.!' Somewhat more than 40 percent
of Hofriyati women cver married and over the age of fifteen (N = 129
[1977] and 135 [1984]) claim a zadr affliction. Marital status is a signifi-
cant factor in possession illness: spirits, villagers assert, rarcly trouble
themsclves with the unwed—with women whose fertility has yet to be ac-
tivated. Most affected are those between the ages of thirty-five and fifty-
five, two-thirds of whom have spirits. This proportion is due to a cumula-
tive effect: once possessed a woman is always possessed thereafter.

By contrast, only a handful of men from the entire village arca are
publicly acknowledged to be possessed. In Hofriyat itself only four men
(about 5 percent of the resident adult male population) are considered
adepts of the zar; three have undergone the requisitc ceremonies, onc
when only thirteen years of age. Two men born in the village but now
living elsewhere arc known to have spirits, and I obtained information
concerning ten others from the vicinity, five of whom were deceased prior
to fieldwork. During my six-year absence from the village, only one man
had become possessed in contrast to sixteen women (see table 5.1). In
1984, several male acquaintances privately declared themselves to be pos-
sessed and confessed admiration for the 24, but would not publicly seck
to confirm their afflictions for fear of losing face.

Why is this the case? Why, assuming that possession is a public idiom
for the articulation and interpretation of experience, should there exist a
sexual disproprotion among those who acknowledge having spirits? An
obvious approach is to ask whether the range of experience that possession
constructs is more common to Hofr1yat1 women than to men. This I think
to be the case, mainly because possession is closely linked to fertility with
which women are identified and for which they bear responsibility, a point

11. See Barclay (1964:196—206); Cloudsley (1983 :67—87); Constantinides (1972,
1977); Trimingham (1965 :174—77); Zenkovsky (1950).
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more fully explored in chapter 5. I do not entirely agree with I. M. Lewis
(1966, 19714, 1983, 1986, chapter 2) on this issue, who, arguing from a
sociological perspective, suggests that zdr possession is a strategy which
women use in an oblique attempt to redress the effects of their subordinate
social status. Lewis holds that since spirits demand desiderata which hus-
bands must provide if their wives arc to regain well-being, possession can
be scen as a measure of gender conflict: it is a strategic evocation of shared
beliefs by women wishing to mitigate their subordination to men.

The perspective is illuminating, but presents a number of difficulties.
First, it places unwarranted emphasis on the assumed intentionality of
women and thus insidiously underestimates the factuality of spirits in the
Sudanese world. Words like strategy imply volition, which may certainly be
present and, if so, motivated by status considerations in some cascs of pos-
session but not, as later seen, in all. Moreover, Lewis’s deprivation hy-
pothesis appears to presume that women seek the same status held by men,
which, since men have deprived them of it, was originally within their pur-
view. Such assumptions fail to bear scrutiny in Hofriyat, where the social
worlds of men and women arc largely scparate and distinct, a condition
due not to happenstance or the prevailing wills of men, but to cultural de-
sign. Wilson’s (1967) critique of the model tries to address this problem
by shifting the locus of proposed status compctition from intersex to intra-
sex relations and, so doing, is sympathetic to the Sudanese context. How-
ever, it shares with Lewis’s theory the drawback of a conflict orientation to
social interaction that is firmly rooted in Western premises of individ-
ualism,'* whose validity in non-Western cultures must be open to debate
(cf. Morsy 1978; Boddy 1988; Lambek forthcoming). Even granting that
status may be a consideration in certain episodes of possession illness, the
sociological argument cannot account for the zar 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 naturc and va-
ricty of possession symptoms) and processes (such as the reevaluation of
one’s past that acquiring a spirit entails). Such factors, however i 1mportant
to the posscssed, are implicitly deemed incidental when the investigator’s
focus is competition.'® The social status model 1s unidimensional, at once
too general in application and too narrow in concern to deal adequately
with the complexities of zar.

It is imperative to ask why so many Western scholars—among them

12. Although the fluctuating kinship networks of Hofriyari are individualistic, this is
not to say that the individual is the focal social unit in Hofriyat. Hofriyati women and men
are always subordinate to a range of collective inrerests: family, lineage, village, religious
group, etc.

13. Lewis (19714: 30, 1983) certainly does not consider other factors unimportant,
yet they do not figure in his analysis to the same extent as does the question of cross-sex
competition.
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Kehoe and Giletti (1981) earlicr discussed—are committed to viewing
possession as a consequence of women’s deprivation rather than their
privilege, or perhaps their inclination. Such cxplanations consistently mis-
locate the question of why women should be more susceptible to posses-
sion than men. Especially in his early work, Lewis (1971a:77), for ex-
ample, suggests that joining a z@r cotcric enables women to express
solidarity vis-a-vis men, who are seen as their oppressors. Men have Islam,
which excludes women from active participation; hence women, who are
socially peripheral, must resort to the equally peripheral cult of zar both to
mitigate their subordination and to express religious fervor (Lewis 19714
66—99; see also Lewis 1986:23-50, 102-5). This is a classic but unhap-
pily androcentric portrayal of women, who are forever seen as reacting to
men rather than acting for themselves within a specific cultural context.

To avoid such pitfalls, we need to examine closely how the sexes in
Hofriyat conceive of their interrelations both collectively (as in chapters 2
and 3) and individually. Judging from my informants, some women—Dby
no means all or only those who are possessed—clearly feel subordinate to
men, resent their positions, and are not consistently above vituperation.
However, their feclings scem to derive less from their status as women
than from the specific actions of individual men, notably husbands. And
the problem these men pose is not that they deny women, as a class, an
elevated social position, but that they sometimes—often inadvertently—
thwart individual women’s legitimate attempts to achieve it. The reverse
can also be said for women (see chapter 5), who may frustrate the status
aspirations of men. As depicted in earlier chapters, both sexes are active
participants in the social life of Hofriyat, bisected as it is into gender-
distinct yet partially overlapping spheres. If men are central and women
peripheral with respect to Islam and external relations, wormen are central
and men peripheral when it comes to physical, social, and cultural repro-
duction: the worldliness of village life. Although men and women are sub-
ject to different constraints, the actions of cach bear consequence for those
of the other.

Indeed, whatever consciousness women 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 disparate yet socially
equivalent parts, each commanding certain resources but reliant on the
other for fulfillment. They do not conceive of themselves as locked in a
struggle between classes, hierarchically understood. While a Marxist cri-
tique might legitimately consider this to be a mystification of political real-
ities, it cannot be ignored if we are truly concerned with the meaning of
zar to women and men in Hofriyat. Political relations are mystified for
both within the Hofriyati universe of meaning.
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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 posscssion 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 cultural constructs which inform them. We need to
consider the qualities that define the sexes in Hofriyat, the typifications
cach 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 incidence of possession constitutes attempted cross-sex or intra-
sex status manipulation, or somcthing clse—an expression of psychologi-
cal or social disturbance (cf. Crapanzano 1973, 19774, 1980; Obeyesekere
1970, 1981; Kapferer 1983, 1986), cross-sex communication (cf. Lambek
1980, 1981), religious experience (cf. Constantinides 1972, 1977; Lewis
1986), a form of play, dramatic allegory, or all of these and more. Its cul-
tural underpinnings—idioms of the everyday world, prosaic conceptual-
izations of gender—empower possession as a form of social discourse.

Thus put, a focus on the articulatory potential of possession instead
of on the status aspirations of individuals possessed changes the tenor of
the analytic enterprise. It widens the interpretive net and does not attempt
to simplify matters where simplicity belies the facts. Rather, it makes pos-
sible a variety of explanations at different levels of analysis and experience,
all of them immanent in the z4r as a system of mecaning, all of them poten-
tially relevant to any specific episode of possession.

Returning to Hofriyati gender constructs and the zd#, both sexes al-
lege that women are naturally more vulnerable to spirit attack as a function
of their femininity."* Spirits are attracted to women—and married women
in particular—for it is they who use henna, perfumes, soaps, and scented
oils; wear gold jewelry and diaphanous wraps, all human finery which spir-
its are known to covet. The proclivities of zayran are symmetrical to those
of Hofriyati women: both are regarded as consumers of goods provided
by men.

Recall, too, that women are more constrained than men behaviorally.
Moreover, their bodies are protected by a battery of physical and ritual
defenses designed to reinforce the Hofriyati world at its most significant
but potentially weakest point, the vaginal meatus, where alien others—
non-Hofriyati humans and zayran—threaten to intrude. And such de-
fenses and restrictions, if neglected, render women prone to spirit assauit.
Zayran, like other jinn, are likeliest to invade the human world when its

14. See also Kapferer (1983:100-110) for a similar view of the susceptibility of Sri
Lankan women.
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proper order is confounded and its defenscs are down, as when a woman is
opened while giving birth or, having delivered, sees the prepotent blood
of circumcision, an uninfibulated gypsy, or somcone who has looked upon
a corpse. For spirits, ambivalence and ambiguity are windows of oppor-
tunity. But zayran can also create disorder, the very conditions which per-
mit their penetration of the human world. And here they wield consider-
able power to disrupt human fertility, so closely identified with women.
Further, women are thought more susceptible than men to cmotional ex-
cess; they have greater contact with the impurities of daily life and a corre-
spondingly greater need to avoid them, whether smelling bad odors, sceing
blood and feces, becoming dusty and sweaty from domestic work. All of
these situations draw zayran. In short, violations of interiority, the salient
informative quality of Hofriyati culture, both signify and precipitate in-
trusion by zayran. And, as women—who embody this quality—are more
prone to such violation than men, possession is a feminine susceptibility.

While many questions remain to be addressed, this goes some way
toward explaining why women interpret certain experiences and illness
episodes as possession. It also suggests why, in this sexually polarized com-
munity, men do not. But here more remains to be said. A common charac-
terization of women which they do not completely share is that because
they are wanting in ‘agl, they lack sufficient moral strength to uphold the
tenets and ideals of Islam. According to local religious authorities it is rep-
rehensible and abhorrent—though not, strictly speaking, haram (forbid-
den)—for Muslims to traffic with spirits. They say that cach individual has
the responsibility to steer a proper course of spirit avoidance, something
women find more difficult to do than men. Women’s perceived inability to
resist and so deny zayran access to carthly pleasures is put down to their
inherent moral frailty, notwithstanding that they are more likely to encoun-
ter finn than men. Just as the public identity of women accounts for their
greater participation in the zar, so the public identity of men as pious
Muslims accounts, in part, for their forbearance (see also Lambek 1981 :
62—-64).

The last is solely a masculine perspective. Women see no incompati-
bility between the zar and Islam: to them possession ritual is part of a gen-
eral religious enterprise (cf. Constantinides 1972 :98). Hofriyati culture
therefore contains conflicting interpretations of the relationship between
possession and Islam. These, in turn, have divergent implications for the
handling of troublesome spirits.

Exorcism versus Accommodation

Where men hold the reputedly orthodox view that intrusive spirits can and
must be dislodged from the body by force, women maintain that zayran
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cannot be got rid of at all.'* Adepts insist that if one’s illness is caused by a
zar, no amount of Islamic or even Western medicine will effect a cure. At-
tempts to exorcise the spirit serve merely to exacerbate the patient’s condi-
tion. Symptom remission alone can be achieved, and only if the afflicted
agrees to hold a propitiatory ceremony on behalf of the as yet unnamed
zar. During this ceremony, often held long after her initial illness has dissi-
pated, the posscssed enters into a contractual relationship with the spirit(s)
responsible for her lapse from health. There, in response to drumming and
singing chants associated with the various named zayran, she ideally enters
trance: a spirit’s chant is an invitation to “descend” (nazal) and enter the
body of its host, where its identity can be affirmed and its demands re-
vealed.'® In return for certain offerings, acquisitions, and observances, the
invasive spirit agrees to restore, and refrain from further jeopardizing, its
host’s well-being.

Henceforward, human host and possessive zd# are joined in continu-
ous but unequal partnership. The spirit remains above her (f95), able to
exert its influence or infiltrate her body at will. To some extent the pos-
sessed can rely on the spirit’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
sweet-smelling things, and is not given over to strong emotion. A viola-
tion of these provisions renders her vulnerable to relapse. Yet the curing
rite has opened communications between the two entities, and it is hoped
that any future problems can be dealt with expeditiously. From the spirit’s
perspective, contracts with humans arc infinitely renegotiable, so if the
possessed wishes to allay further attack from her zar, she must take scru-
pulous care to mollify it. If all goes well, what begins as an uneasy truce
between a willful spirit and its initially reluctant host might graduate to
positive symbiosis as their relationship stabilizes and matures. Alleviating
the symptoms of possession illness is a matter of establishing reciprocal
obligations between spirit and host; their relationship should become, like
that between partners in a marriage, one of complementarity, exchange,
and mutual accommodation.

Although the majority of men denounce the propitiation of zayran,
this 1s not because they deny that such spirits exist. In Hofriyat, zayran
comprise a distinct class of jinn,'” mischievous invisible beings which popu-

15. Interestingly, this is similar to the situations of men and women in a marriage:
while men may divorce an unwanted wife at will, women must accommodate themselves to
the marriage, however unhappy.

16. Spirits are hardly inanimate or genderless, as my use of the impersonal pronoun
implies. But when not referring to specific spirits and possession episodes, I use the neuter
form to avoid confusion between humans and zayran.

17. However, the classification of spirits varies somewhat from area to area in Sudan,
and in some places (though not in Hofriyat or its environs) zayran and jinn are considered
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late a world parallel to our own and contiguous with it but imperceptible
to humans most of the time. Typical of their exceptional attributes, jins
can transform themselves into animals, assume human form (but incom-
pletely so, for their feet are always hooved), or take possession of live hu-
man bodies at will. J#n# are mentioned in the Quran (Suras 6, 17, 18, 34,
37,46, 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 acknowledge that even the most pious among
them 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 capitulate to the powerful exor-
cistic techniques of Islamic medicine. In the company of their fellows they
decry as un-Islamic women’s ccremonial attempts to assuage and socialize
the spirits.

In face of such weighty opposition the zar cult thrives, and its rites
arc attended cven by the most submissive and religious of wives. For
women, zdr falls 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 imper-
ils one’s prospect of a pleasurable afterlife, but then, is Allah not merciful?

Men, for their part, though publicly adamant 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 eftect a cure or fearing reprisals of a powerful
spirit if it is put off, most do not interfere when their womenfolk conduct
propitiatory ceremonies, and provide money to meet the spirits’ demands.
Here perhaps, as Lewis (19714:88) suggests, men tacitly recognize the
contradiction between the formal ideology of male supremacy and the so-
cial (and cultural) importance of women. Intriguing, too, in light of the
ethnographic situation in Hofriyat, is Lewis’s more recent view that wom-
en’s participation in the z@r might offer men “the privilege of vicarious
participation in what they ostensibly condemn as superstition and heresy.

different forms of spirit being. On this issuc, sce Constantinides (1972:102—4), and Tri-
mingham (1965:171 ft.).

18. In 1920 the editors of Sudan Notes and Records (Anonymous 1920:245-59) re-
port a case from EFObeid, Kordofan, of a sixteen-year-old girl possessed by dasatir (or
zayrar) who was murdered by a curer attempting to exorcise the intrusive finn via beatings.
The curer claimed in court to have beaten the spirits, not the girl. Exorcistic techniques like
this are commonly performed by Islamic healers in recalcitrant cases of possession, especially
by malevolent (black) jinn, discussed below.
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Thus, if there is a dual spiritual cconomy [male and female], its two
branches are interdependent and complementary” (Lewis 1986:106). It
seems plausible that just as men’s religious devotions count also for their
womenfolk (1986 : 106), so women’s z47 devotions might count indirectly
for their men. As noted earlier, several male informants confided in 1984
that they believe themsclves incurably possessed by zayran. These men cn-
joy listening to spirit rituals from afar or watching b: shubbik (“through a
window”), but do not openly attend for fear of ridicule. Such peripheral
and vicarious participation echoes that of women at a zikr—the “dervish”
rite of Islamic fraternities whose membership is exclusively male.

Possession as Hiness and as Text

In Hofriyat, possession usually begins as illness, whether spirit induced or
spirit intensified. But not all sickness is linked with possession. Villagers
consider a variety of ailments to result from natural causes, and only pa-
tients whose symptoms are stubborn or fairly generalized are led to suspect
zar affliction. Persistent headache, nausea, anorexia, lassitude, apathy and
depression, sleeplessness, anxicty (harrdg vih: “burning soul”), unspeci-
fied aches and pains, being easily saddened, fertility problems, all may be
ascribed to zayran. Here we must also include symptoms resembling those
of hysterical conversion disorders in the West: blindness or paralysis of one
or more limbs without apparent organic cause, aphonia (see also Nelson
1971:203). Though many of these conditions are associated with posses-
sion, Hofriyati might also link them to sorcery (‘amal) or the evil eye (‘ayn
harra), both of which increase susceptibility to spirit attack. Thus, decid-
ing whether one’s symptoms are signs of possession, of some other condi-
tion—or, indeed, of both—can be problematic for the sufferer.

Moreover, a woman might be inclined to resist a possession diag-
nosis. It is not necessarily good or desirable to have a spirit. Possession is a
lifelong affliction which, however manageable, intensifies the already tan-
gible constraints on her behavior. The rituals and daily observances essen-
tial to restore and maintain her health are both costly and time-consuming.
Yet even assiducus fulfillment of the spirits’ requests cannot guarantee her
freedom from further attack. Zayran arc inherently amoral; their behavior
1s predictable only in its caprice, despite occasional professions of Islam or
well-intentioned bargains struck with humans. Further, since an individual
may be host to several different spirits, achieving stability in her relation-
ship with one zar does not preclude invasion by another. These factors
combine to militate against ready acceptance of possession as the appropri-
ate etiology of dysphoria. And unless a woman has a history of zar afflic-
tion or oneiric evidence that she is possessed, she must first look elsewhere
for relief; not to do so is to risk being thought disingenuous.
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Villagers gencrally approach any illness that is not completely and im-
mediately disabling by testing various etiologic avenues, moving from an
initial presumption of organic or natural causes and, eliminating these,
through consideration of nonorganic ones. Someone who is sick first takes
advice from family membérs, trying a selection of home remedies (like salt
or henna poultices) and available patent medicines (such as aspirin, Con-
tac-C, and Beecham’s Powders). Should these prove ineftective, one should
next seck a cure from Western medical practitioners. If doctors can find
nothing wrong, or if something is wrong but fails to respond to treatment,
then nonorganic factors are implicated. Now the individual visits a male
religious practitioner, or faki slam, who performs an astrological divina-
tion.” He then consults religious texts and ancient Arabic manuals in an
effort to diagnose the complaint. The faki specifies whether the prolonged
illness is due to sorcery, the evil eye, or possession by jinn, then prepares
restorative charms and potions. These he ministers to the patient over sev-
cral visits, along with a liberal sprinkling of paternal or psychically inspired
advice. If a jinn is implicated and the patient not gravely disturbed, he may
perform a minor exorcism, which treatment zayran alonc among the sinn
are able to resist.

Hence failure of both Western and Islamic medicine reads as a posi-
tive indication that one is possessed by a zar. For men, who, as noted, dis-
parage bargaining with spirits, this is where the diagnostic process ends:
except in rare cases they do not seek further treatment for zar posscssion.
But for women whose symptoms persist, the next step is to consult a (usu-
ally female) zar practitioner in order to verify the diagnosis and begin to
accommodate the spirit responsible. Athough possession by zayran is now
a foregone conclusion, it is only when the patient is convinced of her con-
dition by others and assured of wide support for the diagnosis that she will
accept it publicly and begin to organize a “cure.”

Symptoms associated with possession might occur with any number
of diseases, whether natural, imputable to human antagonists, or spirit in-
flicted. Yet most arc expressly linked to situations which Hofriyati consider
stresstul (see also Morsy 1978). Regardless of sex, those in mourning, em-
broiled in domestic disputes, worried over the welfare of loved ones, or
financially troubled might claim to suffer illness (Constantinides 1977). As
noted in chapter 3, such somatic expressions of negative affect are cultur-
ally appropriate responses in Hofriyat (cf. Kleinman 1980), and conso-
nant with the vectoral disposition of interiority.

Though most villagers somatize emotion, fewer acknowledge their ill-
nesses to be possession. Yet those under stress are thought to be targets of
spirit attack and for some, mainly women, an eventual diagnosis of posses-
sion is reached. Such admission signals a change of context more profound

19. In this the patient’s mother’s name is most significant.
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than from normalcy to ordinary illness. In the village, illness is an experi-
ential idiom for disorder and threatened selfhood. It is cither precipitated
by or symptomatic of violated propriety and, like mushahara hemorrhage,
originates outside the affected human body. Likewise, illness for the pos-
scssed originates not within her body (or self), but outside it. Indeed, the
etiology of her dysphoria lies beyond her sclf’s constitutive relationships,
beyond even the village and the human realm. Possession illness represents
a complete violation of integrity in all its forms: social, spatial, physical.
Thus, when a woman acknowledges possession, her context shifts from
one that is narrowly governed by the relative precept of interiority to a
broadcr onc, which places this orientation squarely in relation to its ulti-
mate converse. The essential Hofriyati dialectic (interiority/cxteriority) re-
iterated in possession takes a form more extreme than in routine, non-zg»
social situations like negotiating marriages. Zayran arc paragons of other-
ness; as such the spirit context is one which contextualizes other, mundane
contexts (cf. Bateson 1972 :304). On these points, more will be said later
on and in subsequent chapters. Here it should be noted that possession is
an intrusion for which neither the sufterer nor her neighbors, kin, and af-
fines are responsible. Relationships within the realm of the village are thus
preserved unrent, despite the apparent source of a woman’s difficulty.

An implication here is that successful negotiation of the possession
context requires the patient to have or develop considerable cultural aware-
ness. It is thus inapplicable to those who suffer severe psychological distur-
bance.? If the average zdr patient must be characterized in Western psy-
chological terms, one would have to say that at worst she is mildly neurotic
(Constantinides 1977 : 65) and secking adjustment to a difficult situation.
Certainly, when one considers the character of its initial symptoms, their
resistance to biomedicine, and their apparently self-punitive characteris-
tics, it becomes tempting to think of posscssion as an idiom for the sorts of
dysphoria that our culture labels as “neurosis.” But this would be inaccu-
rate. Not all who become possessed appear to be neurotic, and many who
evince so-called neurotic symptoms are never diagnosed as possessed. Fur-
ther, if possession is an idiom for certain kinds of illness, the reverse is also
true: illness is an idiom for possession (cf. Jilck 1974 : 32; Kapferer 1983
87-89; Lambek 1981:53). Those who exhibit nondysphoric signs of
possession, like having visions of spirits and spirit-related things, are auto-
matically considered ill even if they seem perfectly healthy. This is not be-
cause such visions are abnormal in Hofriyat, where the existence of spirits
(not only zayran) is an undisputed fact and seeing one rare, but not un-
usual. Rather, the possessed are ill becausc they are possessed.

Zar adepts in Hofriyat are not eccentric or deviant. Unlike Hausa bori
enthusiasts (Besmer 1983:18-22), there is little obvious about their

20. See Lewis (19714, chapter 7) for an exhaustive discussion of this issue.
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everyday behavior to distinguish them from the nonpossesscd. And in
contrast to Messing’s (1958:1125) obscrvations on the zar in Ethiopia,
Hofriyati maintain that zayran cannot cause psychological incapacitation.
Nor can they cause illness to the point of death. Spirits, they argue, would
hardly wish their hosts so dcbilitated that they could neither reveal nor
supply the desiderata for which they were possessed. Those whose physical
symptoms are severe suffer from natural illness or an affliction wrought by
sorcery, the evil eye, or other jinn. Zayran might well contribute to grave
malady if the situation promises gain, but they are never its principal
agents. The seriously disturbed, on the other hand, are almost always pos-
sessed by malevolent “black” jinn or demons (shawatin), who are not open
to coercion and socialization in the manner of zayran. Treatment in such
cases is violent exorcism; even women agree that any other therapy would
be fruitless.

Posscssion by a zar clearly requires more control on the part of the
possessed than those who are severely ill can muster (cf. Crapanzano
19774:15; Lambek 1981:52). Acceptance of the diagnosis initiates a
process of accommodation to the affliction, of learning how to be pos-
sessed. The recruit must achieve an ability to enter trance. And she must
do so while remaining alert to her surroundings, for when her spirit de-
scends she will have to be sensitive to cues from other spirits and the audi-
ence of human observers (Bourguignon 1976:41). Morcover, she must
internalize the cultural constraints on idiosyncratic behavior during the
trance episode (Lambek 1981 :50-52). If, for example, a spirit has an ag-
gressive nature—like the Arab swordsman encountered at the outset of
this chapter—the possessed must learn to control its aggression, to chan-
nel it in acceptable ways so that no one is hurt when the spirit descends.
Zayran may be unpredictable, but they are not usually malicious.

This leads to an important point: a spirit must make sense to those
whom it encounters. And the sense that it makes is a product of human
and spirit collaboration. Its enactment by the possessed must refer to the
known corpus of spirits and spirit species whose characteristics, though
not invariable, are sufficiently constant as to be easily recognized by ad-
epts. The permutations of spirit behavior manifest in a particular host are
consistent not with the personality of the possessed (if this happens it is,
theoretically, adventitious), but with the personality of the spirit as it has re-
vealed itself to other humans and the possessed herself on former occasions.

However much it resembiles a dialogical situation, where a woman, as
spirit, converses with her human audience, possession trance is better seen
as the production of a text, as a “publication” available to interpretation
(cf. Ricoeur 1976, 1979; Lambek 1981). More accurately, it is an idio-
syncratic performance that is based on an implicit cultural text and also
constructive of it (cf. Becker 1979; Geertz 1973; Kapferer 1983; Obeyesc-
kere 1981). In trance, the possessed produces something, a spirit “text,”
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which takes shape as an event. The text event is structured, bound by rules
of production—the state of entrancement, the appropriate stage in ritual
action, the known characteristics of spirits—much as works of literature
are constructed according to genre. In possession, as in literature, textual
meaning has an intentional dimension—what the author means to say—
and a scmantic one: a text has “sense,” or internal coherence, and “refer-
ence,” or ostensive and nonostensive meaning “in the world” (Ricoeur
1976). Further, though each performance of a possession text is grounded
in past information (in past performances, hence other texts), each also
takes place in a new context (in a different woman, at a different ceremony,
in light of recent occurrences) from which it takes new meaning (Becker
1979:213). This is in addition to any previously unknown characteristics
of a spirit that its current manifestation might introduce.

The intentional meaning of a trance-enacted possession text is often
opaque to its readers. As with other textual forms, the creator’s motiva-
tion, her past, her reasons for producing the piece—in short, her subjec-
tivity—may be overborne by the semantics of the production, remaining
implicit and open to interpretation. But the intentional meaning of a pos-
session event is more than usually problematic: here the apparent creator
of the text is not, in fact, its author. It is not she who acts but the spirit,
an alien existent. Whereas to Western observers the possessed’s radical de-
tachment from her performance recalls that of the author from his text in
allegorical fiction, as of Swift from Gulliver’s narrative, to villagers the
situation is reversed: a woman does not act through her spirit, the spirit
acts through her.

Still, throughout the performance the audience sees the same individ-
ual whom it saw prior to her entrancement. For readers of the event—
including the possessed herself—to be convinced it is truly a spirit who
engages them, the text performance must be virtually transparent: seman-
tically autonomous, freed from apparcnt human input. The spirit makes
keen use of signs that proclaim its identity. It swaggers, struts, is impolite,
gives commands and refuses to answer when addressed, none of which are
typical for Hofriyati humans, and women least of all. The spirit reveals
characteristics—a gesture; a penchant for a certain food, color, or ac-
coutrement—specific to its type and individual identity. Zar being in the
human world has all the appearance of a well-staged burlesque; spirits’ ac-
tions are both exaggerated and cliché. Their stereotypical behaviors direct
attention to the semantic pole of meaning, thereby climinating or sup-
pressing any hint of human motivation.

Thus, what the possessed might wish to articulate through possession
lies hidden behind the spirit text; it is not directly related to what she says
or docs while actively possessed. Her conscious or unconscious motivation
must be framed metaphorically, to the extent she has scope to express it—
for as we see later on, the possessed is not alone in determining the identi-
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ties and symbolic associations of her spirits. In trance, cultural meaning is
foregrounded—spirit intent and spirit semantics, the product and proof of
spirit existence. It is this autonomy of the text from ostensible (here hu-
man) motivation which, as Ricoeur (1976: 31) points out, “opens up the
range of potential readers and, so to speak, creates the audience of the
text.” Opening the text to an indefinite number of readers correspondingly
creates the opportunity for multiple rcadings and interpretations (ibid,
p- 32), and here, I will argue, lies the aesthetic and therapeutic power of
possession rites. The woman who can successfully enact such dramas be-
comes progressively familiar with the “roles” she might, as spirit, be called
upon to play. But most important, she must be able to bracket her own
very substantial concerns in deference to those of the zar.*!

In contrast—and with license-—we might regard the behavior of a
gravely disturbed individual as focusing on human intent to the neglect of
semantic (spirit) coherence and reference. Despite her claim to be zar pos-
sessed, if she cannot sustain the demand for cultural congruity she will fall
by the wayside, classed as misdiagnosed. She is seen to engage in idio-
syncratic fantasy, which patently the zar is not, or may be accused of “play-
ing” with the spirits and thus provoking their wrath. Alternatively, zayran,
who have few scruples, may have elected to tease the unfortunate, for to
possess her fully would net them little in the way of human delights.
Whatever therapeutic benefit the zdr cult presents to one who is scvercly
disabled, adepts insist she is kazzaba—a dissimulator—and does not have
a zar. Instead, she is likely maynina, possessed by a black jinn or demon,
the hallmark of which is violent uncontrolled trance and antisocial (not
foreignly social) behavior.

He Said, She Said

The identities of a woman and her possessive spirit are categorically dis-
tinct. Indeed, it is the task of the curer (shaykba) to establish and reafirm
this distinction for both the possessed and the public at large. Yet in prac-
tice the separation is not always apparent. An excerpt from Zaineb’s pos-
session narrative will help to illustrate my point.

On the fourth day of & wedding some years ago, two women who had grown tived
of performing love songs began playfully to sing the chants of certain zayran. The
women had not intended to provoke the spivits, and were surprised when the
latter descended into their hosts at the pavty. Some zayran were not amused ot
having been summoned out of context, and it was decided to hold an impromptu

21. On this point Lambek (1981 :52) remarks, “If the spirit expresses the unconscious,
it also engages actively in the process of again repressing that unconscious, and it does so in
an orderly, culturally established way.” See also Bourguignon (1976).
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ritual in ovdey to appease them. Zaineb described what took place as spivit after
spirit appeared in their midst. (Note that all possessive spirits here are male,
and the possessed, female.)

My mother’s brother’s new wife, she began to cry. . . . Then she got up and she
said, in a deep voice, “Unless you put on a cevemony for her!” she would not ve-
cover. . . . And then He said, “I want a dress like the dress of Zaineb theve, and
I want henna and incense!” . . . He also said He wanted a white ram. Therve was
another, she was possessed by an Ethiopian zar. . . . When she descended [entered
trance] she satd, “You must make Him coffee vight now!” They made Him coffee
and she drank 1t . . . and they brought coffee and They dvank it and she became
quiet and she stopped [came out of trance |. Another woman said, “I want . .
and they did it for hey, for this NyamNyam Kubaida [Azande cannibal spir-
it). . .. She said, “Bring Him meat, vaw meat!” She would eat.

Observe that goods and comestibles were to be obtained for the spirits,
but to be worn, consumed, and used by the women they possess. The re-
quests of zayran arc to be cnjoyed by them through the senses of their hu-
man hosts. Yet, if it is the spirit who desires, it is not always the spirit who
speaks or is thought to speak. Zaineb remarks that her uncle’s wife’s spirit
said, “I want . . .”, but clsewhere that ske said, in a deep (male) voice,
“Unless you put on a ceremony for her!” Again, “she said, “You must make
coffee for Him. . . > They made Him coffec and she drank it.” Thus, al-
though the identitics of host and spirit are distinct and even here remain
functionally independent, it appears that they coalesce in possession trance.
Both host and spirit are present in the host’s body to varying degrees. The
host is said to perceive, speak, eat, and perform other activities witnessed
by onlookers, yet it is the possessive z@r who motivates such actions and
often its voice which is heard. The personality of the host is submerged in
deference to that of the zar; however, adepts insist that the host is still
there. And her awareness is not diminished: rather, it is heightened in sym-
pathy with the intrusive spirit’s identity, for spirit and host exchange expe-
riential domains. I return to this point later on.

The federation of spirit and host may be tacitly recognized, as when
Zaineb notes that “they”—spirit and host—drank coffee. Indeed, some of
my posscssed informants periodically think of themselves as pluralities. On
being asked, for example, whether she had mounted a ceremony of her
own, Asia replied: “Never yet has this happened. But, if there is a hafla zar
[literally, zar party, or ritual] going on in the arca, we bathe, we put on
perfume, we change into good clothes, and we go over to the ceremony.
We descend and then we come back, I myself.”

The apparent coalescence of distinct entities in a single human body
provides ample possibility for confusion, and possession trance can be a
highly ambiguous event. Just which entity is doing what is not always clear
to the audience. Were it otherwise, and the spirit alone considered present,
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Zaineb would have phrased her remarks rather differently. She would have
said, “He said, ‘Unless you put on a ceremony for her!”” But she did not.
The ambiguity, the risk of confusion is, I think, essential to understanding
what possession trance in Hofriyat is all about. For it is precisely this
which, in light of the supposed autonomy of the performance, creates a
paradox, suggesting a variety of interpretations and allowing both pos-
sessed and nonpossessed to make of the event what they wish. When the
identities of human and spirit are brought into intimate and potentially
perplexing association, they become mutual, transitive metaphors, cach
contextualizing the other in a ncgative or complementary sense as well as,
perhaps, in a positive one. She is He; she is not He: both are equally
descriptive.

So the interpretation of possession trance is never given in the event,
despite the fact that certain demands for textual coherence must be met if
the episodc is to be considered genuine. This lack of precision, so common
and so necessary to metaphor (Fernandez 1974), is the creative force of
possession in Hofriyat, permitting both host and audience to experience
several events simultaneously or, more accurately, to participate in the
same event on several different levels at once. Combined with the semantic
independence of the performance, it promises that no single message can
be pointed to as having been sent by the possessed. Rather, the trance
event comprehends a range of potential interpretations that is limited only
by readers’ imaginations, experience, and cultural expertise.

Diagnosis

The individual who does not suffer grave psychological disturbance and is
capable of sustaining in her body the temporary confusion of entities de-
tailed above, whosc illness is not alleviated by Western or Islamic therapies,
and who perhaps has oneiric evidence of spirit intrusion, still might resist a
diagnosis of possession. Though friends and kin will encourage her to ac-
cept her plight, she may refuse, claiming a lack of funds to mount the req-
uisite propitiation. Adepts agree that such reluctance will only intensify
the spirit’s attack until at last the patient concedes. And when she does, she
must be more lavish than initially required in order to mollify the spirit(s)
affronted by her obstinacy or that of her husband in refusing to sponsor a
cure. One who rejects her possession may become convinced should her
symptoms worsen or seem unduly prolonged. Here, suggestion feeds the
cycle: social pressure to acknowledge the diagnosis could well be an added
source of anxiety for one whose initial syndrome is stress related, hence a
lodestone to zayran.

On the other hand, her resistance verifies that she is acting in good
faith, that she does not seck to be possessed, but has become so against her
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will. Thus it obliquely validates the possession diagnosis. This is impor-
tant, for if the z4r is a means to articulate certain problems and experi-
ences, the person who, consciously or not, wishes to utilize it can do so
only in the context of undesirable, intractable illness. As was earlier sug-
gested, illness is an idiom for possession, much as possession is an idiom
for illness. She who dances at a zdr but has not complained of spirit-
related ailments risks being thought an imposter.

There is another side to this coin, which reveals the essential tautol-
ogy of possession in Hofriyat. I mentioned carlier that various circum-
stances arc thought to increase one’s vulnerability to spirit attack. Several
commonly mentioned are mourning, smelling foul odors, feeling tired and
overworked, being fearful, worried, or anxious, eating “poor” foods rather
than “clean” ones, being depressed and physically unwell, shedding vaginal
blood. These are considered dangerous, even intolerable conditions and
especially jeopardize the ideals and integrity of Hofriyati womanhood. Yet
they are not unusual: they are conditions which everyone experiences from
time to time. As women are frequently made vulnerable to spirit intrusion,
the realization that they could become possessed might precipitate the
very illness that is later attributed to zayran.

However, where illness and spirits are concerned, Hofriyati are not
troubled by what to us would be causal enigmas. Here, cause and effect are
not linear, but synchronous (cf. Ohnuki-Tierney 1984 :85). A breach of
feminine ideals is either a sign of spirit intrusion or its harbinger: the con-
dition is the same—possession. And zayran, remember, are capricious;
they are equally apt to possess an already vulnerable woman as to create
her vulnerability should they find the prospect of possessing her attractive.
Certain circumstances are not caused by zayran, among them, death. And
when one who is bereaved finds hersclf afflicted it is likely because in her
distraction she has denied her spirits their due. But with other conditions
the cause of the affliction is indistinguishable from its effects. If 2 woman
complains of fatigue, her discomfort may be traced to a spirit desirous that
she perform certain ritual “work”(shoghul) on its behalf, such as smoking a
perfumed cigarette or bathing with scented soap. Yet, if her fatigue is not
occasioned by a z4r, it may yet have furnished an opportunity for spirit
assault. Zayran “inflame” (itharrag) when their hosts arc unwell or other-
wise out of sorts. They wish the latter, through whom they experience the
human world, to take good carc of themselves. Paradoxically, they require
their hosts to avoid conditions that provide spirits entry and that spirits
themselves might inflict, over which humans have less than complete
control.

Zayran are known to enjoy the business of possessing humans. They
love cleanliness, beauty, enclosed female bodies, expensive human finery—
in short, anything associated with the Hofriyati feminine ideal. Zayran are
ambivalent in most regards, but single-minded in the pursuit of earthly
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pleasures. And if thwarted, they can be vindicitive. Regardless of prior
contractual arrangements with human hosts, they rarely refrain from in-
truding into situations that promise them dehght. In their hedonism as in
other traits, women deem zayran to be like husbands, a comparison re-
sumed in subsequent chapters.

When a woman is convinced she is possessed, the diagnosis should be
confirmed publicly and formally before a cure is mobilized. She may have
been warned in the course of religious therapy that she is bothered by a 7ik
al-abmar, a “red wind” or zar. Alternatively, she might enlist the aid of a
sitt al-“ilba—*“lady of the box,” a reference to the tin which holds the spir-
its’ incense. The sitt al-“tlba is a woman known to have prophetic dreams
and usually an adept of the zdr. During consultation she takes a bit of cloth
that has been in contact with the patient’s body, and a coin, some sweets,
or perfume the latter has brought as gifts—items understood in the lan-
guage of zar to be the “keys of dreams” (Constantinides 1977:68). On
retiring for the night, the practitioner burns some spirit incense and, while
fumigating the objects, chants a zar thread that collectively invokes the
spirits. Having thus linked her client to the world of zayran, she places the
objects beneath her pillow. When she wakes, she informs her client whether
she dreamt of spirits and, if so, what they desire in return for her re-
habilitation—a sacrificial animal of a certain color, a ccremony of a certain
length, a specific piece of clothing or jewelry.

A woman’s own dreams interpreted by those with knowledge of such
matters might confirm a possession diagnosis or alert her to impending
spirit attack. A dream of henna, smoke, whiskey, chairs, a man or woman
who suggests she wear a certain type of 94, or anything else associated
with zayram, is a clear indication of possession.

Drcam evidence is not the only kind which confirms a possession di-
agnosis. However rarely, it may happen that a woman becomes spon-
taneously entranced ( ghabtyana, “unconscious” or “absent™) for the first
time outside a posscssion ritual context. When this occurs, a shaykha is
summoned—an adept who, over time, has cultivated mature, relatively
controlled relationships with the several zayran by which she is possessed.
The shaykha, whose title implies religious or political authority,” can ap-
peal for her spirits’ assistance when diagnosing an illness or coaxing a re-
calcitrant zdr to reveal itself in her client’s body. An aspiring shaykha—
who might also practice as a sitt al-%lba—Ilearns her art by apprenticing
with an established curer, often a close maternal kinswoman. The pro-
clivity itself tends to be handed down in the maternal line: a woman whose
mother or mother’s sister is a shaykha is more likely than others to become
one hersclf. During her apprenticeship she learns how to call the spirits,

22. In chapter 1 I noted that the political role of shaykh in Hofriyat is an achieved posi-

tion with very limited power. However, the term is also applied to leaders of religious
brotherhoods who are considered to have considerable baraka, or divine blessing.
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bargain with them, recognize their characteristics and demands. But hav-
ing done so, she docs not proclaim herself a shaykha; others will attribute
her this status as her reputation as a curer grows.

On arrival at the patient’s home the shaykha censes the cntranced
while calling on the intrusive 247 to manifest and identify itself. If success-
ful, the shaykha—who is not in trance at this time—converses with the
spirit in an attempt to discover its requests, important clues to its identity.
Should the zar fail to speak, she at least hopes to discern its species by
gauging its response to different types of fumigation: each spirit society
has its own combination of incense “medicine” to which its members re-
spond with incrcased physical activity.

Muteness on the part of a spirit is not unusual at first, especially if the
patient is a novice. Even during public ceremonies a spirit’s initial mani-
festation in a host is tentative and unlikely to be articulate. It grunts or
screams, or speaks its own—foreign—language (rotana or “gibberish™).
But as spirit and shaykha negotiate, the spirit should become increasingly
communicative and start speaking to the shaykha in Arabic. It is during
this process, which may take scveral hours or even days, that the patient
begins to learn how to be possessed, how to conduct herself in trance. Like
her illness, the spirit intruder assumes coherent shape and character as the
shaykha’s questions are assimilated, her hints or suggestions—and those of
other villagers—confirmed or modified. The spirit and its influcnce on the
patient gain clemental concreteness in the dialogues between healer and
Zar, berween healer, other Hofriyati, and unentranced human host. The
patient, of course, has prior knowledge of zayran, their actributes and
powers. Since childhood she has attended their rituals and among her kin
are several who are possessed. Thus, both neophyte and shaykha are guided
in negotiations with the spirit by a shared, though at this point unequal
competence in the zdr. A woman’s subjective recognition that she is truly
possessed emerges as a product of social discourse involving herself, curer,
spirit, and ultimately the entirc community. Gradually such conversations
naturalize the spirit’s existence within or “above” her body.

Should the shaykha initally fail to draw an afflicting spirit into dia-
logue, she may call for a zdr test (tajruba), a trial drumming held indoors
on three consecutive nights. The ‘ayana (patient, “sick woman”) mects
with the shaykha and other adepts, who together perform the repertoire of
zdr incantations or “threads”™ (khuyit). The test 1s a miniature healing cere-
mony: incense is burnt, cologne and other spirit items are made available
to the patient, spirits are invited to descend into their hosts one by one as
their chants are played. The shaykha directs close attention to the patient,
noting songs during which she appears uncomfortable and agitated, or her
movements become impossibly quick.

Chances are good that the patient will now go into trance and her
spirit identify itself by its chant. But should this fail to occur, zdr posscs-
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sion is hardly ruled out. Perhaps the spirit declines to appear because the
paticnt has not yet accepted her possession. Alternatively, it may not wish
to place its cards on the table so soon: it might insinuate its presence but
hold off bargaining until it receives assurances that a full-scalc ccremony
will be held and some of its demands will be met.

Clearly, once a shaykha has been summoned, possession is a foregonc
conclusion: the patient has little choice but eventually to acquiesce. More
than this, it is deemed essential to her recovery that she become entirely
convinced of her spirit’s presence. The shaykha’s task is twofold: to awaken
in the patient a subjectively felt recognition of the alien within, and to give
assurances that the woman’s personality and her spirit’s are separate and
distinct. They key to the healing process lies in building up the possessive
zar’s identity and establishing this firmly in the minds of all concerned.
The spirit should become manifest, publicly, coherently, as part of a wom-
an’s person that is not, so to speak, a part of her sclf. Though exogenous to
her self, from now on it is linked inextricably to that self and becomes in-
creasingly essential to its comprehension (cf. Young 1975:578). The pro-
cess is a parallel socialization: just as the patient is gradually socialized to
accept possession as the source of her affliction and to construe both past
and future experiences in its light, so the zar is socialized, first to commu-
nicate with humans, then to contract a mutually beneficial agreement with
the shaykha, who acts on the patient’s behalf.

Importantly, the patient’s acknowledgment of possession and her
tamily’s promise to mount a cure are often followed by a notable remission
of her symptoms—if not their underlying cause. Thus her curing cere-
mony might take place, if at all, months or even years after the initial illness
has abated. Public acceptance of one’s possession is itself therapeutic,
taking the urgency out of having to undergo a “cure” (Boddy 1988). It has
what Tambiah (1977 :124) refers to as a “performative effect”™: it shifts her
illness to another (nonordinary) plane of discourse and, so doing, trans-
forms it, effects a change of state. Those who accept that they are possessed
arc, in villagers’ eyes, truly possessed; they are adepts of the zar whether or
not they have been “cured.”

Zar as Antilanguage

In becoming socialized to her possession, a woman begins to internalize
an alternate reality to that of quotidian life. She becomes increasingly fa-
miliar, in an cxperiential sense, with the vocabulary of the zdn, which is
derived from that of daily life but constitutes a metaphoric variation on its
themes. The language of the zdr reflects what is, in essence, a counter-
reality, wherein salient social values and cultural orientations arc played
with, reassessed, weighted differently than in everyday life, opened up to
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other interpretations. This transformative process is described more thor-
oughly and concretely in subsequent chapters. Here I wish to point out
that the zdr world is in many respects like an “antisocicty,” and its lan-
guage an “antilanguage” in the sense proposed by Halliday (1976).

An “anti-society,” writes Halliday (1976:570), is a society, like that
of a criminal underworld, “set up within another society as a conscious
alternative to it.” Following Gramsci (1971), and morc specifically Wil-
liams (1977), an antisociety can be seen as counterhegemonic: it formu-
lates an alternative view of the world in response to an elite’s implicit dom-
ination of discourse, represented in Hofriyat by the ideology of Islam
which legally and materially privileges men. The subaltern group which
constitutes an antisocicty is nonetheless constrained by the system of mean-
ings it shares with society at large; yet it is concerned to articulate those
meanings from its own, unprlvdcged perspective (cf. Bakhtin (1981) on
heterology; also Messick 1987).*

Halliday analyzes antisocieties in terms of Berger and Luckmann’s
(1966:152ff.) insights on the role of conversation in maintaining and
creating an individual’s subjective reality through continuous socialization.
That subjective reality must be maintained through conversation implies
that it can be transformed (ibid, p. 156). A transformation of one’s subjec-
tive reality Berger and Luckmann (ibid., p. 157) term an “alternation”,
and this, to be successful, requires processes of resocialization, again in-
volving conversation. Alternation to an antisociety requires an antilan-
guage-—a distorted reflection of the language characteristic to the society
from which it derives—to generate and maintain its alternative reality
(Halliday 1976:573-74).

One of the most obvious forms of alternation is religious conversion
which, on the face of things, one might think is what is happening when a
woman becomes subjectively convinced she is posscssed via conversations
with curers and other Hofriyati. But this would be incorrect. The pos-
sessed does not experience the sort of large-scale transformation of her
subjective reality that conversion implies, for she continues to function
within the monistic world of Hofriyat, its meanings are still meaningful to
her, she is no less a Muslim for being possessed by jinn. Rather, her subjec-
tive reality gains a dimension that allows her to contextualize what she for-
merly took for granted. She might well undergo what Bateson (1982 :4)
refers to as deuterolearning, a “learning about the self that results in a
change in the self,” enabling her to apprehend the broader context of the
contexts which engulf her (Bateson 1972:1594f,, 304 ff.) and of the dis-
positions she embodies. She might cxpericnce a subtle shift of conscious-

23. For a provocative example of a Western feminist antilanguage that attempts to re-
capture patriarchally suppressed etymological significances of English words in formulating a
women’s perspective, sce Mary Daly’s work, especially The Wickedary (1987). See also Luce
Irigaray (1985).
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ness. Here I think Halliday’s obscrvations on the different processes of re-
socialization are singularly helpful:

It is a characteristic of an anti-language that it is not just an ordinary lan-
guage which happens to be for certain individuals a language of resocializing.
Its conditions of use are different from the types of alternation considered
by Berger and Luckmann, such as forms of religious conversion. In such
instances an individual takes over what for others is the reality; for him it
involves a transformation, but the reality itself is not inherently of this order.
It is semebody’s ordinary, everyday, unmarked reality, and its language is
somebody’s “mother tongue.” An and-language, however, is nobody’s
“mother tongue”; it exists solely in the context of resocialization, and the
reality it creates is inherently an alternate reality, one that is constructed
precisely in order to function in alternation. It is the language of an anti-
society. (Halliday 1976:575, emphasis in the original)

In subsequent pages we shall witness several dimensions along which
the zar cult can be viewed as an antisociety, a counterhegemonic reality
opposed to the everyday norm. As Halliday notes, it is not the distance
between the two realities—quotidian and extraordinary—that is signifi-
cant here, but the continual zension between them. Indeed, as the one is a
metaphorical variant of the other, the distance between them may not be
great. And an individual is unlikely to bridge it just once, as in successful
religious conversion, but countless times, switching “back and forth be-
tween society and anti-society, with varying degrees of intermediate stand-
ing” (Halliday 1976:576).**

The zar, in this sense, is a muted expression of women’s alternate real-
ity (cf. Ardener 1975; Messick 1987). Though obliquely conveyed through
the ascendant social paradigm (Islam)dominated by men, the z4r contains
a metaphorical transformation of quotidian reality that resituates it in light
of women’s special concerns. Yet women who are possessed still partici-
pate in the everyday world with other Hofriyati, still adhere to Muslim
beliefs and are versed in the dominant masculine idcology, still share with
men a view of themselves as symbols of local tradition. If the zdr permits
them to gain new perspective on their lives, it by no means wholly sup-
plants the old. Yet the zar differs from the context of daily life in a critical
sense: for if it recontextualizes quotidian reality, it must be located at a
different hicrarchic level than that which it speaks about (cf. Bateson
1972:274ff ; also Geertz 1973:443). Like other antilanguages, zdr is a
form of social discourse that is also metacultural, and it is this which allows

24. However, in a recent article Cucchiari (1988) suggests that the actual experience of
religious conversion is by no means instantaneous, despite idioms representing it as such.
Instead, Sicilian converts he has studied undergo a gradual process of maturing and gaining
insight into their selves and social contexts, or becoming (not yet being) full adherents to the
faith. In this sense, conversion is a process similar to that which I describe for possession.
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those possessed to view their world from, as it were, “without.” Subse-
quent chapters are essentially devoted to examining the za#’s metacultural,
counterhegemonic potential. The broadening of women’s consciousness it
encourages and obliquely expresses is addressed in chapters 9 and 10.

The “Cure”

Once she accepts her posscssion, a womnan agrees to hold a zd# ritual, the
cxact date of which remains undetermined until she has amassed sufficient
funds. Her husband should be willing to contribute, but should he refuse,
her sons and brothers might assist lest the cure be stymied.? The expenses
of a rural zar may be in the neighborhood of £S5 100 to £S 200, or be-
tween US $50 and US $100 in 1984, depending on the nature of the rite:
if it is her first it must be longer and more claborate than any she need
mount in future. (Interestingly, this parallcls the distinction between a
woman’s first wedding, as a virgin bride, and any later remarriage.) What-
cver money is collected gocs to buy incense and cologne for the ceremony,
tea, cigarettes, liquor, and beer (at least before the imposition of shari‘a
law in 1983), a sacrificial animal, plus specific demands of the spirit to be
appeased: new clothing, jewelry, household goods, or special foods for the
afflicted to consume on its behalf. The cost of a zdr is certainly high in
relation to the resources of most Hofriyati, who subsist on remittances or
uncertain income from farming. Yet it is not so high as in the cities where
the cult is formally organized;* nor does it rival the expense of a wedding.
As occurs at other village-wide events, those who attend can be expected
to help defray costs by bringing sugar or some other small gift for the pa-
tient’s houschold.

In the possession antilanguage, the patient during her ceremony is re-
ferred to as the “bride” (“aris) of the zar inviting comparison with the
wedding. Throughout the event (which, odd numbers being propitious,
lasts one, three, five, or seven days) she remains, like a virgin bride, in vir-
tual seclusion, communicating with no one who is not directly involved in
her cure. Unless her husband is also possessed—which is unlikely—she
avoids him altogether. She must abstain from sex and do no physical work.
Others cook for her, care for her children except those not yet weaned,”
clean her housc and supply it with cooking fuel and water. It is imperative

25. In the case of a divorced woman or, very rarely, onc who has not yct married,
brothers and fathers are the principal source of support for a zar.

26. 1 was told by Hofriyati migrants that a zar held in Khartoum might cost the
equivalent of US $500 or more, representing three to five times the average monthly wage
for Hofriyati in the city.

27. A baby nursed during his mother’s spirit illness is also posscssed by her afflicting
zdr; being intimatcly associated with her body, he is not yet an autonomous human, available
to be possessed in his own right.
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that apart from a trip to the Nile on the day after the sacrificial meal, she
stay within the walls of her hdsh, and limit her activities for a further weck
after completion of the rite.

On each day of the ceremony, adepts gather at the patient’s home or,
less commonly, in that of the officiating shaykha. The time to start “beating
the za7” varies with the weather, but things rarely get under way before
late afternoon. The entertainment-cum-devotion-cum-therapy extends well
into the night; women leave for a few moments now and then to pray,
prepare their families’ evening meals, or put young children to bed. Drum-
ming and dancing may continue until dawn.

Although the ritual is meant to take place inside a room, if the night is
hot or a crowd is expected it may be staged out of doors, yet still within
the hash. All such curing ccremonies have the same basic form, but as each
occasion is different there may be variations in the order of spirits sum-
moned or other details of performance. What follows here is thereforc a
generalization.

When participants and musicians are assembled, the patient is led
forth and seated on a mat. If this is her first zdr she is dressed in white, as is
a virgin bride; but her garment is usually a jalabiya, the long, loose shirt
worn by men. Over it arc placed two strips of red cloth forming an X
across her chest; these are attached to a red sash at her waist, as described
for the ‘ayana at the beginning of this chapter. Zayran are known as red
winds or red jinn, as opposed to malevolent spirits whose color is black.

The patient faces east, the direction of Mecca, or—as happens more
often in Hofriyat—she faces the kbashm al-bayt, the “front” or men’s door
of the hash. Musicians, who are always adepts and never, in the village,
professionals, arc positioned to the left of the “ayana with their instru-
ments: drums (dallikas), a shallow aluminum washtub (ziskt), brass mor-
tar (nugarishan), and one or more empty jerry cans ( jarikana). The shay-
kha takes her place on the patient’s right. Other attendants sit facing each
other on mats laid in two rows adjoining that of the patient at right angles,
with a space left between them to form the midan, the arena for spirit the-
atrics. Thus the party is arranged in the shape of a U whose opening is
commonly oricnted toward the principal door, an important symbol both
in the everyday life of Hofriyat and the more esoteric context of possession.

When all humans are settled, a lighted censer is passed among the
gathering; each woman fumigates her body orifices which, as noted ear-
lier, are potential entrance points for spirits. The drumming begins. Bless-
ings are first requested from the Prophet and several well-known Muslim
saints (walis). Next the zayran are marshaled by a chant addressed to them
as a group. The spirits are now ready and waiting to enter the midin; the
musicians begin to play the “threads™ appropriate to each in turn, in order
of its social group.

One by one, zayran descend, appear, and take their leave. The atmo-
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sphere is lively: a host responds to her spirits’ chants by rocking to and fro
or bobbing up and down from a knecling position, moving ever morc rap-
idly as she enters trance and the spirit takes control. If she has had her own
ceremony she rises to her feet, allowing the zar to manifest its characteris-
tics. A number of women may be posscssed by the same spirit and will
exhibit it simultancously. A well-behaved spirit relinquishes its hosts’
bodies when its chant is over and the rhythm shifts to that of another zar.
But should it be tenacious and reluctant to quit, the shaykha attempts to
draw it into conversation. She coaxes it to state its desires and bargains
with it should these prove outrageous. Since an adept may be possessed by
several different spirits, a woman is likely to be in and out of trance all
night as her various spirits descend and manifest themselves for roughly
twenty minutes each.

The ‘ayana or ‘ariis is cxpected to become entranced in this way at
some point in the proceedings, and certainly before the final night of
drumming. When her afflicting spirit (or spirits) descends into her as its
chant is being sung, the cure can begin in carnest. Onlookers, kin, and
curers, led to suspect the identity of the spirit because of diagnostic indica-
tions, now have their suspicions confirmed or, indeed, challenged. Should
the patient respond in trance to more than one thread this need present no
problem: hers is a case of multiple possession, more common than rare.
Yet the spirit most strongly expressed in ritual trance is generally held re-
sponsible for her current illness and must be pacified.

Identifying the spirit antagonist is a crucial development, necessary to
both the patient’s recovery and further ritual action. Once labeled, the for-
merly diffuse and uncommunicative spirit is brought firmly within the
realm of the choate. As the spirit’s character is revealed and its identity ver-
ified, its presence is temporarily reduced to human proportions. Corre-
spondingly, the patient’s subjective experience—her problem or illness—is
articulated: objectified and externalized. It, too, assumes a choateness that
it formerly did not have. The spirit responsible for the affliction becomes
accessible, open to dialogue with human curers and, through their media-
tion, the patient hersclf. For now it has been partially socialized, drawn
into the Hofrlyati world in a controlled, orderly manner far removed from
the disruptive context where first it made its presence felt. The patient’s
trance experience is a sign that all parties in the matter of her illness—
patient, curers, kin, and spirits—arc opcn to communication. The zar’s
newly revealed identity is like a password: it announces the code in terms
of which meaningful negotiation can take place.

Through all of this the patient’s illness undergoes further transforma-
tion, bringing to fruition the process begun when she publicly accepted
the possession diagnosis. The illness, originally seeming to arise from
within the possessed or her community, is now proved to derive from
without. The patient’s condition is considered to meliorate once she has
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internalized this fact (before or during her cure); however, recovery is not
deemed complete until after the sacrificial meal on the final evening.

The intrusive 2@ requires the slaughter of a sheep or goat for the cove-
nant with its host to be finalized. This animal must have colors and markings
that accord with the spirit’s type; for example, if the spirit is an Ethiopian,
an animal with reddish wool should be provided since red is the color asso-
ciated with that spirit group (cf. Besmer [1983: 7] on the Hausa bori). The
sacrificial animal is elaborately readied. First, it is washed and its head and
back are stained with henna. Then it is led into the midan and, while held
before the unentranced patient, draped with a garmosis, the red and gold
cloth whose primary function is to veil a bride at her wedding. A smoking
censer is thrust beneath the cloth as adepts address a chant to all zayran. The
performance is considered a success if the animal bobs its head up and down
(as it tends to do in trying to break free) in the manner of'a woman in trance.
This reads as a sign that the spirit accepts the sacrificial transaction.

Afterward the animal is led out of the midan where it is killed by a
man, frequently the only adult male permitted to attend the ccremony. In
slaughtering the animal, the man takes a coin in his mouth to prevent him
from saying “in the name of God” (#’sm Allah) as he would normally do.
The invocation is inappropriate to the z@#, as it is feared that on hearing
the name of Allah the spirits would flec the ceremony (see also Nelson
1971:200). Yet, given the significance of Islam, the act can also be consid-
ered counterhegemonic.

When the animal’s throat has been slit, some of its blood is collected
in a bowl. The patient steps over the carcass and blood-soaked earth seven
times—a mystically significant number which figures in other ceremonial
contexts (such as weddings) and in the wider system of Islam—then she
resumes her place in the midan. The shaykha uses the vicim’s blood to
anoint the patient’s forchcad, painful or troublesome areas of her body,
and clothing. The bowl then passes to other adepts who anoint themselves
in similar fashion, or take a sip—expressly forbidden by Islam—and place
a piaster or two on top. In the coursc of such cvents the z@r is both linked
to and distinguished from Islam and other village ceremonies.

A sacrificial meal of meat, bread, rice, and spicy broth is prepared by
the patient’s female kin and neighbors, and all in attendance are invited to
partake. The dish, called fatta, is the same as that served at a kavama (“gen-
crosity, favor, mercy”: a public sacrificial meal held to thank Allah for good
fortune®*), providing yet another association with non-zdr ceremonial
contexts. Here, however, the bones and head of the animal arc reserved for
usc in a ritual the following day, along with the blood-caked bowl. After
dinner more chants are drummed as the party gradually disbands.

28. To indicate some reasons for a karama, 1 attended one staged by the family of a man
who survived a terrible traffic accident in Jiddah, another by a labor émigré whose wife’s
stolen gold was recovered, and a third for a woman who had come through difficult surgery.
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Next morning the shaykha, patient, and several adepts meet again in
the hash where the zar was held. Threads are drummed and the spirits in-
voked with incense. Then the shaykha performs the fakka-t-ar-ris, the
“opening” or “disjointing of the head.” The head of the sacrificial animal,
which was boiled the night before, is brought out on a tray. As others hold
the tray above the patient’s head, the shaykha pulls apart the victim’s jaws.
The patient is now made to eat the “hcad meat”—especially the brain and
sensory organs (though not, I am told, the eyes).

Following this comes a procession to the Nile with a basket con-
taining the victm’s bones, the blood-caked bowl, and some swecets. On
arriving at the riverbank, the officiating shaykha and the “bride” of the zir
wade into the water to wash their faces, arms, and legs. The contents of the
basket are released into the river, and the bloody bowl is rinsed. All return
to the patient’s home.

There the patient changes clothing, perfumes herself, and moves to a
room other than the one she has occupied throughout the drumming. In-
cense is lit, and her body orifices smoked a final time. The 247 is now con-
cluded; however, the patient is still in a vulnerable state and admonished to
remain in semiscclusion, avoiding her husband for a further seven days.
Her possession is now said to become “cool” (cf. Al Hadi 1987:94).

Having acceded to her spirit’s desires and staged a ritual, the woman
hopes her future will be untroubled by zayran. Yet she is enjoined to vigi-
lance: she must be continually attentive to her spirits, perform such daily
“work” as they require, avoid dirt, and refrain from negative emotion. Fail-
ure to do so will provoke relapse. Possession, remember, cannot be cured,
only managed. And its management is an ongoing process of spirit so-
cialization and human accommodation, optimistically expressed as ex-
change. Just as humans are variable and imperfect and, for one or another
rcason might neglect the zayran, so zayran, inhcrently less reliable than
humans, can never be socialized completely. Despite her diligence a woman
might at any time be struck by possession illness mercly because it is a
spirit’s whim. It is a comment on both human and spirit natures that rela-
tionships between individuals can be ambiguous and easily perverted
through carclessncess or sclf-secking behavior.

The Cult

In the larger towns and cities of Sudan the z4# is an organized cult, com-
posed of a number of independent coteries. Structurally, these appear to be
feminine counterparts of Islamic fraternitics like the Qadriya and Khat-
miya, and they often employ similar emblems, such as flags (see Barclay
1964; Constantinides 1972, 1977, 1982). Moroever, in Khartoum and
Omdurman there are a number of full-time, professional zar practitio-
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ners—male (homoscxuals and therefore sexually neutral) and female—
who are well paid for their services and attract large followings of the pos-
sessed. Several maintain clinic-like establishments where patients can re-
side while undertaking therapy, and they excrcise considerable authority
over those to whom they minister. Some city shaykhat (plural) are entre-
preneurs in the business of selling zdr paraphernalia—clothing and acces-
sories—with which the spirits demand that their hosts attire themselves
upon “descent.” In these regards, the city cult differs from the rural in
Hofriyat. Yet in both, a shaykha learns her art by apprenticeship, and is
more likely to take it up if preceded in the vocation by a maternal relative.

Rural shaykhat, like their urban sisters, are charismatic, yet notably
less jealous and competitive in professional stance. They neither presume
authority over their clientele nor object if other curers are called in to deal
with a difficult case. Remuneration is minimal, scaled to what the “ayana
feels she can afford. A shaykha who presides at a ceremony can expect to
find £S 5—10 placed beneath the #isht, which she must share with those
who help her drum. In addition she receives a few piasters from each adept
who attends, and may be gifted further by a grateful patient if the ritual
proves successful. All such donations are, however, voluntary; unlike city
shaykhat, those in the village stipulate no set fees for their work.”

In Hofriyat the group of zar adepts is informally organized; the pos-
sessed are linked by kinship, common residence, cthnicity and mutual con-
cern rather than shared allegiance to a curer. Their relationships are, in
Gluckman’s (1955:18—19) terms, multiplex: as opposed to city adepts,
they interact in a plethora of day-to-day contexts distinct from the zdr. In
cities, cult membership is broadly based and, at least initially, consists in an
aggregate of autonomous curer-client relationships; contacts among adepts
are generally ephiphenomenal, however much they intensify after the
adepts have joined a curer’s group (Constantinides 1982). On the other
hand, relationships among rural possessed always antecede their involve-
ment with the z4r. The informality of the rural cult is therefore inevitable
and precludes local shaykhat from adopting a strictly professional attitude
toward their patients. All adepts are intimately acquainted with each oth-
er’s circumstances, financial resources, and domestic difficulties. While this
state of affairs facilitates the diagnostic process, it might also hinder the
resocialization “cure” by eliminating some of the healer’s mystique.

Sprrits

Up to now I have referred to zayran in general terms, noting that they are
also called “winds™ (7#h, rowhin)—specifically, red winds (1#h al-almar)—

29. The notable exception is the only male curer in the vicinity, considered in chapter 7.
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and are considered to be a class of jinn. Zayran are essentially amoral, ca-
pricious, hedonistic, and self-indulgent. Significantly, by these qualities
they exemplify what villagers are not, or ought not to be.

In like manner, zayran originate in locales exotic to that of the village.
Not only are they nonhuman existents, they belong in addition to the
spirit counterparts of non-Hofriyati ethnic groups. While these points will
be dealt with in greater detail later on, it should be noted here that the zar
world invisibly parallels the human. Differences among spirit socictics
roughly correspond to differences among human cultures. And every zar
society contains several individually named spirits, each of which has some
distinctive trait that marks it off from others of its type. Societies and,
within societies, spirits themselves are distinguished by such considera-
tions as style and color of dress, typical gestures and demeanor during
trance descent, ceremonial demands, and illnesses most likely caused to hu-
mans. When invoked during a ritual, zayrn appear sequentially as their
threads are drummed in the following general (and not immutable) order:
Holy Men (and women) (Darawish); Ethiopians (Habish); Westerners or
Europeans—including North Americans, Hindus, and Chinese (Khawa-
jat); Pashas or Egyptian, Turkish, and British colonial officials (Bashawat);
desert nomads (‘Arab); Syrian tinkers or gypsies (Halib); West Africans,
mcluding western Sudanese (Fallata); southern Sudanese and black Af-
ricans (‘Abid, or Khudam) among whom may be counted witches and
crocodiles, said to be Azande (Sabar, Nyam Nyam) tfrom Juba in the Sudd
(see map, p. 2).

Conclusion

In this chapter I have outlined salient features of the zar in Hofriyat, erect-
ing a scaffold on which to construct further discussion of possession con-
texts, links between the discourses of daily life and possession, and the
metacultural significance of zdr as a system of knowledge. A number of
subjects I have raised will soon be readdressed, expanded, and reworked,
for an interpretation of possession in Hofriyat must be multidimensional,
like the zar itself. When viewed from a single angle-—social, psychological,
medical, aesthetic—it appears flat, incomprehensible. As in the photo-
graphic image of a sculpture or other deeply textured work, its reality is
reduced to a single phenomenal plane and intricate relationships among its
constituent parts are distorted by a lack of depth and proportion. But by
shifting our view among the za’s dimensions, it may be possible to par-
tially correct for this restriction, to construct a more holographic image
which conveys some sense of the system’s potential and complexity.
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Possession, Marriage, and Fertility

f, as I have asserted, spirit possession in Hofriyat is an idiom for the
articulation of a certain range of experience (cf. Crapanzano 1977a),
what generalizations can be made about the experiences of those who pub-
licly acknowledge themselves to be possessed? In chapter 4, I noted that
between 42 percent (1977) and 47 percent (1984) of Hofriyati women
who are or were ever married have succumbed to the affliction. Marital
status is a significant factor here, for spirits, villagers assert, rarely trouble
themselves with the unwed. The connection between women who have
been espoused and the incidence of possession is explicitly stated by vil-
lagers themselves. I once asked a betrothed girl of fifteen if she had a spirit.
“I think so,” she replied, “but I won’t really know until ’'m married.” Her
companions concurred.

But the issue here is not the state of marriage itself: it is what mar-
riage signifies. In the village there are several unwed women aged twenty-
five or more, well beyond the average age for first marriage (fifteen to
twenty). One of these, an invalid from birth, is exceptional in having been
officially diagnosed as possessed and having drummed the z4r. Four oth-
ers, one an invalid of twenty-five, and three otherwise healthy women in
their thirties or early forties, privately affirmed a spirit affliction, yet none
wished to acknowledge this formally or undertake a cure because of the
public implications. A single woman 1s, they say, kbajlana, abashed or
ashamed to admit she might have spirits. And this is because, propetly,
possession is associated with the loss of virginity. Zar is the province of
women whose fertility has been activated, not merely of women who are
married, for one may be widowed or divorced when initially diagnosed as
possessed. Thus, a woman’s first wedding does more than transfer her re-
productive potential to an appropriate male or establish her social adult-
hood by giving her the means to exercise her generative powers, it also
cstablishes her as legitimately possessible by spirits. Here again one sees an
implicit link between the actions of husbands and zayran.

1. These five represent approximately 10 percent of women aged fifteen and over who
have never been married, and 28 percent of that population aged twenty-five or more (N =
18).
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Even if an unattached woman realizes the presence of zayran above
her, she is confident they will not trouble her greatly until she is wed. Spir-
its know how little is to be gained by afflicting a virgin: one of their prin-
cipal targets is fertility, regardless of what symptoms they cause. Given
enforced premarital chastity, a single woman should neither comprehend
nor suffer from threats to her reproductive ability. Seizing a virgin would
therefore be counterproductive for a zdr, netting it little in the way of
earthly delights.

The association between activated female fertility and possession is
also expressed negatively, in the case where a virgin (fatd) spontaneously
goes into trance outside the zdr ceremonial context. As was previously dis-
cussed, spirits arc known to “play” with virgins who attend possession
rituals, and encouraged by the rhythmic drumming, some of them do
enter trance. But it sometimes happens that a virgin becomes entranced
without such prompting, and when it does, the malady is not considered a
portent of zar possession. On the assumption that the girl is otherwise
mentally sound, thus not possessed by black jinn, her problem is diag-
nosed as a kind of “love sickness” (marad al-hubb), something which also
afflicts young men. Yet “love sickness™ is imprecise, for it is not love the girl
is said to crave, but sex. Knowing the premium that villagers place on fer-
tility, I asked my friends if this was because the victim was anxious to be-
come pregnant. No, they said, a desire for sexual intercourse itself is the
cause of her iliness. Its curc must be marriage, arranged as quickly—and
quictly—as possible. The discriminations between virgin women, sexu-
ality, and the zar verify and support an association of possession with acti-
vated fertility.

Zayran are held responsible for numerous fertility disorders. They are
known to “hold” or “seize” (masak) the womb in order to prevent genera-
tive feminine blood from mixing with semen and forming a child. Alter-
natively, they might “loosen” (ball) a fctus so as to precipitate miscarriage.
Again, in considering the mushabara complex, I noted that jinn, and spe-
cifically zayran, are drawn to genital blood and body openings and may
bring about unstaunchable hemorrhage and sterility.

Among the zayran, several spirits in particular are associated with re-
productive abnormality. The Dervish spirit ‘Abdalgadir al-Jaylan: is zar
counterpart to the popular Baghdadi holy man (died A.p. 1166), who is a
focus of appeal for barren women throughout the Muslim world. Hofriyati
regularly invoke the powers of this human saint, the supplicant pledging
to sacrifice a goat in his honor if her debility is assuaged. On the other
hand, and in keeping with the amorality of zayran, the zar parallel of Jay-
lani is said to have considerable power to inflict as well as correct fertility
problems: only the z#r causes the problem it also amends.

Ethiopian zayran are especially linked to fertility disorders. Not only
do they effect such symptoms in their human hosts, but the group itsclf
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includes several characters who cxemplify aberrant fertility and perverse
sexuality. The spirits Banit Jozay are twins, but female, indicative of ex-
tremely potent fertility that has produced inappropriate results. Luliya
Habishiya is an Ethiopian prostitute zar who poses as a virgin Hofriyati
bride. And Sulayman Yo Janna is a male homoscxual spirit from the Ethio-
pian border with Sudan? whose name, Sulayman O Veiled One, is a pun
with feminine connotations: the similar sounding word jana (fruit or har-
vest) is a euphemism for offspring.

Characteristics of the Possessed

Given that the zdr is closely linked with fertility, how do the women in
Hofriyat who are possessed differ from those who are not? Are we to as-
sume that between 53 and 58 percent of the female population never expe-
ricnces fertility problems? The answer is not so obvious. Fertility is, as we
shall see, a major concern of women who suffer from possession, but it
is not the only one. And the context of fertility dysfunction appears to
be a more significant factor than the fact of dysfunction itself. From an
observational perspective it will soon become clear that stress and anxiety
over fertility and all that its demonstration means within sexually asym-
metric Hofriyat—material security, attaining and preserving a valued so-
cial status that gives onc power over others in later life—are some of the
most common experiences women articulate via the idiom of possession
(cf. Morsy 1978).

But a caveat is in order: although data presented in the next few pages
come closest to portraying what those of the “status deprivation” school
(see Lewis 1966, 19714, b, 1986; Gomm 1975; Morsy 1978; Wilson
1967) consider an appropriate approach to possession, they comprchend
only one facet of the zar. Such information is epidemiological in nature: it
should not be seized upon as the “objective” explanation for women’s pos-
session behavior; nor does it necessarily correspond to women’s individual
intentions in appropriating the spirit idiom. Fertility problems do figure
in motivations for acknowledging possession, but only when situated in
a context that has both cultural implications and personal (perhaps un-
conscious) significance for the possessed. In what follows, I briefly depart
from an interpretive stance in order to consider in general terms the char-
acteristics of possessed and nonpossessed women in Hofriyat. The next
two chapters contextualize these figures with examples from life histories
of the possessed.

Through census interviews conducted during two periods of field-

2. He is also classed as an ‘Arab.
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Table 5.1.  Populations of Ever-Marricd Women in Hofriyat, 1977 and 1984

Population Years

1977 1984 Ncwocflascs
Possessed Other Possessed Other Posscssion
Status in 1984 (N=54) (N=75) (N=63) (N=72) (N = 16)
Remained in
Hoftiyat (N = 95) 41 54 54 41 13
Deceased before
1984 (N = 14) 6 8 — — —
Moved away
(N =20) 7 13 — — —

Married between

1977 and 1984

(N =29) — — 2 27 2
Former residents

returned to village

(N=11 — — 7 4 1

work, I obtained reproductive and marital information concerning the
129 ever-married women whose principal residence in 1977 was Hofriyat,
and updated this in selected areas with the histories of all 135 ever-married
resident women in 1984, 40 of whom were not included in the carlier
tabulation (table 5.1). The two populations therefore differ in composi-
tion by roughly 30 percent; later figures also reflect any changes in marital
status, reproductive history, and possession affliction for the original popu-
lation still living in Hofriyat on my return. However, they do not take into
account economic distinctions, which arc poorly developed in Hofriyat:
there are few differences of wealth among villagers, and those that exist are
weak and often transitory. Some families own a bit morc land than others;
some have a greater proportion of members working for wages outside the
village. But any such distinctions fall within a range that makes it impos-
sible to differentiate among the two populations of ever-married women
on the basis of class.

Nonetheless, the results show some slight, but interesting contrasts
between those who acknowledge possession and those who do not. For
one thing, the first marriages of nonpossessed women tend to have been
more stable than those of the possessed: only one in seven (1977) and one
in nine (1984) nonpossessed women has been married more than once,
where for the possessed this figure is more than one in three for both ficld-
work years (table 5.2).

Moreover, at some point in their lives, possessed women are more
likely than their nonpossessed sisters to have experienced divorce or sepa-
ration involving withdrawal of financial support. Table 5.2 shows that
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Table 5.2. Marital Histories of Possessed and Nonpossessed Women (percentage)

Population Year

1977 1984
Possessed Other Possessed Other
Events (N =54) (N = 75) (N = 63) (N = 72)
Divorces: 1 315 24.0 333 18.1
2 74 0.0 6.4 1.4
>2 0.0 1.3 0.0 0.0
Marriages: 1 68.5 85.3 71.4 88.9
24.1 13.3 23.8 11.1
>2 7.4 1.3 4.8 0.0
Cowifery 18.5 13.3 17.5 5.6

38.9 percent (1977) and 39.7 percent (1984) of the possessed have done
so, while comparable figures for the remaining female population are 25.3
percent (1977) and 19.5 percent (1984). Further, when divorces are dis-
tributed respectively throughout the two populations, the possessed dem-
onstratc a women : divorces ratio of 2.2:1 (1977 and 1984), producing
crude rates of 46.3 percent of the population in 1977 (N=54), and 46.0
percent in 1984 (N=63). For the nonpossessed, thesc ratios arc 3.6:1
(1977) and 4.8:1 (1984) yielding crude rates of 26.7 percent in 1977
(N=75) and 20.8 percent in 1984 (N=72). Discrepancies between these
measures and the percentages of cver-divorced women (table 5.2) signify
that a woman possessed is more likely than her counterparts not only to
have undergone divorce, but also to have done so more than once.?

Now, the above figures do not reflect when divorce (or fertility mis-
hap, discussed below) might have occurred in relation to the onset of pos-
session or its public acknowledgment. Accurately sequencing such events
is problematic for the investigator, since a woman who becomes possessed
uses her knowledge of that affliction to reinterpret experiences in light of
the spirits’ influence. As happens when someone tests positive for allergies
after suffering symptoms for several years, the past is illuminated by pres-
cnt information. Thus, a possessed woman will say she has been ill with
the zar her entire adult life, regardless of when she or her kin first noted

3. For the posscssed, the proportion of all marriages ending in divorce or permancnt
separation was 33.3 percent in 1977 (25 divorces for 75 marriages) and 34.5 percent in 1984
(29 divorces for 84 marriages); for the remaining female population these figures are (1977)
23.0 percent (20 divorces for 87 marriages) and (1984) 18.8 percent (15 divorces for 80
marriages). Despite the fact that more possessed women have experienced multiple divorce
than have the nonposscssed, the overall numbers are low: my records show five in the 1977
ever-married female population (N = 129) and five in 1984 (N = 135). In both years, four
of these five were possessed.
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the problem. It is rarely possible to disengage other events from this sa-
lient fact.

Marriage, however, is a precondition for acknowledging posscssion;
it occurs prior to a public diagnosis, if not the onset of spirit distress. And
the two groups cxhibit differences with regard to type of first marriage:
nonpossessed women are more likcly than their possessed sisters to have
married traceable kin, and to have married within the village itself or a
five-mile radius of it. A grecater number of the nonpossessed are or have
been wed to the preferred spouse, the wad ‘amm tawili or actual father’s
brother’s son, and their marriages tend on average to be with closer kins-
men than do those of the possessed (table 5.3). From this, one might
speculate that closeness and preferability of prior relationship between
husband and wife serve to mitigate the occurrence of zdr or its public diag-
nosis. Although spouscs who are close kin are perhaps as likely as others to
be plagued by reproductive problems, previously established patterns of
communication within the extended kin group, family pressures, moral
obligations, and the like might lessen their perceived severity, provide al-
ternate means by which they can be addressed, or necessitate their suppres-
sion lest they appear to compromise family honor. This is consistent also
with the observation that between 90 percent (1977) and 94 percent
(1984) of the first marriages of nonpossessed women are to men from the
village area. By contrast, arca endogamy characterizes 76 percent (1977)
and 75 percent (1984) of first marriages for women who admit to being
possessed.

Table 5.3.  First Marriages of Possessed and Nonpossessed Women (percentage)

Population Years

1977 1984
Possessed Other Posscssed Other
Type of Marriage (N = 54) (N =75) (N = 63) (N =72)
Between traceable kin 72.2 86.7 71.4 80.6
Area endogamous 75.9 90.7 74.6 94 .4
Village endogamous 51.9 66.7 524 75.0
Preferential marriage:
L. Patrilateral // cousin 14.8 30.7 23.8 29.2
2. Other first cousin 16.7 13.3 15.9 15.3
3. Parents and/or grand-
parents are first cousins 22.2 24.0 222 20.8
4. Garib sas (“just close”)
via lineage, distant matri-
lateral, or affinal tics 29.6 17.3 19.0 139

5. Mush garib
(“not close”) 16.7 14.7 19.1 20.8
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But all of the above, I should caution, are the tendencies of groups,
not individuals: many possessed women are stably married to close kins-
men also born and raised in Hofriyat. Such trends are only valuable insofar
as they indicate some of the constraints that might lead to a diagnosis of
zdr possession or its acceptance and public acknowledgment. And what
can be seen is that when the collective marital history of nonpossessed
women (including, of course, the yet to become possessed) is compared
with that of the possessed, it more nearly approximates the ideal for mar-
riage in Hofriyat as characterized by the qualities of enclosure and in-
teriority earlier discussed. Conformity with or failure to meet Hofriyati
ideals plays a significant role in the etiology of zd» possession, both im-
plicitly, as noted here, and explicitly, as discussed below.

Turning now to questions of fertility, table 5.4 demonstrates a degree
of divergence between the possessed and the remainder of the married fe-
male population. For one thing, possessed women have been pregnant, on
average, more often than the nonpossessed, a fact which at first seems to
obfuscate women’s association of the zdr with fertility disorder. Com-
parison of the average ages of cach group fails to resolve the issue: in 1977
the average ages of possessed and nonpossessed women were 47.8 and
48.1, respectively; in 1984 these figures were 37.6 and 35.0—in both
years too close to explain why the possessed should have had more preg-
nancies. One explanation emerges when the groups are divided into co-
horts (figure 5.1) rather than broadly averaged: possession is not likely to
be diagnosed until a woman has been married for several years, sufficient
time for fertility (or related) problems to develop and be interpreted as
signs of possession. Younger cohorts demonstrate fewer cases of posscs-
sion, but also fewer pregnancies since they have had shorter reproductive
careers. This point is resumed later on.

Apart from relative age, the apparent contradiction fails to hold for
another reason: possessed and nonpossessed differ inversely with respect
to numbers of failed pregnancies, in other words, reproductive success.
Reproductive success rates were calculated by totaling the number of preg-
nancies reported for each group (minus current gravidity), and comparing
these figures with the number of pregnancics brought to term, excluding
stillbirths and, adopting a Hofriyati view of effective fertility, children who
died in early childhood (before the age of five). The rates, while proximate,
show that possessed women have lost more children than those who are
not possessed. Moreover, a higher percentage of possessed women mar-
ried five years or more have never been pregnant at all.

Another slight but intriguing difference has to do with the sex of
known conceptions and the gendered reproductive success rates for pos-
sessed and nonpossessed women in the two fieldwork years (table 5.5).
The number of known conceptions of male and female offspring includes
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Table 5.4. Reproductive Historics of Possessed and Nonpossessed Women

Population Year

1977 1984
Possessed Other Possessed Other
Trait (N = 54) (N =75) (N = 63) (N=72)
Average no. of pregnancies
per woman 5.13 4.16 5.27 421
Average no. of children
surviving to age 5 4.13 3.60 4.19 3.46
Reproductive success rate 80.5% 86.5% 79.8% 84.1%
Rate difference between
possessed and other 6.0% 4.3%
Percentage women marricd
five years or more and
never pregnant 13.0% 5.3% 9.5% 2.8%

Table 5.5.  Gendered Reproductive Success Rates for Possessed and Nonpossessed Women

Population Year
1977 1984
Trait Possessed Other Possessed Other

No. of known

conceptions of males 122 142 158 140
Reproductive success rate

for known males

conceived (A) 75.4% 83.8% 78.5% 85.0%
Rate difference between

possessed and other 8.4% 6.5%
No. of known

conceptions of females 154 170 166 148
Reproductive success rate

for known females

concetved (B) 85.1% 88.8% 84.3% 87.8%
Rate difference between

possessed and other 3.7% 3.5%

all live births, stillbirths, and miscarriages in the second and third tri-
mesters where the sex of the fetus could be determined. In each year, the
ratio of known males to females conceived is similar for possessed and
nonpossessed: in 1977 the figures are 1:1.26 (possessed) and 1:1.20 (non-
possessed); in 1984, 1:1.05 (possessed) and 1:1.06 (nonpossessed). The
major difference here is between years, that is, populations of resident
women, not between those who have spirits and those who do not. Again
this may be understood in terms of the relative youth of the 1984 popula-
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tion. However, despite the fact that possessed women apparently conceive
as many male offspring as the nonpossessed, they have been less successful
than their sisters in bringing these children to term and past the critical
first years of life. The fact that the sex of a miscarried offspring is remem-
bered, indeed noted beyond the confines of a woman’s family, reflects the
importance Hofriyati attach to gender, and specifically to producing male
descendants. And this, I believe, is a critical issue addressed in the zd7: not
only do possessed women exhibit a lower reproductive success rate than
other Hofriyati women, their success with female offspring is greater than
with males, and the difference between these gendered rates is almost
twice as great as the comparable difference for nonpossessed women (9.7
percent in 1977 and 5.8 percent in 1984 compared with 5.4 percent in
1977 and 2.8 percent in 1984, subtracting figures in row A from those
in row B in table 5.5). Although attrition rates for XY conceptions are,
in normal populations, greater than those for XX (Hutt 1972; Money and
Tucker 1975), and both groups lose more males than females, the pos-
sessed lose a higher percentage of males than the nonpossessed.

At this point it is worth reiterating that in Hofriyat, marriage and fer-
tility are closely linked. For both men and women the purpose of marriage
1s to produce descendants toward the advancement of one’s social position.
Though female children are certainly desired, it is deemed socially more
necessary to have males. The loss of male offspring is therefore viewed
with alarm by Hofriyati, the degree of alarm depending upon where the
loss occurs in a woman’s sequence of pregnancies and her husband’s inter-
pretation of the event or, perhaps, her fear of his—and his parent’s—inter-
pretation. Recall that women shoulder considerable responsibility for re-
production. Thus, for example, a woman who bears a daughter as her first
child is at risk of divorce should her husband consider this an ominous
start to their joint reproductive career, as many do. Her marriage is equally
jeopardized if her first pregnancy ends in stillbirth. But it is also possible
that either outcome may be read as proof of her fertility, and the couple
will try again. Each pregnancy is a source of anxiety for a woman; each
prolonged and undesired reproductive hiatus, a test of nerve. So too for
her husband, but here there is a difference: for he retains the legal option
to instigate divorce, remarriage, or polygyny that he might, as villagers
say, “make good his expectation” (liga rugibtu) of descendants, and fulfill
his mandate from Allah to procreate. Given her husband’s powers, it is
only when a woman has demonstrated the ability to produce and raise sons
that she can hope to achieve security in her marriage.

Not unexpectedly then, fertility problems recognized by villagers are
both physical and social in origin, going beyond apparent sterility, still-
birth, miscarriage, infant mortality, and early childhood death depicted in
table 5.4. They include experiencing lengthy intervals between pregnan-
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Table 5.6.  Fertility and Marital Problems in Posscssed and Nonpossessed Populations
(percentage)

Population Year

1977 1984
Possessed Other Possessed Other
Trait (N = 54) (N = 75) (N = 63) (N =72)

No known problems 7.4 34.7 9.5 26.4

Fertility problems only 29.6 24.0 36.5 40.3

Marital problems only 9.3 20.0 8.0 15.3
Both fertility and

marital problems 53.7 21.3 46.0 18.0

cies, bearing a daughter as the first child, and having daughters only or
daughters who survive and sons who do not. Certain menstrual disorders,
pelvic inflammations, and other potential complications of pharaonic cir-
cumcision are sometimes viewed as foreboding, but I was unable to collect
full information on these problems for all women in both fieldwork years.
Marital factors too may constitute threats to a woman’s security and con-
tinued reproductive success: divorce, separation, withdrawal of financial
support, cowifery, preliminary divorce where one’s husband might return
before the final severance, having a husband with a history of divorce or
polygyny or whose previous wife died in childbirth, hearing rumors (ka-
lam) from other women of one’s pending divorce or cowifery—all are po-
tential sources of distress. Relying on my informants to elucidate what was
or was not potentially problematic in these regards, I obtained the follow-
ing comparisons between possessed and nonpossessed populations (table
5.6). Significantly, it is rare for a possessed woman never to have experi-
enced any problems of this sort, far rarer than for one who is not (or not
yet) plagued by zayran. But most impressive is that one of every two pos-
sessed women has sustained both fertility and marital problems in the
course of her life, whereas for the nonpossessed this figure is only one
in five.

All of this begs the issue of relative age. Since conjugal difficulties and
fertility problems are closely linked, both actually and potentially, the
above figures need to address differences among the various stages of
women’s marital and reproductive careers. A newlywed who is her hus-
band’s first wife should exhibit no apparent trouble in either domain,
whereas a longer married woman with several pregnancies to her credit
might well have encountered some problem along the way. One might ex-
pect that of these two, the longer married woman is more likely to be pos-
sessed. And this is indeed the case. Figure 5.1 compares zar-possessed
women by age cohort figured in ten-year increments beginning at age six-
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Fig. 5.1. Percentages of Women Possessed in 1977 and 1984, by age cohort

teen,* expressed in the percentage of each cohort that is possessed. In the
youngest cohort of ever-married women, 13.8 percent were possessed in
1977, and none in 1984. Percentages rise steadily after age twenty-five,
then begin to decline in cohorts of older women. This decline is steepest
for 1977 and should be read in light of the fact that the zas, according to
my informants, began to gain ground in the village sometime after 1920.
For a woman under age forty-five in 1977, the possession complex was
fairly well established prior to her birth, whereas for older women such
was not the case. The implication here is that to the younger women, pos-
session may have been a more “natural” idiom for interpreting experience
than to women who learned it at some point in their lives. The curve for

4. In both fieldwork years there were no married women below this age, though two
younger girls were married just before I left the ficld in 1984.
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1984 reflects aging of this earlier population (once possessed, always pos-
scssed), attrition in the older age groups where fewer women acknowl-
edged possession, and cases of the illness that developed between 1977
and 1984. Importantly, in 1984, two-thirds of all women between the
ages of thirty-six and seventy-five claimed to have spirits; both years indi-
cate a clear relationship between the stage of life a woman has reached and
the probability that she will have become possessed.

Clever Virgins Make Good Grandmothers

Here I consider the developmental context of hazards that villagers allege
can lead to posscssion illness. And again it is useful to turn for instruction
to a tale about Fatna the Beautiful, the heroine first encountered in chapter
3. Fatna, recall, is the epitome of Hofriyati femininity, a lovely and re-
sourceful woman who manages to escape dangerous or undesirable situa-
tions—including incest—sometimes by luck, other times by what appcars
to be her absurd naiveté, still others by courage and daring, skill and wit.
Fatna is a rare mixture of youth and senescence: simultancously ingenue
and sage. Initially tossed on the winds of fate or victimized by some deceit-
ful exploiter, she eventually scizes the moment and proves herself so per-
ceptive, so cunning and capable, as to be a match for any man and the
nemesis of many.

Fatna stories are recited to girls and young women by elders of their
sex, and arc always received with delight. They express, I suggest, essential
truths about the predicament of being female in northern Sudan: women
begin their adult lives as virgin brides, like Fatna, idealizations of femi-
ninity. With skill and luck they end their days respected habobat, grand-
mothers, outrageously forthright old ladies renowned for their earthy
wisdom and considerable ability as social manipulators. At the outset a
woman is attributed high status, but however much an achievement this
may be, it is symbolic or ritual status: it adheres to her less because of indi-
vidual accomplishment than because she represents in her person signifi-
cant cultural values; she is a cultural artifact, objectified, an idol. Toward
the end of her life, she hopes to have parried this standing into social
power by having borne and retained some control over several offspring,
whose marriages she has helped arrange and whose children she governs
with an eye to prospective betrothal. She seeks, then, to deobjectify her-
sclf, to assert her subjectivity. But the interim is fraught with danger. Itisa
complex process whereby women, in exercising their fertility, inevitably
relinquish bridely status, becoming progressively “drier” and less fertile
as they mature and attain this position of respect. Heroic Fatna exhibits
qualities associated with both end points of this journey: she is at once
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object and subject, bridelike and grandmotherly. And to village women
she is an impossible contradiction. Yet implicitly, it is Fatna whom most
wish to emulate, for only by combining bridely qualities with those of
fruitful motherhood can they expect to achieve social success. The key to
this riddle is marriage.

A story called “Fatna and the Sultan’s Son” provides a fulcrum for
further discussion (see also Hurreiz 1977:83-85; E. C. T. Moore 1975
117-20).

On the night her parents betroth her to her brother, Fatna escapes
from her village with seven sisters (or girl friends) who now fear a similar
fate. The girls wander about and have a variety of escapades until they
meet an old man. Fatna tricks him into revealing (in some versions he vol-
unteers) that an old man can be killed and his skin removed by inserting
two acacia thorns into his head.® This she does, and promptly dons his
skin. She then leads her companions to the river, and poses as their grand-
father to the boatman who ferrics them across. Later they are captured by
the sultan’s son and his caravaneers, and taken to the sultan’s village.

The sultan’s men each take a girl, leaving his son the “old man™ who
becomes his servant (or slave). But the son has trouble finding suitable
work for the old man to do. He suggests herding cattle; the old man re-
fuses. He suggests horses, then camels; excuses again. Finally, they agree
on pigeons (in another version, geese). A mute slave is assigned to help
him and report back to the sultan’s son.

Every day Fatna drives her pigeons to the river so they can bathe.
There she strips off her disguise and goes for a swim. In one version (Hur-
reiz 1977 : 85) she also dances and sings her own praise, “Oh what a beau-
tiful gait [I havel, just like the pigeon’s movement! Oh what beautiful hair
that is just like ostrich feathers!” On observing this the slave would nm to
his master and try to convey in gestures what he had seen, but without
success. Several mute slaves fail in the attempt, cach losing his life because
he is thought to have gone mad. Finally the sultan’s son surreptitiously
follows the old man to the river, sees Fatna swim, and resolves to end
the ruse.

He challenges the old man to a game of szia®—not unlike chess—
stipulating that the winner of the game shall skin the loser or, in some ver-

5. This episode begs a psychodynamic interpretation, given the practical association
between acacia thorns and female circumcision, and the Freudian one between head and
penis (cf. Obeyesckere 1981; Leach 1958).

6. Sija is played on a “board” of twenty-five places or depressions in the sand. Oppo-
nents have twelve pieces (stones or date pits) cach. The point of the game is for cach player to
block all possible moves of his opponent’s pieces by surrounding them in turn, thereby re-
moving them from play. The game proceeds in this manner until one player checkmates the
last of his opponent’s men.
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sions, open the loser’s stomach. The version offered by Hurreiz is again
Instructive:

““You want to kill me,” replied the old man.

“Then let it be a small scar,” said the son of Nimer [Nimir];” ‘And 1
pledge to give you all the security that Allah grants.”” (Hurreiz 1977 : 85).

They play one game and Fatna wins. She spares the sultan’s son. She
wins a second round, and spares him once again. But she loses the third
round, whereupon the sultan’s son flays her by removing the old man’s
wizened skin, exposes the radiant Fatna, and marries her at once.

Now, pace other potential readings of this myth, the image of beau-
tiful, virginal Fatna emerging from the skin of an old man to become a
bride captures an exaggerated reversal of the Hofriyati woman’s reproduc-
tive career. In the real world, women are circumcised (compare the “small
scar”) and perceptibly virginal first. It is later that they are “opened up™;
still later they become elderly and manlike in their powers to “herd” young
girls (“pigeons™) and manipulate the social environment. And while Fatna’s
problem, once she has assumed the guise of an old man, is how to reveal
her true self to a mate she considers appropriate,® the Hofriyati woman,
once married, must do the converse: she must work to achieve the position
she deserves in old age. Cut off from her kin, Fatna challenges the sultan’s
son from an inferior position: he/she is a slave, and the son of Nimir a
wealthy and powerful man; yet, when they engage in sija it is as equals:
man to man. For a Hofriyati woman, the opposite is true: she is part of a
family, and together they engage her husband and his kin from a position
of relative symmetry; yet on a personal level, hers is a situation of admitted
gender imbalance. The antagonists of Fatna and the Hofriyati wife are in
some respects more powerful than they, but power is fundamentally am-
biguous (cf. Balandicr 1970:40), and it is the objective of each to turn this
ambiguity to her advantage. In the process—the game or the marriage—
they show that they, too, arc powerful; and for both, the source of their
power is internal.

Women enter first marriage at the peak of their purity and value. A
bride’s body is at once chaste and socially virginal (cf. Hayes 1975): pre-
pared initially by circumcision, then by elaborate cosmetic procedures, she

7. The sultan in these stories is usually called Nimir (Nimer, Nimr, Nimair), meaning
“Little Leopard.” In Hofriyat the name contains an implicit reference to Mek Nimir, the last
of the traditional rulers of Shendi who fled to the Ethiopian fronticr after enginecring the
murder of Isma‘il Pasha (1822) during the Turkish occupation. Jokingly, the character was
sometimes also linked to then President Nimeiri (whose name has the same connotation).

8. Hurrciz’s version is paradoxical in this regard, for in it the son of Nimir also has a
sister Fatma (Fatna), whom he threatens at the outset to wed. It is Icft to the audience to
puzzle whether Fatna initially escapes marriage with her brother, only to be reunited with
him at the end of the tale.
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has become a perfect vessel for reproducing moral human life. Her womb
is enclosed, its generative moisture contained, protected, and all the more
significant for having been empowered through marriage. She is the fo-
cus of village attention, coddled, displayed, idolized, protected by potent
charms, virtually sanctified.

Paradoxically, however, the social status of a bride is low: she is a mar-
ried woman with no children to her credit. And subsequent to her ritual
defloration on the layla-t-ad-dukhl, “the night of entrance™ that climaxes
her wedding feast, she is somewhat tarnished as a cultural symbol. The for-
tieth day after her wedding dance marks the end of her bridal confinement,
her liminality, during which she was pampered and permitted to do no
work. From now on she may go abroad during daylight hours. Then,
immediately prior to the next Ramadan (the fasting month), her family
completes the economic transactions surrounding her wedding by sending
food and new kitchen utensils to the mother of the groom. And at the /d
as-Saghir, the “small feast” marking the end of Ramadan, each woman
married in the previous calendar round reccives guests for the last time as
an ‘aris, a bride. From now on she is but a wife.

A woman’s vulnerability 1s keenly felt once she steps down from the
bridely pedestal and resumes daily life. For unless she is already pregnant,
she has no capital, no weapon with which to deflect her husband’s un-
toward bchavior or his mother’s abuse. Yet her ceremonial status is high
despite its recent diminution. Now she must use this position judiciously
to substantiate her marriage and establish her reproductive career. The re-
cently married woman continues to perform the taxing cosmetic routines
to which she was initiated as a bride: smoke bathing, hair removal, using
henna, dilka, kobl, making and using a variety of scents. The results of
these procedures are considered alluring, erotic; whatever else, they indi-
cate to a man that his wife is sexually receptive. In this way she seeks to
maintain her husband’s interest lest he be dissuaded by another beauty and
the marriage precipitately dissolved. And this she does at some cost to her-
sclf, for the preparations are “hot” and painful, as is intercourse for the
infibulated wife. But pain is symptomatic of activated femininity and, if
pregnancy results, suitably prognostic.

Importantly, having a Hofriyati child is not something which occurs
spontaneously and automatically, as a natural function of womanhood.
A villager who merely wants offspring, women say, should find himself
a wife among the uncircumcised peoples of southern Sudan: for such
women, pregnancy is a simple matter and it is no trouble at all to bear
child after child. Yet they do not produce quality offspring. Giving birth to
moral beings is a more delicate task, and the province of Hofriyati wives.
The fact that village women bear primary responsibility for appropriate
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reproduction is therefore viewed less as a burden thrust upon them by men
than as a right which their achievement of gender entails.

But the exercise of that right can be an arduous feat, requiring sub-
tlety no less than strategy in the face of formidable constraints. For as
noted carlier, a woman’s anxieties are not wholly allayed with the first signs
of pregnancy. Even if she successfully carries a child to term, her first
might well be female or die in infancy. The presence of any locally defined
fertility dysfunction portends a difficult reproductive career and is consid-
ered suitable grounds for divorce. Should a newlywed woman divorce she
might well remarry, but never again as a first wife imbued with the mysti-
cal aura of virgin bridehood.

The conclusion of her first pregnancy enormously depreciates a
woman’s purity and encloscdness. Her genital orifice must be surgically
enlarged to permit the baby’s birth; she is polluted by the malodorous
“black” blood of childbirth, blood no longer potently reproductive. But
immediately after the birth, she is reinfibulated, enclosed, made virginal
again. Seven days later she is dressed as a bride and given gifts by her hus-
band, as before. Then, after forty days of confinement she bathes fully and
resumes the cosmetic routines of her sex. Such postpartum practices refur-
bish a woman’s bridely qualities, but can never restore them completely.

If approximation to the bridal image progressively diminishes as a
woman moves through her reproductive career, her social status increases
so long as she also becomes a successful wife, the mother of daughters and
sons. However, between her late twentics or carly thirties and menopause
there may come a time when the marriage she has worked so hard to estab-
lish seems headed toward divorce or cowifery, when the conjugal dialectic
1s threatened by entropy. Her perceptions are often well founded, for there
exist a number of conditions to prompt such action on the part of hus-
bands. Informants suggest that once an arranged marriage has fulfilled its
purpose a man might wish to take a second, younger wife of his own
choice. Or his first wife may be cxperiencing fertility problems at an ad-
vanced stage, and if his “expectation” is not yet satisfied he may want to try
his luck elsewhere. Further, a woman whose husband works for lengthy
periods outside the village may sense her reproductive career to be jeopar-
dized both by his absence and the justifiable fear that another will have
drawn his attention.

At the same time, 2 woman must be wary of having too many births
in rapid succession. It is accepted that children have a greater chance of
survival if pregnancy does not occur until after the previous child has been
weaned. Should she become pregnant too soon after her last successtul
birth, and either the fetus or the child she is nursing die, then her pro-
creative ability may be called into question.
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It might also happen that a woman has successfully borne too many
children. A large brood demands considerable time, decreasing that avail-
able for making herself attractive, or entertaining her husband and serving
coffee to his friends. Morcover, if she relies on remittance income insuffi-
cient for her family’s needs, she will likely cultivate a kitchen garden, make
baskets, or sell cooked food in addition to her domestic duties. When
spouses reside together, and even when they do not, a woman might well
complain of being overworked: caught between the necessity of minister-
ing to her children and catering to her husband’s whims.

But men, too, are in a difficult position. In the eyes of the community
it is important to have many descendants, to be known as the founder of a
lineage section by the end of one’s life, if not before. Yet at the same time it
is a mark of a man’s ability if he can support a wife who need do little clse
than make herself attractive and tend to his personal wants. In the last cen-
tury, slavery provided the means for one wife to cope with both roles.
Now polygyny supplics a partial solution: Hofriyati women claim that
polygyny has increased since their grandparents’ time® and that men who
feel they can afford it usually avail themselves of this option.

In Hofriyat and its environs, cowives must be maintained in separate
households and domiciled in different villages. But few men are wealthy
cnough to support equally and adequately two or more (a maximum of
four under Islamic law) establishments at the same time. Thus polygyny
may be short-lived, and divorce of the first wife, of she who has already
given her husband descendants, becomes a real possibility. Depending
upon a woman’s age; the number, sex, and ages of her children; and the
quality of her relations with natal family members, threat of divorce may
be more or less worrisome at this point. If she has adult sons or if close
male kin arc alive and willing to support her, it is less difficult to bear. But
without such support, divorce can be devastating, especially once she is
beyond childbearing, hence unlikely to rewed.'

The possibility of becoming a cowife is equally problematic, for then
the first wife, despite Quranic injunctions to the contrary, generally suffers
financial neglect. And since husbands are notorious for evincing greatest
enthusiasm toward more recent acquisitions, a woman whose husband
takes a second wife realizes that her own childbearing career may become

9. Slavery was formally abolished with the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium at the end
of the nineteenth century; however, it continued in practice for a number of years. Many
former slaves remained attached to the households of their masters, rendering much the same
service as before manumission. The eventual abolition of slavery and increased labor migra-
tion are conditions that informants hold responsible for the perceived increase in polygyny. It
is extremely difficult to verify this perception from village genealogies, since it is not generally
remembered whether an ancestor with two wives had been married serially or polygynously.

10. There were two such women in the village in 1977, both of whom lived in poverty
and occasionally were reduced to begging meals from neighbors.
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stymicd. Moreover, she fears a pending increase in the number of her hus-
band’s children, for this proportionately reduces the inheritances of her
own. A man’s second marriage also extends the range of marital choice for
his first wife’s children to points and locations beyond her personal reckon-
ing. This imperils her aspirations to play a major role in choosing spouses
for her sons and daughters, and ultimatcly to achieve #aboba-hood in her
natal village (Boddy 1985).

Individual cases vary, but it is clear that marriage for Hofriyati women
1s a continuous negotiation in which husbands scem to have the upper
hand. A woman’s marital, hence reproductive, success depends on her abil-
ity to balance two elusive assets, fertility and bridely purity, to bargain
these against the ubiquitous threat of divorce. However, to use the first she
must progressively relinquish the latter. Smoke bathing, reinfibulation,
and all the rest shore up her procreative potential but cannot in the end
conserve it. For purity—idealized femininity—must be spent so that fer-
tility can be demonstrated. Yet prevalent male attitudes demand both
bridelike qualities and actual fertility in a wife. So the Hofriyati woman
walks a tightrope in gale force winds: she must have children—not too
few or too rarcly lest her husband and others doubt her fertility, but not so
many that she expends the source of her attractiveness and her husband
loses interest.

As she matures, a woman comes to appreciate the extent to which she
must rely on her children, and her children’s fertility, to advance her social
position.” She knows well what good she must make of her own re-
productive years. In the harsh light of reality, marriage is revealed less as an
end in itself than an unsteady means to use her fertility gift, to produce
spouscs both for her husband’s kin, as required, and for her siblings’ chil-
dren and other personally relevant kin so as to consolidate her own sup-
port. But likc husbands and marriages, fertility is not always predictable; it
1s minimally subject to human control. A woman can make herself sexually
available to her husband or put off his attentions in a number of ways.
Surreptitiously she can take the pill or receive birth control injections. But
she cannot predetermine the sex of her child, nor prevent stillbirths and
miscarriages; she cannot, under present conditions, forestall the sterility
that might occur owing to complications of pharaonic circumcision. De-
spite its positive connotations, the irony of this practice is patent and grim.

All told, marriage in Hofriyat can be compared to a game of chess
where women play with a full complement of picces, cach with its own
limitation, while most of their husbands’ pieces are queens, capable of
unlimited mancuverability. By necessity, a woman plays the board defen-

11. And equally, her mother’s position. A woman’s mother is usually her ally and co-
strategist in dealings with her husband.
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sively, frequently having to control the uncontrollable in order to succeed.
Yet even a lowly pawn can capture a powerful queen, or mate the king. If
marriage is an inevitable and, all too often, a losing game, it is not without
its rewards.

And so the story of Fatna the Beautiful outwitting the sultan’s son has
a special appeal for women in Hofriyat. The son sees Fatna as an old man,
and his interest in her is minimal: he fails to realize that this dry, masculine
external presence contains a beautiful virgin. Like the neglected first wife,
she becomes a servant, one who helps with the herds—descendants—
nothing more. Yet the old man is strange in his refusal to herd cattle, the
metaphor for married women that stresses their contradictory position in
Hofriyat. Instead, he insists on herding pigeons or geese. Here, perhaps,
Fatna provides a clue to her real identity, for pigeons and water-linked
birds represent the positive values of femininity, fertility, morality, and a
host of other qualities symmetrical to those connected with males. But if
her choice of occupation was intended as a hint, it is not taken up by the
sultan’s son. For him, reality lies in appearances: that men are overly con-
cerned with what is external and superficial is understood. On the other
hand, Fatna in the skin of an old man herding pigeons may be likened
to the Hofriyati grandmother who, in her authoritarian role, sedulously
guards the purity and fertility of her brood, upholding values essential to
the maintenance of village morality.

Now Fatna, the image of feminine perfection, has disguised herself as
aman. Yet it is clear from the outset, when she and her companions escape
incestuous marriages, that they are in search of suitable mates. The other
girls fail to conceal their identities and are taken against their wills by the
sultan’s men, presumably as concubines or slaves. For Fatna, things will be
different: we know it is she who chooscs the sultan’s son, and not as master
but as mate. To succeed, she must somehow reveal her feminine self while
retaining her masculine advantage. So, she steps out of her male covering
to go swimming in the Nile knowing she will be observed by the sultan’s
uncommunicative slaves. She reveals her true nature (note the association
of femininity with wetness and the Nile) covertly, as women are enjoined
to do, while maintaining the fiction that she does not seek to wed. She
draws attention to her beauty and likens herself to birds, thereby es-
tablishing her real identity and moral worth. The conventional themes
of containment, moisture, and birds guide listeners to the story’s decper
significance.

Eventually, the sultan’s son secretly observes Fatna swimming and,
overconfident, perhaps, of his talents, determines to expose her. So he
challenges her to a game where the winner shall skin the loser. Twice Fatna
plays more skillfully than he, and twice she spares his life. But the third
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time she loses. Whether or not both partics play to the utmost of their
abilities, and whether Fatna allows herself to be defeated in the end, are
questions for the audience to ponder. The point is well stated nonethe-
less: it is only in losing to men that women can win; only in losing,
and losing judiciously, that they can activate their fertility, pursue repro-
ductive careers, and attain their social goals. Women who wield power
must do so implicitly, leaving the appearance of power to men (Bourdicu
1977 :41). Through strategic compliance, women might ncgotiate their
subordination.

In relinquishing the guise of a witless elder, Fatna doubly reverses the
chronology of life as lived by ordinary women in Hofriyat. For while
Fatna cleverly uses her bogus identity as an aged male to achieve desirable
bridehood, mortal women usc their bridely status to achieve an authentic
social position not unlike that of a male in old age. Lastly, for village
women there is solace in the thought that even the redoubtable Fatna can-
not sustain two competing definitions of herself for very long.

Spirits, Wives, and Husbands

These, then, are some of the parameters controlling women’s lives. Women
must exercise skill and strategic acumen if they are to maneuver through
the indeterminacies of their conjugal relationships, control potentially dis-
ruptive situations, and mobilize support for their social goals. Like all
villagers, but more often than their male counterparts, women are con-
tronted by paradoxical demands and circumstances. And in response to
these, they are more circumscribed than men by cultural constraints on
their behavior. Moreover, there arc limits to what can be negotiated.
Within Hofriyat, which is neither isolated nor self-sufficient but a part
of wider political, economic, and religious systems, there exists no control-
ling, hegemonic group, only the fiction of one—men (cf. Rogers 1975).
Whatever latitude and apparent control is granted to men, they are equally
subject to cultural constraints and no freer than women to alter the funda-
mental conditions of their existence. It is Hofriyati culture which is, in this
sense, hegemonic: power is vested less in agents of hegemony than in
the practices whereby it produces its effects (Foucault 1980:97; cf. J. L.
Comaroft 1986). Here, such practices arc assimilated to Islam.
Throughout this book I have noted the strong identification that
women are implicitly and materially “subjected”—in the Foucaultian sense
(Foucault 1980:97)—to feel with their fertlity. Hofriyati tolerance, even
indulgence, of ambiguity and relativity in a range of social situations is
matched only by an explicit intolerance of ambiguity where gender is con-
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cerned.”? Male and female are mutually relative terms, yet each in itself
is absolute. The objective intent of pharaonic circumcision and women’s
subsequent socialization is to create, emphatically and performatively (cf.
Austin 1962), appropriate social reproducers, to realize persons—con-
formists, who, “in reproducing in word and deed the norms of a given
traditional order, [manifest] the relations of that tradition” (Burridge
1979:5). And as subsequent possession narratives attest, women arc often
snared in the web of compelling images that discipline and so thoroughly
shape their lives, for ideals cannot always be maintained. Yet materially and
subjectively, they are ill disposed by this context to challenge their subor-
dination in a self-conscious way.

When a woman’s fertility mandate is impaircd—for whatever rea-
son—her self-image, social position, and ultimately general health are
threatened. Women undergoing perceived marital and/or fertility crises
tend to phrase their experiences as illness or, less directly, to colocate their
difficulties with the onset of apparently unrelated physical symptoms.
In thus complaining of illness or zibuj (boredom, apathy, depression) a
woman avails herself of a culturally sanctioned medium for articulating her
dysphoria.'* Once this is done, she can act upon her problems where be-
fore she could not, by setting out to find a cure. The woman who claims to
be ill yet does not appear diseased does not feign sickness: her pain is real
and in the final diagnosis attributed to natural agents—zayran.

But clearly not all confessions of illness are spawned in this manner,
and undoubtedly some that are get resolved before possession is suggested
as the cause. Assigning zdr as an appropriate ctiology is first a process of
climinating other potential sources of illness, described in chapter 4, and
also of taking into account the patient’s social milicu. If a woman is at a
stage of life which villagers recognize as problematic, and if other remedies
have failed to cure her completely, then zar can be presumed. Throughout
the forty case histories I collected in detail, the onset, acknowledgment, or
relapse of possession ailments regularly coincided with the experience of
reproductive disorder.

Hofriyati explicitly link fertility problems and possession illness, but
more subtly and obliquely than I have here proposed. A woman who is
anxious or depressed or whose situation vitiates the ideals and integrity of
Hofriyati womanhood is considered a prime target for zayran seeking en-
try to the human world; should such a spirit descend on her, it makes her
feel unwell. But, tautologically, zayran arc able to create the very circum-
stances that make a woman anxious and prone to spirit assault. Their most

12. Al-Guindi (1987) suggests this is true throughout the Middle East and Muslim
North Africa. The notable exception here appears to be Sohar, Oman (Wikan 1982).

13. Also Constantinides (1977:65); cf. Kleinman (1980); re possession, cf. Crapan-
zano (1977a); Firth (1967); Lambek (1981); Obeyesckere (1970).
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common tactics, earlicr described, are to “seize” or “hold” the womb, and
“loosen” or “steal” progeny, bringing about sterility, miscarriage, still-
birth, amenorrhea, menorrhagia, or any number of problems affecting
women’s blood. The symbolism of the zar echoes this link between blood
and possession illness, and obliquely expresses both the equivocal nature
of human fertility and its extreme identification with Hofriyati women.
But to pursue this point, something more must be said about the species
of spirit to which zayran belong.

Hofriyati recognize three kinds of jinn, natural beings inhabiting the
same physical space as humans, but invisible to them under normal condi-
tions. Each type of jinn can possess human beings, but to different effect.
The species and their respective characteristics are coded by color: white
Jimn (ginn al-abiyad) are benign and principally Muslim. Possession by one
is not serious—the basis for behavioral quirks and harmless cccentrici-
ties—and may in fact go unnoticed. White jinn are also known to work on
behalf of Islamic holy men ( fugara-t-isiam).

Black jinn, however, are malevolent, invariably pagan (yet capable of
salvation), and bring grave discase or intractable mental illness that could
well result in death. Possession by one is a dire matter, curable, if at all,
only by violent cxorcism. These beings are known to befriend powerful
though unorthodox fakis, who thereby gain an ability to see into the invis-
ible spirit world, find lost objects, foretell the future, and deal in black
magic (‘amal).

Lastly, there are zayran: red jinn or red winds (vowhan al-abmar)
which are pleasure seeking, capricious, and ambivalent. Zayran cause
milder forms of illness which, though initially distresstul, never result in
death or severe emotional impairment. They are neither good nor evil but,
like humans, something of both. Their color and amorality place them
squarcly between extremes. Red is associated with ambivalence, but also,
of course, with blood. On the one hand, spirit recipients of ceremonial
sacrifice are known, in the language of z4r, as the “owners of blood,” and
blood is used therapeutically to anoint the ‘ayana and other adepts at a
ceremony. A shaykha who performs a zdr on another’s behalf is thereafter
related to that person “by blood” (cf. Cloudsley 1983:78). On the other
hand, it is progenitive blood over which zayran exert control. Among the
zayran are spirits doubly linked with red and its principal referents: Ethio-
pian (Habish) spirits are both identified by that color, demanding red
dresses for their hosts and reddish sacrificial beasts, and considered more
guilty than other zayran of causing or taking advantage of their hosts’ re-
productive grief.

For its part, feminine blood stands in ambiguous relationship to fer-
tility (cf. Constantinides 1977 : 80). Hofriyati women are quick to point
out that while regular menses indicate continuous fertility, they also sig-
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nify that a woman is not pregnant. Likewisc, irregular or interrupted men-
strual flow is symptomatic either of pregnancy or its opposite, sterility.
Red, in the symbolism of weddings and women’s crisis rites, signifies femi-
nine blood; red and feminine blood connote ambiguity and ambivalence;
and all potential meanings of these associations are bodied forth in ambiva-
lent red spirits which control equivocal feminine blood. Through these as-
sociations the z@r provides a suitable idiom for articulating and meaning-
fully constructing women’s anxieties having to do with their fertility.

In holding zayran responsible for procreative mishap, whether real or
feared, a woman asserts that her fertility is negotiable. Yet she bargains
not, or not directly, with her husband in the mundane human world, but
with zayran, capricious existents of a different carthly plane. If, having
kept her part of the contract, negotiations with spirits fail, she cannot be
held liable for consequences to her reproductive potential. Possession thus
lifts from her shoulders a measure of the responsibility for social reproduc-
tion she is continually schooled to accept via the process of socialization.
For it suggests that the identification of womanhood with procreation 1s
more problematic than pharaonic circumcision and the imagery of woman-
hood attest. Zar illness contains an oblique admission that fertility, though
socially regulated and vested in women, is not humanly governable, for
beings more powerful than Hofriyati may intervene at will to obstruct its
proper course.

Acceptance of a possession etiology for progenitive difficulty thus re-
directs query into a woman’s apparent fate (gadr). It is not because fertility
dysfunction is in her “nature,” and not necessarily because it was fore-
ordained by Allah, that she suffers. Possession, in fact, asserts the opposite:
that she i fertile, for spirits have usurped this asset in a bid to attain their
selfish ends. Thus it rationalizes the untoward event in a way which vehe-
mently defends and absolves the socialized self. Here it is a conservative
force. Yet at the same time it requires her husband to assume some pro-
creative liability—though indirectly—for it is he who is called upon to
provide desiderata that coax her spirit to relent. In this light, possession
reads as a bid to transfer limited control of fertility from the wife to
whom it is originally attributed, to the married couple and their kin, who
together are encouraged to seek its restoration through a series of thera-
peutic transactions with offending zayran. While this is hardly revolution-
ary—it does not reform hegemonic constructs governing feminine self-
hood—it might nonetheless ease a woman’s predicament. But whether the
bid is dispatched by spirits or, as we would prefer to think, the Hofriyati
wife, it can only succeed if the acquiescence of her husband and kin is
secured.

Still, this might take some doing. Recall that women and men pub-
licly disagree about the classification of zayran. Hofriyati men, for the
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most part, place zayran with black jinn in a broader category, shawatin—
malcvolent devils. To them, red jinn are just slightly less evil than black;
they suggest that zayran bring illness because they enjoy meddling in the
lives of gullible women, extorting from them the things they desire, ap-
pearing in the human realm, and being treated to lavish displays. But, men
say, a woman needn’t play along with zayran to achieve symptom relief,
for red jinn can be exorcised like other shawatin, and since they arc less
malignant than black j#nn, usually this can be done without violence.

If men blur the distinction between red and black jinn, for women the
lines are clearly drawn. As I noted earlier, the two precipitate different
kinds of illness and respond distinctively to curing techniques. But more
than this, they differ in appearance and behavior when taking human form
or inhabiting their human hosts. Black sinn are ugly, kab, colloquially, the
“lowest of the low”: horrific, filthy beings which, when visible to humans,
have tangled hair and unkempt nails, go ragged or unclothed, and exude a
foul smell. Those whom they possess soon acquire this image and are said
to eat dust and human excrement: their behavior is both disgusting and
dangerous; they are a serious threat to their own and others’ lives.

Not so with zayran, who love cleanliness and beauty; desire gold,
fine clothing, delicate perfumes; and demand a similar concern in their
human hosts. When appearing in human form, they are always bathed,
well dressed, and lovely to behold.* Moreover, unlike black sinn, zayran
are refined gastronomists. They prefer that their hosts cat “clean™ foods:
those described as white, enclosed, expensive, often difficult to obtain, and
thought to contribute to the fertility of Hofriyati women by increasing or
strengthening their blood. Hosts of zayran may also be asked to consume
foods associated with their spirits’ ethnic groups or homelands; black jinn
make no such socially intelligent requests. And a zar occasionally significs
its presence in a woman by drinking straight cologne (cf. Constantinides
1972:119; Lambek 1978), or demanding to smoke perfumed cigarettes.
This use of scent is an extravagance which heightens the distinction be-
tween zayran and malodorous demons while distinguishing the former
from their less indulgent human hosts. Lastly, possession by a z4r is char-
acterized by the relatively controlled, stercotypical gestures of its human

14. According to Leiris (1958:41), zar spirits in Gondar, Ethiopia, are thought most
likely to possess beautiful women. Further, a myth about the origins of zayran attributed to
Christian Ethiopia accounts for their inordinate concern with beauty and products of the
human world (Messing 1958 : 1122; Fakhouri 1968:49). As Mcssing (1958 1122) writes,
zayran arc said to have been born in the Garden of Eden, as children of Eve: “One day the
Creator came to visit and began to count the children. In apprehension, Eve hid the fifteen
most beautiful and intelligent ones; as punishment they were condemncd to remain always
hidden, nighttime creaturcs. Consequently, they envy their uglier and weaker human siblings
who are the children of light.” A version of this story was recounted to me in Hofriyat,
though it is not the only origin myth having currency among adepts.
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host, whereas black jinn cause their hosts to relinquish bodily control,
move recklessly and with abandon.

Indeed, according to local women, the chief difference between red
and black jinn rests with this matter of control: black jinn are associated
with asocial chaos, grave dysfunction, utter lack of control and death;
zayran are social beings who bring milder, regulable ailments and causc
their hosts to have controlled, even pleasant experiences when entranced.
Black jinn want permanent custody of human bodies and must be driven
out. Zayran rarely incorporate themsclves and in ritual situations both en-
ter and vacate their hosts on cue. For Hofriyati women as for heroic Fatna,
the taking on of other selves reflects neither lack of inner strength nor loss
of sclf-control; rather, it has much to do with preservation and enhance-
ment of feminine ideals.

A husband’s private attitude toward the zar possession of his wifc is
rarely so adamant as his official stance, particularly once the diagnosis has
garnered kin support. It he seems intransigent, a woman’s brothers gen-
erally intervene on her behalf, however reluctantly they themselves might
accede to the illness in their wives. But accede most eventually do, for there
is something to be gained by a man from his wife’s acknowledgment of
possession.

Aside from and because of its relation to fertility, the zar provides an
idiom through which individuals whose communication is otherwise con-
strained might publicly comment on their relationship. It thus enables a
couple to modify an overly polarized, increasingly schismogenetic mar-
riage (sece Bateson 1958), and forcestall its disintegration in the face of
negative gossip. On the one hand, zayran who attack a woman’s fertility
hold'for ransom her husband’s most valuable asset. They negotiate the re-
lease of their hostages, his unborn descendants, in return for certain de-
mands, a curing ritual, and luxury items to be used by their host, his wife.
In addition, they require her compliance via regular performance of the
appropriate cosmetic procedures, in maintaining and revitalizing the
bridely qualities that she diminishingly embodies. Zayran, remember,
want their hosts to be clean and attractive. And here, they obliquely call
upon a man to rccognize his wife’s value, implying that neither she nor her
fertility should be taken for granted.

To restore his wife’s zar-usurped fertility, a man must enter into an
exchange relationship with her spirits; so doing, he implicitly renegotiates
the relationship he has with his wife. As both Crapanzano (19774) and
Lambek (1980) note, possession provides an idiom through which spouses
can communicate about and even resolve issues it might otherwise be inap-
propriate for them to discuss. And because most zayran are malc as well as
more powerful than humans, it permits such negotiation to take place in a
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context that need not entail loss of face for the husband who, to an outside
observer, could be perceived as bending to his wife’s requests.

Still, a woman’s acknowledgment of possession might fail to yield
favorable results. Like any course she pursues in Hofriyati, it is a gamble.
For his wife’s possession illness could intimate to her husband the cxis-
tence of a fertility dysfunction of which he was unaware; thus it could
backfire, and imperil the conjugal relationship. Here again, a woman must
carefully weigh the risks involved in publicly admitting the diagnosis. And
this is why she is reluctant to do so without assurances of support from
tamily and friends, support which both temporarily neutralizes competi-
tion from other women and mitigates the unhappy reaction of her hus-
band on discovering that his wifc is possessed.

But possession might just as well and just as obliquely solidify a prob-
lematic marriage. For in attributing fertility disorder to spirits whose exis-
tence and powers are known and routinely validated, it obviates doubts
concerning her own and her husband’s abilitics to reproduce. Zar, as
shown more concretely in subsequent pages, changes the context of hu-
man relationships—rephrases them in a different, less quotidianly literal,
and more productive register than that in which they must be played out
when possession is not invoked. Zar alters the conditions of discourse:
where before its invocation, interlocutors (husband and wife) speak past
cach other from positions of (gender) inequality, with its public assertion,
their positions draw more proximate. For both, as human beings, are
equally powerless before a transcendental third, the zar, which replaces
gender discourse as the current locus of meaning (cf. Crapanzano 1980:
151). Like pharaonic circumcision before it, possession precipitates a con-
text, enabling parties to change a previously accepted state of affairs.

And in this, posscssion positively reinforces husband’s and wife’s pub-
lic self-images. Earlier, I hinted that the myth of Fatna and the sultan’s son
was open to a number of equally plausible interpretations. If you are fe-
male, you might wish to think that Fatna, knowing the sultan’s son had
discovered her ruse, legitimately won the first two games, thereby placing
him at a disadvantage, provoking him to realize her ability and value; then,
that she deliberately lost the third round so as to acquire a worthy—and
proven manipulable—mate. But if you are a male, quite the opposite ren-
dition is appropriate: you can consider the sultan’s son deliberately to have
lost the first two games, gambling correctly that the “old man,” whom he
knew to be a life-giving woman, would not cause his death. In doing so,
he was granting her some lead: temporarily allowing her to feel powerful
before showing his real strength, then defeating her in the last match, gain-
ing her final submission in marriage. These competing interpretations,
which in no way exhaust the myth’s potential readings, demonstrate that
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its power lies in its capacity to say something truthful about conjugal rela-
tionships in Hofriyat: it illuminates their essential ambiguity. And it does
so eloquently, without damaging the sclf-image of either sex or the images
each popularly holds of the other. So, too, with zar. Clearly, it can act as
a counterhegemonic process enabling wives to negotiate their subordina-
tion, but for all that, it is infinitely subtle. Possession does not obviate the
disparities and uncertainties in a marriage so much as provide new light by
which they may be read. Gender complementarity is in no way elided, but
reinforced and enhanced when people requalify the human factor in fertil-
ity control. For neither sex need see itself capitulating to the other: the
delicate balance of powers is preserved and stated ancw.

There is another level to the Fatna tale, and it 1s one I return to in
forthcoming discussions of the zar. In Hofriyat, gender relations, and no-
tably marriage, constitutc a rhetorical prototype for rclationships between
villagers and non-Hofriyati others. Recall that the ideal dynamic between
husband and wife is one in which she remains within the village, bearing
children and preserving morality, while he mediates politically and eco-
nomically between the hash and the outside world. The universe of the
inside is feminine, that of the outside, masculinc. When beautiful Fatna
disguises herself to gain advantage of a powerful male outsider, the im-
plications are not lost to her admirers. For the heroine of the story is both
a woman and that which she represents: the village and its people, local
praxis, local morality. The sultan’s son, for his part, personifies a range of
external forces prevailing on the village at different times: he is conqueror
and colonizer, politician, soldicr, religious legalist, wealthy foreigner. And
the lessons of their interaction apply as readily to the broader context as to
its gendered allegory: the statement Hofriyati women make about how to
negotiate their subordination with men and assert gender complemen-
tarity reads also as a statement about how to negotiate with powerful out-
siders while avoiding wholesale surrender and loss of cultural identity.*®
And when approached from a masculine perspective, the story of how to
gain the compliance of women suggests how those in authority should
deal with Hofriyati, who are less powerful than they. Gender relations in
Hofriyat capture a consciousness of history in the dynamic interplay of
their contrast (cf. Comaroff and Comaroff 1987). But the reverse is true as
well: villagers’ consciousness of their history and the import of foreign en-
counters constructs local praxis and informs appropriate dispositions of
gender, specifically, women’s seclusion. The larger context is integral to the
local just as male is integral to female. And read at either of its levels,

15. The irony of my own position is neatly stated in the narrative, for I, too, was seek-
ing in the negotiation of ficldwork to unveil Hofriyati womanhood.
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“Fatna and the Sultan’s Son” owns that power rests equally with the per-
ceptibly powerless as with the ascendant regime.

All of this is relevant to the 247, for zayran are powertul outsiders par
excellence. The addition of zar to a marital relationship reverses the vector
of the allegory dctailed above: now relations between Hofriyati and alien
others help to contextualize relations between husbands and wives. Zar
is a kind of metalanguage: acknowledgment of her possession by both
husband and wife shifts their relationship into another, more powerful
mode, reencoding, as it were, the frequently disparate, frequently inau-
dible messages they might wish to exchange in a manner which makes their
decipherment both possible and secure. What zar does—though this is
hardly the conscious intent of those who, by means of it, articulate dis-
tress—is open the potentially destructive ambiguity in a marriage to inter-
pretations which, if taken up m the appropriate circumstance, might turn
it in positive directions. Ambiguity is not resolved, merely diverted along a
path that has increased creative potential, the promise of fresh interpre-
tation. Paradox remains, despite the adoption of a spirit idiom through
which it can be brought to light. Possession has, then, aesthetic implica-
tions (cf. Lambek 1978, 1981; Leiris 1958; Kapferer 1983), and these 1
believe supply a measure of its therapeutic force (Boddy 1988). Like a lit-
erary text, it “speaks of a possible world and of a possible way of orienting
oneself within it” (Ricoeur 1976: 88). Should Hofriyati husbands choose
to appropriate the posscssion texts clucidated by their wives, their rela-
tionships may be enriched by the addition of new horizons of meaning,
new pathways for fruitful communication and, of course, new arenas for
the generation of conflict. The next two chapters illustrate these and earlier
points with excerpts from several possession histories.



6

Zuineb and Umselima

Possession as a Family Idiom

I am inclined to agree with Wilhelm Dilthey . . . that meaning . . . arises in
memory, in cognition of the past, and is concerned with negotiation about the
“fit” between past and present. . . .

—Victor Turner, From Ritual to Theatre

ne of my principal informants in Hofriyat is Zaincb, whom I intro-

duced in chapter 1. Of all the women I met in Hofriyat, it was
Zaineb who seemed to comprehend what I was about from the start. We
became, within the often formidable restraints of rescarch, confidantes and
friends. It is my conceit that we shared an ethnographic curiosity, and 1
was privileged to have her guidance as I wound my way mentally and
physically through the labyrinth of Hofriyat. I realize now that my pres-
ence in the village altered her awareness of herself, confirming intuited
potentials of womanhood not within her grasp, and this, if it has caused
her distress, I regret. Without Zaineb my first period of fieldwork could
well have been sterile and unrewarding. Her family and its appendages,
scattered between Khartoum and Hofriyat, befriended me and at every
juncture smoothed my way. From all of them I learned what it means to
have brothers and sisters in northern Sudan.

Zaineb is an exceptionally perceptive woman who, like many Hofri-
yati, has a keen sense of humor verging sometimes on the wry. In 1976 she
was in her mid thirties, mother of seven children ranging in ages from two
to sixtcen. Zaineb is possessed by several different zayran; during my first
field trip she experienced an illness that was partly attributed to posses-
sion. This chapter explores her illness in the context of her family back-
ground, for it was Zaineb’s story that alerted me to how possession can
operate as a family affliction. Zar, villagers say, runs in families; though
strictly speaking neither inherited nor hereditary, the proclivity to attract
zayran and cven the affliction itsclf may be transmitted between kin, yet
only in the maternal line. Moreover, a particular spirit is considered more
likely to possess a woman if it has also seized her mother or some other
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maternal kinswoman, typically her mother’s mother or mother’s sister.
Though still an affliction, possession under these conditions is not without
positive effects. For when the idiom is shared by family members, the fact
that they have spirits adds further dimension to established roles and rela-
tionships, thickening them in ways other than those determined by kinship.

Zaineb’s story therefore begins before her birth, with her mother,
Umseclima, and the chronicle which she and her sisters and daughters re-
lated over several months in 1976. Admittedly, this account is the written
product of my elicitation and, at minimum, therefore doubly constructed
(cf. Crapanzano 1977a, 1980). That said, women who are possessed in
Hofriyat (and I daresay those who are not) frequently indite personal nar-
ratives in the genre employed by Umselima, and these stories (bzkayat) or
anecdotes (gisas) circulate widely among groups of visiting women. Per-
haps because Umselima was a popular shaykha of the zar, her possession
cxperiences arc more generally known than most, for they have served to
establish the credibility of her vocation. And perhaps because she is older,
they also provide a retrospective direction to her life that the stories of
much younger women lack.

The events of Umsclima’s story are, in fact, extraordinarily well inte-
grated; and in this can be discerned an implicit function for possession as
an idiom: it enables the possessed to construct and continually reconstruct
her experiences in a personally meamngful way (Crapanzano 19774, 1980;
Obeyesckere 1970, 1981). Hofriyati women typically speak about their
lives as if describing the desert: prolonged expanses—*just living; eating
and drinking only”—punctuated by oases of discrete events—important
weddings, changes of residence, divorces, pregnancies, the births and
deaths of kin. For those who are possessed, repeated zar experiences bind
these events into comprehensive wholes, into patterns displaying greatest
coherence for women in their senior years. Presumably, then, as she ages, a
woman periodically reinterprets her past in light of her current relations
with zayran. For Umselima, the pattern was complete; when I met her she
had just returned from the saj and had abrogated her role as shaykha so as
to be reconciled with mainstream Islam in preparation for her death.

In what follows, informants’ narratives, passages of which consist of
translated tape-recorded statements, arc periodically interrupted by dis-
cursive passages in which I attempt to make cultural sense of what I have
been told.

Umselima

At first glance, Umselima seemed a delicate woman, small of frame, thin,
her fine-boned features declaring faded beauty, now a quiet elegance. Her
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skin a cracked and burnished vellum; her eyes dark, clouded with age, and
spoked by fine taut lines; her cheeks hollowed with hardship, each rent
by three long scars—her tribal marks; her hands long, slim, painfully ar-
thritic. But fragile she was not. Her energy was boundless. Umselima was
always going somewhere, to visit a friend, fetch some recalcitrant goats,
retrieve an errant child. And every Friday, shod in cracked plastic slippers,
grey hair primly braided, dressed impeccably in white, she would march
off under a tattered black umbrella toward Malkab and noontime prayers
at the mosque.

Malkab, a neighboring hamlet, is her birthplace and still her sisters’
home. Umsclima was born third in a family of five. Her parents were ma-
trilateral parallel cousins, awlad khalat, their marriage “immediately close”
(garib tawilt) in local terms. Although it had been fruitful, a major source
of tension existed, for their second child was to be their only son.

When she was young, Umselima would accompany her father and his
mother to their wadi plantation each year at the start of the rainy season,
camping there for three to five months while her father cultivated the fam-
ily’s subsistence crop of dura. Umselima’s job was to help her baboba keep
house in their hut, called a »ag7ba, loosely built of mats, rushes, and poles.
Mohammed, her brother and senior by two or three years, remained in
Malkab to take religious instruction from the local fiks, while their older
sister, Sittalbenat, was left at home to assist with the younger children.

At eight or nine, Umselima was circumcised, an operation Sittalbenat
had undergone some years before. Umselima volunteered only that this
had been a painful experience and for “a long time” after she was unable to
urinate.

When Umselima was ten, her mother, pregnant again, endured a
difficult labor and gave birth to twins, a girl and a boy, both stillborn. Im-
mediately, her father went north to Dongola in search of new lands to
farm and “his expectation”—another wife to give him descendants. Before
departing, he betrothed Sittalbenat, then fifteen, to an older unrelated
acquaintance in Omdurman; despite her protestations she was quickly
wed and removed from the village. His father and elder sister gone, Mo-
hammed soon left to seek his fortunes in Khartoum; there he married a
stranger without apprising his family or asking his father’s permission.
Umsclima was left with her mother and two younger sisters in Malkab.
And it was in the wake of these events that she had her first experience
with beings she would later identify as zayran. She was then twelve or
thirteen.

It was summer and at night. There was a full moon; it was bright as in
dayrime. I was walking back to my uncle’s house where I was sleeping, for
he [her khal, mother’s brother] was away in Khartoum and I was keeping
his wife and her daughters company. I was alone, coming back after seeing a
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tabl' of the Qadriya brotherhood (#ariga). All the men in my family belong
to the Qadriya.

My khal’s people had a bash, not like us, we had no bash. There were few
hashs back then, and few people, not like now. My kbal’s people were better
off and they had walls around their house.

When [ reached their 4osk I saw three boys standing near the wall wear-
ing caps and wedding costumes, jalabiyas and beads—little Europeans
(Khawdgar). 1 asked, “Who's that? Who’s that?” [ called some names of
boys who lived nearby; I called to the son of my uncle, his hame is Ali. No
one answered. I ran inside, I was afraid. During the night I drank water
every five minutes. I did not sleep, not a bit. The next night my mother
walked with me for I refused to go alone. But I told no one that I had scen
those boys against the wall. [ became ill immediately; my health declined
from that moment.

When this occurred Umselima was no stranger to the zdr; she knew
quite a lot about spirits, and had witnessed possession ceremonies in Mal-
kab and neighboring villages from an early age. Her mother, Ne‘ma, was
possessed by Ethiopian zayran, consonant with her fertlity problems.
And although shaykbat in thosc days strictly forbade the attendance of un-
wed girls at a zar, Umselima and her sisters used to observe as best they
could, peering over hash walls when a ceremony was held within, or spying
through open windows. Umselima told me that whenever she stood out-
side a “place of the z47,” just the smell of the spirits’ incense would, in her
words, “muthayifi,” make her feel cheerful and well.

Umsclima’s first spirit vision coincides with tumultuous family events
which cannot have failed to impress her. At the time, she is twelve or thir-
teen years old, fast approaching the age of marriage. Her sister has been
wed precipitately to a much older man in the city; neither the bride nor
her mother and brother were consulted. Her father has gone off in search
of another wife after Ne‘ma produced stillborn twins. Her only brother,
who could be relied on to support and protect her and to prevail on their
father to select for her an appropriate spouse, has departed for Khartoum
where he, too, marries in haste. Umselima’s world is crumbling—her close
male kin have abandoned her. Returning to her maternal uncle’s bish late
at night and alone after attending a ceremony of the religious fraternity to
which her father and brother belong, with its quick, rhythmic drumming
and trance-inducing incantations, Umselima witnesses an apparition.
Several points suggest themselves in this encounter which Umselima
reveals to no onc at the time. The boys are light skinned and wear caps,

1. A religious ceremony that involves singing and drumming songs in praise of Allah. It
is usually held to commemorate the deathday of a saint, a wedding, or male circumcision.
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identifying them as Khawajat, Westerners or Europeans, yet they are
dressed in clothing worn by village bridegrooms. Mohammed has gone
to Khartoum which—because it is the locus of Western influence in
Sudan, is considered the “home of kbawaijat” (human Westerners) by many
rural Sudanese—and he has just married. The Khawdaja boys insinuatc her
brother, who straddles both cultures as they scem to do. And Mohammed,
himself still a boy, behaves like a European in marrying an unrelated
woman of his choice. Lastly, Sittalbenat’s situation echoes that of her
brother from a feminine perspective.

Again, Umselima sees the boys when she is walking outdoors alone at
night, something women are exhorted not to do. Since she has no chap-
erone, Umselima is conducting herself like Western women and prosti-
tutes are reputed to behave. What is more, she walks through open spaces
which jinn arc known to frequent. The three boys are leaning against a
wall of one of the few hashs in her village, indicative of her uncle’s wealth
and concern for his wife and daughters. This family’s situation describes
the inverse of her own: she and her mother and sisters live in an un-
protected, “open house” (bayt fatih), and one with no male residents to
afford them protection. All of these circumstances are breaches of feminine
ideals and cultural practice. They render her vulnerable to attack by zayran
or signify spirits’ ingress of the human realm. It is fitting that Umselima’s
vision take place against the outside wall of a hdsh, a contemporary archi-
tectural symbol of interiority, expression of the boundary between the
family and the outside world.

That night, out of fear, Umselima drinks a considerable quantity of
water, which links this event to her circumcision and, as revealed below,
to her second possession attack. After circumcision she retains water in-
ordinately; following her vision she consumes it. Both episodes are idio-
matic, involving body orifices and boundaries; both are therefore “legible”
to Umsclima and her associates.

In Dongola Umselima’s father soon found out about Mohammed’s mar-
riage. He was livid. He went to Khartoum, fought bitterly with his son,
and forced him to divorce. Mohammed, said Umsclima, was devastated,
for the marriage had been a love match. Their father arranged a second
marriage for him to Ne‘ma’s brother’s daughter, who lived in the hash
Umselima was visiting before her vision. (Was this another meaning of the
vision? Was there a previous arrangement which Mohammed had spurncd?)
His bride was maternally related to the local faki, Mohammed’s former
teacher. Mohammed’s employment remained in Khartoum, but he re-
turned frequently to Malkab for holidays. His wife soon gave birth to a
baby girl.

When she was thirteen or fourteen, Umselima’s father married her to
a Hofriyati farmer twice her age, the son of her mother’s maternal half
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brother. Though he lived with his parents nearby, Umselima was left to
reside with her mother and unmarried sisters for several years after the
wedding. Her husband paid her visits now and then, whenever he was not
at his family’s wads plantation or tending his fields in the floodplain where
he had built himself a rg#ba. Sometimes, Umselima would go to stay
with him in his hut near the Nile, always returning to Malkab after the
winter harvest.

Sittalbenat, meanwhile, had also come back to Malkab, but perma-
nently. She had borne a daughter by her elderly husband, then a son who
died in infancy. At this her husband repudiated her, but kept their daugh-
ter to be raised by his kin in the city. Soon after returning home, she rewed
and immediately acknowledged herself to be possessed.

Around 1928, when Umselima was fifteen or sixteen years old, she
conceived and bore a son. Sometime later, she had a daughter, and shortly
thereafter experienced her second vision.

I saw the zayran again after I had given birth to two children. I had a son
who died after four years, and [ had just given birth to a girl, maybe a fort-
night before. I was lying in a hut like the nomads still use, on an angarib,
and again I saw the Westerners, standing in the ragiba. Again I was afraid.
I said to my mother, “I do not wish to stay in the ragsiba, 1 want to lic out-
side. Help me move my angarib outside.” Still I did not tell her what I had
seen. I told no one. Again that night, when 1 was lying out of doors, they
appeared to me. I was fearful and I became ill.

About two weeks later, a month after I had given birth, my illness wors-
ened. For three days I was unable to urinate, I could not eat, and I had a
fever and strong sickness. Then [ went to a faki islam. The faki said, “Never
have you been ill [from organic causes]. You have a red spirit, that is all!”
My baby was still living then. The faki told me I had a red spirit—a zar—
and he said that I had seen him myself. I said, “No! No!” I denied this.

Then Mohammed my brother, he was visiting from Khartoum, he went
to Kabushiya and bought perfume, incense, a white z06. He said, “We must
do a zar for Umsclima.” T said, “No! No! I do not want this. I do not have
a zdr.” Then they said there was a zd» party happening in another quarter of
the village. My people said, “We must take her there, at night.” [As her
forty-day confinement had not ended, she could not be abroad in daylight.)
Reluctantly, I agreed to go. Then I bathed and dressed in a 64, and they
burned some incense for me. For three days I had not urinated. Someone
carried my baby, and they led me to the house of the zar. As soon as we
arrived outside, I felt the need to urinate. Immediately, I crouched on
the ground and I urinated maybe a quarter of an hour and still it had not
stopped. When it was finished, I said, “I can stay to see anything. I am
empty, I have become well.”

When I entered the 2dr the shaykha brought perfume and incense. She
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censed me and I descended [#zzalta]. 1 descended a little and then I said,
“Enough!” But I was happy. I stayed to the end. I became well immediately,
but I said, “It is finished. I do not want a ceremony.”

Subsequent to this, Umselima’s infant daughter died. Then for several
years [1933 to 1938], she says she “sat empty,” unable to conccive.

In her second vision, the themes of openness and closure return, but in a
slightly different context. The boys now show themselves inside her hut,
described as being “like the nomads still use.” The nomads’ peripatetic life-
style is the antithesis of villagers’, yet not for Umselima, who still shifts
residence between her mother’s house and her husband’s. When Umsclima
moves outside—which, having so recently given birth, she should not
do—so do the Khawdjat. She fails to escape them: zayran are able to move
through walls and barriers; they cannot be kept out or kept in. Again she
falls ill, and again tells no one of her vision. Even when the faki confirms
that she is possessed and suggests she has seen “her z47,” she denies it.
Significantly, soon after this vision her baby dies: Umselima implicitly
(and later explicitly) associates the deaths of her children with the inter-
vention of zayran. Her rcluctance to acknowledge their presence and re-
fusal to grant them a ceremony merely intensify the spirits’ effect, and for
the next several years she “sits empty.” This phrase links her childlessness
to her second possession illness, when, following postpartum reinfibula-
tion, she retains urine for three days, and only obtains relief (emptiness, in
a positive sense) when she inhales spirit incense and approaches the place
where a zar is being held. It also links her second z4r experience to the
first, and to her circumcision. For Umselima, marriageability, childbirth,
the deaths of her children, pregnancy and its absence are all bound up with
her visions of zayran. Her reproductive problems are, like the events pre-
ceding her initial apparition, violations of feminine ideals that precipitate
or signify possession.

Onc last point: Umselima recovers from a retention illness after her
brother demonstrates support, an event that reverses her drinking quan-
tities of water in the wake of his, and their father’s, abandonment. Still, she
has yet to inform her husband of the affliction, as she must do in order to
ncgotiate a positive relationship with her spirits.

During the period when Umselima “sat empty,” her two younger sisters
married and moved away from Malkab. Sadiya wed a member of her fa-
ther’s subtribe, a distant relation. But Nyla, the youngest, married the pre-
ferred wad ‘amm tawali.

Sittalbenat suffered no more procreative difficulties, producing for
her second husband sons and daughters in rapid succession. While she had
carlier acknowledged herself to be possessed, she did not fecl the affliction
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serious enough to warrant a full-scale ritual, and kept her spirits appeased
by attending the cures of others.

But for Mohammed, things were not going well at all. Though his
second wife had borne a daughter soon after they were wed, she seemed
unable to conceive again. Like Umselima, she “sat empty.” So, as his father
had done, Mohammed left his Malkabi family behind and went north to
Dongola. There he took his third wife, a kinswoman of his stepmother.

In the late 1930s, Umselima became pregnant and gave birth to a
daughter, Leyla, her eldest surviving child. Soon after, she bore a son, who
did poorly from the start. It was then that her vision recurred.

My husband had built a house for me in Hofriyat and I had just moved
there with Leyla and the baby. Again, at night I went into the house for a
moment and when I came out I saw the same boys as before. Right away I
called my husband. I told him what I had seen. I said, “T am in the habit of
(mit' anwada) seeing such and such and such.” Immediately he called nds
[people, the people of] Sosan and Bozeyna [an apprentice shaykha and her
assistant| and they put on a big ceremony for me. Ir lasted three days. I was
happy. It was finished and I became well. Much later when I felt pain in my
arms, pain in my head, we had a seven-day ceremony and slaughtered a
white ram.

Shortly after this, Umselima’s baby son died. But she soon became
pregnant again and gave birth to a healthy boy, Osman. She was then be-
tween twenty-eight and thirty years old. She said she had become inter-
ested in the zar and was learning about the spirits with an eye to becoming
a curer hersclf.

Following Osman, Umselima lost two more babies, a girl, then a boy,
both of whom died within a week of their births. Umselima was haznana,
stricken with grief. She recalled a dream she had after the death of this
latest son. She saw a woman, fat, beautiful, and light skinned, sitting on an
angarib surrounded by children; Umselima’s baby boy was on her knee.
When she awoke, Umselima found she was weeping.

When Umselima has her third vision of the Khawdja zayran, she is ex-
tremely vulnerable. She has a history of children dying in infancy, and,
after a reproductive hiatus of several years, has ominously produced first a
daughter, then a sickly son. Her husband has just moved her into a house
of their own. While this suggests to all that their marriage is well estab-
lished, it also removes Umselima from the supportive environment of her
natal family and puts her under closer scrutiny of his kin in Hofriyat. Then
and there she suffers her third and decisive zir experience, finally admit-
ting to her husband what she has seen. He is highly supportive and ar-
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ranges her cure, after which, though their baby dies, Umselima regains her
vigor and goes on to produce a healthy son. The couple’s implicit exchange of
messages here revitalized, possibly saved, their marriage, shifting what
ordinarily would be considered interpersonal tension to an alternate mode
of discourse where conversation is less determined by quotidian malc su-
premacy and less ambiguous than when wives normally address their hus-
bands (or not ambiguous in quite the same way), and where the factor of
human responsibility—female or male—is greatly reduced. Morcover, the
timing of Umselima’s subsequent reproductive success both ratifies the
source of her earlier troubles and establishes that the culpable zayran arc
now positively disposed to negotiation so long as she and her husband
openly admit her affliction and agree to her spirits’ demands.

Although Umselima suffers two more infant fatalities, she does not
mention being bothered by her Khawdja zayran at these times. But she
does have a vivid dream; it must have been very disturbing, for in recount-
ing it, her voice was choked with emotion. The woman who holds Um-
sclima’s son is fat, healthy—all that Umselima is not. And the woman is a
manifestation of a zdr; despite their ethnic characteristics, female zayran
always appear to women as idecalized versions of themselves. This is also,
then, a manifestation of Umselima as she wishes to be, of an Umselima
who need not work hard helping her husband in the ficlds because he has
only one son, who is too young to assist; of an Umselima fat, pampered,
and healthy in the ideal image of womanhood; of an Umselima bound-
lessly fertile.

Unselima is also possessed by two female spirits of the Khudam (ser-
vant) or ‘Abid (slave) zar society and, though she is not sure when these
first came “above” her, they had made their presence known by the time of
her dream. Khudam zayran are spirit parallels of southern Sudanese tribes-
people, and the two which possess Umsclima, Babaranil (River Nile) and
Jata, are prostitutes—inversions of moral fertility. Yet Jata wears clothes
that a local bride might have worn in the past: white satin dress with the
traditional thong skirt of maidenhood (rahat) over top. Like her Khawdija
boys, Jata is a paradox: she belongs to another culture and is inherently a
paragon of “openness,” yet she covers (and attempts to disguise) herself in
local wedding clothes. The disparity between appearances and what they
conceal echoes Fatna’s antics in her “courtship” of the sultan’s son.

Possession by southern Sudanese spirits resonates with Umselima’s
history: like their human counterparts, they live in thatched huts and are
known to move with the scasons. The specific spirits above her arc prosti-
tutes and servants, the first suggesting a lack of feminine control over fer-
tility and of masculine control over the behavior of female kin, the second,
a life of hard work and little ease. On the other hand, Umselima says that,
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like her mother, she is strongly affected by Ethiopian zayran, linked with
problematic fertility.

Until this time, Umselima and her children had been living in her hus-
band’s housc in Hofriyat. It was a house in the open, built without a bash.
But, said Umselima, even peasant farmers werce then beginning to read the
Quran. They were becoming increasingly concerned to surround their
houses with walled enclosures, something which, though always desirable,
only the well-off had been able to do in the past. So she and her children
were moved to an unoccupied bosi in Hofriyat owned by her husband’s
half brother, a faki slim then residing in Khartoum.

Meanwhile, Umselima’s siblings were getting on with their lives. Sit-
talbenat now had two sons and three daughters. After a lengthy hiatus, her
spirits were again beginning to “burn” (#harrig), and she had taken to
mollifying them by drumming zar threads with other possessed women
for a day or two now and then.

Mohammed’s third wife had died, childless, in Dongola. At once he
was given her sister’s daughter to wed (a kind of leapfrog sororal marriage
that emphasizes the cognatic quality of kinship in northern Sudan). His
new wife bore a son, next a daughter, then lost two babies in quick succes-
sion and died in childbirth.

Sadiya, who had been living with her merchant husband in Khar-
toum, moved with him to Shendi. But she returned to Malkab with cach
pregnancy. Her first child was a daughter, as was her second, who died in
infancy. Then Sadiya bore a son, Hamid. While carrying him she fell 1ll
and, failing to respond to Western or Islamic medications, was diagnosed
as possessed. When Sadiya suffered from nazif—hemorrhage—at Hamud’s
birth, thus confirming her spirit affliction, a seven-day cure was held; the
spirits responsible were found to be Khawajat. Sadiya recovered and, as
she says, “Allah be praised, I have never suftered zar illness again!” (Her
spirits have not since “inflamed.”)

Nyla and her husband, a shopkeeper, lived in Kassala near the Ethio-
pian border. They had two healthy children, a boy and a girl.

.. .and Zaineb

In the mid 1940s, Umselima bore Zaincb and three years later became
pregnant again. In her seventh month her husband suffered a heart attack
and died. Decp in mourning, Umsclima gave birth, prematurely, to a
healthy boy. In remembrance, he was given his father’s name, Hassan.
Following her husband’s death Umselima and the four children were
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supported by Mohammed, and by her husband’s paternal half brother in
whose hosh they dwelt. The latter was achieving notoriety as a religious
leader in Khartoum; the two families drew very close. Leyla and Osman
were circumcised with the eldest daughter and son of this man, their “amm
and benefactor.

Mohammed had returned to Malkab after the death of his fourth
wife, and married there again. His bride was the daughter of his mother’s
mother’s, and his father’s mother’s, brother’s son: Mohammed’s parents
were awlad khalgt—matrilateral parallel cousins (figure 6.1). Though tech-
nically Mohammed and this woman were awldd ‘amm, Umselima and
Zaineb emphasized maternal links in speaking of this marriage.

When Zaineb was seven, her cousin Hamid, Sadiya’s son, fell seri-
ously ill and was treated with traditional medicines to no avail. Now, as he
had been born in the midst of his mother’s most significant possession at-
tack, Hamid was born possessed. His mother’s zayran were above him as
well, for so they had been in the womb. Thus when his current illness was
attributed to spirits, the diagnosis was readily accepted.

Sadiya made preparations to hold a ceremony for him in Malkab.
Umselima, whose favorable reputation with the zar had been growing
steadily under the tutelage of a noted curer in Shendi, would officiate as
shaykba. Sadiya and Umselima were very close, and Sadiya gave her sister
this opportunity to better establish her practice. Umselima’s daughters at-
tended the ceremony with her, as they had done since they were small.

When Hamid was diagnosed as possessed, he was said to be magfil,
“closed.” His symptoms, like Umsclima’s, were those of body closure, a
common indication of za». Hamid was found sitting straight up in a chair
(also symbolic of the za7; Constantinides 1977), hands tensely clenched,
arms folded hard against his shoulders, legs drawn close to his chest. He
could not open his mouth to cat or speak, and was locked in this position
for several days. Umselima recalls,

They spread the zdr in Malkab. They put henna on him and a mattress on
the ground. When we drummed “Arab threads, Hamid stood up. He could
not stand up before. He said, “I want a whip, and ‘Ara# sandals, and an
‘Arab tob” [2 man’s garment worn criss-crossing the chest, as among the
Beja]. We put on a seven-day za7 and his condition improved.

But one day during the drumming, Sosan and I were late in arriving from
Hofriyat. The women of Malkab wanted to start the z4r without us, but
Hamid prevented them. He sat on the dallizka and would not allow anyone
near it until the people of Hofriyar had come.

Evident here is the gist of a rivalry between Malkab and Hofriyat, sig-
nificant to Zaineb’s affliction, considered below.
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Fig. 6.1. Mohammed’s Second and Fifth Marriages

Hamid’s “‘A»ab zayran, counterparts of nomadic Muslim Sudanese,
were provided a whip and long pantaloons. But the Khawdjat whom he
had acquired in the womb had also to be appeased, and were given socks,
shoes, and a watch. Not only did Hamid recover from his illness, never
again to be plagued by zayran, but he was suddenly able to play the tam-
bourine (724), an instrument of the ‘Arib.

Not long after Hamid’s successful seven-day za7, Umsclima rewed.
The marriage was a leviratic union entered into reluctantly and doomed
from the start. The man was a full brother of the fak: #lam in Khartoum,
thus another of her first husband’s paternal half brothers and “amm to her
children. He had been married several times before: none of his wives con-
ceived while married to him, though all had borne children with other
husbands. So, Umselima said, she was unenthusiastic. Nor did she need
the marriage from a financial standpoint, for Mohammed and the fiki
werc supporting them adequately and without apparent hardship. The
couple did not cohabit. Umselima continued in Hofriyat, while her hus-
band remained in Omdurman. The marriage designed to confirm existing
obligations lasted but a year. Umselima claims responsibility for securing
her divorce:

I told him, “Do as you like. I do not want you! I do not desire this
marriage.”

Having obtained her freedom, Umselima continued to pursue a ca-
reer as shaykha of the zar. For scveral years now she and another apprentice
shaykba, Sosan, had been attending local ceremonies and learning the tech-
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niques of speaking with zayran. Umsclima’s possessive spirits were very
cooperative, and through them she became adept at diagnosing the identi-
ties of patients’ zar intruders. When an older shaykha died and her partner
retired, Umselima and Sosan jointly assumed their practice. Their fame as
curers soon exceeded the village area.

By then it was 1952 or 1953: Zaincb was eight years old, and Um-
selima newly divorced. Mohammed’s fifth wife had not conceived after
four or five years of marriage, so he divorced her on grounds of infertility
and married in the north yet again. Then Nyla (their youngest sister),
seven months pregnant and accompanied by her two children, boarded a
train in Kassala en route to Malkab for delivery. But the baby arrived while
she was in transit, prematurely. By the time Nyla landed in Malkab with
her infant son, she was sick from the zdr. A seven-day cure was held for her
as soon as possible, Umsclima and Sosan officiating. She appeared to re-
cover, but decided to remain in Malkab for an extended visit.

Nyla’s ceremony had just concluded when, in Hofriyat, Zaineb’s
cousin (it “amm) suffered a tragic accident attributed to the action of a
zar. Following her hospital convalescence, a curing rite was held for her in
Hofriyat, after which she could walk again, though not without some dif-
ficulty. Umselima officiated at her ceremony and Zaineb, again, attended.

Around this time Umselima suffered the relapse of zdr sickness that
carlier she described as causing “pain in my arms, pain in my head.”
Zaineb was cight or nine at the time, newly circumcised, still lying on an
angayib recuperating from the operation when her mother drummed the
zar as a paticnt for the second time. Umsclima’s spirits demanded a white
ram, provided by Mohammed who, she said, “loved the zdr.”

Umselima implies it was because of the zar that she obtained her divorce.
The status of a widow or divorcée would release her from certain obliga-
tions and limitations by which married women are bound, freeing her to
pursue her own interests (Boddy 1985)—to become a full-fledged shayzha.
Umselima, sure of Mohammed’s support and his admiration for the zar,
says, “I did not wish to marry again.” Once when we were at a wedding
together she turned to me and said, “The za7, [ love the zar, and I love zdr
partics more than weddings.” Again note the juxtaposition and opposition
of zar and wedding themes in Umselima’s discourse.

Umselima says she became possessed about this time by Hak#n Basha,
“Doctor Pasha,” an Egyptian doctor zdr of the nineteenth century (some-
times held to be Turkish or European) who has more recently taken on the
traits of a modern medical practitioner, complete with lab coat and stetho-
scope. That the spirit articulates her curing vocation seems patent. Hakim
Basha in physical possession of His host divines illnesses and recommends
appropriate therapies. Umselima’s apparent abilities in this regard are,
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however, not confined to Hakim Basha’s presence: she is endowed by her
entire panthcon of zayran with remarkable diagnostic abilities even for ill-
nesses not inflicted by spirits. In this, her role is considered similar to that
of a medical doctor.

Umsclima is also possessed by Shayklh Mohammed of the Darawish, or
dervish species of zayran.? She does not recall when this zar first made its
presence felt, but it appears to be a recent addition to her group; it may
articulate her growing rapprochement with Islam. But the spirit is said
to belong to the Qadriya fraternity, of which her brother is a member.
And, although I precede myself, her brother happens to be possessed by a
Qadriya zar as well. The fact that brother and sister share a spirit society
or, perhaps, that a single group participates in them both, may (eliding
other significances) cffect a realignment of family relationships in the idiom
of possession, discussed below. Of course, their father belonged to the
Qadriya too; significantly, after his departure for Dongola, he is dropped
from Umselima’s narrative completely. Though he frequently returned to
the village, she does not even mention his death.

Umselima’s story contains several suggestions of how she has articu-
lated her experiences—or from our perspective if not from hers, her self-
hood (Boddy 1988)—in terms of zayran. As Crapanzano (19775:142)
notes, for those whose fundamental assumptions about the nature of real-
ity include the possibility of possession, “the locus of the individual’s self-
hood appears to be differently oriented and the dimensions of individ-
uality appear to be differently determined for him than for the Westerner.”
In Hofriyat (and neighboring Malkab) it seems that experiences and feel-
ings excepted from the culturally prescribed feminine self-image or out of
keeping with the vector of interiority are more likely than others to be at-
tributed to the influence of zayran or linked to the onset of possession ill-
ness. Such experiences would include reproductive problems and anxi-
eties, lack of male protection, even, perhaps, rcligious fervor more readily
associated with Hofriyati males.

It must be remembered, however, that Umsclima is not the only one
responsible for deciphering the identities and characteristics of her spirits.
These must be discovered in the course of therapy, in negotiations be-
tween the shaykba, normally well informed by the patient’s kin about her
life situation, and afflicting zayran. As the community of adherents aids
the patient in naming spirits responsible for her malady, so also do they aid
her in achieving the appropriate orientation of her sclthood—and not a
bounded, individuated selfhood such as we in the West might articulate,
but one firmly embedded in the lives of human and spirit others.

The spirit idiom according to which Umselima articulates certain cx-

2. The name is not that of her brother since I have used pseudonyms throughout.
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periences casts a mantle of coherence over the story of her life. When we
spoke, Umselima was in her early sixties and had obviously recontex-
tualized the experiences of her youth in light of events that happened later.
One example of this is the recurrence throughout her narrative of the num-
ber 3. Umselima sees three Khawidja boys on three separate occasions:
once before marriage, again after giving birth to a girl having recently lost
a boy, and again after giving birth to an ailing son. She lost, in all, three
sons. Did a vision foretell each of these deaths? Do the three Khawija boys
retrospectively represent her three lost sons? After holding a three-day cur-
mng ceremony, she becomes pregnant and gives birth to a healthy boy. Fur-
ther, her initial tentative acknowledgment of possession following her scc-
ond vision was preceded by an inability to eat or urinate for three days.
Thus for three days Umselima’s body is “closed,” its essential orifices
blocked, her symptoms thosc of excessive interiority, diametrically opposed
to the excessive openness of events (among them, giving birth) that pre-
cipitate her vision. For Umselima, the number 3 provides one of several
threads that stitch together events already cut from the fabric of her experi-
ence and constructed to the pattern of the zar.

Later in the year of Umselima’s seven-day cure, Zaineb’s older sister Leyla
married a distant paternal cousin of their father; and shortly confessed to
a spirit affliction. After Leyla’s wedding, Nyla returned to Kassala with
her infant son, but following their arrival he sickened and died. When
Nyla left, Umselima’s mother, Ne‘ma, who had been living all this time
with Sittalbenat in Malkab, came to live with Umselima in Hofriyat.

Following her move to Hofriyat, Ne‘ma’s zayran began to “burn.”
Umselima with Mohammed’s help put on a ceremony for her in Um-
selima’s hash. But she was getting old and her sight had failed; doctors at
the eye clinic in Khartoum could do nothing to restore it. Nor it seems
could the zar.

Around 1955 Leyla gave birth to a son at Umselima’s home in Hofri-
yat. At his naming ceremony, Sittalbenat, now approaching fifty, revealed
that periodically drumming the zdr and attending others’ rituals had ccased
to do her any good. Her illness, she felt, was intensifying, and she was
determined to have a proper seven-day cure. She asked her husband for
funds to mount it, but he wavered. First he agreed, then, as Sittalbenat
says, “The anger rose in him and he refused. Came his half brother by the
same mother and killed the anger. His brother said the z@r is good. He
said, I have spread the zar [spread mats and a spirit feast] for cach of my
wives.””

Sittalbenat’s husband finally agreed to finance her cure. This too was
attended by Zaineb, now cleven or twelve years old. A year later, at about
the same age as Umselima when first she saw the Khawaja boys, Zaineb
had a vision.
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I had a strong fever. Many people in the village were sick. It was during
the winter and everyone was sleeping indoors. 1 became ghabiyana [en-
tranced, absent, delirious], a great sickness. I saw a distant dream. Where
clothing hung on the wall, the wall was open. I saw some Halib people,
some gypsies. [ was very frightened and I said to Leyla, “See the Halib
people!” And Leyla said, “There are no gypsies on the wall, only clothes.”
When next I attended a zdr party with my mother I found 1 was possessed
by a Halib spirit. I began to cry and I descended. Even now, whenever I
have a fever, whenever 1 am ill, this dream returns.

Despite their differences, Zaineb’s description echocs Umselima’s story
thematically: she speaks of being inside, enclosed by walls, and of an open-
ing in a wall. The opening leads to a group of foreigners, Syrian gypsy
spirits whose human counterparts are variously antithetical to the Hofriyati
version of humanity and antagonistic to village women in a weakened
state. Again, zdr has to do with that which is “other,” inconsistent with
ordinary, everyday, prescriptive Hofriyatiness.

But the vision may have a more subtle significance. For Halib zayran
possess Umsclima’s sister, Sittalbenat, and Zaineb has just been betrothed
to Sittalbenat’s son, Abdelrahim. The dream might, then, articulate anxi-
ety or simply expectation surroundmg her upcoming marriage, and since
marriages are regarded as openings or passageways between familics, per-
haps it is her marriage that is meant by the gap in the wall.

A few months after Zaineb’s illness, Sittalbenat’s eldest son married Mo-
hammed’s daughter by his second (first Malkabi) wife. But within a year
the couple were divorced. This was surely a poor omen for Zaineb, who
that same year married Abdelrahim. She was thirteen or fourteen years
old. And two weceks after their wedding came a tragic event: Ne‘ma, her
haboba and Abdelrahim’s, took sick and died. Zaineb had to surrender the
privileges of bridehood to go into mourning.

Mohammed, who had just divorced his sixth wife for failing to con-
ceive, returned for his mother’s funcral. He had always admonished his
kinswomen not to mourn in the traditional manner, wearing rough gar-
ments and flinging dust on their heads. Such behaviors give offence to
zayran, and Mohammed, a champion of the cult, now insisted the women
bathe, use oils and cologne, wear their most colorful #obs, and fine-plait
their hair to avoid provoking the spirits” wrath.

After the funeral, Mohammed stayed on in Malkab with his second
wife, whom he had not divorced and occasionally visited. And there he
became ill. He consulted a Western-style doctor, he consulted a faki, to no
avail. Then Umselima, established as a shaykha, suggested he drum the zar.
He agreed. The ceremony was held in Umselima’s 4dsh so as to clude the
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ire of his wife’s uncle (kbal), the faki, who promised to sever all connection
with his niece if they drummed in her house.

Mohammed’s zdr lasted seven days and was well attended by both
women and men, the last, fellow members of the Qadriya fraternity. When
the spirits’ threads were drummed, Mohammed did not actively descend
in response. Instead he sat quictly on an angarib—usual, said Umselima,
for men who are possessed. The spirits afflicting him belonged only to
the Darawish, Holy Men: zayran which, on entering the bodies of their
hosts—a transition otherwise marked by the host’s energetic, unrestrained
movement—prompt them to assume a screne and dignified manner. As
Mohammed’s Malkabi daughter says, “He {it is unclear if she means Mo-
hammed or the spirit] gave out cigarettes to those present and he smoked,
and everyone was made happy by him. He conversed pleasantly with the
men who had come to observe.”

Mohammed provided a large white ram for the sacrificial mcal and
soon regained his health. He remarried (his seventh) in Malkab; his new
wife conceived shortly thereafter.

Mohammed has long approved of the zdr and is said to “love the spirits.”
He is quick to provide funds for his sisters’ and mother’s rites, but does
not suffer from possession himself until later in his life. Though little is
known about his northern wives, his Malkabi wives are possessed; no one
doubts he would have leapt to their support if any had needed a cure.?

Mohammed succumbs to possession attack in his late fifties. His
mother has just died and he has just repudiated yet another wife for failing
to conceive. His father is still alive and, presumably, has attended his
mother’s funeral, for his parents were not divorced. It scems likely, given
his personal history, that Mohammed was under considerable strain at
this time.

According to Umselima, Mohammed'’s spirits had been above him for
several years but remained calm out of respect for his defense of the cult.
Now his spirits were angered because Mohammed had been struck by the
cvil eye, and this because he was an energetic man and financially success-
ful. As a saying goes, “The evil eye brings the za” (al-‘ayn bitjib az-zar).

The zar groups likely to possess men, disregarding cases of in utero
transference, are Darawish and ‘Ardb. Both exemplify masculine ideals in
the extreme. Human Darawish are, of course, mendicants, religious schol-
ars, and fervently pious men; and ‘A7ab are nomadic Arabs known for
their immoderate displays of masculine valor such as competitive whip-
ping and self-mutilation. In the Hoftriyat area, spirits who possess men arc
always malc themselves,* and may aid in their victims’ construction of a

3. See pp. 217-18 for a description of his seventh wife’s first possession.
4. This contrasts with Morocco, where men become possessed by she-demons (Cra-
panzano 19775, 1980). It may not even hold for all of the northern Sudan, for coteries in
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felicitous masculine identity. This I think to be true for Mohammed in at
lcast two respects.

On the one hand, Mohammed and his father belong to the Qadriya
order, as does the spirit causing Mohammed’s illness. Mohammed?’s spirit,
by all indications of its character, is ‘Abdalgadir al-Jaylani, zar parallel of
the founder of this brotherhood. But whatever Umselima and her sisters
think to be the case, Mohammed himself remains mute about his spirit’s
naturc. He does not descend during the ritual nor move in rhythm to the
drums; he does not, it seems, enter trance, or if he does, his spirit does not
speak. Its identity has to be gleaned from its (his) actions. The ambiguity
here may be intentional, for it ecnables Mohammed to acknowledge his
affliction and benefit from this act without jeopardizing his masculinity by
appearing to lose self-control.

Now Mohammed’s cure takes place when his mother has just died and
his father is an old man (he died five years later). Conceivably, Moham-
med’s illness has something to do with his carlicr parental difficultics. As
often happens in Sudan with the sons of polygynous men, he may have felt
resentful that his father rewed fdg #mbu, “above his mother”—a resent-
ment suggested by his subsequent defiance. At the same time Mohammed
closcly identifies with his father: both occupy positions of prominence
within the local Qadriya, and Mohammed, in his own search for descen-
dants, follows his father’s footsteps north. However, where his father is
successful in his marriage to a Dongolese, siring five sons and three daugh-
ters there, Mohammed suffers only setbacks. What he is thinking and fecl-
ing we cannot tell, but his acknowledgment of possession and the pre-
sumed identity of his spirit may have enabled him to articulate certain
ambivalences he harbored with regard to his identity. The fact of posscs-
sion associates him with his mother and full sisters, all of whom are pos-
sessed, while the form his possession assumes links him to his father and
patrilateral kin.

The second respect in which Mohammed’s possession might figure in
the construction or reconstruction of his identity has to do with the pow-
ers of the za@r Jaylani to obstruct and facilitate female fertility. When he
becomes unwell, Mohammed has been married six times, with only two
daughters and a son to show for it. Four of his wives have failed to con-
ceive, one bore a daughter then conceived no more, another suffered still-
births and died in childbed. Given this history it is possible that Moham-
med has come to view the fertility problems of his wives in terms of his
own experience, phrased in the dual idiom of the Qadriya and the zar.
Does his problem in acquiring descendants stem from a zar affliction of
his own, brought on in the wake of contamination by the evil eye? Have

Khartoum and Omdurman frequently contain male homosexuals who cross-dress during
rituals.
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zayran been attempting to attract his attention through the various re-
productive disorders of his wives, and has he foolishly disregarded them?
Should he have kept his first wife? Like his sister Umselima, Mohammed
may have found in the z4r an interpretive framework, a context which gave
his life meaning and coherence. For why should a man like himself, finan-
cially successful, energetic, able to provide for more than one wife with
comparative ease, be so often defeated in attempting to achieve his “expec-
tation™ Why should he fail where his father succeeded so well? One or
two wives might have problems producing children, but surely not five or
six! In accepting his zar affliction, Mohammed may have eluded con-
frontation with a deficiency far graver, perhaps, in the eyes of his peers: his
own reproductive inadequacy. And the cure appears to have ameliorated
this situation, for his seventh wife soon bore him a healthy son.

We have now arrived at a turning point in the story. Zaineb is fiftecen
and newly married. Soon she will become pregnant and, after the birth of
her daughter, acknowledge a possession affliction. But before moving on,
I pausc to consider the possession afflictions of Zaineb’s maternal aunts,
Sittalbenat and Sadiya. The first is her mother-in-law, the sccond, her
mother’s ally.

Sittalbenat

Sittalbenat is a portly woman possessed by spirits from several zar societies,
the majority signifying power and vested authority. Two arc Habish (Ethio-
pian): Romani, Ya Wazir Galla, “Roman, Vizier of the Galla,” is a spirit
personifying the Italian presence in Ethiopia before the Second World
War;, Mohammed Sa‘dabi is a zar of the Sa‘dab tribe, to which Mck Nimir,
last lord of Shendi, belonged, and whose members took refuge in Ethiopia
following the murder of Isma‘il Pasha in 1822. Importantly, Sittalbenat
and her siblings are themselves Sa‘dab. Sittalbenat also hosts at least two
Khawagat: Dondo Ya Rundy, a wealthy Westerner, and Mistayr Brinso,
“Mister Prince,” an archaeologist. Above her too are Fallata (western
Sudancse and West African Muslims), nomadic ‘A#db, and a number of
Halib zayran.

Sittalbenat describes her relationship with zayran thus: “Should a
person say bad words to me, and I become angry, I become entranced im-
mediately” {a spirit assumes control of her body]. Now this woman has a
reputation for being irascible. She is, from my experience of her, forever
shouting at some small child about to commit some folly, continually
ordering her daughters, nicces, and grandchildren about. But still she is a
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pleasant, even jolly woman, fond of leisurely conversation and certainly no
stranger to a joke. So when she becomes truly angry (which, given the cul-
tural constraints on cxpressing emotion, she ought not to do), her zayran
intervene at once to alter the context of the situation and refocus responsi-
bility for her untoward behavior. By removing her anger from the realm
of human intent, possession salvages her relationships before she can go
too far.

Sittalbenat is possessed principally by male zayran, and most of these,
as I said, occupy positions of wealth and power. The females in her pan-
theon are typically poor, or give that impression while concealing great
wealth, and all have forceful personalities. Perhaps, then, her affliction has
more to do with overall social status—her identity as a female member of a
once powerful ruling elite—than with fertility, however much reproduc-
tive disorder may have precipitated her initial possession illness. Zar may
enable Sittalbenat to articulate a desire for power, an ability to control the
lives of others, or authority, the right to do so. But the overt manifestation
and legitimate, public use of power is the province of men. Here again, zar
may be associated with feelings and assertions of identity, but in contrast
to her brother’s, Sittalbenat’s assertions do not conform to those prescrip-
tive for her sex.

It is interesting that Sittalbenat shares few spirits with her sister Um-
selima. Their only common zayran are adult Khawajat. This point is perti-
nent to Zaineb’s affliction, considered below.

Sadiya

The illness she sustained in 1943 when pregnant with Hamid was Sadiya’s
second and only major possession attack. Her first brush with zayran came
when she was living in Shendi with her husband and two young daugh-
ters. When one of her daughters died, Sadiya became sick and was diag-
nosed as possessed. But her husband obtained the objects her spirits had
showed her in her drecams and she recovered. The loss of an infant son fol-
lowing Hamid was not ascribed to spirits, nor did they inflame and cause
her further distress. Sadiya says the spirits have been “good with her” be-
causc her husband has always complied with their demands. To them she
attributes her skills as a poet and raconteuse for which she, and her daugh-
ter Azina, have earned renown.

Sadiya’s spirits belong to the Habish, resonant with her reproductive
carcer, and to the Fallata, Khawdja, and Halib societies. Zayran of the last
group also possess Sittalbenat and Zaineb but no other family member.
Interestingly, too, Sadiya is possessed by the same Khawdja boys that pos-
sess Umselima; these spirits may have been passed from clder to younger
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(who are of course maternal kin) and articulate their shared childhood ex-
periences, for the sisters were born two years apart and have a close and
supportive relationship. Not only this, but they have similar personalities
and resemble each other physically: they are often mistaken for twins.

Sadiya is forever doing some small thing to pleasc her spirits. Once
when I visited her, she was applying henna to the soles of her feet in what
seemed an odd design: the heel and ball of cach foot was fully coated, but
the instep, which women generally cover with the paste, was being dyed
incompletely in three broad stripes. When I asked the meaning of this, she
replied that her Khawaja boys wanted the bottoms of her feet to bear the
imprint that sneakers— Khawaja shoes—Ileave on the sand. While Sadiya,
like Umselima, has made the ka7 and no longer attends curing rituals, she
remains faithfully devoted to the zar. More than once I heard her rise
to defend zayran accused of being malevolent devils by men, and with
Umselima she wistfully says she would rather attend a zdr than a wedding
any day.

Zaneb, Married

After Zaineb’s wedding she continued to live with her mother in Hofriyat.
Her husband, Abdclrahim, a farmer and son of Sittalbenat, continued to
live with his parents in Malkab. Genealogically, their marriage is con-
sidered “immediately close” and highly appropriate: not only are they
matrilateral parallel cousins, but Abdelrahim’s father is also the son of
Zaineb’s paternal aunt. The union thus consolidates both patrilateral and
matrilateral links between the couple’s natal families. Despite this, Um-
selima and her son-in-law did not get along from the start.

Zaineb had her first child when she was seventeen—a daughter whom
she called Hadiya (meaning “gift”). There were plans afoot to move her to
Sittalbenat’s house in Malkab after the birth; at her daughter’s stmaya—
the naming ceremony held when a baby is seven days old—Zaineb was
told she would depart imminently, following her confinement. She says
she did not wish to leave Hofriyat. She felt unwell: “I became ill from the
zar on the day of Hadiya’s simaya. 1 have been afflicted ever since. My
Halsb spirits inflamed.”

Soon after Zaineb’s move to Malkab, her sister Leyla was divorced.
Leyla had bornc a son, then a daughter, only to find herself pregnant three
months later—too soon, she said, after her daughter’s birth. When the
baby, a boy, was dclivered stillborn, her husband set her aside in favor of
another woman. Leyla and her children had recently moved to her hus-
band’s hash in Hofriyat; now they returned to Umselima. The breakup was
bitter: her husband “abandoned them,” leaving his son and daughter to be
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supported by Leyla’s family from then on. Leyla has never rewed and
avows no desire to do so, preferring relative liberty as a divorcée to the
restrictions of matrimony. Her zayran, she says, ceased to distress her from
the moment of her divorce.

A year later, Zaineb, still living in Malkab, became pregnant again.
Thesc were difficult times. Up to then, Abdelrahim had made a good
living farming with his father. Jointly, they owned a wadf plantation and
rented some irrigation land above the floodplain. On a neighboring tract
farmed by others, they operated a sagiya (waterwheel), receiving in pay-
ment a substantial share of the crop they watered. But in the carly 1960s
the Nile in this area had begun to change course, moving westward in its
floodplain and away from ficlds on the castern shore. By 1962 the well of
Abdelrahim’s sagiya was dry, too far from the river to be any use. All along
the castern bank, irrigation farming declined—orchards withered, fields
of baked black earth cracked apart—while alluvial farming burgeoned.®
Some farmers banded together or formed family cooperatives to purchase
diescl pumps powerful ecnough to pipe water the greater distance. Others
sought work in the city. Shortly after the birth of their second child
Musera, another daughter, Abdelrahim departed for Khartoum. When her
brother Osman was also compelled to leave, Zaineb’s situation bore an un-
canny resemblance to that of Umselima years before.

Zaineb said she was very ill following Musera’s delivery, and attrib-
uted her trouble to the influence of a Habish zdr. When next she attended a
ritual with Umselima, she responded vigorously to Habish threads. She
descended a little, too, to the thread summoning Rundu, the wealthy Eu-
ropean which, like gypsy zayran, is also above her mother-in-law.

Then Zaineb and her family attended a wedding in Hofriyat. Mo-
hammed was there with his second wife, and also the seventh whom he
had wed not long before.

We were sitting over there, in the acacia grove. There came the sound
of a beautiful daltika, and that put an end to drumming for the wedding!
There were many people sitting in the shade of the grove. Then Leyla and
Mucca [Mohammed’s Malkabi daughter; both are divorcées], they began to
sing the thread, “Dondo ya Rundsn, ya Khawdja ‘indu; Dondo ya Rundn, ya
Khawija “indu” [ Dondo oh/you Rundu, oh Westerner who has/owns]. They
were just joking, that is. Only the new wife of my kkal Mohammed, imme-
diately she rose up and began to descend, and then another one got up to
descend. All of those sitting were descending. So Leyla and Mucca went
and took the dallitka to drum in the grove.

Came the groom, “Who are you [to take the wedding drum]?”

5. This is a boon only to those who can afford to rent floodland from its owners on the
west bank. For an explanation of alluvium ownership see chapter 1, note 27.
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“Ld, berri, berri! [protestations of innocence],” said the people in the
grove. “We did not do it.”

Then this one, my khals new wife, she became ill straightaway. She began
to cry and to descend, she did this for a long time. And she was just a girl!
She had never given birth or anything! Then she got up. She said, “Unless
you put on a ceremony for her!” [That is, she would not stop, would not
recover. Zaineb spoke this in a deep voice, imitating masculine tones. ]

Right away Umselima’s people, shaykbat and musicians, they got up and
spread the zar right there at the wedding! And He said, “I want a dress like
the dress of Zaineb there, and I want henna and incense.” They censed her
and Umselima’s people put on a ceremony that lasted seven days, just over
there, in the acacia grove.® And they brought a ram. He [Dondo] said He
wanted a white ram. They brought it and slaughtered it; they put on a
sacrificial meal. It continued until we went back there to our village.

Sittalbenat, she wanted to die that first day in the grove. Her spirits
burned. The others brought her perfume and incense . . . she began de-
scending immediately! She had great dizziness. They brought her a white
tob to wear and a beautiful dress and she became well. There was no need to
sacrifice a ram for her spirits then, because she had sacrificed at a seven-day
zdr in the past.

There was another one, she was possessed by a Habush zar: Dodo, ya Jabal
Nado |Dodo oh/you Mount Nado, an Ethiopian spirit of a mountain on
which coftee is grown].” When she descended during the thread for Jabal
Nado, she said, “You must make Him coffee right now!” They made Him
coffee and she drank it and I forget what else they made for another of her
threads.® She descended, and this before the ceremony had really begun;
and they brought coffee and They drank and she became quiet and she
stopped.

But my khal's wife, she refused to stop. She said, “Not unless there is a
[genuine] zdr ceremony.”

And another woman said, “I want,” and they did it for her, for this Nyam
Nyam Kubaida | Azande cannibal zar]. She said, “Bring Him meat, raw
meat.” She would eat. And she took spoonfuls of meat right from the fire—
Oh! [Zaineb demonstrated with a hiss]—right there in the grove, I'saw it
myself! She blew on the fire—uh, huh—to make it grow, and took meat
flaming—it was not yet cooked—and put it in her mouth and her mouth
was fine. We all said she had burned herself, but no! When again she took
meat from the fire too soon, there was nothing wrong!

6. Mounting a zar outside the confines of a 4ash is extremely unusual, done in this case
to appcase spirits inadvertently summoned at that spot.

7. To say “spirit of a mountain™ here is suitably ambiguous. It is not specified whether
the spirit is the za» parallel of the mountain itsclf, or of one of its inhabitants.

8. Spirits, like their summoning chants, are also referred to as “threads”—which enter
the body. See Cloudsley (1983:83).
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A few months after this cvent, Osman was betrothed to the daughter
of Umselima’s half brother’s son in Dongola. Zaineb, Leyla, Hassan, and
Umselima traveled north with the groom for the wedding. They went by
train, then by steamer along the navigablec rcaches of the Nile. The trip is
one of Zaineb’s most treasured memories. She would often speak of the
cool breezes coming off the water as they sailed, of the steep riverbanks in
the north and, in Dongola, of her grandfather’s orchard where the dates
grew thick and sweet. Dongola remains for Zaineb a symbol of opulence,
joy, of relative freedom from the concerns of everyday life, not least, from
her husband’s and in-laws’ control. When first she told me of this voyage
she quoted a well worn adage, nusibha nasibaha®— her in-laws are her
misfortune.”

Meanwhile, Abdelrahim had found work in Khartoum, but it was not
to last. After two years he returned to Malkab to resume farming. He built
a hash next to that of his parents, but below the mound formed by years of
continuous occupation and perilously close to the floodplain. Zaineb and
he had lived there less than a year when again she became pregnant. Just
before confinement, she returned to her mother in Hofriyat for delivery.
Twenty days after the birth of their son, while Zaineb and her children
were with Umselima, Abdelrahim again quit the village for Khartoum.
Their house in Malkab was unfinished.

Since then, Abdelrahim has returned home only for visits. He has a
respectable job, but it is not overly remunerative and requires him to travel
a great deal. He is based in Khartoum but for many years preferred that his
family remain in Malkab under the watchful eye of his parents.

Zaineb, for her part, was not altogether happy with the arrangement.
True, she admitted having a fascination for city life; yet a desire to live in
Khartoum did not fuel her reluctance, for she felt it was better to raise her
children in the balad, “village” or (closcr to its actual meaning) “home-
land,” away from the distractions and expense of an urban milieu. The dif-
ficulty lay with her place of residence near Sittalbenat in Malkab. Zaincb
much preferred life in Hofriyat, with Umselima and Leyla, now alone
in Umselima’s well-appointed Adsh, far more comfortable than her own.
She had not wanted to return to Malkab after the birth of her son, but
was forced to comply. Zaineb was homesick for Hofriyat and the friends
of her youth.

Over the next eight years, Zaineb lived dutifully in her unfinished hos/
in Malkab, and had four more children: another daughter, then a son, and
two more daughters. She traveled occasionally, to neighboring villages for
ceremonies of all kinds and twice to Khartoum for weddings; to Hofriyat
for confinement and delivery; to zar rituals with her mother wherever the
latter was called in as shaykha. One cure overseen by Umselima was held in

9. For the derivation, scc Hillelson (19302:193).
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Zaineb’s hosh; the patient was Azza, a twice-divorced daughter of Sittal-
benat who had never conceived due to the wiles of zayran.

In 1971, archaeological excavations resumed in the vicinity: the first
had ended in 1914, around the time of Umsclima’s birth, the last in
1925."" The new expedition was a joint venture of the University of Khar-
toum and the University of Calgary, Canada. Crews of both Sudancse and
(human) khawdjat returned cach winter for the next five years, the last of
which brought me to Hofriyat.

Zaineb recalled having been intrigued to see two European women at
one of the last zar ceremonies Umselima oversaw, in 1974, That year, too,
she gave birth to a daughter, and immediately fell very ill. After confine-
ment she remained in Hofriyat, letting Umselima and Leyla care for her
and help with the children. Her condition proved biomedically treatable
but pertinacious; she was still receiving therapy when I met her early in
1976. Soon after we met, her full recovery was proved to be stymied by
a zdr.

Zaineb’s carlier vision of Halib zayran and her claim to be posscssed by
Ethiopian spirits reverberate idiomatically with events in her life to which
they are temporally linked. The illness brought by Zaineb’s Ethiopian spir-
its—usurpers of fertility—occurs when she has borne two daughters and
no sons, an ominous start to her marriage. Though she does not undertake
a cure at this time, she publicly acknowledges the spirits’ presence by de-
scending to their chants. Shortly thereafter, her eldest son is born, and she
suffers no further bouts of spirit sickness until her health deteriorates with
the birth of her seventh child.

Now Zaineb has faithfully attended zars from an early age, learned
about the spirits from her mother, discussed signs of possession and the
spirits’ probable demands, closely observed Umselima’s technique. No one
could deny that possession ran in her family, and many thought that
Zaineb herself would become a shaykha and assume her mother’s practice.
Scveral times during the first six months of our acquaintance she voiced a
desire to do so. Because Umselima and her colleague Sosan had both made
pilgrimages in 1975 and subsequently retired from active practice, there
was, in the year I arrived, a lacuna in personnel locally available to diag-
nosc and treat z4r illness. The situation was widely lamented by women in
the area, for whom “the good old days” were only a year before. Others
who, in 1976, openly aspired to shaykhahood were considered less capable
in their dealings with spirits than Umselima and her people had been.

10. The Liverpool University expedition led by Professor Garstang, who excavated re-
mains of the ancient city of Meroé, 1910-14.

11. The Harvard expedition under Professor Reisner, who excavated Meroitic ceme-
teries in the desert east of Hofriyat and Malkab between 1922 and 1925.
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Sosan had no daughters, Leyla had no taste for it, but Zaineb was another
matter. She was bright, a natural leader, curious about the outside world.
Certainly, when I met her she was in the process of establishing, cau-
tiously, her credibility with the z47, and of negotiating, albeit obliquely, a
change in her situation that would permit a measure of rclease from her
husband’s control. But for reasons discussed below, she soon drew back
from conceding her ambition publicly. The outcome was not to be felici-
tous, despite the suitability of her succession in the eyes of the zayran.

I first met Zaineb at a women’s tea party in Hofriyat to which I and a
member of the excavation had been invited. At once her wit and confi-
dence were apparent. Every day thereafter, I would leave the dig site for
the village hoping to deepen my contact with villagers and ultimately ob-
tain their permission to do research. I had gone to Sudan wanting to study
possession in a rural context, but did not immediately say so to Hofriyati,
for if it turned out that z4r was a sensitive subject, I was ready to shift my
focus to something which was not—kinship, or whatever else seemed to
matter. But I need not have worried. Soon after I arrived at the site the
mother of a man employed on the dig fell ill and was diagnosed as pos-
sesscd; he decided to sponsor her cure, which the archacologists and 1
were invited to attend. It was held some distance from Hofriyat.

When next I appeared in Hofriyat after an absence of several days, I
met Zaineb in the street. She asked where I had been. When I told her, she
was regretful: had she known about the za#, she too would have gone, and
stayed for the duration. Soon the entire village was appriscd of my outing
and possession received top billing wherever I went. I was overwhelmed,
unable at this stage to take it all in. Women told me the names of their
spirits, demonstrated their gestures, sang their chants, drummed their
rhythms. They were just as keen to talk about zdr as to let me in on
their beauty secrets or fine-braid my hair. They asked if T was possessed.
“How can she be sure!” Zaineb would say from somewhere in back of
the room, “She isn’t married yet. Besides, she’s a khawdjiya—a nasraniya
[Christian]—maybe her people don’t know about the zar.”

One day Zaineb and her friends led me to the hash where she and
Umsclima had lived during Umselima’s early days as a shaykba. In the cor-
ner of a room beneath some dusty sheets we found a beautiful dallika,
Umselima’s, which Zaineb set about to play. Other women had brought
different instruments of the zdr; they spent the afternoon drumming the
threads of zayran.

A few days later Zaineb said that she and Asha, who also aspired to
shaykhahood, were holding a zar over the next three nights, not for the
purpose of curing but, as she said, “just to comfort ourselves.” Observing
her those evenings, I could not help but notice how much at home she was
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behind her mother’s drum. But had not the presence of human kbawajat in
their midst influenced the women’s decision to stage this impromptu rite?

In some ways I became a means, an opportunity, for Zaineb and also,
perhaps, for Asha, to promote their interests in the z4r at a crucial point in
the history of the local cult. But Zaineb’s interest went further than that.
She was cager to learn as much as she could about my homeland and the
ways of Western women. I think she may have seen in me the potential for
a life-style different from her own and in some ways preferable to it, for she
often remarked approvingly on my apparent freedom from male control.
My presence and obvious interest in the z47, her personal dissatisfaction,
physical ailment, and deep schooling in the idiom of possession, combined
that year, propelling her, through the desires of possessive zayran, toward
a studied defiance of her husband’s authority: when he pressed her to re-
turn to Malkab, both she and the zayran above her insisted she remain
with her mother—and me—in Hofriyat. What follows is an outline of this
process as it took placc.

In June of 1976 1 accompanied Zaineb to Khartoum for her bi-
monthly hospital checkup. There we stayed with Osman and his wife, for
though Zaineb’s husband expected to be in town during our sojourn, it
would have been unseemly to stay with him since he shared a hosh with
several other men, migrant workers like himself.

Zaineb’s hospital visit was inconclusive and upsetting. The doctor
gave her some pills which only made her feel worse.

A few days later we went to Omdurman to visit Zaineb’s kin—the
family of her ‘amm, the wealthy faki who had supported her family after
her father’s death. We were having a pleasant time when, in mid afternoon,
Osman called to say that Abdelrahim was in town but would soon be leav-
ing for the cast. If Zaineb wanted to see him, she would have to come
right now. She left me with her cousins and rushed to catch the bus for
Khartoum and Osman’s house to confront her husband. She wanted to
know why last month’s expense moncy had not yet arrived. How were she
and the children supposed to live? The new school year was starting and
uniforms had to be made. . . .

Two hours later Zaineb returned, dejected. She had failed to convinee
Abdelrahim to give her the funds for school clothes. He has only two sons,
he said, the girls needn’t go to school, and Zaineb could manage the boys’
clothes on her housekeeping money. But he had yet to give her even that.
And she had learned from Osman’s wife that Abdelrahim had not worked
all that weeck. He knew his wife was in town, but waited until he was leav-
ing to get in touch with her. Things did not look good.

That night Osman’s neighbor, Selua, a childless woman in her late
forties, invited us over to watch TV—one of the few scts in the area. We
saw an old James Garner detective film, English with Arabic subtitles.
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I was given the role of translating the improbable sound track for my
friends, who could not read, and fielding their myriad questions: “Why do
you dress in so little clothing in North America? You told us it was cold!”
(It was a sixties’ film.) “Where is the powdered ice [snow] you spoke of?
We see only palms!” When it came to the love scene, the women covered
their faces with their #obs, and Sclua switched off the sct.

We began to discuss the zar, for Selua belonged to an organized cult,
and Zaineb was keen to see her spirits” wardrobe. Selua produced a trunk
containing scveral beautiful costumes and a quantity of spirit jewlery. She
showed us two gold bracelets belonging to Luliya Habishiya, an Ethiopian
prostitute zd#, then mentioned that she hersclf owned a lovely bracelet
which she had lost. She had lent it to a bride to wear at her wedding, but
after the feast the bracelet was not returned and the bride’s kin claimed no
knowledge of its whereabouts. So Seclua enlisted a faki sadig shawatin, a
powerful curer-magician and confidant of demons, to find her gold. The
faki pledged to return her bracelet within two months for £S 25 (then
about US $63.00); if he failed, he would return her money in full.

Zaineb remarked that he must truly be a strong fak: if he could afford
to make such promises. Too much was wrong with her own life, she said,
for it to be mere coincidence. She really ought to consult Selua’s faki. Selua
agreed to take us there next morning,

The fakds hosh consisted of an “office” and a waiting room with fac-
ing rows of high-backed chairs. After Zaineb described her symptoms,
he asked her for a coin, performed several sand divinations, consulted a
well-worn tome containing astrological markings, and asked her mother’s
name.'? Following a spectacular display involving the coin, an inverted
bowl, some green feathers, and a small explosion, he delivered his diag-
nosis. She had been ensorcelled by a woman who wished to alicnate her
from Abdclrahim’s affections. The faki described Zaineb’s cure, a packet of
specially mixed incense, and told her the treatment—if she wanted it—
would cost £8 5: £8 3 for the ingredients, £8 2 for his fee.

Zaineb complained she was poor, her husband gave her little money,
she had seven children to feed. The faki dropped his price to £S 4, and
told us to come back for the medicine tomorrow.

Zaineb was no happier when we left the fakss office than when we
had entered, for she saw no way to obtain the money for her cure. She said
she was ashamed to approach her brothers, and obviously there was no
point in asking her husband. We made our way through a maze of streets
to the rented house where her brother Hassan lived with his family; we
were expected there for unch.

12. Because motherhood is indisputable, one’s mother’s name is the surest identifica-
tion for divinatory purposes.
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Midway through the meal, Abdelrahim walked in, unexpectedly; it
seems his departure had been delayed. He was clearly taken aback to see
Zaincb there; the lunch had been arranged without his knowledge. At first
Zaineb looked nervous, then, made bold perhaps by the presence of her
younger brother and wanting him to realize the extent of her misfortune,
she again asked her husband for her monthly allowance and reiterated the
need for new school clothes. There followed much discussion, but no reso-
lution. When Zaineb and I rose to leave, I realized how astutely she had
played the situation, calculatedly raising a sensitive issue in the presence of
her brother’s “guest,” for that is what I was, whatever kin terms we might
use. Now in an effort to recoup their damaged pride, Hassan and Abdel-
rahim insisted we return to Osman’s by taxi and argued heatedly over who
would pay the fare. Hassan won, and we drove away from a much-abashed
Abdelrahim. Zaineb was quietly fuming: she had won the point, but it was
a small victory and Abdeclrahim, she knew, would not let the matter rest.

Late that night he showed up at Osman’s door. He and Zaineb with-
drew to the diwin and could be heard arguing loudly for a quarter of an
hour. The topic was money. Abdelrahim, who earlier in the day had taken
a defensive stance, now berated Zaineb for making unreasonable demands.
Under no circumstance was their eldest daughter—at the top of her class
in junior secondary school—to return to classes at the end of the summer
break. “Hadiya is sixtcen,” he said, “too old to be running around between
villages. She must now stay home until she is married.” With this the dis-
pute was ended. Before Abdelrahim left he gave Osman £S 5 toward a
new #ob for Hadiya (that Zaineb also might wear): weddings were coming
up and it was important that their daughter look her best to prospective
suitors.

But Zaineb was not appeased. Hadiya had no desire for marriage at
this point; she wanted to finish school and become a teacher, aspirations
which Zaineb firmly supported. Besides, material for a 264 costs far more
than £S 5—Osman would have to contribute at least twice that if they
were to buy anything at all. And still no explanation for the missing allow-
ance money. Abdelrahim, she said, is frequently neglectful in this regard
and, though he earns £5 40 a month, the most he ever sends her is £S 15!
Where was the money going? Unless, as she suspects, to another woman.
But since she had no money with which to take the faks’s cure and undo
the spell which binds him in this woman’s power, Zaineb saw no way out.

For several days she debated whether to ask Osman for the £S 4 she
nceded. She was embarrassed, she said, because he had already been so
generous. The day of our return to Hofriyat she had all but despaired of
obtaining the faki’s medicine, when I offered her the funds. I had been
intending to do so for some time, but took sick with a high fever and was
unable to speak to her alone for several days (no one else knew of the faks’s
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diagnosis and Zaineb had wanted to keep it that way for now). Our rela-
tionship was cemented by exchanges of all sorts, and the offer would not
be out of place. I was also, of course, curious about the remedy and its
cffects.

At first she refused; but I insisted, pointing out that this would be her
last opportunity to get the medicine until August, when she expected to
return to Khartoum. A few hours before we were due to board the train,
Zainceb slipped away unnoticed. She returned a short time later, motioned
me into the diwan, and closed the door. Cupped in her hand was a furry
black capsule the size of an egg. It was a package wrapped in goatskin
which, as she untied it, was shown to conceal a fragment of white cloth
bound with thread. Inside the cloth was powdered incense and some sand.
The faki had instructed her to undo the thread—so undoing the “amal or
spell—then to wash the cloth in the incense and put the washings down
the latrine. The cloth was to be placed somewhere in her house in Malkab.
The woman who sought to disrupt her marriage, she explained, had con-
structed the nefarious object from a piece of Abdelrahim’s clothing. The
faki had retrieved it from where it lay hidden and also prescribed medicinal
incense to banish Zaincb’s symptoms.

Two wecks after our return, Zaineb’s illness was as oppressive as ever
though she had scrupulously followed the faks’s instructions. She was still
in Hofriyat with Umselima when word arrived that Abdelrahim soon
planned to visit Malkab, and expected to find her living there with his
house cleaned and ready. It had not been lived in for aimost three years.
Zaineb was still smarting from their confrontation in Khartoum and said
she wished he would stay away.

Umselima’s Dongolese half sister was visiting at the time, and sug-
gested that Zaineb’s illness showed all the signs of possession. Umselima
concurred: she had been saying that for a week. After all, neither Western
medicine nor a faks’s cure had been of help, a sure indication zayran were
involved. Zaineb hesitantly assented.

Four days later, Zaineb was back in Malkab and cleaning house. She
felt feverish. Again she saw the Halib zayran which had first appeared to
her as a child.

Abdelrahim still had not arrived by early August, almost a month
later. He sent a message through Sittalbenat that he would be back for
Ramadan, due to begin in a few weeks time. Zaineb’s condition had wors-
ened steadily after her return to Malkab. She kept having a dream she at-
tributed to zayran: she dreamed that a strange man approached her. He
grabbed her roughly by the neck (something spirits commonly do) and
pushed her head up and down by turns, forcing her to enact thc manner-
isms of a woman in possession trance, descending. He told her he wanted
a seven-day ceremony and a tall white ram. Zaineb said she argued with
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the man, to no avail. The z@r warned that her illness would not abate un-
til she had suitably entertained him and his comrades (other zayran) for
seven days.

Around this time I went to see Zaineb in the company of Samiya,
an older, semiprofessional shaykha from Malkab and Zaineb’s friend. We
discussed how to raisc the money for Zaineb’s zar. Samiya insisted the
funds must come from Zaineb’s close male kin, preferably her husband,
but failing him, her brothers. She also told me Umsclima and Abdclrahim
had had “words”—a heated argument. Abdelrahim dislikes Hofriyat and
its people (his in-laws) and wants Zaineb to remain in Malkab—even
though her house has no latrine and they must use Sittalbenat’s next door.
Zaineb’s house, she said, is inconvenient, and Sittalbenat is angry much of
the time.

Zaineb, for her part, had disregarded her husband’s command and
allowed Hadiya to return to boarding school in the nearby town. Her next
cldest, Musera, was living with Umselima in Hofriyat, for the old woman
had adopted her years ago. This left Zaineb little help around the house.
With her illness, her husband’s impending visit, and her deficient house,
she was truly miserable.

Two days later I visited again and found Hadiya home from school.
She had begun to return every evening in order to carc for her mother.
That day she had brought ingredients for henna, and Zaineb was prepar-
ing to appcasc the zayran by staining her hands and feet with an appro-
priate design. Hadiya had also purchased some white bread and tamiya,
fried chick-pea patties, clean food to mollify spirits. Leyla and several of
their Malkabi relations visited; we discussed local curing techniques while
Zaineb applied her henna. In the course of conversation a tajruba, zar test,
was suggested for the next three nights to determine if Zaineb’s current
malaise was spirit induced.’® When Leyla and I left at sunset, Zaineb
seemed much improved.

Next evening we returned with several of Zaineb’s Hofriyati friends.
Umselima’s dallika was set in a corner of Zaineb’s house, and the room
soon filled with women. The drumming began, slowly at first, then gain-
ing speed as more and more woman arrived to join in. When they began
the thread “Wilad Mama”—for a powerful Habish zar, vizier of all zayran—
Zaineb, until then sitting quietly with eyes downcast, began to tremble.
Soon her trembling intensified. She shook as though someone indeed held
her neck and pushed her to and fro as she had dreamed. She started to
descend. She continued to descend until all the Ethiopian threads had
been drummed. Several times she fell, apparently exhausted, to the mat,

13. There was no doubt that Zaineb was possessed and, though she had not yet sacri-
ficed for her spirits, an adept of the z47. What was open to debate was the ctiology of this
particular illness episode.
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then was held by her cousin Mucca and fanned until she recovered. A
number of Wilad Mama chants were tried, and Zaineb responded vigor-
ously to cach. Now and then I caught a glimpse of Abdelrahim’s father
standing on a sand dune next the house, observing through the window;
he shrank back on detecting my gaze.

The roster of spirits played on. Zaineb descended to a thread for the
Ethiopian twins and some Khawaja chants—British pasha zayran—as
well. But during the last, Azina, Sadiya’s daughter and also an aspiring
shaykha, responded more strongly than she. After drumming till 1: 00 A.M.,
the group began to disband, the consensus: Zaineb was well and truly
afflicted.

The following night Azina arrived with a suitcase full of spirit clothes,
given her by her husband when she had undertaken a cure some years be-
fore in Medani. Leyla brought coins, perfume, and some cigarettes which
Zaineb distributed among the guests.

Zaineb’s demeanor was markedly subdued from that of the former
evening. She descended less frequently, looking pained and distracted
through many threads to which she had earlier responded with energy.
She did descend for Hakim Basha, the doctor spirit above Umselima; in-
deed, the spirits whose threads had so provoked her the night before all
plague her mother as well. Tomght however, was different; Zaincb grew
increasingly peripheral to the action. Something seemed to restrain her.
And she looked most distressed, least able to move, when the threads
for her Halib zayran were drummcd. These, remember, are not above
Umselima, but above Sittalbenat and Sadiya—Zaineb’s mother-in-law,
and Azina’s mother. And this evening Azina’s Khawdja zayran stole the
show, entertaining all with their dramatic burlesque. At one point there
appeared in our midst Dodomayo, a drunken Greek zar, who called for the
setup of two straight-backed chairs in the center of the midan. That done,
He made toward me unsteadily, took my hand in His and, raising His arms
above our heads, trotted me around the midan as His bride. The re-
mainder of the chant we spent sitting on the chairs being admired by our
“wedding guests.” It was unsettling to be used as a ceremonial prop by a
zar, especially onc of such insalubrious character.

The ceremony had started rather late, and as it was exceptionally
warm, the mats were spread outdoors within the hash. I was early, and sat
visiting Zaineb for an hour or so before others began to arrive. She was
feeling quite unwell, but had donned her newest dress and finest 34 in the
hope that this would help. Several women popped their heads through the
door, but Zaineb complained they were the first to do so that day. Pri-
vately, she alleged that the women of Malkab were less friendly than those
of Hofriyat.

Samiya was among the first to arrive. She took onc look at Zaineb and
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declared that drumming only in the evenings was doing her more harm
than good. Zaineb was merely socializing with her spirits, she said. By
making her worse, they were letting her know they require a proper cere-
mony, one that begins in the late afternoon, leaves oft while the sun sets,
and resumes at night. The hiatus is to avoid calling up shawatin, known to
be active at dusk. Samiya added that the next day we would drum in the
afternoon, “so the illness does not become heavy”—docs not build up so
much during the day that drumming at night is insufficient to bring relief.

Zaineb remarked that Umselima, on learning the results of the first
night’s test, had come to sce her that day from Hofriyat. She said she
would personally ask her sons and Abdelrahim for the money to stage a
seven-day cure: “My mother said to me, ‘You have had zayran above you
since you were small.” Since the day of Hadiya’s naming I have been ill.”

The last night of the fajruba, drumming was held indoors, and more
than sixty women from Malkab and Hofriyat attended. Despite this show
of support, Zaineb was more lethargic than before. Her condition ap-
peared to have worsened.

Three days later, she still had not improved. T took some eggs and
cheese—clean food—and went to Malkab to spend the day with her. She
was weak; Hadiya and T had to persuade her to eat. She said she got sharp
pains in her knees and then felt feverish, symptoms she ascribed to a
Khawdja zar telling her it wanted bantalon—a pair of trousers. It was de-
cided Zaineb should keep her doctor’s appointment in the third week of
August, returning to Malkab in time for Ramadan and her husband’s visit.
Then, funds permitting, she would drum the z4r, but not immediately.
She would have to wait until after the feast that marks the close of Ramadan,
for during the fast zayran are prevented by Allah from manifesting them-
sclves, and curers’ boxes containing mixtures of spirit incense must remain
closed.

There was a good deal of talk that day about Zaineb’s place of resi-
dence. One of her cousins, a shopkeeper in Hofriyat, had publicly encour-
aged her return to Hofriyat. Other visitors, Sadiya, Abdelrahim’s sister, his
brother’s wife Sheza, said they had voiced similar concerns to Sittalbenat.
Then, just after noon, several Hofriyati men including the local shaykh
stopped in after Friday prayers at the mosque. They told Zaineb that living
in Malkab obviously did not benefit her, that her home was in Hofriyat.
When, they asked, did she plan to return? “Ask my in-laws!” said Zaineb
sharply, whereupon they rose and went next door to do precisely that.

A few hours later Sittalbenat stalked in, livid, her face a storm cloud
waiting to erupt. Immediately, she berated Zaineb over some washing
Hadiya was supposed to have done earlier in the week, “if she hadn’t been
off at school!” When Zaineb’s sons began to quarrel, she upbraided her
crossly, “Your children are short of manners!” When Samiya arrived to
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make the coffee demanded by Zaineb’s Habish zar, Sittalbenat was rude,
neglecting to greet her and patently ignoring Samiya’s cordial overtures.

The coftec drinking over, Samiya quickly departed. Tension in the air
was palpable. Now Abdelrahim’s father, having concluded discussion with
the delegation from Hofriyat, entered the room, sat down, and fixed his
gaze to the floor. Normally a friendly man, today he greeted no one and,
worse, failed to inquire about Zaineb’s health. After a strained half hour,
he left with his wife without having spoken a word.

Then Abdelrahim’s brother’s wife returned, a jovial woman who often
commiserated with Zaineb about life “in their affines’ pocket.” She joked
that Abdelrahim had sent word of his desire to take another wife. “He
wants a divorcée,” she laughed, “because they come cheap! He will send
you and the children back to Umselima and put his new wife in your
house!”

Though said in jest, it had an ugly ring of truth and Zaineb was ob-
viously distressed. She seemed unsure of the direction matters were head-
ing—I knew she did not want to be divorced from Abdelrahim, for what-
ever else, she needed his support. Yet she desperately wanted to live with
Umsclima. As her sister-in-law rosc to leave, I asked Zaineb if her husband
would mind her moving back to Hofriyat. She said no, because if he came
for Ramadan he too could stay with Umsclima, whosc hdsh was quitc
large. Knowing the relationship between Umselima and her nephew, I
thought it unlikely that Abdelrahim would agree, but Zaineb offered it as a
compromisc which her husband, being a reasonable man, should accept.
Though others were openly critical of his harshness and neglect, Zaineb
refused to speak ill of him, preferring to let Abdclrahim’s actions speak for
themsclves.

She went on to tell us that Abdelrahim had sent a curt reply to a letter
from Hadiya reiterating her request for school clothes. The message was
clear: he had sent material in colors and lengths appropriate only to the
uniforms of his sons. His daughters were not cxpected to return to school.

Here, Abdelrahim’s attitude ran against the current of thought, at
least among men in Hofriyat. For various reasons, most were keen to have
their daughters finish junior sccondary school before they wed, at seven-
teen or eighteen.™ Now, for Zaineb the education of all her offspring was
a priority, but she was determined that her daughters should not be illiter-
ate and unaware, as she described herself. The children of her farmly’s bene-
factor (her “amm) had all received an education; indeed, the kinswoman
we visited in Omdurman held a teaching position at a prominent girl’s

14. Some said this was so that their daughters would attract educated husbands, others
that it was a sin to waste the minds of women. Sudan has an established record of educating
women, viz. the cfforts early in this century of Babikir Bedri and family to promote schooling
for girls. Generally, though, women’s educational opportunitics are fewer than men’s.
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school, and her daughters had been to university. Not least, my presence
must have been a constant reminder of educational opportunities Zaineb
never had. But her husband was unsympathetic: he seemed oblivious to
the admonitions of his peers and resolved to thwart his wife’s ambitions.

Soon another problem materialized to increase Zaineb’s dysphoria:
the annual flood had begun and the level of the Nile was rising hourly.
Zaineb’s hash in Malkab was near the floodplain, and she feared for her
family’s safety should the river overrun its course, as it had in the past.
Zaineb owned that she sickened each year when the flood began and she
was in Malkab; she longed to be back on higher ground in Hofriyat.

A week later Abdelrahim arrived. He was now fully apprised of devel-
opments that had taken place in his absence and clearly displeased; he
barely spoke to his wife. Zaineb was due in Khartoum for a checkup five
days hence. Abdelrahim decided she should go, but with Sittalbenat as
chaperone. Hadiya was taken out of school to keep her father’s house.

As T had to renew my visa, the three of us traveled to the city together.
When we were about to board the bus, Abdelrahim handed his mother
some money with which to buy food on the trip. He gave nothing to
Zaineb and still had not addressed her when the bus rattled off.

Later, with Sittalbenat temporarily out of earshot, I asked Zaineb
what was going on. She replied that it seemed she could not longer be
trusted with money. It was bad enough that Abdelrahim always sent her
household allowance through his parents, who would mete it out bit by
sparing bit. Now she could have no funds at all. She was being treated like
a recalcitrant child and it rankled.

§till, I could not help thinking that, short of divorce, this may have
been the sole parry Abdclrahim had left. For Zaineb, a well-liked, cx-
tremely capable woman, had effectively mobilized support for her ventures
in the oblique but irrefutable idiom of illness. And significant support
came from local men whom her husband would now have to face.

Two days before the start of Ramadan, I saw Zaineb in Khartoum.
She and Sittalbenat had been joined there by Umselima, and together we
attended a zdr held to honor the spirits before closing their incense tins for
the duration of the fast. But Zaineb did not stay long. She told me she did
not wish to anger her zayran by attending the rites of others before hold-
ing a cure of her own. Her brothers had been approached by Umsclima for
the money to stage a seven-day ceremony; she was confident they would
comply.

By mid September the crisis had diffused. Zaineb had returned from
Khartoum and was living in her mother’s hash. Abdelrahim was with his
parents in Malkab, though he frequently visited at Umselima’s. Happily,
he had given permission for his wife to remain in Hofriyat, on the under-
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standing that in future she would return to Malkab for any holidays he
might take. Zaineb’s cure had been put off until November, when she in-
tended to drum with Khalda, another recently afflicted woman in Hofriyat.
Zaineb’s health and outlook were much improved.

At the end of November Zaineb returned to Malkab for the “Id al-
Adha, or great feast. Now plans for her zdr were in abeyance until after the
“Id. Hadiya was back in school and relations with Zaineb’s affines were far
smoother than before. Importantly, they were compelled to negotiate
when the weight of public pressure, informally marshaled by a formally
powerlcss woman, was brought to bear on those in positions of author-
ity—husband, brothers, mother, in-laws—to recognize her demands as
legitimate. When I left the field the following March, her zar had yet to
be held.

Zaineb and Khalda did hold their zd» two months after my departure, and
it was said to have been a great success. Then in September 1977, 1 re-
ceived a letter from Zaineb, written by Hassan, telling me that Hadiya had
died, suddenly, of a severe illness. She was just seventeen.

Feeling helpless and inadequate, I sent condolences, but heard nothing
more. Though an occasional greeting would arrive from other Hofriyati,
there were no further letters from Zaineb.

When I returned to the village late in 1983, I learned that Zaineb had
been very ill following Hadiya’s death. Two months later she became preg-
nant, but her medical condition had worsened under the strain and she
had to be hospitalized. She left Hofriyat—and Malkab—as soon as pos-
sible after that; Abdelrahim rented a #dsh in Khartoum which they shared
with two other families from the area. Zaineb gave birth prematurely to
a baby girl and was hospitalized again, immediately, with nazif—hemor-
rhage. Her baby survived a few weeks.

Umselima died in 1981. Zaineb went home to Hofriyat for the fu-
neral, but has not been back there since.

Shortly before I returned, Zaincb was hospitalized once more; she
had been pregnant, but the baby died in her womb weeks before his birth.
Again she suffered nazif and this time was transfused. Morcover, she con-
tinues to receive medical treatment for her chronic condition. T found her
weak, verging on despondence but for an occasional flash of spirit. “When
zayran got hold of me,” she said, “they would not let me go. They bled me
dry. T guess they didn’t know about transfusions!”

Zaineb still mourns Hadiya—deeply, her family says, but silently. I
was advised not to mention her name.
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Discussion

Considering the cases recounted in this chapter it is clear that possession
means something slightly different to each individual who claims the afflic-
tion. In women, and also perhaps in men, the association of zar with prob-
lematic fertility is patent; however, no two members of Zaineb’s family
seem to experience possession illness in exactly the same ways, or precisely
the same sets of circumstance.

Yet there is an undercurrent of similarity, and a number of common
themes can be detected in the accounts. For instance, though problematic
zayran vary from person to person, the demand for a white ram in sacrifice
is called for by several: by Umselima, Mohammed, their mother, Moham-
med’s seventh wife, and Zaineb. In Mohammed’s case, spirit and sacrifice
are matched: white is the main color association of Darwish zayran. But
for the rest, variously afflicted by Habish and Khawaja zayran when a cure
is required, the call for a white ram is, though not unheard of, somewhat
extraordinary. Thus, the usual color assocation of Zaineb’s Habish spirit is
red, and Habish zayran typically demand sacrificial animals that have red-
dish wool. Yet this is not what the spirit demands in her dream. The simi-
larity among their spirits’ ritual requests serves, however unwittingly, to
link Zaineb’s possession experiences with those of certain matrilateral kin.

Umselima considered herself strongly possessed by Ethiopian spirits;
in her own words, she was mulyana (full) of Habish. Her principal spirit of
this group, Wildd Mama, is that which especially troubles Zaineb in the
summer of 1976. Here, several points may be significant: Zaineb first
learns she is affected by Habish zayran in circumstances where their inter-
vention is generally known to take place, following the birth of her second
daughter, Musera. Later, the Habish inflame when she has borne her sev-
enth child, a fifth daughter, and fails to recover after delivery. Again, at-
tribution of her illness to Habish zayran is apposite: the illness is linked to
childbirth. Yet in both cases, something more may be hinted, for given its
timing, her initial brush with Ethiopian spirits could well articulate the
tenuous position she holds in her affines” household, and her affines are
increasingly implicated in the relapse she suffers in 1976. Morcover, on
both occasions, possession by Habish zayran indirectly reiterates Zaineb’s
alignment with her mother: on the one hand, it is telling that Musera was
later adopted by Umselima; on the other, Zaineb acknowledges possession
by Wilad Mama, her mother’s most powerful spirit, when she wishes to
live with Umselima despite her affines’ protestations. The relations inten-
sified among uterine kin in the idiom of the z4r are counterhegemonic:
a shadowy yet practical challenge to agnatic ideology, rccalling vernacular
genealogies of maternal aunts in chapter 2.
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On the Wildd Mama connection, something more can be said, for
Wilad Mama is the “vizier of all zayran,” the spirit which must be sum-
moned first at a ceremony and requested to marshal fellow zayran in prep-
aration for descent. It also acts as a spokesman for the entire pantheon,
receiving the blood of sacrificial victims on the others’ behalf. Thus, threads
addressed to Wilad Mama are addressed to all zayran. Possession by
this spirit—or spirits, for Wildd Mama is often considered a plurality—
is beneficial if not mandatory for aspirant shaykhat. Further, it cmerges
from Zaineb’s zar test that the spirit Hakim Basha is above her, as it is
above Umsclima. This zdr, remember, is thought to confer the ability
to diagnose illnesses and prescribe suitable remedies. Zaineb’s acknowl-
edgment of these spirits might obliquely cxpress a desire to assume her
mother’s role.

Yet here it seems she is not without a rival: her cousin Azina also
claims both spirits and has publicly stated that she is lcarning za»-related
diagnostic techniques. Azina has already undergone a full-scale cure, an-
other requisite of shaykhahood. And at her test, Zaineb frequently appears
to be “upstaged” by the fine-tuned antics of her cousin’s zayran. Both
women could legitimately assume Umselima’s relinquished practice be-
cause as matrilateral parallel cousins they are “sisters™ and Umsclima’s ma-
ternal kin. But Zaineb is not favorably positioned to convince others of her
calling, for until she recuperates she cannot claim to be on exemplary terms
with zayran. For that she will neced some luck and, at minimum, her hus-
band’s or brothers’ support.

Zaineb is possessed by Halib or gypsy spirits which also plague her
mother-in-law Sittalbenat (and once potential mother-in-law, Sadiya). It
may well be that Halib represent for Zaineb her affinal rclations: these
spirits first appeared to her at the time of her betrothal to Sittalbenat’s son,
and she was made ill by them after learning of her imminent domicile with
Sittalbenat in Malkab following Musera’s birth. But the spirits enable her,
perhaps, to impart a more subtle message, for female gypsies are character-
ized by their forthright behavior, their boldness in speaking to men. This,
plus their mobile life-style and relative freedom from male control may
crystallize something that Zaineb desires or sees in hersclf, but that her
marriage, indeed her entire upbringing, has precluded. I state this too
broadly, perhaps, for it is not, from Zaineb’s perspective, her sclf which
initiates such desires: these are effected by zayran.

There is another side to the Halib, and it resonates with Zaineb’s im-
proprictous relationship with her husband. Halib zayran are notorious
confidence artists, forever relieving hapless others of their money by some
trick or dissemblance, delivering touching appeals to passersby for alms
(“in the name of Allah!”) one minute, gloating as they top up their coffers
the next. If we consider Zaineb’s ongoing financial war with her husband
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(which, given the prescribed matrimonial dynamic, should never have
taken place), overtly expressed in repeated attempts to wrest from Abdel-
rahim her household allowance and their children’s uniforms, other poten-
tial meanings of her possession by Halib zayran are suggested, bearing
again on relations with affinal kin.

Remember, however, that Zaineb’s affines are also her close matri-
lateral kin. In light of this, her zdr dream and responses during the test
assume additional relevance, for in demanding a white ram and revealing
itself to be Wilad Mama—a Habish that does not afflict Sittalbenat—the
zar not only affirms Zaineb’s relationship with her mother, it also separates
both from her mother-in-law. The possession context thus permits Zaincb
to distinguish publicly between facets of her dual relationship with Sit-
talbenat. It allows her to demonstrate an existing or desirable alignment of
matrilateral kin whose divergence is obscured by a convoluted gencalogy.
Thus might the z4r “open up” the dense, compacted relationships created
by “close” or endogamous marriage. And in doing so, it operates against
the quotidian vector of interiority, of overlapping obligations and identi-
ties. However intelligible to human others or however wittingly sent, reve-
lation of a z4#’s identity and demands is a message encoding information
about the human interrelationships of its host. In this capacity, zar is an
ingenious comment on the existence of ambiguity in human affairs.

First, and notwithstanding the fact that zayran arc by naturc paragons
of ambivalence and caprice, possession may augment the ambiguity nor-
mally present in human interaction. For villagers often confuse (intention-
ally?) host and spirit behavior when observing episodes of possession
trance (chapter 4). And in daily life, certain of an individual’s responses,
behaviors, and psychological and physical states may be attributed to
extrahuman effects. In either case, just which entity one is dealing with,
woman or spirit-influenced woman, is not always clear.

Yet, paradoxically, for those who have learned how to read the indige-
nous possession texts, zdr may amplify coherence in human relations.
Knowledge about one’s own and others® possessive spirits provides an im-
plicit social psychology, its textbook typifications making—or seeming to
make—everyday interaction more predictable, clarifying perceptions and
expectations of others’ responses while absolving them of responsibility
for inappropriate behavior. Or, as may be the case with Zaineb’s maternal
kin, whole groups of posscssed persons, multiplexly related in the human
world, may perceive realigned relationships among themselves in the spirit
domain (Boddy 1982a). For sisters, to have no common possessive zayran
might nuance distinction between them in a human context where they arc
otherwise regarded as social and physical equivalents, potential proxies in
cach other’s marriages. Under such conditions, z@r is at the service of indi-
viduality in an unindividuated world. Conversely, for people possessed by
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the same spirit, mutual affliction might contribute to their relationship,
strengthening bonds or perhaps creating them where before there were
none. To themselves and others, they become a social type distinct from
what they were before.

Still, just as it clarifies, possession also obfuscates. For an individual
usually acknowledges possession by more than one 247 and these do not
reveal their presence all at once. Each time a woman discovers above her a
spirit she did not know she had, her kin ties are repositioned. Each spirit
acquisition adds another coat of meaning to the human relationships in
which she participates; cach progressively resituates dimensions of her
selfhood constituted in relations with her kin. The metadiscursive aspect
of posscssion, its ability to qualify interpersonal communication, unfolds
layer upon successive layer as the extent of a woman’s affliction is gradually
revealed over the course of her life.

But older women rarely remember the exact progress of their afflic-
tions. The social context of a spirit’s first manifestation may be retro-
spectively unimportant, for the spirit was probably always there. Until the
moment of its appearance, it had no rcason to inflame or perhaps saw no
advantage in it. So, stated from her perspective, a woman’s awareness of
her spirits increases over time, provoking a recontextualization of past ex-
periences and present relationships; the sequence of spirit acquisition need
not be precisely recalled, for it is the present situation that is, and has been,
real and true. For those who arc possessed, human relationships arc on-
goingly revealed through their own and others’ association with the zar.
Zar, then, functions in the human world as integument: it creates non-
genealogical relationships and binds genealogical ones into continuously
changing patterns of alignment; through it, ascribed social identifications
and contrasts may be evaluated and commented upon, subtly, mdlrcctly

In a related vein, Crapanzano (19774) has suggcstcd that possessmn
offects a refinement of the possessed’s definition of self via negative meta-
phor: what is #ot an aspect of one’s self is thereby distinguished from what
#5. To the normal dialectics of sclf and other are added two further dimen-
sions, that of the extrahuman self and of the extrahuman self of the other.
The village woman possessed has both a “Hofriyati” or “human sclf,”
qualities and dispositions consistent with the ideal feminine self-image to
which she is continuously socialized, and what could be called a “zar self”
(or, as I later suggest, a “nonself”), incorporating qualities and disposi-
tions inconsistent with the Hofriyati self, or consistent but extreme: virtu-
ally unattainable by the former and thus considered abnormal. For vil-
lagers the human self is the true sclf. The zar sclf compriscs what the
woman sometimes manifests herself to be, but her self is not, and is there-
fore credited to spirits. Now like all individuals, the posscssed reccives and
transmits information regarding her identity, her selfhood, dialogically.
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But when doing so, she may interact in one or both of her “selves,” and
not only with the Hofriyati selves of others, but, perhaps, with their re-
spective zdr sclves as well. Dialogue is potentially thickened in a variety of
ways, for any apparently simple conversation may disguise a multidimen-
sional enterprisc—like Fatna’s game with the sultan’s son.

This raises an important point: once the idiom of possession has
been invoked, people are freer to communicate in ways antithetic to the
harmony-preserving tactics of everyday discourse. Close kin, spouses, af-
fines, might indirectly discuss issues which otherwise could not be broached
without injuring their relationship. And this is possible because of the po-
tential for obfuscation inherent in the possession idiom: the distinction
between human sclf and zdr self is not rigidly drawn, even during posses-
sion trance. Responsibility can be assigned to zayran, to humans, to both.
It is this latent confusion, the necessarily obscure and oblique nature of
nonascriptive, nonquotidian discourse, that permits vitally important mes-
sages of a sort not normally countenanced to be transmitted without per-
manent rupture to the social fabric. Here is one way that possession turns
ambiguity and paradox to creative use: Zaineb, without automatically
damaging her marriage, might publicly voice dissatisfaction with her hus-
band’s behavior or, through her timely acknowledgment of a spirit illness,
inform him of negative gossip about which he was unaware.

In 1976 Zaineb maneuvered through a personal crisis by invoking the
possession idiom. From the start, the outcome was less than certain. She
was understandably wary of the reactions of others—in-laws, husband,
brothers, the community at large—to her various attempts to change her
undesirable situation, reactions which, when they have come, have given
her pause and led her to consider alternate paths. Zaineb was fecling her
way, slowly, toward a more comfortable position in her world. But that
position, when she grasped it, could not be sustained, and she has had to
move on. Her desire to pursue a curing vocation is dormant and may never
be resumed.

For the negotiation of Zaineb’s illness has been at least as complex as
the negotiation of her cure. She is physically unwell and still undergoing
biomedical therapy; she was the victim of a ruinous spell cast by an en-
vious woman; she is possessed. Her malady is multifaceted, each facet
complicating the others, exacerbating her symptoms. Appreciation for the
intercurrent aspects of her condition emerged gradually, over the course
of a year, in just the order that villagers heed when attempting to locate
the etiology of an ailment. Zaineb continued to work on the biomedical
component of her illness while receiving treatment for ensorcellment, but
when I left she had yet to drum the zdr. Indeed, there occurred a percep-
tible slackening of momentum in her press for a spirit cure. Why, if a cure
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was deemed necessary to restore her health and crucial to becoming a
shaykha, was she apparently reluctant to undertake it?

The answer, I think, is that she was wary of damaging the fragile
credibility with the za» she had taken such pains to establish. Zayran for-
bid their hosts to consult biomedical practitioners and are known to inten-
sify a woman’s symptoms should she disobey. It is clear they would not
quietly endure her taking pills while she also undertook to appease them
with a ritual. This would be an egregious defiance of their authority. So
Zaineb realized that though she risked angering her spirits, the non-zar
component of her illness had to be resolved before she drummed her cure.
If she drummed too soon and her condition failed to improve, doubts
would spark as to her good relations with zayran. Her ambition to become
a shaykha could be curtailed. It is another paradox of her position that
Zaineb was tactically forced to wait until she had recovered before she
could undertake a cure. By the following spring her health had improved
sufficiently to let the ceremony proceed; however, a few months later she
suffered a virulent relapse of both spirit and biomedical ailments at the
time of her daughter’s death.'* Unhappily, to date she has recovered from
neither.

For Zaineb, like Umselima and others encountered in this chapter,
an association with zayran provides an ever expanding backdrop against
which to make sense of the twists and turns in her life: childhood illness,
betrothal, marital difficulties, anxiety surrounding pregnancy and child-
birth, removal from the comfortable world of her mother’s home, even,
perhaps, a beloved daughter’s death. But the reverse is also true: events in
her life provide clues about developments in her relations with zayran. To
those who experience possession, spirit world and human are delicately
intertwined.

15. A number of women I spoke to linked the onsct of a spirit iliness to the death of an
adult daughter, usually in childbirth.
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Hosts and Spirits

Ll previous chapters I proposed that in Hofriyat and its environs posscs-
ion is a form of social discourse shaped by the political relations of
gender, and quotidian gender ideals and dispositions. I have also sug-
gested that implicitly and metaphorically, the discourse is informed by vil-
lagers” concept of ethnicity and resistance to external domination. These
two levels of the z4» are mutually significant; but while the latter is re-
served for discussion in chapter 8, succeeding pages broaden exploration
of possession’s articulatory potential by considering additional spirit nar-
ratives and incidents. The purpose here is to clucidate the spirit-host rela-
tionship: how spirits figure in the lives of the possessed, how the possessed
speak about zayran above them; and so to delve more deeply into the anti-
language of the zdr: its vocabulary, symbolism, symptoms, and diagnostic
contexts.

Motherhood and Matrilineality

Sosan

Sosan is the elderly Hofriyati shaykha who formerly practiced with Um-
selima. Even before she had reached menarche, she was wed to her classi-
ficatory wad ‘amm; her first possession experience occurred a few years
later, when she and her two young sons were living in her mother’s hash:

I fell ill when the father of my sons left Hofriyat and went to the area
of the dam at Jabal Auwliya [on the White Nile south of Khartoum]. My
husband left his sons, and they were beautiful, they have yellow [light] skin.
He bought some land near the Jabal and married an ‘Arab woman, sakit
[silently, “for no reason”]. She was no relation to him at all! I became ill
and I did not know anything. I was absent, entranced.

I lay on a mat inside the sleeping room and a beautiful woman appeared
before me. She was as tall as the center support post and she wore a lovely
1ok, of plain crepe, and yellow, and she had yellow skin. She spoke to me

238
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from above, bur at first I could not hear; she informed me of what is above
me, she tied me to her [cf. the notion of “threads™]. She told me of the
spirits by which I am possessed, and they are many. . . . [Sosan listed several
Darawish and Habish zayran, plus Hakim bi-Diy, a Khawdja doctor]. The
yellow lady told me to have a curing ceremony. I did this and sacrificed a
two-toned ' ram as she instructed. Um al-Abbas, the sitt al-iba from Shendi,
came to officiate. My husband sent money for the ritual and for the special
demands of my zayran, gold jewelry for Sitti Khudara [daughter of a Dar-
wish], a gold kbatim that protects from illness [signet ring of the mushabara
complex], tabs, red clothes, and a red hat for the Habish.

After drumming the zar I became its shaykha. Umselima and I went with
the shaykha from Shendi and her male partner, a former slave and a homo-
sexual, and I learned the threads and how to cense people and how to talk
with spirits. . . .

Later, I had just become pregnant for the third time, and Umselima and [
were called to drum the 247 for an old man, Maowi. He was a little crazy,
his mind was slow. He used to attend zdr parties often, and he would dress
like a Khawdija, wearing trousers, hat, and a suit coat. Or he would dress
and behave like a nomadic ‘Arab, forever drawing his sword. Maowi had
taken ill, and since all other methods of curing him had failed, they decided
as the last [resort] to drum the zar. But he was not weak. He dressed as an
‘Arab and continued to draw his sword throughout the ceremony.

I was pregnant. A woman came up to me during the rifual. She told me
the old man, Maowi, said he had heard my thoughts: that my baby was
illegitimate [ baram ). I said to her, “I am legitimately pregnant.” I denied his
claim. The man said, “The child you carry will not prosper.”

A short while larer I gave birth to a son. Immediately after his naming,
my baby died. The dasatir [synonym for zayran] of Maowi took him, they
took my son. The woman who heard Maowi say this saw his zayran making

oft with my baby’s spirit [rah].

Faiza

Faiza is in her late fifties, and married to her mother’s matrilateral parallel
cousin. Her initial possession illness occurred at the miscarriage of her first
pregnancy, a baby girl. Her affliction returned at the end of her next preg-
nancy when she bore a son. At this time her father, who could “read the
books,” examined her and advised her to drum the zar, which she did with
her husband’s support.

1. Abrag, literally, “shiny” or “glittery,” like lightning (burdg); this is also the name of
the animal on which the Prophet Mohammed was transported to Jerusalem, then ascended
the seven heavens.
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Faiza said that when a zdr attacks her it grasps her by the legs and
neck. It holds her head and prevents her from sleeping. And like Sosan, a
possessive spirit has also seized her offspring:

The zar stole my first daughter, and he stole two other daughters as well.
And one day I had a dream. I saw my neighbor, Rabi‘a, sleeping on the

ground. She was four months pregnant. I saw a jinni, one, a zdr. And I saw
Rabi‘a lose her boy child. At dawn when I awoke I told Rabi‘a what T had
dreamed. And Rabi‘a said that during the night something had come down
on her head. He was trying to make her abort. So she lay on the ground
and slept that way, as I had seen, but just before sunrise she miscarried.

Faiza bore seven sons in addition to the three daughters she lost. Then,
when her youngest son ‘Awad was four months old, Faiza’s brother died:

1 was full of grief. I was shattered [#maks#ra], and I must have had du’f’
[weakness, specifically, a disease where the blood becomes thin or light].

I went to bed, and the baby at my breast, ‘Awad, he became ill. He had
vomiting and diarrhea. My father said the reason for his illness was zar. He
said, “The zdr is inflamed because of the sorrow.” My father said, “Above
her is a =47 and it has gone astray and descended on her baby.”

We obtained a light crepe shirt for ‘Awad, and good powdered perfume,
and sweet soap, and a bit of clear araki, and when we had done this he
became well. Even now, whenever ‘Awad is home, everything must be im-
maculately clean or his zar will inflame.

Howari

Like Faiza, Howari is perhaps sixty years old. She is the second of her hus-
band’s wives, the first having died in childbirth before Howari wed.

I had zayran carly, even before I had given birth. I had been married for
a long while and I had not conceived and I became ill. It was the zar. 1
consulted a szt al-“lba. She said that red spirits were above me. T had a zar
party and I learned that among my spirits are many which are also above my
mother and older sister. My sister and I received spirits from our mother,
like an inheritance.

I have had three more 247 parties since my first, one following the birth
of my first child, Nada, a girl; another after I lost a baby boy to the zdr in
miscarriage, and the fourth not so long ago, after Nada died in childbirth.

When I am made ill by the zdr, I go silent and my body becomes rigid.
My arms and legs fold in close to my body. And my breasts swell and be-
come very painful. If I put dirt on my head on hearing news of a death, a
fever comes immediately. My spirits demand cleanliness. I must bathe with
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Lux soap, use incense and henna, because these things bring coolness and
are pleasing to the spirits.

The narratives above strike a number of chords with those of Umselima’s
kin; both groups resonate with motifs evoking feminine ideals and praxis.
Sosan’s apparition is a beautiful woman of light complexion, and her spir-
its demand gold associated with the prevention of uterine hemorrhage,
mushiahara illness; Faiza’s zdr afflicts her when she suffers from grief and
thin blood (also linked to mushahara), and the spirit is mollified by cleanli-
ness and perfume; Howari’s possession symptoms involve closure of body
orifices and can be coaxed to relent when she bathes, censes herself, and
uses henna.

Moreover, in all three cases plus that of Rabi‘a, zayran are linked with
problematic fertility. Not only do they prevent conception or bring uncon-
trollable blceding, they go so far as to interfere with a pregnancy, whatever
its stage of advance. Zayran provoke miscarriages; they bring sickness and
death to the infants of women they possess; they steal their husbands’ “ex-
pectations.” Though zayran do not causc their hosts to suffer incapacitat-
ing illness or death, they do bring grave misfortune to the fruits of those
women'’s bodies, the newly formed products of their blood. For it is blood
that zayran control, and blood that they pursue.

The perils of motherhood are aptly suggested by one of Howari’s
symptoms, for whenever the zayran above her inflame, she suffers painful
swelling of her breasts. The relationship of Howarr’s affliction to maternity
is more transparent than most, figuring in each episode severe enough to
warrant a cure: failure to conceive after years of marriage, the birth of a
daughter as her first child, the loss of a son “to the z47” in miscarriage, the
death of her adult daughter in childbed. But the link is no less present in
Sosan’s case, or in Faiza’s, or those considered in chapter 6.

One point emerges more clearly from the last two narratives—that
zar is linked to a particular form of matrilineality. This is only fitting, given
the logic of the zdr, for to spirits, maternity and matrilineality are not
readily distinguished. Recall that Umselima’s zayran are also above her
daughter Zaineb, and her sister Sadiya’s daughter Azina; moreover, Um-
selima shares her Khawija boy spirits with Sadiya and these were trans-
mitted to Sadiya’s son Hamid because they descended on his mother just
before his birth. Similarly, the spirits above Howari and her sister were
above their mother as well, and came upon them “like an inheritance,” yet
long before their mother’s death. More than inheritance, these bonds re-
semble the alignments of descent, and not without reason, for a principal
target of zayran is uterine blood, and the spirits are wont to follow its
flow. Sisters of the same mother share uterine blood; so then, do their
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daughters and, indeed, their sons. As they share blood, so might they
share spirits.

Here, the case of “Awad is instructive. Unlike Hamid who was pos-
sessed in utero, ‘Awad is afflicted while at his mother’s breast. The posses-
sion nevertheless occurs as he takes into his body a vital feminine fluid.
And milk, like blood, is a fluid over which zayran exert control, for spirit
threats to its availability are a major concern of the mushahara complex
carlier discussed. Importantly, though a man can be possessed, he cannot
pass the affliction to his sons, since the sons’ flesh and blood originate in
their mother, not in him. From the moment a son is born, then weaned
and wholly detached from his mother’s body, he gradually loses his asso-
ciation with femininity and becomes less likely to be seized, intentionally
or inadvertently, by her zayran.

The possession idiom thus implies a principle of matrilineal descent.
And as was previously suggested, this is significant becausc it stands in
sharp distinction to the overt patrilineal ideology that governs quotidian
praxis. Here the z47’s counterhegemonic potential is obvious; yet it is also
more subtle, for its lineal focus expresses gender complementarity and em-
phasizes the centrality of gender constructs to the Hofriyati discourse of
contrast. And here again the relation between male and female echoes that
between Islam and the z47. An agnatic organizing principle applies also to
Islam, since baraka, Allah’s favor or blessing, can be passed in its agentative
form from father to son, occasionally to collateral male agnates, and also to
daughters. Hofriyati maintain that a woman cannot transmit baraka to her
children, just as a man cannot pass possession by alien spirits to his sons.

Still, like agnation in village social organization, uterinity is a relative
principle in the domain of the z4r. For maternal kin may be possessed by
entirely different spirits or spirit types, and it is this which allows Zaineb
to emphasize the affinal tie and underplay the matrilateral one in relations
with Sittalbenat.

Ammna and Sekina: The Spirit of Negotiation

In chapter 6 I noted that distant kin or unrelated individuals possessed by
the same zdr might perceive in this an opportunity to develop a bond be-
tween them where none existed before. Their common possession might
cnhance communication, even contribute to a mitigation of conflict where,
under normal conditions, restraint and latent hostility would rule the day.
Witness the following:

In 1974 Hessain divorced his first wife, Sekina, who was his classi-
ficatory bit ‘amm. A month later he wed Amna; it was her first marriage.
Amna’s father was not in favor, for Hessain, he said, had already set aside
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one woman, could he not be expected to do the same again? But Hessain is
a matrilateral kinsman of Amna’s mother, and it was she who promoted
the match. After the wedding, Amna continued to live with her par-
ents while Hessain worked in Khartoum. In January 1976 she delivered a
baby girl.

Six months later, Hessain remarried Sekina. According to villagers,
Hessain’s sons had pressured him to return (7a7a°) because they wanted to
work outside the village and feared leaving their mother unattended. But
Sekina had another story. Hessain, she said, had missed her terribly, and
suffered considerable remorse on realizing his mistake. She avowed they
rewed on his initiative, not his sons’.

Now the problem was that Hessain could not afford two wives unless
one continued to live with her parents. But Amna could not hope to stay
with her family indefinitely, for they had a small bash and eight other chil-
dren at home; moreover, Amna’s sister Khalda was there with four of her
children: she had just begun confinement after childbirth and her husband
did not want her to return to Khartoum at its end. To make matters worse,
a July wedding was planned for another sister, Nemad, and there would be
little room for guests in a hdsh brimming with married daughters and their
children. Amna had expected to join her husband in Khartoum, where he
promised to rent her a house.

But Sckina revealed that she, not her cowife, would soon be off
with Hessain to Khartoum. To Amna this seemed unfair, since years ago
Hessain had built a house for Sckina in Malkab. But she closed it at the
time of their divorce, claiming it belonged to her sons, and moved in with
her mother. From then on, Hessain’s house had gone unoccupied.

In July, with Hessain returned to Hofriyat for Nemad’s wedding,
the conflict between his wives escalated. Though disappointed not to be
chosen for Khartoum, Amna said she would be content if she could live
in Hessain’s Malkabi house. But Sekina rejected this immediately, and
Hessain would say no more. Amna then refused to speak to her husband
or his other wife.

Sekina, for her part, made quite a show of her coup. She reopened
Hessain’s house, and invited residents of both villages to greet her there
and offer congratulations on her marriage. Hessain’s mother was so pleased
by the event that she slaughtered a goat in thanksgiving, though Hofriyati
said she pretended to be saddened by it all in Amna’s presence.

At a funcral in Malkab a few weeks later, Sekina confirmed her plans
to reclose the house in Malkab and rent another with Hessain in Khar-
toum. Amna, she said, would have to go on living with her parents.

But Amna’s parents were not amused by thesc developments. And
Hessain was two months behind in his payment of expenses for Amna and
her daughter. All feared Amna’s divorce was imminent.
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In carly August Amna wrote to Hessain, formally requesting the Mal-
kabi house when Sckina joined him in Khartoum. The letter caused con-
siderable stir among Sckina’s kin. A delegation headed by a mutual kins-
man of all three spouses arrived to discuss matters with Amna’s parents,
but left without resolving the issue.

So Amna took matters into her own hands and paid Sekina a visit at
the disputed house. The visit was inconclusive. Later Sekina’s kin bruited
that Amna had come for no reason at all—the subtext: she had come on a
nefarious mission. Sekina’s mother circulated a rumor that Amna had vis-
ited a faki sadig shawarin prior to her “friendly” visit, to obtain some magi-
cal sand designed to bring misfortune. This she accused her of spreading
in Sckina’s hdsh so that when Sekina stepped on it she would fall vio-
lently ill.

A few days later, Amna and Sckina independently attended Zaineb’s
zar test in Malkab. And there, both descended to the thread for Maray, a
beautiful Ethiopian prostitute z4r. Sekina maintained that Maray has been
above her for some time; in fact it was this zdr for whom she slaughtered a
ram years ago at her seven-day cure. Amna, on the other hand, was newly
married and had but recently acknowledged a possession affliction. She
did not know of Maray’s presence above her until that night.

When Amna descended to the thread for Maray she became en-
tranced. The spirit entered her body. When she continued to descend even
after the drumming had stopped, Samiya the shaykha coaxed Maray to
relent. She placed her arms on Amna’s shoulders and asked the spirit,
“What do you want?” No reply, save Amna’s continued bobbing up and
down. Samiya called for the thread to be redrummed. And again Maray
responded with Amna’s quick rhythmic movements. When the drumming
ceased Samiya asked Maray once more, “What do you want?” A small
voice answered from under the #db that covered Amna’s face, “Rundu
wants.” Maray thus indicated Her willingness to depart Amna’s body
and Her desire for the ceremony to continue with the chant for Rundy,
a wealthy male European zar impatient to enter the midin. Drumming
promptly resumed with the appropriate thread. Amna again began to de-
scend, then, in mid chant, rose and left the room. She was perspiring heav-
ily and looked vague and disoriented.

Moments later Sckina also went outside. Then I observed them speak-
ing in hushed tones in the doorway. Sekina warned Amna of the rumor her
mother had begun and apologized, saying she would quash the story if she
could, for she knew it to be false. Then Amna asked about the house in
Malkab, and Sekina agreed to leave that decision to Hessain. They spoke
amicably a short while longer, then each resumed her place in the midan.

A functional interpretation of the above might suggest that Zaineb’s zar
test provided Amna and Sekina with neutral ground and legitimate causc
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to mect and discuss their problems. On one level this was, of course, the
case. But an anthropological interpretation faithful to the actors’ view of
the situation would have to include the spirits in that equation. And when
this is donc, at least two additional layers of potential significance must be
taken into account.

Amna’s departure from the room probably signaled Maray’s exit from
her body, for the transition from spirit to human presence is often marked
in such a way. But this is by no means certain. And whatever the case,
Maray continued to hover near Amna and exert Her influence, for spirits,
once summoned to a ritual, do not entirely withdraw from the midan until
its end.

Now Sckina, too, is host to this spirit and is therefore under Her in-
fluence when she joins Amna at the door. The two women have more in
common than a single husband; they are host to the same spirit. It might
well be that Amna, wittingly or not, becomes possessed by Maray precisely
because this spirit possesses her cowife. For Maray is alrcady bound by an
exchange agreement with Hessain, mediated by Sekina who has sacrificed
on Her behalf. Since Maray’s claim is the same regardless which wife She
affects, Amna could anticipate possession by Maray as a consequence of
marriage to Hessain, and may have deployed Her to diffuse an explosive
situation. Cowives” common interest in the spirit provided them a path-
way for communication that temporarily overrode conflicting interests in
their man.

But this is still too simple, for it fails to consider the subtle role the
spirit Herself might play. Surely, Maray—a capricious, amoral z4r—has
Her own interests at heart in choosing to possess Amna. For two wives
make far better leverage: adding Amna to Her list of human hosts tightens
Her indirect hold on Hessain. So it is also in Maray’s interest to preserve
both marriages, which means averting Amna’s divorce. Hence Maray
might have precipitated the cowives’ meeting in a conciliatory atmosphere
which She controls. Conflict between women in the human domain may
be balanced by the interest of their mutual zar in the spirit realm.

Both Amna and Sckina were aware of Maray’s stake in their dispute,
for both were versed in the idiom of possession from an early age. But here
again the potential for confusion characteristic of communication between
the possessed becomes apparent. Significantly, not only do Amna and
Sekina meet under the influence of Maray, so that just who negotiates with
whom is hot entirely explicit, but their conversation takes place in the
doorway: on liminal ground between the quotidian human world out-
side and that of the z4r revealed in the midan. Thus even the context
of their interaction is indeterminate, and each participant, each observer,
has occasion to derive several different readings from the event. Some
of these might later provide the basis for consultation and negotiation.
For “Sckina” was able to soften her stance without denying it publicly,
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without losing face. And “Amna™ was able to press her claim to their hus-
band’s house.

An apparently mundane confrontation between cowives is thickened
enormously when it takes place in the idiom of za». And still there are
levels of meaning I have not plumbed, linked to the potential import of
Maray’s identity as an Ethiopian and a prostitute, to the associative auras
of these concepts in the human world, to their meanings in the personal
lives of the protagonists. But whatever else can be said for such encoun-
ters, and though the ambiance of mutuality in this one could not be sus-
tained [Amna was divorced cight months later], Amna and Sekina were
briefly able to mitigate tensions in their relationship through the protec-
tive ambiguity of possession. When I returned to the village, the two were
on friendly terms: Amna remarried Hessain in 1982 and had just given
birth to a second daughter when I saw her in 1984. Tellingly, she was
living in Hessain’s Malkabi house; Sekina was living with their husband in
Khartoum.

Contexts of Attack

Several narratives here and in the previous chapter suggest contexts other
than procreation where spirits might afflict their hosts. Sittalbenat’s zayran
do not stand for her anger; Sosan’s initial illness occurs, like Amna’s pos-
session by Maray, when she reluctantly acquires a cowife; a zd@r mistakes
the baby at Faiza’s breast for her when she is grief stricken at the loss of her
brother; Howari’s spirits inflame when she mourns for her daughter. All
these situations compromise or violate the Hofriyati image of femininity.
Becoming a cowife is problematic financially, fragmenting the complemen-
tarity between husband and wife; acquiring a cowife who produces more
heirs for her husband means that a woman’s aspirations for her own chil-
dren suffer grave reverse. The death of a loved one signifies loss of support,
provokes emotional excess, and calls for a woman to loosen and rub dirt
into her hair, wear rough mourning clothes, and refrain from bathing for
several days. However commonly such things occur, they are “other” than
what Hofriyati women ought to be. As such, they precipitate intervention
by extrahuman beings, zayran. Again, Zaineb’s initial spirit vision happens
when she is physically unwell, delirious, not herself. And Umselima’s first
apparition takes place when she and her brother have behaved in ways that
villagers deem unsuitable. Subsequent possession attacks coincide with
bouts of anger, unhappiness, fright, anxiety, depression, frustration with
kin: feelings which fail to mesh with prevalent ideals of enclosedness—
dignity, reserve, emotional control.
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Asia

Asia had borne her first child, a daughter, by her wad ‘amsm, and she was
about to be moved to her husband’s mother’s hash when a dispute arose
between her parents and affines. Her husband’s parents insisted she live in
the same room as her mother-in-law, despite the wisdom that “a house
that shelters three men cannot hold two women.” The dispute culminated
with her divorce.

Two years later, Asia remarried. Her second husband, Ahmed, had
carlier divorced his first wife for failing to conceive, but she had since re-
wed and borne sons. Because of this, Ahmed was reputed to be impotent,
or at best sterile. People in the area therefore began to ridicule Asia, and
also her parents for allowing the wedding to take place. Their severest
critic was Asia’s ex-mother-in-law.

They said of me, “Now she will never give birth, at all, at all” [i.c., she
will not even bear daughters now]. But I became pregnant not two years
after the wedding. Then they said, “Ahmed has not taken that girl there.”
They claimed my child was illegitimate, that is.

My mother said, “By the Prophet! Can you not give it up?” The people
said I had done wrong, but I had not. And they did not give it up even after
my son was born.

When my son was scven months old, Ahmed moved me to his 4ash in
Hofriyat. We had a “removal” party in Malkab before I left my mother.
After the party they brought me here to Hofriyat. The moment I crossed
the threshold into Ahmed’s house, I became ill. . . . The faki said my illness
was caused by a red spirit, a zdr.

Asia’s affliction, like Zaincb’s, or that of Miriam soon to be discussed,
is linked to a change of residence, indeed, a change of villages following
marriage. Though the distance may not be great—less than a kilometer
separates Malkab from Hofriyat—at such times a bride surrenders the pro-
tection and everyday support of close kin to venture unaided into a neigh-
boring and potentially hostile village. Understandably, she is apprehensive
of this shift in her social position. But Asia is also the focus of negative
gossip. She is tacitly and wrongly accused of wanton behavior, of violating
local ideals, a further and more serious violation of integrity than removal
from her natal village could be. Such conditions of openness increase her
susceptibility to zayran.

Note here, too, the suggestion of liminality in the onset of Asia’s ill-
ness: “the moment I crossed the threshold . . . T became ill.” Doorways
and other thresholds constitute a major motif in the narratives and actions
of the possessed, and are indications of the idiom’s antilinguistic potential.
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The inside, the enclosed, is marked in the language of daily life; what is
outside, in between, or able to move between, is marked in the language of
possession.

Bedriya

My first illness from the zdr came when I was very young, even before 1 was
married. I was at a wedding and dancing [the pigeon dance] with other
gitls to the beat of the dallizka. One Sudani [stranger] man came close to
me; he snapped his fingers, asking for the shabil. But he stank so terribly
from sweat that I fainted immediately.

My family brought me home and censed me and perfumed me. And I
awoke and I descended, there, in the belly of the house! I dreamed I saw
three young girls say they wanted pretty wraps and plaited hair. I dreamed
this song:

What needs have I?

We want henna, incense,

A bottle of perfume on which there appears the face of a man,

A tob of plain crepe with no design.

We are an ancient illness in the books of knowledge,

Tell us noble persons that you fear the dastir

Wilad Mama!

Thus did I learn I was possessed by a zar.

The wedding ceremony in Hofriyat is an implicit statement of propriety,
of ideals which inform village life. As observed throughout, its principal
symbol is the bride, whose ritually prepared body exhibits qualitics of
purity, whiteness, smoothness, cleanliness, imperviousness, and enclosed-
ness. Perspiration violates these positive conditions and is considered ab-
horrent, but especially so if sensed at a wedding. Thus Bedriya’s experience
is counter to what Hofriyati might reasonably expect on such an occasion:
it is literally non-Hofriyati and as such renders her vulnerable to spirit
attack. Significantly, Wilad Mama demands her to refurbish the femi-
nine qualities in herself that have suffered depletion through her negative
experience.

Miriam

When Miriam, the local midwife, attended zdr rituals as a child, her
mother’s spirits descended on her “like an inheritance.” Her initial zar ill-
ness occurred shortly after her first wedding, when her husband brought

her to live with him in Khartoum. Then, after four years of marriage she
was divorced for failing to conceive.
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A few years later she married again. This time she conceived, but the
son she bore died at birth in a nearby hospital. At this point her spirits
inflamed and made her unwell. Then, when the doctors told her she would
never again become pregnant, her second husband set her aside.

In 1968 Miriam, divorced and childless, obtained support from the
village area council to undertake government training in midwifery. Just
after she had returned to the village following completion of the course,
her sister died in childbirth, a tragedy that Miriam, despite her training,
was powetless to prevent. Now Miriam lives with her mother and cares for
her sister’s child. She is the only licensed midwife in the area and for some
distance into the desert beyond. Not only does she assist at births, she cur-
rently performs all the female circumcisions in Hofriyat and Malkab.

During my first fieldwork period, Miriam suffered a relapse of zar ill-
ness and made preparations to stage a cure.

I was unhappy, tired, tired from “birthing,” and the zdr inflamed. The
zayran inflame whenever I see or smell the black blood of childbirth, espe-
cially the blood that comes when a woman has difficulty in delivery. The zar
inflames when it sees blood all the time and experiences the screaming and
the confusion of a birth or circumcision.

Frequently, Miriam has to deliver a stillborn child or one who dies soon
after birth. This causes her sadness which, she says, also provokes her
zayran. The spirit responsible for her malady in 1976 was Luliya Habishiya,
an Ethiopian prostitute and usurper of fertility not known to be above her
until then.

Not only is Luliya Habisliya a prostitute zdr, she is Ethiopian and uncir-
cumcised, and during rituals mocks the Hofriyati bridal dance. She has
considerable power to seize or “tic up” Hofriyati women’s fertility, yet
all the while exemplifies its opposite: inappropriate sexuality and inade-
quately socialized femininity. Now Luliya afflicted Miriam at the height of
the circumcision season, at a time when she was extremely busy operating
on young girls. To complicate matters, during those weeks several women
had also gone into labor. None was an easy birth: there was one breach
delivery involving hemorrhage, one case in which the baby was stillborn,
another where neither mother nor child survived. These were instances of
fertility gone awry, and implicated zayran. Further, Miriam was being ex-
posed to different types of blood on a regular basis and thus, in view of the
mushahara complex, was exceedingly vulnerable to spirit attack.

For blood, remember, is ambiguous in Hofriyat; depending on its
context it may have positive or negative significance. And blood from dif-
ferent domains of productive and reproductive experience should not be
brought into conjunction lest their inappropriate mixing cause nazif, un-
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controllable hemorrhage. Miriam’s position is clearly ambiguous, not only
cxperientially but also socially, for it is through shedding others’ blood
that she derives her livelihood.

The evident paradox of her life is aptly expressed by posscssive zayran
who inflame when exposed to black, postproductive blood associated with
problematic childbirth. For this is consonant with her unfortunate pro-
creative history and may tacitly concede a recognition that the circumci-
sion she performs and has undergone herself is detrimental to women’s
health and fertility. Possibly, then, Luliya Habishiya, cynical caricature of
sacred femininity, is for Miriam a personal symbol (cf. Obeyesckere 1981)
that objectifies and articulates her subjective contradiction.

But for all that, the symbol’s context is idiomatic: just as Bedriya is
afflicted upon detecting human sweat at a wedding, so Miriam’s spirits in-
flame when she sees and smells malodorous black blood of problematic
birth and witnesses the emotional excesses of others at these times. Spirits,
however capricious, afflict women whose experiences contravene interior-
ity ideals, but are especially virulent at moments, ritual or otherwise, when
those ideals are acted out, made obvious, and therefore exposed and en-
dangered. Finally, Miriam’s experience, like Asia’s, like Amna’s and Sekina’s,
involves a threshold. In Miriam’s case the boundary is not a doorway,
a khas