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PREFACE

This book is the result of a programme of semmnars organised by the
Oxford University Women's Studies Committee tn Michaelmas ‘Term
1980.

Marina Warner pave a paper in the series but was unable to con—
tribute it to this volume because it was committed elsewhere for pub-
lcation. Cathermme Thompson, Jonathan Webber and Susan Reynalds
Whyte did not take part in the seminars but landly contnbuted their
papers to the book. Many people from different disciplines attended
the seminars and provided stimulating discussion, thus making an
mportart cortribution to the volimne.

A generous grart from the Ford Foundation made the series pos-
sitde and the Warden and staff of Queen Elizabeth House kindly pro-
vided the venue. 1 would hke to thank Shirley Ardener, the Oxford
Unwversity Women's Studies Committee, and the members of the Oxford
Umversity Women's Social Arthropology Seminar who have provided
continung interest and support. Thanks are also due, especially, to
Maureen Beck who typed the manuscript and advised on technicali~
ties, and to Steven Seidenberg for preparing the Index and assisting
with the proof-readmg. Not least, the contributors Mhave shown
patience and understanding at all stages and for this I am grateful.

Pat Holden.
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WOMEN'S RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE:
CROSS-CULTURAL PERSPECTIVES






1 INTRODUCTION
Pat Holden

Religion and some Feminist Viewpoints

Most of the earlter 1 woments rel experience
is about the 'exceptional' women, those who dwverged from the tradi-
tional female roles to become nuns, mystics [1] or charismatic lead-
ers. This type of Iterature forms part of the devotional body of
works which provides the church with mspiration from the accounts
of the lives of the samntly. There 1s thus a recogmtion m the Christ-
1an church, at least, that women have a part to play in the process
of divine revelation. Mystical experience, m the Christian church 1s,
nevertheless, always carefully controlled. It 1s a spontansous umon of
the soul with God only achieved after the soul has been prepared
according to a pattern of strict asceticism. The visions of women
{and men) were thus carefully regulated and ngmdy It 1s
arguable that the control exercised over female visionaries was
particularly scrupulous; with the uncortrolled female vistonary labelled
as a witch or a mad woman. Fears of uncontrolled female enthusiasm
are succintly expressed by Ronald Knox who says:

from the Montamist movement onwards, the lstory of enthusiasm s
largely a history of female emancipation, and 1t 3s not a reassuring
one (quoted in 1.M. Lewss, 1971, p.31).

What also emerges from this literature is that although women were
permitted to be prophets and visionaries they rarely played an m-
portant part i church organisation. They have certainly always per-
formed the tasks of deaconesses, and it is clawmed that at certain
periods in the Middle Ages abbesses exercised considerable pover
and ruled over combined male and female orders, Women, howevers
have lly been d from ad ing the Eucharist, and
their power and influence in the chwrch, it g said, has gradually
declined. The endless processions of male clerics of all deno"‘““’m"f
who accompanied the Pope on his recent tour of Britam were 2 Z::),
tinuing watness to the Ynvisibility! of women in thus aspect of e h
life [2). Paradoxically, women are said to attend church "‘,;rm':,e
greater numbers than men (Lucy Rushton notes tms 2150
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Introduction

Greek Orthodox church) and this largely concords with the commonly
held view that women are intuitive, veceptive to religious experience,
and by nature! more devout than men.

More recent literature dealing with women and religion has attemp-
ted to widen the scope of discussion by considering material from
different cultures and by placing the accounts of women's religious
lives within historical and social contexts. It has often focused on
areas of particular interest for female religious experience such as
the worship of certain goddesses and women's cults. Perhaps more
importantly it has turned its attention to the everyday religious ex-
periences of ordinary women.

The argument put forward by feminist literature is that the picture
presented by much of this material is not very favourable from a wo-
manls point of view. Women are confined to the domestic sphere often
in some form of !seclusion'; and even if they are allowed to move in
public spaces ‘veiling! or the social conventions related, for example,
to the dangers of their sexuality impose similar restraints on their
freedom. They are excluded from formal religion, and from particip-
ating in important public rituals; they may be prominent in posses-
sion cults or healing rites but these can be seen as simply extensions
of their traditional female roles. They are often either excluded or
relegated to an area Jout of sight' in the church, the mosque the
synagogue or the sacred area. This is sometimes justified by their
state of 'pollution’ or by the view that they are distracting to men.

Men, on the other hand, are prominent in religious organisation;
they perform the important rituals, formulate dogma and hold the
pens that write the Idivinely inspired’ texts. They control the powers
of female reproductivity and dictate the social and cultural roles of
women. If women provide the important images of religious mythology
and symbolism men manipulate these symbols.

These are some of the arguments which point to religions as male
dominated systems in which women have little freedom to act [3]. The
feminist viewpoint has of course correctly noted the repressive
aspects of religion. If it has a major fault it is that the self percep-
tions of Western feminists, deriving mainly from the imagery of the
Judaeo-Christian tradition, are at times, projected on to women in
other cultures. The danger of such an approach is that women in
these societies are not allowed to lspeald (not only vocally but also
through lack of examination of the religious action, mythology and
symbolism which invariably !speaks! more loudly) .

Women and religion has not been a dominant issue in the women's
movement in the West mainly because we live in a secular society,
but also because religion seems to offer little scope for challenging
dominant ideclogies, as a number of contributors to this volume point
out. However, it is generally accepted that the religious world-views
of the past have been influential in shaping womenls perceptions of
themselves, and this is particularly important in relation to their
sexuality.

The Christian church has been depicted as an instrument for the
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oppression of women and it 15 said that the Church has always linked
antr- with anty lity. The Genesis myth, the writings of
Paul, and the views such as those of Thomas Aquinas that woman was
a ‘misbegotten male' or of Jerome that she 13 Yhe door of the devil!
have all added flame to the fire which has brandished women with
self-inages of therr own corruption and pawer to corrupt others.
Some of the Christan hterature suggests that only by a symbole
demal of their femaleness could women achieve salvation. The chur-
chls oppression of women reached a gruesome climax 1 the witch-
finding actwvities of the middle ages. Eva Figes pomnts out that crimes
of watcheraft were mwarnaHy hnked to the male horror of sexuality,

But the gore of a womanis natural wviciousness says Sprenger, hes
mn her imsatible lust, and 1t 1s her dreadful and perpetual appetite
that allows her to copulate wath the devil (1978, p.63).

In a recent book, Mary Daly (1979), a femimst theclogan, arg-
ues that women can only be freed from these negative self-inages by
a complete re~creation of mythology and language. She makes a
powerful and poetic plea for women to rewrite thewr own crone-ology
{4]s Feminists have, however, rewritten their own charter myth by
drawing largely upon religious mythology and ancient history. The
myth presents an age of matriarchy mn which women were powerful
which preceded the present age of patmarchy. A rather tenuous
framework has thus been constructed through which both the past and
the present can be wviewed. The construction of a mythology from the
tbricolage? of history 1s a necessary task of most idecloges, and for
femmists, not least, the mythology provides legitination for the
search for equality and a share in power structures but 1t also
provides an area for the exploration of 'mysticall femimsm - the
exploration of the nature of the femmune 'self, (Diana Burfield's
paper draws attertion to one area in which ‘mystical' femmism was
developed } .

The assessment of their own religrous and historical tradition has
exerted some mfluence on femmist concern with the lnes of women mn
other cultures where religion still plays a dommant role. The frustra-
tion of Western femmnists has become mrrored 1n readiy availade
symbols hike the veil. Outrage at sexual abuse (inherent perhaps in
ideological systems which rigidly control female sexuality) 1s smilarly

il in the 3! of such practices as polygamy,
child-marriage and female 3 without d
ation for the complex cultural and historical factors which underly
these practices.

The familiar association of women wath their bodies {5] which says,
in effect, that 'woman is a womb' (de Beawnow, 1972, p.13) has
also provided some writers with what they consider to be a model for
world-wide application. Thus Hoch-Smith and Spring (1975) clam
that In no religlous system do women's domnamt metaphors derive
from characteristics other than their sexual and reproductive statust
(p.1) women can thus be viewed as vessels to be filled as much
religious imagery suggests. They also say that most rehiglons gener-
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ate negative images of female evil, representing women as polluting,
as witches and as prostitutes. It might be pointed out in connection
with these claims that in some societies the metaphors associated with
women's reproductive status can be very positively interpreted (see
Catherine Thompson's paper). Words like ‘witchcraft!, ‘pollution’ and
Iprostitution! may be negatively evaluated in our society but this does
not necessarily mean that the same applies for other people. The
words themselves may indeed be inadequate translations for
comparahble ideas and practices.

Hoch~Smith and Spring's work points also to one further area of
interest in the study of women and religion; the prevalence of sexual
imagery in religious description. There is wide cross~cultural
evidence for the use of sexual metaphors in describing relations
between people and the supernatural. To give just one example, in
the Christian tradition the descriptions of the visions of female
mystics often indicate an overt concern with sexuality. There are
certainly those who would like to claim that the religious life of
women represents a form of perverted sexuality. This is, of course,
often said about nuns, 'the brides of Christ'. One simple answer to
this was offered by the great authority on religious experience,
William James, some seventy years ago; ‘religious language clothes
itself in such poor symbols as our life affords' (1907, p.11l). The
subject of the sexual psychology of women in religious systems is a
matter of inmense interest but some care has to be taken to ensure
that the value of female religious experience is not seriously
undervalued by it. After all, as in the case of Christian mystics, it
may in the end tell us no more than that in describing states of
religious ecstasy both women and men draw upon conventional literary
forms. However, the fact that these forms may be the literature of
chivalry and courtly love, written by men, is not without
significance!

The Papers

The contributors to this volume take into account the view that
religion is invariably male dominated, that it can repress and restrict
women, and reinforce accepted female stereotypes. Some of the pa-
pers provide further evidence for this. The main focus of attention
of the contributors, however, is to widen the discussion by consid-
ering how women perceive themselves and their roles within varying
religious systems. They attempt to answer such questions as: can
there be said to be a female experience of religion? Do men and
women experience systems, symbols - even beliefs - differently? The
answers, as might be expected from such a variety of approaches,
both historical and anthropological, are varied and by no means ex-
haustive. The material is extremely varied and reflects the recent re-
search interests of the contributors.

Since the book is about female religicus experience it is neccessary
to discuss briefly the implications of this texrm for both the readers
and the contributors. When we speak of religious experience we are
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dealing with a topic which has long been problematic 1n scmz.l analy-
s1s [6] and one on which even theol do not ity agree.
For some 1t mplies an extraordinary moment of revelation, for others
1t may be present in the monotony of everyday actwnties. It generally
indicates something that 1s unique and individual, which as Tonkin
says 'no-one can experience for anyone else! (p.166). The social
analysts who write about religion have in the main concentrated on
the Icollective’ representations of relipious systems rather on the
workings of the indwidal psyche although the best accounts have
shown clearly that 'collective! symbols can reveal much about the na-
ture and working of the 'self as a society percewes 1t [7]. It 15 also
acknowledged that any exammation of religion must consider the
question of the individual experience. This lesson derives most fumly
from some of the great world religions ;n which the mdivadual mspir-
ation or revelation of the founder has ensured the continuing wmpor-
tance of such experiences for the adherents. And even 1n those soc~
jeties without comparable orgamsation or without wrtten texts there
are frequent examples 1 myth and ritual of dependence upon the
‘revelations' of the mtermedwries between people and the supernmatur-
al, the priests, prophets and diviners. In the end, however, these
observations take us no further forward mn deciding upon the methods
for 1) perlence. It may even be, as Tonlan says,
that there is as yet no adequate methodology for dealing wath the
problem. We can certainly never be sure of any common consensus
on its meaming. The mmportant thing 1s that we acknowledge that it
may mean different things to different people at many different levels.
In this volume those who deal directly with the preat world rehgions
necessarily explore aspects of the mdmwidual experience. In others
the individual 1s revealed through the biographical account. Those
who adopt the appruach oi the soclal am.hropulogast follow the
comentional the action
and symbolism ‘unders!ood n Lhe light of 2 deialled exammation of a
people’s entire categories of thought' (Evans~Pritchard, 1954,
P+10). In these cases religious experience is that which 15 exper—
ienced 1 everyday life.

The papers in the book are hinked together in pairs. Some deal
with similar subject matter; others are linked by material from a
common geographical area. There is no overall umty except that sug-
gested above by the exploration of the complexity of female religious
eyperance. towever, wnthun the dwerawy of matexul certain recur-
rent strands emerge; and there are distinct indications of new ap-
proaches to the study of women and religion which should provide
important pointers to future studies.

Women and the Occult in the 19th Century

Vieda Skultans and Diana Burfield describe the participation of women
in religious activities which were regarded as being outside “insti~
tutionalised® religion. (A fact often reported of women in many dif-
ferent areas). In this case the papers deal wath the resurgence of
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interest in the occult in 19th century Britain, with which women were
particularly associated.

Spiritualism, the subject of Skultans paper, as an organised move-
ment was first recorded in the home. It thus provided women with
interests which allowed them to remain within their traditional envir-
onment. The practice of Spiritualism at this time, she says, reflected
the polarization men/science/objectivity and women/religion/ passivity
{8]; a division which was particularly significant in an age which
attempted to subject religion to scientific experimentation. The pre-
ponderance of male controls and female mediums further reflected the
division and also asserted the superiority of science. The paper
provides a fascinating picture of the sometimes strange relationships
between the eminent men who were controls and the ordinary women
who were mediuns. These partnerships mirrored traditional male/fe-
male relationships but at the same time Spiritualism allowed women to
step outside traditional roles whilst still remaining firmly within male
control. Women were thus viewed as lextraordinary' because of their
psychic powers but they also remained lordinary' because, as Skul-
tans points out, the ideal female medium conformed to the Victorian
stereotype., There is in this observation a hint of the recurring
theme in this volume of the recognition of the !powers' of women,
both positive and destructive, and the need to control them, apparent
in many religious systems (see Tonkin, Tapper, Thompson in this
book) .

Theosophy sometimes included the practice of Spiritualism but this
was only part of the picture. Diana Burfield draws upon material
from the biographies of some of the women involved in the early part
of the Theosophical movement and presemnts an linside! view of some
of those who became involved in it. Theosophy, she says, represen-
ted an attempt to resolve the crisis brought about in the 19th century
by the attack on both institutionalised religion and materialistic
science. It did this by looking to a compilation of oriental religions.
Its objects coincided with socialist and feminist ideals of the period
and it further offered women the chance for leadership and
self-expression which they had failed to find elsewhere. The material
in this paper provides an interesting example of the appeal of certain
doctrines to women. In Theosophical teaching the body was viewed as
a temporary vehicle for the eternal spirit which passed through
various stages and reincarnated in both male and female forms. Bal-
ance had to be restored between the masculine principle which was
regarded as materialism and evil, and the feminine which was spirit-
ual and superior. Interesting comparisons might here be made with
those Christian doctrines which suggest the equation of women with
the flesh and with matter, (see Lucy Rushton) while the masculine
principle is associated with logos, the word. Theosophical teaching,
however, also included the renascence of the feminine principle (Is-
is, Sophia, the great Mother), which in the form of the personified
wisdom figure Sophia 'makes the universe of matter the body of God'
(Herzel, 1978, p.113). The influence of this on Eastern orthodoxy
is clearly apparent in Rushton's paper.

The mediums described by Skultans were lower middle-class, sub~

6



Introduction

missive and not very well eds d. By way of the women of
Burfield's biographies were middle-class, intelligent, well-read, mag-
inative and assertive. The medlurns operated in ther homes but many
of the Th Pt y, thewr | feelings were
not strong and many of them travelled extensively. The mo\ement
contained a high proportion of divorced and separated women and
there was an emphasis on companionate marriage. The women looked
to a tmme when sex could be transcended, This is hardly surprising
in view of the age in which they hved but it 15 tempting to suggest
that this particular aim reveals one origin of the search for freedom
outside the 'bondage! of heterosexual relationshups which has been a
preoccupation of more recent femimst thought.

Interest in the occult and 1 orental rehigmons thus provided women
with the opportumty for reassessing and exploring theiwr 'femaleness'.
ln the case of Spintualism the conventional stereotypes of male/female

were reinf d, but 1n the case of Theosophy religion
provided women with an alternative channel for the reassessment of
therr roles. It is possibe to see in these movements the origin of
imystical! feminism. Women began to explore thewr ispintual’ or wnner
nature, often through attachments to alternative religions which pro-
vided them wath doctrines relating to their femaleness, doctrines
which often contrasted strongly with those of orthodox Christianity.

Women n Greece and Turkey

The papers on Greece and Turkey deal with widely contrasting subject
matter but poimnts of smilarity are provided by the fact that both are
concerned with the practice of world religions, Islam and Christianity
(in this case the Greek Orthodox church) and in both cases religion
continues to play an active part in people's lives in spite of the ever
increasmg lmpurtance of the state.

Lucy R the religl lives of ordinary women in a
village in northern Greece. She shows that although women are as-
sociated with nature and consequently gven a place of nommnal infer—
jority in religion they are actually far more mmolved in the rehgious
life of the village than the men. The hiological definttion of thewr
nature does not, as might be expected, exclude them from religion
but rather emphasises the importance of their participation (a simflar
point 18 made by Catherine Thompson for Indian willage women).
Religion has, in this case, to be seen to extend beyond the formal
sphere of the church and the priesthood into everyday lives, both
inside and outside the home, which are shown to be rich in religious
symbolism. The work of cdu Boulay (1974) Hirschon (1978) and
others has amply demonstrated Greek views on the sexual nmature of
men and women, Rushton's material largely concurs with these views
but her paper is more concerned with the ways in which women
percetve themselves and their role compared with the view of them=
selves presented to ﬁm lry the church and society, She does this
by an L L of the dove on the marmage
crown and she ahows how its central message is interpreted in the
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everyday religious activities of women.

The dove on the marriage crown, the symbol of submissiveness and
gentleness, is referred to by the women of Velvendos as a magpie
which like themselves ‘lcaws' and gossips. It is this acceptance of
reality' which symbolises their association with the world of matter
and which makes them appropriate mediators between the physical and
the spiritual. They are, Rushton says, continually involved in pro-
cesses which transform the material world so that it is capable of
manifesting God; the cleaning and display of the house, childbirth,
rituals associated with death, and food preparation. Although women
cannot become priests, or go behind the iconostasis =~ that is they
cannot take formal religious roles, theologically their role is signifi-
cant and they themselves acknowledge this by their own interpretation
of religious symbols. Their challenge of the teaching of the church is
symbolised by their wry comment on the marriage vows; ‘How can we
obey them (men) when they are such fools?! Elsewhere Elizabeth
Tonkin also suggests that women may not always accept the surface
message ‘as men would like to think! (p.171).

It is possible to see in Velvendos the working of a familiar system
of ‘complementarity’ in which men seem to be prominent in formal rel-
igion while women I!spiritualise! the home, (a view which often masks
underlying inequalities) . Rushton, however, assigns to women a
more fundamentally important theological role. She says Eastern orth-
odoxy emphasises the importance of the perfectability of the flesh in
the doctrine of the Incarnation. In connection with this women play a
central role, they 'make manifest the spiritual potential referred to in
the sacraments, of themselves and their families' (p.68).

Nancy Tapper's paper is concerned with Islam in Turkey, where
the state system is secular and based on a European rather than an
Islamic model. Nevertheless religion continues to exercise consider-
ahle influence on peoplels lives. She mentions some aspects of the
role of women in Islam and in connection with this notes that there
have been a comparatively large number of studies on the ideology of
honour and shame and female seclusion but few studies of ‘religious
belief and practices and the conceptual systems of women' (p.71).
As a contribution to the latter she analyses a paired set of women's
gatherings, one secular, the other religious. At the centre of her
discussion is the contradiction between the domination by men of rel-
igious and social life and the fundamentally important honouring of
motherhood (a contradiction noted in many religious systems). This
contradiction, she says, is largely masked by the that men and
women participate in separate sex-gatherings. The secular women's
gatherings demonstrate male domination as in them women relate to
each other as adjuncts of their husbands. In the religious gatherings,
the mevllids, the celebration of the birth of the prophet, women
relate to each other as mothers both !sacred and powerful's A religi-
ous celebration thus provides women with an arena for the celebra-
tion of their own worth, away from male domination. However, Tap-
per says, the rituals do not act in any way as a challenge to the ex~
isting order. They are to be viewed rather as compensatory.

One interesting aspect of Turkish Islam mentioned by Tapper is
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what she calls the tension between the two conceptions of dwinity,
one abstract and revealed in the Koran and Sharia, and the other
more highly persomalised and experienced in Sufism as an almost
cult-like relation with the prophet. In the mevifids women would ap-
pear to be linked with the second. It is tempting to see parallels
with female mystical experience reported i other areas which fre-
quently ertails close relationship with the divine, often expressed in
intmate sexual or famihal terms.

India- Ancient Texts and Village Life

Julia Leshe and Catherine Thomp: provide 1 y but very
different pictures of Indan women and religion, Leshe looks at anci-
ent Indun texts which cover a wide historical period while Thompson
focuses on rwral Induin village life.

The religious texts derwve from Hindwsm, Buddhism and Janism,
The written word forms an mportart part of the great world religions
and the knowledge derived from it 1s often regarded as the means for
attaming spiritual greatness. The fact that i many instances only
men were literate, or were considered to be the nmghtful interpreters
of the word has obvious mplications for the consideration of women
and religion. Lesliets paper provides important msights into these
issues. The texts she discusses reveal imale' views on the mature of
women's religious life but they also prowvide the ‘voices' of wamen
themselves. The material 1s particularly interesting because of the
rich variety of magery it comtamns; imagery which vindly portrays
perceptions of women.

The exclusion of women from esoteric knowledge is central to
Leslie's discussion. Through the texts she explores the question of
how far the invididual soul 15 affected by the existential fact of being
a woman. This is the problem of lessence versus existence' and
women are associated with the latter. The problem is neatly reflected
in the story of the rogue who ignores the lofty words of a woman
because he sees only the beauty of her eyes, in response she plucks
1t out and offers # to tum.

There are many fascinating aspects to Lesliels paper and some may
be mertioned which have parallels elsewhere, One story she cites
presents women as being required to cut off their breasts to achieve
spiritual pgreatness (see above and Warper, 1978; 1981, for the
suggestion that Christlanity smilarly implies that women in the truly
religious life must become like men). Ironically Leshe also shows
that in devotional worship the relationship between people and gods
should ideally mirror the love of a woman for a man (not vice-
versa) so that in some instances male devotees are said to rmitate
‘women,

Many religions daim to make no distinction between men and women
in the religious life (see Webber). St. Paul said that in Christ ‘there
is neither male nor female' (Gal. 3.28) but also taught that the
women of Corinth should not break the custom of wearing a vell in
public thus conforming to the soctal norms of his day. Similarly the
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Buddha taught the irrelevance of a person's sex for salvation but said
that a woman joining the homeless life was like blight on a field of
sugar cane' (p.94).

Nuns are a subject of continuing interest in the literature as well
as in the popular imagination {9]. The nuns described by Leslie del-
iberately chose the life to avoid the woes of women; leaving parents
to live with strangers, pregnancy, giving birth and having to wait on
men. Women could only achieve salvation through the male-related
roles of wife, mother or daughter. The dark side of a womans
nature was lustful, heartless, disloyal and malicious but she could
overcome this by the performance of the idealised female roles.

Leslie's paper provides a rich background view of Indian women.
Thompson provides the foreground; a case study of women's ritual
participation in an Indian village. She challenges the often stated view
that Yindu women have a low ritual status and are therefore excluded
from religious worship. In the village she describes women partici-
pate in the worship of gods far more frequently than men. Menstrua-
tion and childbirth can be seen to make women impure and polluting
in some ritual contexts but in others the same physiological process-
es enable women to become important mediators between men and
gods.

Women in this Indian village system are regarded as important,
powerful and necessary for the continuance of the structure but at
the same time they threaten it. The function of women in some
rituals, Thompson says, is to mediate between these contradictory
forces socialising their sexuality. Her paper also raises the question
of why women's religious roles aren't given more prestige and
importance. One answer, she says, may lie in the tension between
asceticism and eroticism in Indian religion. The important practice of
asceticism is possible for men; they can be sexually active for
procreative purposes but can then give up the world. A man can
practice seminal retention whilst a woman cannot control her bodily
secretions. The implication of this is that men are viewed in
Hinduism as having greater religious potential.

Leslie explores the problem of the outer shell of womanhood and
how far it defines the soul's potential. Thompson adds to the discus-
sion by a case study which emphasises the importance of describing
the nature of the social construction of female biology when con-
sidering the varying access of women to the sacred.

Judaism

Judaism often appears to be a male dominated system which exludes
women from the synagogue and rigidly maintains its pollution laws.
But set against this there is the figure, familiar in American fiction,
of the powerful Jewish mother. Julia Neuberger and Jonathan Webber
discuss the role of women in Judaism their papers necessarily touch
upon aspects of these stereotypes.

Neuberger speaks from her own personal experience as a female
rabbi of the Liberal Synagogue in a religion which is still reluctant to
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accept that a woman can legitunately perform such a role. Her paper
argues that women should participate more in public religious life and
she explains some of the reasons for thewr contimung reluctance to
do so. She outhnes some of the attitudes towards women wn Judaism
and gves examples of their disabilities and lower legal status. Begin-
ning with the 'exceptional' women of the B\ble she shows that the s?a-
tus of women in Judaism has d. The

which hit the burden of the Law from women, and generally thp
them away from public worship, have gradually come to be
interpreted as lexclusiont. There is, she says, no need for this
interpretation and women, 1if they wished, could be much more actne
in pubhc spheres.

Webber takes the discussion a step further and looks to the deeper
underlying reasons for this “imisibility' of women. As he pomts out
men and women in Judaism are considered spiritually equal before
God but they clearly experience Judaism differently., Judaism, he
says, 15 rooted m an unchanging legal system, the halacha which can
provide commentary and explanation for a number of questions which
arise 1n the environment (the social world which Jews wmhabit).
However halacha itself is a male model which cannot provide categor-
ies for the explanation of the female experience of Judaism. In terms
of halachic Judaism questions such as What it 15 to be a woman?!
belong to the realm of 'folk explanation. As he explamns, social be-
haviour cannot theoretically affect the law but in practice Judaism 1s
viewed through a combination of both halacha and folk explamation.
The folk view i fact generates its own life and possibiities for
change. The internal logic of the system prevents women from gamning
access to Talmudic Law but this Yfreedom! from the law has in effect
given them the opportunity to diversify their social and cultural life.
Taking examples from Jewish commumities i America he says that
Lhere is - movement away from religlous actiities towards an

h of the t; of child This view, which
presents halacha as Jewish culture rather than divine service 1s taken
by Webber to dicate the strong possibility of a change of emphasis
from a male to a female world-view and with it a new sense of
legitimacy for a non-halachic outlock.

Africa Masks and Little Spinits

The papers on Africa examine female participation m religious rituals
in societies in which there is lttle written tradition and where relig-
ion is less dearly demarcated from other areas of social life. Women
in these societies 'speak‘ '.hrough parncipatmn in ritual.

Elizabeth Tonkin expl of the particip of
women in masking societies in West Africa. The Gola myth which she
describes is itself almost a charter myth for fermnists. In the begin-
ning women were the custodians of all the ritual and spiritual powers

y for sacred d in the of the an~
cestors. But during great wars women prevented men from mobilising
for defence. As a result men found a monster which subdued the
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women. After this it was agreed that Poro, the men's association,
and Sande, the women's, should share control ruling for a number of
years in turn. Although the sharing of the masking activities, she
says, suggests symmetry, in fact the masks are intended to control
and cocrce women. The myth reflects the value placed on women's
powers of fertility and their importance as mothers but it also
justifies the subservience of women to men. Having said this Tonkin
makes the interesting sugpestion that if certain masks exclude women
and justify their secondary position they may also leave women
lideologically freer!. Although Gola women must share the religious
assunptions of men they can also celebrate their own worth in an
arcna and a medium which is respected by men. Ideological freedom
may mean that women do not always accept the 'male message of the
masks. It is possible - who knows ~ that women do not always cower
in their houses when the Masks go by outside, even though men
would like to think so' (p.171).

Susan Whytels paper cites an interesting example of a system, in
this case that of the Nyole of Uganda, in which certain spirits are
clearly associated with women. As well as being a skilful analysis,
the paper provides an appropriate conclusion to the volume because
of the theoretical issues raised by the author [10]. She asks - if the
little spirits (and we could add female religious experience in
general) are said to be peripheral then from whose point of view is
this true? The answer, in the case of the Nyole, is that they are
peripheral from the point of view of a centre defined and dominated
by men. Even if a specifically female view is expressed, she says,
this is still ‘determined and subordinated within a discourse having 2
male subject! (p.190). As some of the papers have demonstrated,
women deo not challenge the dominant model but rather elaborate on
an element of it. In answer to the question of whether women
experience religion differently than men Whytels material presents the
conclusion that ‘we cannot speak of separate realities, exclusive male
and female models! (p.190) nevertheless, she says, the dominart
model sometimes relaxes its hold and a specifically female view comes
through to be glimpsed by the analyst.

These observations about the Nyole may well have something to say
about women and religion in a number of societies. It is hoped that
this volume has provided some !glimpses! of women's religious exper-
ience. Religion may appear to repress women and to justify their
subservience to men. The papers show that women do not generally
challenge this; neither, however, do they necessarily share the view.
To take up the point made by Tonkin, it may well be that exclusion
or freedom' from dominant ideologies leaves women freer to explore
and !celebrate’ their own worth sometimes within the same arena as
men. It is clear from the papers that ‘women in religious systems
both !speak! and effect subtle changes of emphasis. What is also cer-
tain is that there is an immense and rich variety of female religious
experience.

12
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Notes

1. It 15 arguable that women who have mystical experiences are not
necessarily ‘exceptional's In some parts of the Mediterranean it s
qute common for adolescent girls to have visions of the Virgin
Mary. Jean Buxton also reports for the Mandari of the Sudan that

dol guls L fest signs of p The Mandari
seem to be aware of the mild neurosis or smply mnate susceptibility
which can be a symptom of growmng girls' (1973, p.44).

2. The admssion of women to the Christian Priesthood 13 a subject
of cortinuing interest and concern. The work of Dr. Una Kroll
shold be particularly mentioned m connection with this. Two books
which take up some of the arguments for and agawst are Montefiore,
H. (1978) and Moore, P. (1978).

3. It 18 of course said that women do have rocom for some
manouevrability by such strategies as the withholding of ritval
Services.

4, At the ‘grass roots' level femimst theologians address prayers
to Dear Auntie God' and propose attempts to re-write the Bible m a
neutered form (Tine Mapazine Dec. 8th 1980). Although 1t 13 easy
to rdicule such efforts they represent a serious attempt to discover
the meaming of *What 1t 15 to be a woman! today in the context of a
st lly male and rep: higion

5. See McCormack and Strathern (1980) for a discussion of the
nature/culture question as 1t velates to women. They argue that the
association of women with nature 1s atself the result of certan tradi~
tions m Western historical and mntellectual thought.

6. See e.g. Needham, R. (1973).

7. See e.g. Lienhardt, G. (1961).

8. This dmvision still persists today and particularly links women
with intwitiveness and receptivity to mystical experiences, It 1s con-
nected with the view that women are associated with thewr bodies and
therefore more hikely to 'hear', The attentie listeming female 1s com-
mon 1n literature, art and everyday life!

9. See for example Campbeli-Jones, S. (1979) and Wilhams, D.
{1975).

10. Whyte draws particularly on Ardener, S. (1975) and Feuch-
twang, S. (1975) in her amalysis.
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2 MEDIUMS, CONTROLS AND EMINENT MEN
Vieda Skultans

The early history of Spiritualism s full of pecular events apart
from trance medwmmship, there were rap lev! L
mic apparitions, the spontaneous playing of musical mstruments and
automatic writings, telekinesis and apports. This startling array of
activities makes it difficult to decide whether nineteenth century Spar-
itualism was a new religion, a form of science or a society game.
When a famous wmineteenth century sceptic remarked that even if Spir-
tualism were proved to be true he would fmd 1t unnteresting, 1
think he was referrmng to this p h odd

and trvial messages. One early Splntuahst has descnbed 1t thus

What have these latter-day dead to tell us? To begin with 1t 15 a
remarkable thing that they appear to be much more interested in
events here below than m those of the world wherein they move.
They seem above all jealous to establish thewr identity, to prove
that they know everything, and to convince us of this, they enter
into the most mmute and forgotten details with extraorcinary preci~
sion, perspicacity and prolixity. They are also extremely clever at
unravelling the mtricate family connexions of the person actually
questioning them, of any of the sitters, or even of a stranger
entering the room. They recall this one's httle infirmities, that
one's maladies, the eccentricities or tendencies of a thrd (Maeter—
linck, 1913, p.89).

Perhaps these family and domestic preoccupations stem from the be-
ginnings of Spiritualism which are exceptionally unexalted. Elements
of Spiritualist belief have existed as part of other religions for a
very long time. However, Spintualism, as an orgamized movement,
onginates at a qute specific tirme and place namely, i March 1848
loud rappings were heard by two young sisters, Kate and Margaret
Fox, in a farmhouse near Hydesville in New York State. These rap~
pings were attributed to the spirit of a murdered travelling salesman.
The nolse made by this spirt was such as to prevent the family from
sleeping and 1t soon attracted crowds of inquisitive neighbours.
Coman Doyle in writing the history of Spiritualism was apologetic for
these unlikely and, indeed, prosaic beginnings. He therefore reminds
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his readers that the first message transmitted by cable across the
Atlantic was a commonplace enquiry from a testing engineer. !So it is
that the humble spirit of the murdered pedlar of Hydesville may have
opened a gap into which the angels have thronged' (1926, p.56).
Whether subsequent Spiritualist activities involved throngs of angels
might be disputed, but it is certain that within two years the Fox
sisters and their mother had estahlished themselves as mediuns in
New York city and gave public sittings which attracted large crowds.
Thus the first conclusion to draw is that Spiritualism grew from
domesticity and this domesticity is reflected in both the style and the
content of its activities.

Secondly, from its beginnings Spiritualism has accorded a special
place to women. Generally, women's role in the development of rel-
igious movements has been restricted. For example, Joan Morris in
her book The Lady was a Bishop (1973) acknowledges the part
played by women in the administration of the church but argues that
they were barred from participation in the more specifically religious
activities such as the celebration of the Eucharist because of their
supposed ritual fmpurity. Mary Daly (1968) points out that whilst
there have been women saints and mystics, the example of whose
lives has enhanced Christian experience, women have not held hier-
archical positions of authority within the Church. It is clear that
Christian moral practice is shot through with the idea of the natural
defectiveness or inferiority of women in relation to men. No doubt
with such thoughts in mind, Teresa of Avila wrote: The very thought
that I am a woman makes my wings droop' (quoted by Daly, 1968,

+56).

i By contrast, Spiritualist mediumship has been and is primariy a
female vocation. Doyle wrote:

The early Spritualists have been compared with the early Christians
and there are indeed many points of resemblance. In one respect,
however, the Spiritualists had an advantage. The women of .the
older dispensation did their part nohly, living as saints and dying
as martyrs, but they did not figure as preachers and missionaries.
Psychic power and psychic knowledge are, however, as g%‘eat In
one sex as in another, and therefore many of the great piloneers
of the spiritual revelation were women (ibid., p.50).

The requirements of successful mediunship are more typical of w?lat
is or was taken to be a woman's character than of a man's - passiv®
ity and submissiveness being among the most important. Anot}}e}ll‘
requirement which women were attributed with was absence of hig
intelligence or at least lack of education. Again Doyle wrote: 't has
been the habit to say that great intellect stands in the way of per~
sonal psychic experiences. The clean slate is certainly most apt for
the writing of a message' (1926, p.2). Whatever. may ha.ve betz;t
thought about women's brain size and intelligence in the n}neteefr;t-
century, their lack of education would make them seem pecuhar%y. .

ted to mediumship. This congruity between stereotypes of femininity
and the requirements of mediumship opened up career opportunities
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within Spirftuahism for women, Feminine slerectypes have always at-
tributed great mtmtive and mystical powers to women. The biologst,
Geddes, wrote that women have ‘greater patience, more open~minded~
ness, greater appreciation of subtle details, and consequently what
we call more rapid intwtion® (1889, p.250}. Certamly, i 15 warth
bearmg in mind that stereatypes of fe were hughly developed
at this time and played an mmportant part in medicine (particularly
psychutry ), education and law, Spirtualise  consolidated and
developed this tradition.

A Census of Hallueimations carmed ot by the Socety for Psychical
Research between 1889 ond 1892 reaffirmed the connection between
women and Spiritualtsm {1}, The census concluded that women were
almost twice as hkely 10 experience hallucinations {by which the re~
port meant psychic experiences) and that these experiences seem to
be most frequent between the ages of twenty and thuty.

An earlier study by Gurney, Myers and Podmore {1886, pp.707-
23) bhad looked at BB2 cases of Spiritualist experiences and also
found a preponderance of women. An analysiz of the cases showed
58% of the perciplents to be women and 42% men. A further finding
was that 63% of the spirit agents were male, 37% were female. In
other words, the typical spirttualist experience involves a female
medium and a male spirst or cortrol., The authors account for the
prepondevance of male spirit controls by the fact that men are more
likely to cie violent deaths sway from home and therefore to return
in spirit form. Sudden and violent death is thought by Spimtualists to
ereate an uneasy and dificult transition to the spurat world and such
spirits are more likely to need to communicate with this world, A
reason of a different order may be that the typical Spirntualist exper—
fence grew out of and was enhanced by traditional male/female rela-
tionships. Whilst permiting wamen to step outside the traditional
feminine role, the conditions under which this 15 done are controlled
by norms of traditional femminity. The role of the Spirrtualist medwm
has a sinilarity with that of the nun as described by Marma Warner:
"The nun's state is a typical Christian comundrum, oppressive and
Uberatimg at once, founded i contempt of yet inspiring respect for,
the female sex! (1976, p.77). The elements of oppression and liber~
ation are both there for women Spiritualists bt in 2 different combi~
nation, The nun's state invelves a repudiation of women's traditional
and reproductive roles, providing an exalted status for cerfain cat-
egories of women at the expensc of others. Mednmnship, howeser,

Vil on existing rel and fers them to a sp
plane, So far I have remarked upon the domestic and famflial pre~
otcupmom of Spirnuahsm and the peculiar sultability of women's

to fstic activaties. A closer look at the
career of nineteenth century meduwms now follows.

There is buge Mrs. Guppy, ‘famous in the annals of lewitationt;
(Clodd, 1917, p.57), Mrs. Emma Hardinge Britten, the young
Englishweman who arrived in New York with a theatrical company,
and Madame d'Esperance £mm East Lcndon, otherwise known as Mrs.
Hope. A revesl a pattern of shared
and recurring festures. Mo5t mednms came from lower midde dass
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homes. A large number appear to have lost their fathers at an early
age and had to fend for themselves. Annie Besant, who was involved
in Spiritualism and later became a theosophist, also lost her father at
the age of five. Emma Hardinge Britten 'being deprived of her good
father's care at a very tender age, the young girl, like the rest of
her family, was compelled to depend upon her own talents for subsi-
stence! (1900, p.5). Many other examples can be found.

Whatever the psychological impact of such early bereavement, it
clearly had consequences for the need to grin a livelihood. Emma
Hardinge Britten likened by Doyle to a St. Paul of the movement,
came to New York in the 1850s with a touring theatrical company.
She had originally trained for the opera but found her mediunistic
activities irritated her vocal chords and her operatic career was
therefore curtailed. When her six month contract in New York expir-
ed, she turned to Spiritualism. Obviously, there was nothing inevit-
ahble about this, but the pattern is fairly typical. Anna Kingsford is
another medium whose career developed along similar lines. Her early
interests were also in opera but she was dissuaded from pursuing
such a career. Instead she took up poetry and writing. She wrote
for the Lady's Own Paper where she could publicize her views on the
women's movement. Although she initially started out as 2
wholehearted supporter of women!s rights, her views changed as her
commitment to Spiritualism deepened. Her biographer, Maitland,
writes,

though sympathizing to the last in the movement for the enfran-
chisement of women, she did not long continue to take an active
part in it, The reasons for her withdrawl were manifold ... one
was her strong disapproval of the spirit in which the movement
was coming to be worked. This was the spirit which manifested
itself not only in hostility to men as men, but to women as the
wives and mothers of men. But that which most of all she reproba~
ted in this connection was the disposition which led women to des-
pise womanhood itself as an inferior condition, and accordingly to
cultivate the masculine at the expense of the feminine side of their
nature (1896, pp.19-20).

In many ways her views were typical of the Spiritualist posi.tlon
which enthrones women in their traditional roles and relationships.
By this time Spiritualism was flourishing on the East CO:‘A'St of
America. A correspondent of the Spiritual World in 1849 estimated
that there were 100 mediums and 50 or 60 'private circles’.

The area where this enthronement of traditional femininity is most
clearly manifested is in the relationship between mediumship and psy”
chical research. The Society for Psychical Research came into being
on 20th February 1882 in order to make lan organized and systematic
attempt to investigate that large group of debatable P}?enor‘ner.la;
designated by such terms as mesmeric, psychical, and Splrltuallls_t}ll‘i
(1882, p.3). It would aim to investigate psychical phenomena Wl; §
out prejudice or prepossessiont  (ibid., p.4). ) Eligibility g
membership was not to depend upon belief in psychical forces and,
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most mmportantly, ‘Ladies are eligitle either as members or associates!
{ibid., p.6). The first president of the Society was the philo~
sopher, Henry Sudgwick, and he saw the purpose of the Society as
being to provide sufficient evidence for Spiritualism to comince the
scientific worlds Members of the Society for Psychical Research
present an Impressive array of well-known names., They include Lord
Balfour, William James, Sir Wilham Crookes, Andrew Lang, Henr:
Bergson, Gibert Murray and Willam McDougal. In Italy the criminol~
ogist Lombroso became convinced of Spiritualism after his meetings
with the young Neapolitan medium Eusapia Palladino.

The alllance between the Society and Spiritualism 1s probably quite
unique 1n the history of religion. The Society for Psychical Research
purparted to be scientific and i certamnly attracted scientists as
members. Harry Price, a long term president of the Society deseri~
bed the dufferences between psychical research and Spiritualism thus

Psychical research is a science and Spiritualism 15 a religion. The
genuine researchers have theiwr laboratories and scientific equ)p-
ment, thewr special for e uman

far as possitle, their scientific method(ﬂos}'; t.heu‘ critical ana!yses
of the results obtained. Thewr reports are published m Bulletins
and Proceedmgs (1939, p.1).

In contrast to this Spiritualism 1s, at its best, a religion, at s
worst, a "racket". Spirituahsts, though badly orgamized, have thewr
churches and lyceuns' (ibid., p.2). A further difference related to
money, 'If there is no monhey in psychical research, there is plenty
in Spirntualism* (ibid., p.3). Whether or not the medwm chose to
accept payment for their psychic gifts was hotly disputed but what 1s
certain is that they had the opportunity for making meney if they so
wished. Many med becam: words, lling the world
and being entertained by Royalty. Spiritushism could offer a career of
star quality.

A good example of this alliance between research and Spiritualism
is seen in the career of Sir Willam Crookes, the physicist and

chemist, who was )\ with psy h for a mumber of
years, Between 1870 and 1874 he gave vp research in electronics to
devote hunself | y to the of psychical phenom-

ena. The Biographical Dictmnazx of Parapsychology attributes to
Trookes the somewhat dublous achie\emenx oi havmg attended more
seances than any other before or
since his time. During the year 1874 “he dxrected his attentions al-
most exclushely to Florence Cook. Their extraordinary and unlikely
partnership is the subject of a quite fascinating book by Trevor Hall
called The Spiritualists (1962) . Florence was the eldest daughter of
a compesitor in Hackney, Her age is uncertain except for the fact
that she was certainly a few years older than she clamed to be.
Cont lay much hasis on her youth and innocen=
ce. At the t!me of her meeting vn!.h Crookes she had already acquir-
ed a considerae reputation as a medwm which had been thrown into
jeopardy by the discovery of trickery. Florrie Cookls spirit guide

19 -

.



Mediums, Conlrols end Emment Ven

was rilion or malerialisation called Hatia Hing w3p
coul act in all ways as an independent emind, 4
spir : =man had been invited to the s domee
seanze. During this seance Hatia took Volckman by the Rend,
Veolckman was strock by Katiels resemBance to Floremce and retzines

. Eventually Katie was rescusé Fros
nE Strupgiimg grasp and retired behind curtzins. Vdleimzm wms
d that he had detected impostore and the incident wmms
o2l the nationa! papers. At this point in her cereer
Fiorence offered herself as a subect of imvestigation for Crockss.

+ 3 = . - ¥ o . -
She herself wrote, '] went to Vr. Crookes myse’d sithourt the imye-
.
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At his house in ‘orminglon Road, Crookes had comstructed 2 sTzo
o Tom Ris gnudv. The tx
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<ith a2 curtain. Historiss of Spiritielis— recowm: £ow

night a%er night MMiss Cook would le entrenced upon a couch it 2
inmer room whist Sir William Crookes ohserved in 2 subdusd HgZ
from his swudy. During these geances Katie King world materizlie
ard walk around. She was seid to hsve been very beartiRd and w28

alwayvs dressed fimsiy in while. Several wiltnesses afiest to 2 =
that she wore no st2yvs. She possessed every feminine virivs

charm and weas the caugher of a2 pirzte. She was so resl the
occasion Sir Willlam lembraced her and
vst (Price, 1939, p.26). The wholy convincing Interpreiation wii=

Hzll agdvarces is that Crooxes beczme Infatizted with rlorence ¢
that the two bocame lovers. At the tHrme of thelr first mastng
Crookes was married man of forty-two whose wie was expeting
their temth chid. Hallls detafled and plausitle account suggests =t

ke weas totelly and helgiessly ceptiveisd by the youmg axd preiy

Fiorence who was then abow® eightzen. He zgresd to protect ber X0

fessionzl reputstion and conceal her iuposture in return for sex=l

fcouwrs. In an extraordinzry lstter to Trhe Spiriuslist descrifing =e

appearerce of Ralie King, the spirit guide, kis susceptibiiy o per
vt o

physicel charms is 2l too apparent:
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But photography is as inadequate to depict the perfect beauty of
Katiels face as words are powerless to describe her charms of
manner. Photography may, indeed, give a map of her countenance;
but how can 1t reproduce the brilhant purity of her complexion, or
the ever-varymng expression of her most mobile features, now
overshadowed with sadness when relating some of the bitter exper-
fences of her past hfe, now smiling with all the innocence of
happy gulhood when she had collected my children round her and
was m by r of her adventures mn
India (quoted by Hall, ind., p.86).

Psychical research provided a good pretext for introducing her nto
his home where she stayed for weeks at a time. It also provided an
opportunity for a trip to Pans. Whether Sir Willam and Florence
were lovers, as they appear to have been from a reading of Hall's
historical detective work, 15 not the concern of this paper. What 1s
beyond dispute 1s Sir Wilham's attitude of prayerful adoration towards
the spirt guwde Katie and his protectiveness towards the medwm
Florence ~ on account of her youth and innocence.

This case 15 an mportant one because Florence Cook is one of the
most famous of nineteenth-century mediums and because Katie King is
recognised by Spiritualists as the most perfect materialization. One
writer in Psychic News (8th May, 1948) went so far as to clam, I
feel that the maternahization of complete figures which behave as
ordinary persons in every way stands or falls by this one case.!
Spiritualists have also claimed that the materalization of Katie King
has mplications for the Resurrection. Whether or not the comparison
is an appropriate one, 1t has been made. Certainly some of the con-
temporary observers of Katie Kingls seances would not have endorsed
the comparison. One observer s recorded as having described
Crookes as 'half-sh and half , on more than respectful
terms with the ghost! (quoted by Hall, bide, p.62).

Yet another medwm to achieve fame through her spurit gude was
Madame dEsperance. The guide was a beautlful young Arab girl call-
ed Yolande who vied 1n beauty with Katie King. Madame d'Esperance
gave the followming coy description of her spirit gwde.

Her features were small, straight and piquant, her eyes were
dark, large and lively, her every movement was as full of grace as
those of a young child, or as 1 struck me then as I saw her
standing half-shyly, half-baldly, between the curtains like a young
roe-deer (E. D'Esperance, 1897, p.251).

The deseription comes from her b y Shadowland, or Light
from the Other Side (1847). Like many Spiritushst afobaographies,
it fals to gne precisely the details which a social anthropologist
warts to know. However, this is a drawback which appears to be
shaired by much thedlogical writing which can bte infuriatingly
abstract, St. Theresa of Avila, for example, wrote at great length
about her sins without telling us what they were.

In America the medwmn, Mrs. Piper, entered into a long-term re-
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otherwise have had. Certamly, the financial support saved her from
having to gve public Sittings and meart that she could decide for
herself whom she imited to her domestic seances, Precisely for ths
reason the practice was condemned by Emma Hardmge Britten and
used by her as an argument n favour of the professionalization of
mediumship. Where the seance takes place i the home of the medwn
and the investigators are simply guests any suspicion would be a
form of mpoliteness. Just as one would not qubble about the quality
of food served at a dimer party so one could not question the
authenticity of the hostess's medwmmship. However, although the
domestic setting was safer and more protected it was limited and
ultmately less rewarding than the more dangerous career of the fully
professional medium. Although professionalization increased the risk
of exposure, 1t also increased the possibility of financial rewards,
fame and travel ~ m short it offered glamour. These two types of

have d from the b of Spirt to the
present day, each offering its own peculiar rewards and constramts.

In conclusion I would like to make the following five pomts

1. From the start Spiritualism has been preoccupled with domestic
and family matters. This pr ie emerges 1n the re-
cewved from Spirtt which are concerned with mtimate details of do-
mestic life and with psychological problems and relationshups. Thus,
there is a remarkable d between the p Js and m-
terests of women and those of Spiritualism. Futhermore the domestic
nature of Spiratualism 15 frequently emphasized by its setting within
the home of the medwum.

2. Victormn stereotypes of femmmity (which to a greater or less-
er extent persist today) bear a remarkable resemhblance to the con-
ception of the 1deal medm. The following adjectives can equally well
describe the ideal woman as the ideal medium unsophisticated, inno-
cent, passive, young, tender, feeling, mtwitive and so on. The ster-
eotype has such a strong hold on our attitudes and behaviour that
any one could extend the list indefimtely. The title of my paper has
set linits to its subject matter. It 15 by defimtion concerned with wo~
men's role within Spiritualism and yet 1t may be objected that there
were male mediums. Danel Dunglass Home was one such medim who
achieved international fame and a high reputation. However, the men
who did pursue a mediumistic career were few and exceptional and
almost invarubly douits were cast on thewr masculintty. (In this res-
pect they appear to be rather smilar to the Somahi men who partici-
pate in spirit possession cults and have been described by Ioan
Lewis (1966, pp.307-29)).

3. The first two points lead on to the next. Namely, that - be-
cause of the characteristics of Spiritualism just described it provided
ideal career opportunities for women., It did not mvolve stepping
owtside women's traditional sphere of interests either literally or
metaphorically, It provided one of those rare and still sought after
opportunities of worldng from home. Moreover, it allowed women to
draw upon falerts and resources which they already possessed
without any threat to their feminine mature or transgression of soclal
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the materializing spirit began to walk and talk among the seance aud-~
1ence. Katie King was conducted on the arm of Sir Willam among the
Spiritualist visitors. Finally, around the turn of the century, with a
very few exceptions, materalization red. Instead,
concentrated on diagnostic messages dealmg with ndividual problems
and relationships and healing activities. The progression of actwities
is towards greater abstraction and completeness: from noises, to the
appearance of parts of a body, to a total body, and finally, to
concern with mnner feelings and relationships. I would hke to make
the tentative supgestions that perhaps the development of Spiritualist
activitfes mirvors 1n a small way the development of relationships
between the sexes.

Notes

1. The census prided iself on its mmpartiality. It was carried out
by 410 inquwrers, 223 women and 187 men. One third of the
colfectors were members of the S.P.R. A further sixth were friends
of members. Yet others were identified through advertisements
learned journals such as Mind. Most of the callectors were profes-
sional, highly educated people. The wnformants were mostly friends
and colleagues of the collectors, and therefare also educated and
professional people. The informants replies were collected over three
years and numbered 17,000. In general, the census adopted a caut-
10us approach and a number of affirmative answers were excluded on
the grounds that the experiences occurred during illness or dreams
for ple. Also where about the experience was with~
held xt was excluded from the census figures. The census takers felt

that no were talang place. Roughly
21% of the collectors had themselves experienced hallucinations. Each
collector was instructed to obtamn from 25 pond
Hallucinations were found to be most common 1n the age group
20-29.
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nomms. [t allowed for individual advancement without threat to an
essentially conservative system of relationships between the sexes.

4. Despite the existence of a few male mediums and an occasional
woman member within the Society for Psychical Research, it is true
to say that spiritual mediumship was essentially a feminine enterprise
whilst psychical research was predominantly masculine. Moreover the
relationship between the two mirrored several aspects of traditional
male/ female relationships. For example, there appears to be a con-
siderable age difference between mediums and psychical researchers.
Whilst mediums at the outset of their career and particularly during
the time when they excited most interest were young women, the
scientific  investigators were decidedly middle-aged.  Another
differentiating factor is that of class. Whilst the investigators appear
to come from secure and solid middle~class homes, the mediums came
from rather precariously belanced lower-middle-class homes. Perhaps
for that very reason their social origins are frequently glossed over
or left imprecise. The mediunistic career thus certainly provided
them with opportunities, though often short-lived, of social
advancement. Thus money constitutes another area of difference.
Whilst Price is right in one sense to say that there was money in
Spiritualism but none in psychical research, in another sense he is
wrong. For the non-involvement of psychical research with money
was really an indication of the investigators' privileged financial
standing. They could afford to do it for nothing. For the mediums
financial reward was frequently necessary for obtaining a livelihood.
Finally, there is a great difference in values and attitudes. The
Society for Psychical Research saw itself as being impartial, un=
emotional, critical and observant, in short, scientific. It embodied
many stereotypically male attributes. The mediums laid no claim to
qualities of impartial criticism but emphasized the sincerity of their
convictions and the genuiness of their spiritual experiences. As a
footnote to the description of this alliance it should be added that a}-
though the relationship between mediums and investigators was In
many cases longstanding and devoted, it was nevertheles‘s temporary.
Many mediums spent the latter half of their lives in isolation and
destitution. Alcoholism has been recognized as a common .p?o'blem
among ageing wmediums by several historians of Sp1r11:ua\.hsfnc-i
Certainly, this trouble afflicted the Fox sisters. Florence Cook die
in poverty and alone. This pattern appears to be fairly common. -

5. Finally, I would like to note the development of Spiritualist ac
jvities. The earliest noted spiritual manifestations were rappings,
loud noises heard in different parts of a house coming from no obv1:
ous source. By means of these raps (one for Yes, t\yo for NO). ind
swers could be sought from the spirit. When med‘mms establishe
seances for a wider audience another activity was mt.roduced- Tl'u].z
was a type of partial materialization behind a screen with holefsl nging
when parts of a materializing body would appear; u'sually 1&23 e
limbs. In fact, early Spiritualists were presentef:l with a e
Punch and Judy show. Later, as materializing medmms. gamie hci:r(xjd -
dence the entire body of the spirit appeared sometimes ok
screen, always in subdued light. With the advent of Florence ,
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the materializing spirit began to walk and talk among the seance aud-
jence. Katie King was conducted on the arm of Sir Willam among the
Spiritualist visitors. Finally, around the turn of the century, with a
very few material ppeared. Instead, d;

ated on d i dealing with mndmidual protlems
and relationships and healing activities. The progression of actwities
15 towards greater abstraction and completeness: from nowses, to the
appearance of parts of a body, to a total bedy, and finally, to
concern with mnner feelngs and relationships. 1 would hke to make
the tentative suggestions that perhaps the development of Spiritualist
actvities mirvors in a small way the development of relationships
between the sexes.

Notes

1. The census prided uself on its mpartality, It was carried out
by 410 mquirers, 223 women and 187 men, One third of the
collectors were members of the S.P,R. A further sixth were friends
of members. Yet others were identified through advertisements in
learned journals such as Mind, Most of the collectors were profes-
sional, highly educated peoples The informants were mostly friends
and colleagues of the collectors, and therefore also educated and
professional people. The informants replies were collected over three
years and numbered 17,000. In general, the census adopted a caut—
jous approach and a number of affirmative answers were excluded on
the grounds that the experiences occurred during illness or dreams
for example. Also where information about the experience was wath-
held 1t was excluded from the census figures. The census takers felt
confident that no significart deceptions were takng place. Roughly
21% of the collectors had themselves experienced hallucinations, Each
collector was instructed to obtamn information from 25 respondents.
Hallucinations were found to be most common mn the age group
20-29.
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3 THEOSOPHY AND FEMINISM:
SOME EXPLORATIONS IN
NINETEENTH-CENTURY BIOGRAPHY

Diana Burfield

‘Human beings are too important to be treated as mere symptoms of
the past! Lytton Strachey, preface to Emment Victorians (1918,
psvui}

Lytton Strachey's dictum may serve as an epigraph to this paper and
as an indication of the pitfalls encountered in getting to grips with
the past through the Ines of individuals. There 1s a temptation on
the one hand to treat them rather distantly as expressions of histor—
wal forces, which can lead to some variant of determinism, and on
the other hand to draw so close through empathetic understanding
that the fascinating person seems unique and autonomous. In the first
nstance persons are reduced to being carriers of ideas, and 1n the
second degenerate into case histories. Steering between these hazards
entails working simultaneously, or perhaps alternately, on two levels.
One takes in the wider social, economic, and political context that
provides the opportumties and constramnts nfluencing ndividual
lives, and constructs the framework of experience for whole classes
and categories of people. The other concerns the mndiidual subject
with a unique biography, responding more or less creatively to the
ggan circumstances, This approach 1s guided by Marx's observation
t:

Men {and women) make their own hxstory, but not of their own free
will; not under ar they the 3\ have chosen, but
under the ginen and inherited circumstances with which they are
directly confronted (Marx [1852) 1973, p.146).

In seclang this balance, I have been collecting biographical material
about a large number of indinduals who were associated with the
progressive movements of the late mineteenth century - with ‘advanced
thought!, as it was then called - among which 1 would include the
Theosophical Society. There is a vast amount of information about the
maore prominent men and women - Radicals, Freethinkers, Fabfans,
social reformers, and so on ~ but I am equally interested in the
lesser figures and the rank and file, about whom also much has been
recorded. For in trying to understard a social movement it is as im-
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portant to discover something about the membership, the people it
reaches out to and who in turn carry it along, as it is to know ab-
out the founders and the leaders. Furthermore, when data have been
amassed  about considerable numbers of people connections emerge
that sugpest new lines of inquiry. It becomes possible to discern
patterns both in personal experience and in the hard demographic
data - age, sex, class, family background, cducation, marital status,
occupation, and so forth =~ that arc characteristic of particular
groups. To take just two factors, age and class, the first Fabians
were born around 1856, formed the Society when around the age of
thirty (thirty was then considered middle-aged) and recruited pre-
dominantly thirtyish people from the professional middle class (Mac-
benrie and Mackenrie, 1977). The first Theosophists were in their
fortics or alder (Ransom, 1938), and the Theosophical Society has
continurd to attract people in the sccond half of life, a bias that
Theosophists  interpret favourably as demonstrating that Theosophy
appeals to maturity. The notion of spiritual search as the proper oc-
cupation of the latter part of Hfe is, of course, found in Brahmin-
inm, and in the analytical psychology of C.G. Jung. That the Theo-
sophical Society (TS) was an overwhelmingly upper and middle-class
preserve needs no further demonstration than to note that its London
meetings in the 1880s closed at the end of the Season. Reproaches of
social  exclusivity were made and taken to heart, but various
initiatives to ‘levangelize the masses' not surprisingly petered out.
However, in order to make more specific and meaningful connections
twtween class and ideology than such gross correspondences, it is
necessary to define more closely the fractions of these classes from
which Theosophists were drawn and the features of the Theosoph%'cal
system of thought that appealed to them. It is here that biographical
material provides evidence about an individual's location in a netwc?rk
of family and friends that discloses the channels through w}ucfh
certain ideas reached them, the contacts that led them to join certain
organizations, and so on. This point will be deferred untill later,
together with general considerations of method, in order, first, to
sketch in the historical background; second, to give an account of
the TS and its place among contemporary social movements; and,
third, to discuss some of the Theosophical feminists individually.

The Historical Context

The Theosophical Society was founded in New York in 1875, but it
really took off in the 1880s, when its activities turned on an axs
between London and Madras. It was a cosmopolitan organization from
the outset, but as I am here mainly concerned with English Th?oso;
phists 1 will refer to the historical background from the. sl'%andpomt o
England, which was, in the heyclizy of British imperialism, pretty
i for the rest of the world. '
de'?hr?l::z:ein which the TS became established, which coincided mt}fl
that in which the Women's Movement gathered momentum, was one o_
massive turbulence in British society. The eighteen-seventies inaugur

28



Theosophy and Femnism

ated a new stage in mndustrial capitalism when Britamn's supremacy as
the workshop of the world was challenged by the USA and Germany,
and the mid-century economic boom was followed by the Great
Depression of 1873-96. Recovery from this was associated with the
transition from industrial to finance capital and with the scramble for
overseas markets of the Age of Imperialism. The crisis of the 1880s,
accompanted by widespread unemployment, low wages, and appalling
msery among the working class, led to the rebirth of miitancy in an
eruption of strikes and demonstrations and to a revival of trade
P lly the New Unioni of the killed and the
women workers. Now also came the 'second spring' of socialist ideas
in England, informing sections of the working-class movements as
well as the predominantly middle-class organizations such as the
(Social} Democratic Federation (formed in 1881), and its offshoot
the Socialist League, and the Fabian Society (1884), elements from
all of which came together to form the Independent Labour Party in
1892-3 (see Mackenzie and Mackenzie, 1977, Williams, F., nd).

The extremity and enormity of the social and economic plight of the
mass of the population, contrasted with the luxury of the few, forced
a widespread recognition of the urgent need for change, i not by
reform then by revolution. The exsting structures - moral and relig~
ious as well as political and economic ~ seemed strained to breaking~
point, and their critics were drawn from all strata of society and
motivated by a variety of concerns. Members of charitable and
religious organizations, of radical and secularist societies, of
socialist and anarchist cells, and of discussion circles like the
Zetetical Soclety attended by George Bernard Shaw, came together to
form new groupings and alliances that to some extent crossed class
boundaries.

This interaction was aided by the increasingly complex structuration
of the class system corresponding to changes in the mode and rela-
tions of production. New fractions arose within the working class,
and with increased bureaucratization there emerged new lintermediate
classest (in Marx's phrase). These included that nouveau couche
sociale, as the Fablans termed themselves, represented by the
salarat of civil servants, jounalists, and clerks = ‘workers by brain'
as distinet from ‘workers by hand'. A far proportion of these were
women. According to census returns, during the period 1861-1911
around 30% of the working population were women, and in 1881
12.6% of these were employed in middle-class occupations (nursing,
teaching, and clerical work predominantly, for at this time there
were only 25 women doctors, 100 law clerks, and no architects).
One factor influencing the admission of women to the professions and
semiprofessions was that since the mid-century there had been much
public concern about the problem of !surplus women!s There were
over half a million more women than men in 1851, and of over slx
million women over the age of twenty, two million were independent
and self-supporting (see Marsh, 1958, pp.128-9, also Holcombr,
1973) . The need for respectale paid employment among so sizable a
proportion of the i hened  the  feminist
&

T Pop

for educational and p 2l opportunitles and for the

29



Theosophy and Feminism

parliamentary franchise that had gathered force in the cighteen-sixties
{sce Strachey, R., 1928)

However, women were also well represented in the rentier class.
According to Holvsbawm (1969, p.119), in 1871, 'Britian contained
170,000 "persons of rank and property" without visible occupation ~
almost all of them women, or rather "ladies"; a surprising number
of them umwnarried ladics's A number of Theosophical ladies owed
their freedom of action to such private incomes. By the 1880s, then,
there wore significant numbers of women who were cconomically in-
dependent, and it was from their ranks, and from the ranks of those
with sympathetic parents or husbands, that the first candidates for
School Boards and Boards of Guardians as well as for County Coun-
cils wore drawn, as well as the activists in the numerous organiza-
tions for social and political reform. Collectively they created the
image of the {Jew Woman, who was to be a model for countless others
lras privileged than they were.

The theme of the New, which ran like a leit-motiv through the
cighteen-eightirs, exprussed not simply a fascination with novelty and
modernity, but also a recognition of changing social reality, as in
the phrase fthe New Journalism! (attributed to Matthew Arnold) in
reference to the rise of the mass-circulation press (Havighurst,
1974, p.1) [1}). More deeply, it reflected a desire for renewal and
regeneration, which might take inspiration from the future or _the
past - from the technological fix exemplified in Bellamy's Looking
Backward: 2000-1887 (1888) or from the imagined h.armony.of
Blatchford's Merrie England (1894). Or it might attempt a genuine
synthesis of marxist economics and utopian dreams as in the work of
William Morris (Thompson, 1977). At this time when the nature of
capitalism was undergoing a shift and new classes were in process of
formation, it was not possible to discern one dominant class and one
dominant culture, in the sense of a hegemonic ideology. The oft-quo-
ted statement of Marx and Engels (1846) that The ideas of the
ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. the‘ da_ss
which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its
ruling intellectual force!, needs to be understood in the context 0{' a
society in which there was a struggle for dominance among the ruling
interests - landed, manufacturing, financial - as well as a challel}ge
from an increasingly well-organized working class, with the new -
termediate classes poised between them. Consequently there werf
competing ideologies, i.e. competing versions of politicj.al and econO_
mic philosophy within and between the traditional parties, and com

i igri i i nformists and Roman Catholics
peting religious interests, with Nonco s
attenuating the privileged position of the Churc-h of England, e
Christianity itself severely shaken by the cumulative assaults.of 1 ]
lical criticism, scientific materialism, and the general heritage 0t
ideas from the Enlightenment. These conflicts were to'a large fix_te:s
contained because, as Macintyre (1967) has argued, in the reh%? >
and moral sphere there was a tacit agreement to differ about __e_r_l'c;l -
a recognition of pluralism, in effect -~ based on a genera.l accep gy
of certain means, the !secondary virtues' of toleran.ce, fair play,
so on, which constituted the ground rules of behaviour.
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From the viewpoint of the 1980s we may lock back on Victorian
certainties with nostalgia only by overlooking the fact that 1888 was
as exciting and tumultuous a year as 1968, and considerably closer
to being a ly revol y Indeed, 1t was regarded
as such by many of the groups active at the time, among them the
Theosophical Soclety,

The Theosophical Society [2]

As mentioned above, the Theosophical Society was formed m New
York in 1875. Its founders, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky and Colonel
Henry Steel Olcatt, were at the centre of a dilettante circle of

spiri fr and bok most of whom
dropped out quite early. HPB (as she was generally referred to)
was a eol l, temper 1, and h elled Russian aristocrat

with inter alia a considerable reputation as a medwm, the precise
detalls of whose life, as the first of her many biographers had
reason to complamn (Sinnett, 1886), were exceedingly difficult to
verify. It seems likely that she drew no hard lLine between factual and
wmaginative truth 1n life as 1n hiterature, but she well understood how
to manipulate others through a persona that seasoned mystery and
uncomentionality with charm and robust humour. In most respects
she canformed to the copybook mmage of a charismatic leader, to
whom Olcott provided the y 1 and ative com~
plement. Indeed, they called themselves the Theosophical Twins, a
palr of ‘chums' who scrapped but always made up. Olcott was an
agronomist turned soldier, who fought an adventurous campaign n
the Northern army during the American Civil War. He subsequently
combined a legal practice with journalism, and # was while on an
assignment for lis paper imestigating the strange phenomena
produced by a family of medwms in Vermont, that he encountered
HPB. This Huff, likeable, 1f rather naif, man-of~affairs quickly be-
came HPB's chela, or disciple, in esoteric matters and thereafter
threw himself into the Theosophical cause as the principal organizer
and publicist of the young society.

The initial period in New York had a somewhat surrealistic flavour.
The founders! bizarrely decorated apartment - jokingly called the lam=
asery - where HPB conducted her salon and demonstrated her med-
fumistic arts, became the focus of lively curiosity. Further publicity
resulted when they staged a rather rowdy Orphic funeral for one
Baron de Palm, lprincipally famous as a corpse!, for his was the
ﬂ{x;ﬁ to be cremated in the USA. Already Theosophy was shri;dng :2
affimty wth avant-parde ideas - vegetarianism, homoeo, y a
oth:x'yforms of patural dici g. i a:ta:-vaccin-
ationism, dress reform, etc. - which are the hallmark of alternative
or underground mo\ements then as now. At this time spiritualism was
falling into disrepite in the USA owing to exposures of fraudulent
mediums, and HPB became imvolied in public controversies, putting
the case for a 'spiritual spiritualism' as against the materialistic kind
then in \ogue. The publication in 1877 of Isis Unveied brought her
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international attention, respectful and otherwise. Subtitled 'A Master
Key to the Mystories of Ancient and Modern Science and Theologyt,
the work launched a spirited attack on the *twin tyrannies' of contem-
porary institwtionalized religion and materialistic science, lambasting
the Pope and T.H. Huxley with equal fervour. The resolutions of the
strife btacen the two lconflicting Titans! was to be sought in the
restoration of the lHermnetie Philesophy, that Ancient wisdom which
she held to b the true and timeless Iasis of knowledge and the
raoteric heart of all relipious systems. In a synthesis of reconstruc-
ted relipion and a science purged of materialism, the Divine Plan of
cosmic vvolution would e made clear. HPB had been called by the
Mastrrs of Wisdon, the cadre, so to speak, of the Occult Hierarchy
responsibie for poverning human affairs, to the somewhat ungrateful
tazk  of forming the Theosophical Society as the vanguard of a
world-wide movenent to awaken humankind to its spiritual destiny of
fulfilling that plan.

Thr rsponse to the call in New York was not overwhelming, and
the founders accordingly set sail for India, on the invitation of an
organization called the Arya Samaj concerned with the revitalization
of Hinduism. Olcott was under the mistaken impression that this was
a sort of Indian TS, ard the Arya were similarly misinformed about
them, btut for a time the two societies worked together. En route for
the Orient in 1879, the founders stopped off in London, to meet a
group of friends who had already started a branch of the Society. It
is with this group that | am principally concerned here.

Its memboers were mostly ex~officers of the British National Assoc-
iation of Spiritualists, which was then in some disarray (see Nelson,
1869) . The TS offered a more serious and theoretical approach to
spiritualism, as well as an introduction to the religious philosophies
of the East, which were scen as the source of the Western esoteric
tradition of which some members were already students. The three
Obiects of the Society, which with slight changes of wording soon
assuned the form they retain today, were acceptable to a wide range
of seckers who were coming to terms with the Victorian crisis of
faith. They read:

1. To form a nucleus of the universal brotherhood of humanity,
without distinction of race, creed, sex, caste, or colour.

2. To encourage the study of comparative religion, philosophy,
and science.

3. To investigate unexplained laws of nature and the powers latent

in man.

There was, of course, an inherent contradiction between the
tolerant open-mindedness of the Objects of the Theosophical Society
and the truth-claims made for the Theosophical cosmalogy, and this
was to be a pround of recurrent disputes and schisms. Although, at
the level of cosmic ideation, all religions are one, at the level 01:
human institutions they are distinct and various, and orthodox
believers are not generally prepared to concede more than a courti}S;Y
validity to other confessicns. However, in the last quarter of the
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nineteenth century, the syncretistic vision of the Theosophists had
considerable appeal to those who needed to reconstruct their shaken
faith, to come to terms with advances mn physies and biology, par-
ticularly Darwinism, and to justify personal experiences of a mystical
or occult nature. The TS provided a settmg fcr '.he explorat\cn of
ideas and ph usually by the
established churches and sects, and 1t offered women an equal part
1n the enterprise.

Some Other Contemporary Societies

As already indicated, the Theosophical Society was one of a plethora
of orgamzations centred on late-mneteenth-century Londen - Hetero-
dox London, as 1t was termed by a contemporary observer (see
Smith, 1967) - which attracted a shifting and overlapping member-
ship of intellectuals and socialites, some of whom were also imoled
1n working-class politics. I have referred to the British National As-
soclation of Spiritualists, some of whose members jotned the Camb-
ridge group around the Sidgwicks in founding the Soclety for Psych-
jcal Research in 1882 (see Gauld, 1968). After a brief honeymoon
with the TS based on mutual misperception, the SPR pullished a
damrung Report {1885) on HPB and her Madras entourage, which
rocked the Society and lost 1 many members. However, the TS
recovered, HPB settled mn London, while Olecott successfully expanded
activities 1 Indla, and the TS became a feature of the London social
round.

In 1884 the Fabuan Society had been formed, following a split in
the Fellowship of the New Lafe, a group dedicated to the ‘cultivation
of a perfect character in each and allls According to Bernard Shaw,
the two factions went their separate ways, ‘the one to sit among the
dandelions, the other to organize the docks'. Fissions along these
lines also occurred mn the TS from twne to time. At this juncture
Anme Besant was one of the most militant of the Fabians, but she,
like Shaw, and Frank Podmore, a founder of the Fabian Society who
later became secretary of the Soclety for Psychical Research, was
also interested In spiritualism. The reason given at the time was that
lhe seance-room would prove to be the laboratory in which the

of the superpl 1 world would be put to definitive test,
where evidential proof would be forthcoming to settle once and for all
the question of survival after death, the existence of a spirt world,
and the vahdity of various rehgious clams. Such was the deference
accorded to science, even by those who opposed the scientific
world-view, that the endorsement of what was taken to be scientific
method (and sometimes was) was sought for beliefs relating to
non-physical realms of experence. However, biographical material
suggests that for many, including some of the most professedly
rationalist, seances offered comfort and hope in coping with the
death of relatives and friends, so often untimely in the Victorian era.

Some of the Fablans were drawn deeper into occultism and fallowed
Annie Besant and Herbert Burrows into the Theosophical Soclety. A
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few, including E. Nesbit (now best known for her children's stories )
were attracted to magical orders such as the Stella Matutina, an
offshoot of the Golden Dawn, with which W.B. Yeats and Maud Gonne
were for a time associated after leaving the Theosophical Society,
Fabians who were Christian Socialists, such as the Rev. Stewart
Headlam, founder of the Guild of St Matthew (in 1877), had little
time for the occult, and neither perhaps had those who gravitated to-
wards the Ethical Society, founded in 1886, or the anarchist Freedom
Group, whose mainstay, Mrs Charlotte Wilson, had been prominent in
the Fabian Society. There were groups enough for all shades of
opinion, and those who differed politically might come together at
meetings of the Vegetarian Society or the Humanitarian League, or
unite for the defence of civil rights under the umbrella of the Law
and Liberty League.

For many Fabians and other socialists at this time, women's
suffrage was not the paramount issue it was to become after the turn
of the century. Many felt that it was subordinate to the wider ques-
tion of adult suffrage, a view taken by Beatrice Webb and E. Nesbit.
Others felt that Votes for Women! meant votes for ladies, who would
inevitably support the Tories. The Suffrage Societies, which had
started in the eighteen-sixties, and were not amalgamated into a Nat~
ional Union of Women's Suffrage Societies until 1897, were sedate
law-abiding bodies which did not appeal to the energetic Fabians. Im-~
patient with their lack of militancy, Dr and Mrs Pankhurst, who were
at that time Fabians, formed the Women's Franchise League in 1889,
but according to Mitchell (1977, pp.21-3), it had collapsed by .1893
because it attempted to embrace too many issues and set its sights
too high.

At the end of the 1880s it was becoming clear that the hoped"for
revolution was not around the corner, although considerable gains
had been won by organized labour, and by the women'.s'movement as
regards increased educational and employment opportunities and some
social legislation. The creation of the Independent Labour Party from
a coalition of trade-union and socialist interests represer}ted a new
political force with parliamentary objectives, but while it _won the
support of left-wing feminists it offered little backing for their cause.
It is not surprising, therefore, that when the Pankhurst and .thelg
followers decided to launch a mass campaign with the smgle—mmde'
aim of obtaining the vote, the resultant organization, the V\.’omenst
Social and Political Union, formed in 1903, was a very d].ffererli
proposition from the earlier societies. This phase .of the wometns
movement falls outside the scope of this paper, but it may be no tli
that many Theosophists, including Annie Besant, were 1nvolveci1 m( e:
campaign, and many suffragists, notably C-harlot:te Despar belosw
Linklater, 1980) became Theosophists. As will be sugges'ai;:ltl ” o’f
Theosophical doctrines were highly consonant with the outloo

many militants.
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Biographtes- the Theosophical Feminists

From the preceding account it wall be evident that the Theosophical
Society in the 1880s was very much in tune wath the utopian mood of
the times, Its Three Objects expressed notions of brotherhood,
equality between the sexes, progress, perfectibility, toleration, and
so on that were in harmony with socialist and feminist ideals, al-
though, as with Fabuian doctrines, they could also be, and sometimes
were, interpreted in an elitist and authoritarian manner. The fact that
the co-founder and charismatic leader of the TS was a woman, H.P.
Blavatsky, was no guarantee that other women would be encouraged
to play a prominent role, but they did so from the first. The first
secretary of the London branch was Miss Emily Kislingbury, former
secretary of the British National Association of Spiritualists, and its
treasurer a Miss Arundale. Mabel Ceollins, a prolific novelist and
mystical writer, co-edited the Journal Lucifer with HPB before Anme
Besant appeared on the scene, and Annie became de facto leader of
the movement worldwide on HPB's demse in 1891. Nor were women
just carrying the burden of admimstration behind the scenes - m
fact, if anyone could reasonally have complained of office drudgery
it was Olcott - they took an equal share in lecturing, travelling, and
writing, and a number of them put their private fortunes at the
disposal of the Society. As far as one can judge, women were
equally well represented among the rank-and-file. Insofar as the TS
can be regarded as a relipious sect, 1t offered women opportunities
for self-expression and leadership derued them by the established
churches and by most of the other sects - Quakers, the Salvation
Army, and to some extent the Umtarians apart, though respect for
women in these proups still relegated most of them to a secondary
role. Regarded more broadly as a social movement, the TS offered
greater scope than did the Secular Societies, which often regretted
the lack of interest shown in them by women at the grass-roots level
(see Budd, 1971), and by the political organizations, apart from
the Fabian Society. Women supporters of the two main parties were
sidetracked mnto their own organizations, such as the Women's Liberal
Association, or fan clubs, such as the Primrose League. Only in the
field of social reform, in the temperance societies and the Charnity
Organizations Society, for instance, were women allowed real
openings, since these were regarded as sutable interests for
females.

‘The appeal of the Theosophical Society to women was twofold. In
the first place, there was the explicit statement mn 1ts furst Object
concerning absence of sexual discrimination; 1n the second there was
the content of Theosophical teaching., This depends on the idea that
the body is the temporary vehicle for an eternal spirit, which i its
evolutiomary progress passes through all material forms from the
mineral to the angelic, and reincarnates innumerable times 1n male
and female guises. Furthermore, the dynamic of the cosmic process
requires the interaction of twe principles differentiating out from the
Absclute, and these may be scen as matter and spirit, yin and yang,
male and female, Thus Theosophy provides a theoretical legitimation
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at the highest cosmological level for mundane notions of equality bet-
ween the sexes. Since, in the everday world, this balance has mani-
festly not been achieved, some Theosophical feminists were inclined to
identify the male with materialism and evil, and to assert the
superiority not just of the feminine principle but of the female sex.
This was stridently asserted by some of the militant suffragettes, ins-
pired by the Theosophical writings of Rosa Swiney [3] (e.g. 1906),
and expressly condemned by Charlotte Despard in Theosophy and the
Woman's Movement (1913).

By no means all the women in the Theosophical Society would have
described themselves as feminists, any more than all members would
have regarded themselves as socialists, but there were elective affini-
ties between these proups, which were quite pronounced up to the
First World War. Many Theosophists who had little interest in wo-
men's suffrage and the political aims of the womenls movement were
nevertheless sympathetic to its social and educational objectives, if
only because they themseclves exhibited the self-determination neces-
sary to obtain higher education, pursue a professional or artistic ca-
reer, or engage in writing and public speaking. Indeed, it would
have been difficult for a Theosophist, male or female, of however
quietistic bent, not to subscribe to many of the views on the status
of women and rclations between the sexes put forward by the femin-
ists. But this did not necessarily entail any compulsion to support
reforms in the real world, which for some occultists has inferior re-
ality to the ideal world and is therefore something of a distraction.

It will be seen from the biographies that follow that individuals
differed widely in their commitment to feminism as a movement, a.nd
in some cases changed their stance as they grew more involved with
Theosophy.

Dr Anna Kingsford (1846-1888)

Dr Kingsford is still remembered as one of the first Eng}ishwo{m?n to
qualify as a physician, as a pioneer in the campaign against v1wsec;
tion and for the rights of animals, and as a mystic and the author o
several inspirational works. She was born Annie Bonus in 1846, the
voungest of twelve children of a prosperous merchant and Shlp'owner_,-
to whom she was devoted. A solitary and imaginative child, with un
restricted access to her father!s library, she enacted the.myths anCtl
legends that absorbed her in dramatic performances w1t.h. a vas
collection of dolls and in conversation with flowers and fairies. Helé
creative capacities were expressed in stories and poems, some o—
which had been published before she was thirteen, but similar ene
couragement was not given to her musical talents,. and lessons W}irr
discontinued when teachers hinted at a professional career. t?
precocious exhibitions of clairvoyance were regarded as S)'rmptomha ;(i
of disease and referred to a physician. Later, at ﬂ'{e fl.mshmg §§e Z d
where she was sent to undergo ‘the lopping.and trimming ct;résélé X‘I
necessary to fit girls for conventional society? (Malﬂand ri,tica,l
p.6), while her literary abilities were appreciated her c

36



Theosophy and Fermnism

interest wn religion most emphatically was not. On leaving schodl she
devoted herself to writing; her Dreams and Dream Stories [4] was a
posthumous reputlication of some of this materal. Her family
frustrated her desire for more mundane work, and prevented her
talang up 2 position as a clerk to a solicitor whom she had prevailed
upon to try her out. In 1865 her father died, setthng on her an
income of £700 a year, and she determined to marry her amenable
cousin A]gernon ngsford then a cwil servant. on whom she had
her 1nd Owmg to family
opposmcn her plan had to be deferred until she attained her
majority. In the meantime, between bouts of ilness, she led %a farrly
hedomistic life', and was passionately addicted to hunting, wntil
sudderly revolted by its brutality. The reflections thus prompted on
the relations between humans and anrnals led to her espousal of
veg and antwvn She was already wholeheartedly
d to female on which she later published an
essay (Kingsford, 1868). 1t was while camassing for signatures to
a petition for the protection of married women's property that she
met a lady medium, who first aroused her interest in spritualism.
Shortly after this, in December 1867, Anna and Algernon were
marrieds The follawing day, wcapacitated by an attack of asthma,
Anna returned to her mother!s home, remaming there unt the birth
of her only chid, Eadith. As Maitland puts i, her marriage was a
marriage in little more than the nawe. Perhaps for this reason
Algernon decided to take holy orders, and together they studied
Anglican theology.
At this time Anma had no setfled rehgious convictions. She was re-
d by the ‘hardness, coldness, and meagreness' of the Evangelical
religion in which she had been reared (Maitland I, p.15), which
seemed unresponsive to her awakening spiritual needs, but found
sympathy in ber medium friend, who transmitted messages purported-
ly from her father encouraging her to search and pray, and also
from her putative ancestress Anne Boleyn, who suggested an affinuty
between them. The visions and trances she began to experience were
viewed by ber family as fits, and she was sulmitted to painful
medical treatment for these, and for nervous pamics, neurahga, and
sudden losses of 1 She then unde t surgery for an
internal complant from which she never completely recovered. The
visions persisted, and 1t was at the prompting of a nocturnal
apparition of St Mary Magdalen, who told her that a great task lay
ahead, that she turned to Roman Catholicism. The artistic and devo-
tional aspects of a faith practised by several of her friends bad long
appealed to her, and since her new religious mentors accepted her
visions as marks of special grace, her comersion was hardly sur~
prising, She was received under the names of Mary Magdalen in 1870
and confirmed two years later by Archbishop Manmung with the add-
{tional names of Maria Johanna {5].

Although she had opted for Catholicism as against Protestantism,
Anna had net yet arrived at what Maitland calls the ‘falternathve
presentation’ of Christianity - the mystical and subjective, as aginst
the ecclesastical and objective - but she by no means surrendered
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herself to her new church, declining spiritual direction and availing
herself of its offices as the impulse took her. She asserted her in-
dependence also in the secular sphere when her hushand was ap-
pointed to a country curacy and she, on the grounds of boredom and
il health, arranged to spend half her time in London editing The
Lady's Own Paper: a Journal of Progress, Taste and Art. Her object
in buying the weekly was to promote social reform, particularly with
regard to the position of women, but even at this stage her ultimate
concern was with restoring the due balance between the masculine and
feminine principles of humanity rather than with female emancipation
as such. Among the contributors to her paper were such notable
feminists as Emily Shirreff, Julia Wedgwood, Sophia Jex Blake, Eliza-
beth Wolstenholme, Barbara Bodichon, and Frances Power Cobbe.
After two years Anna was forced to close the magazine for the famil-
iar reason of lack of advertising revenue due in this case to her re-
fusal to promote products of which she disapproved on humanitarian
grounds.

While remaining committed to the enfranchisement of women, Anna
henceforth ceased to take an active part in the movement, after about
1873, giving the following reasons. She felt that women should dem-
onstrate their capacity for serious work rather than clamouring for
freedom and power; she disapproved of the growing tendency in the
movement to exacerbate divisions between the sexes and to express
hostility towards men; she deprecated the exaltation of spinsterhood
over wifehood, which she saw, interestingly, as an assertior.l‘ of
inexperience over experience; and she reprobated the disl?osmon
among women to regard womanhood as an inferior condition ex.rldence‘d
by their cultivating the masculine over the feminine side in their
nature. These views represent a prise de position on some contro-
versies about female emancipation within the women's movement that
have by no means been resolved over a century later. ) )

In line with her first point, Anna had already formed th‘e mtentu?n
of studying medicine, not because she wished to practise but in
order to acquire the scientific knowledge and status to equip her to
wage an effective campaign against animal experimentation and f'or
dietary reform. After passing the examinations of the quthecar}es
Hall in November 1873, Anna had to continue her studies in Paris,
since the English medical schools were then dosed. to women. S}tle
had recently met Edward Maitland, a widowed relative some twer.)t})I
years her senior, who became her spiritual partner. He sharec} mto
Algernon the duties of chaperoning Anna during her frequent trips ’
the Continent and supporting her through the ardx.lous couirse 0e
study. In 1880 her doctoral thesis, L‘Alimentation. végétale de lh(:immin
was accepted, not without considerable opposit.mn. It appeare o
English a year later as The Perfect Way in Diet, a mamfes:to o
lpurity in diet, compassion for the animals, the exaltatcllonﬁon
womanhood, and mental and moral unfoldment through ‘the pmlefll;awith
of the organism!. On her return to England she o_ccupxed hers vients
a successful London medical practice, mainly with women pall é

: iati ; i i hom she share
and continued her association with Ma1tlar3d, .\\.r1th \} T perfoct
the mystical experiences described in their joint work The Feriect
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Way (1881}, based on a lecture series that won them considerable
acclaim and led to an invitation to join the Theosophical Society.
Anma was almost immediately elected president of the London Lodge in
1883, but owing to differences about the Masters and the emphasis to
be placed on Christian as chstinct from Oriental sources, formed a
separate Lodge, which then split off to become the Hermetic Society.
Its meetings were attended by many of the Theosophusts, and papers
(on Kabbalism and alchemy) were also contributed by Dr Wynn West-
cott and MacGregor Mathers, who were shorfly to inaugurate the
Order of the Golden Dawn. Anna and Maitland maintaned friendly re~
lations wath the TS, mncluding HPB, who characteristically dubbed
them the Perfect Wayfarers’. However, mn spite of her success as a
physician, writer, and lecturer, and the near adulation of her coter—
1¢, who were as charmed by her beauty and elegance as a woman as
they were mmpressed by her wvision and profundity as a teacher and
seer, Anma was frequently prostrated by illnesses, for which she
resorted to chloroform and 1 and gy d
depression and suicidal thoughts as her fortieth birthday approached.
Her diary entries poignantly express her despaw

9 months since 1 wrote a line m my Dary. Tune enough in which
to have concewed and borne a child ...[yet she felt she was only
marking tme.] 1 know what [ want ... to be away 1n strange
places ~ prawries, flords, ete, I want a friend with whom to wisit
solitudes. Is it Love that 1 want? No, not the commen, wvulgar
cry, the cry of all sickly women-folk, the sing-song of drawing~
room mssess 1 want a friend, There are too many men and
women, there is too lttle Humamty ... There 15 a dearth of
understanding, of nakedness of spirit. All of us are over-dressed
«se Truth 15 dead, 15 dead ~ or has she never yet come to birth?
(June 22, 1886, cited by Maitland 11).

Here is more than a hint of her \! towards land, her
protector and nurse as well as spitual collaborator, who also exer—
cised a restraining, or restrictive, nfluence. He discouraged her in-
terest 1 practical occultism! and fexperimental methods' in alchemy
(also deprecated by HPB), which took the form of hurling ‘spiritual
thunderbolts! against the vivisectors Claude Bermard and Pasteur with
murderous intent. He also diverted her from responding to an intuna-
tlon received while asleep that 'she could not expect to have giten to
her a revelation of the mysteries of the Kingdom of Love while
leading an ascetic hife! (Maitland II, p.1). The explanation of these
destructive and erctic mpulses was gradually revealed through a
dream horoscope and other signs. Annals previous incarnations - as
Faustine, Arme Boleyn, et al. - indicated for her the ‘Path of the
Harlot', and her refusal to follow it m her present incarnation was
bringing on her the €1l Karma (hers is introduced an Oriental con-
cept) created in ber prevfous lives, hence her musfortunes and
suffering. The early deaths of her prerious selves protected her from
the experience of ageing, presering her youth but also lur ~ her
to re-enactment through suicide. According to Maitland,
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'no substantial permanent Personalif}" (H: P- 351)’ and accordingly
he had to act as the guardian of her mental continuity,

Diagnostically, the occult interpretation of Anna's experience and
behaviour was satisfying and constructive, in that it formed an integ-
ral part of their evolving mystical system. It is not difficult to trans-
late this occult psychopathology into the terminology of some conven-
tional psychiatric paradigms, substituting multiple personalities,
split-off parts of the self, archetypes of the collective unconscious,
etc. for the past selves, and dissociation, repression, sublimation,
etc. for the mechanisms responsible for karma and reincarnation.
From a relativist standpoint these are simply different metaphors for
systematizing phenomena, and both Freud and Jung explored
mythological and symbolic meanings in the content of the psyche.
Therapeutically, however, interpretation and understanding are not
usually sufficient to resolve conflicts and complexes, and in Annals
case the claboration of a mystical cosmology on the spiritual plane
(or fantasy level) performed no abreactive function and left untouch-
ed her mundane situation. Maitland!'s protective collusion prevented
her integrating the split-off destructive and sexual elements into a
whole personality, and she was denied the opportunity of ‘working
through! her dependence on the father (actual and surrogate) to an
adult sexual relationship with her husband or a fully maternal
relationship with her child. It could be that her obsession with ;.)et
guinea-pigs was an acting~out of her inability to come to terms with
the child in herself and a fortiori with her daughter.

Unfortunately Anna never received the disinterested psychological
support that might have enabled her to struggle through to maturity,
and the medical treatment she underwent proved disastrous. It is
little wonder that on reaching the menopause with the emotional tasks
of the first half of life unfulfilled she was unable to survive the
Imid-life crisis* and found a way out through virtual suicide. Her
death in 1888 was attended by unseemly bickering about her status as
a member of the Roman church. )

Maitland survived to write her biography and republish her
writings, and to found the Esoteric Christian Union devot.ed to the
INew Gospel of Interpretation'. This was 'meither an invention nor f
compilation, but first, a discovery, and next, a recovery‘ - dl.scovd
ery because it ascertains the nature and method of exlstel.'lce, ai;ﬂ
recovery because it proves to be the 'basic and secret doctrine of .
the great religions of antiquity, including Christianity, - the éoctrmg
commonly called the Gnosis, and variously entitled Hem_letlc at{rll
Kabbalistic? (Kingsford and Maitland 1887, p.li). Essentmllly, the
Divine Mind, bent on self-manifestation or creation, concelves te
Ideal Humanity as a vehicle in which to descend -ﬁ-om Bemg m:)
Existence. Human Nature in its perfection (Christ) is twofold “E‘; ZI;_
eration, expressing the opposites of Will/Love, Ju:stme/ Me;‘f};%‘ mr;le.
gy/Space, Life/Substance, Positive/Negative, i.e. M el ifee -
Male/Female qualities are in their union and cooperation the 3 dest-
salvation of the world; in division and antagonism its death an

ction.
ruA:r.::’ording to Kingsford and Maitland, as to other contemporary
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occultists, 1881 was a pivotal year between two dispensations, the
one evil and adulterous (the product of conflict between opposites),
and the other the prelude to ‘heaven on earth! {thewr reconciliation).
The tune was therefore ripe to promulgate the Doctrine the product
of the Woman (Intuition), whose office is Interpretation, was to be
submitted to the mampulation of the Man (Intellect), whose office is
Mamfestation. This Doctrine was adapted for promulgation nto a
world mn which intuition was nearly extinet and intellect alone active,
but bound to sense-pature (materialism). The renascence of the
feminine principle (Isis, Sophia, the Great Mother) with its mission
of renewal was 2 dominant theme in the esotoric teaching of the tume,
and one that recommended iself to mystical fempusts. Nor is it too
far-fetched to see 1its secular analogue 1 the image of the New
Woman referred to above.

The next subject of hiographcal exploration was a devoted friend
of Anma Kingsford, but a far more robust character.

Isabelle de Steiger (1836-1927)

Unlike Anna Kingsford, who achieved fame i her own tme and 1s
still remembered today, Isabelle de Steiger (nfe Isabel Lace) [6] was
known to a relatively small circle mn her lfetime and s now
forgotten. Nevertheless, she was a pamter and the author of several
articles and books on mystical subjects, as well as a highly enter—
taining autobiography ({de Steiger, 1927), which, though unrelable
as to dates and ly prejudiced Jud, provides
much insight into the upper-middle-class society in which she grew
up and the genteel fringes of Bohemia she inhabited wmn her widow-
hood. She was one of seven children born to a Liverpool salicitor of
artistic inclinations whom she describes as one of the younger sons
of County families with money and unversity education who formed
the Wpper Ten' of Liverpool society. Her mother died when she was
five, her father when she fifteen, and she completed her education in
the care of an aunt. At twenty-five she married a Swiss cotton
merchant, who died ten years later. These ‘regular decimal cyeles!
punctuating her life assumed great importance in her eyes. Instead of
returning to her family on the death of her husband in Egypt, she
declded to study art, first in Calro and Florence and then, after
settling in London in 1874, at Heatherley's School and the Slade. She
managed to support herself on the proceeds of her work, supplemen—
ted by a small private income, and was sufficlently talented to exhibit
in most of the leacing gnllertes, including the Royal Academy and the
Soclety of Women Artists (see Wood, 1978). She painted portraits
of scveral Theosophists, including Anma Kingsford and Patience
Sinrett, but unfortunately much of her work was destroyed in a fure.
At first, while seeking to establish herself, she went through 'a
somewhat rough time! occasioned partly by depression over her
husband's death and partly by the uswal obstacles to independence
placed in the way of a well-tred lady by family and friends, and in
her case by the art establishment. Women artists found difficulty in
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renting studios, and were not admitted to life classes at art schools,
so Isabelle and her women colleagues organized their own, and
thereby became aware of the plight of the models, then regarded as
little more than tarts. Recognition of their common condition as
working women produced a feeling of solidarity and efforts to
improve their status and treatment. While Isabelle did not associate
herself with any organized branch of the women's movement, she
identified with the feminist outlook with regard to issues that came
within her own experience, such as education and employment. Her
attitude to the women's movement, and later to the Theosophical
Society, exemplifies a strain of individualism and radical conservatism
very characteristic of English thought (cf. George Eliot). She was
dismissive of the constraints of Victorian bourgeois society, and
birth, character, and some talent enabled her to override them to a
considerable extent. This independence manifested itself in her
religious development. Even as a girl, she was 'not devoted to the
church and clergy’. Her mother's family were Evangelicals, 'like all
Irish Protestants!, but there were Unitarians on her fathers side, and
later she had to endure the dour Calvinism of her Swiss in-laws.
None of these variants of Christianity afforded spiritual satisfaction,
and in her early widowhood she experienced a 'black period: i do
not think I was completely born until I was about thirty-six (de
Steiger, 1929, p.l). Her spiritual rebirth, during which she ’.evol-
ved a deeper philosophy’ came about through an interest in spiritual-
ism - to her family's disgust she contributed to the periodical Light -
and through her study of hermetic philosophy. She was a friend of
Mrs Penny, a student of Jacob Boehme, and of Mrs Atwood, author
of A Suggestive Inquiry into Hermetic Philosophy and Alchem'l
(1850). Above all she admired Anna Kingsford, whom she held in
higher esteem than she did the rebarbative HPB. Through her assoc-
iation with the medium Mrs Hollis Billing, and with Miss Kislingb}lry
(see above, p.35), she became a member of the first 'I'heosopl’.ucal
group in London. Many of these people shared Isabelle’s reservations
about HPB's eccentricities, and gravitated towards Anna Kingsford and
her Hermetic Society as well as aligning themselves v&:ith A. P.
Sinnett, the pupil of HPB who was often at loggerheads with her and
came to dominate the London Lodge of the TS. The advent on Fhe
Theosophical scene of Annie Besant at the end .of the exghtlef
dismayed the Sinnett faction (who were almost defiantly Conserva_
tive), and they were further alienated when HPB!s new-found favourd
jte took over as her virtual successor when the Old .Lad).r passe
over {or pegged out, as she herself would have put 1't)' in 1891-t
Like many others, Isabelle withdrew from .the TS, .hez.- dlsﬂlusmnme;:
deepened by the refusal of the Theosophical Publishing Company to
i i ccount of its
accept her first book, On a Gold Basis, allegedly on a o
Christian character. The book eventually appeared ) under ang
imprint in 1907, and was followed by Superhumanity, and by a
translation of Karl von Eckertshausen's Cloud upon the Saniug_.léxavl
The latter work originated in papers presented to the Alcl:gervzl
Society of London, which flourished just bef9re the First w;')rRudoTrl:l
After the war Isabelle became acquainted with the work o p
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Steiner (who had left the TS 1 1913 to form his own Anthroposoph-
ical Soclety), and 1t seems that in his presentation of mystical
philosophy she at last found a summation that resonated with her own
experience, In many ways she was a typical 'seeker', whose lfelong
quest took her through a succession of phases - spiritualism,
Theosophy, Rosicruciamsm, alchemy, Anthroposophy - but, as her
own writings show, this was no dilettante sampling of current fads,
but a consistent attempt to find a social miliew responsne to her
developing spiritual needs. But where her mentor Anna Kingsford wis
a leader, Isabelle de Steiger was essentially a loner, in her art and
her mysticism as in her feminism.

Isabel Cooper-Oakley (1854-1914)

The younger Isabel offers a strikang contrast to her namesake, who
regarded with some this pe: 1on of the New Woman
of the eighties, who so rapidly became the intimate of HPB and Anme
Besant, She was born in Amritsar, the daughter of Henry Cooper,
C B., Commxssioner of Lahore. a supporter of the cause of Indian
of women. No doubt he encouraged
his daughter's des{re for higher education, but her entry to Girton
was delayed until 1882 owing to idlness following an accident in her
early twenties. In the intervering years she became interested in
spiritualism, studied Isis Umeiled, and became imclved in the wo-
men's suffrage movement and the Social Purity Alliance. At Cambridge
she met a group of young men who were soon to become prominent
in the Th hical Society, lud Bertram Keightley, who acted
as amanuensis to HPB, G. R. S. Mead, who became HPB's secre-
tary, and married Isabel's sister Laura, and her own future husband,
A. J. OaKley. Isabel and Laura )oined the TS in 1884 during a visit
to London of HPB, who was gratified by this accession of younger,
university-educated supporters, some of whom accompamed her on
her return to India, mncluding the recently married Cooper-Qalleys
(in true feminist style they had hyphenated thewr names), apparently
they sunk all their resources in the venture. In December of that
year, the Th Ys m ent tled in Madras, and lsabel's
speech was espechlly well xece)\ed. However, these deliberations
took place apainst the gathering storm of the press campaign
orchestrated by Christian misstonaries against the Theosophical
Society, and specifically accusing HPB of fraudulent mediumstic
practices. Characteristically, HPB wanted to fight a hbel action, hat
a committee that included the Cooper-Oakleys vetoed litigation, and
the dejed:d HPB dcparted for Europe never to retuwrn. The scandal
that the im carried out by t.hc Society
for Psychical Resurch {SPR, 1885) split the TS and nearly finished
HPB. After a period wandering round the Cortinent (during which
she was visited by Anma Kingsford), HPB was persuaded by Bertram
Keightley and others to settle in London to complete the writing of
her magnum opus, The Secret Doctrine. Isabel and Laura joined her
househeld, and became pillars of the Blavatsky Lodge, founded in
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what can only be described as opposition to the London Lodge
dominated by the Sinnetts. It seems that Cooper-Oakley remained in
India as editor of The Theosophist, but left the Society in 1887 on
account of doctrinal differences with HPB, who cahled that the entire
Blavatsky Lodge would resign were he readmitted. It seems that this
may have been the parting of the ways for Isabel and her hushand,
for no further mention of him appears in the official history of the
TS.

Undoubtedly Isabel had plenty to occupy her in London, and not
simply Theosophy. About 1890, under the name of Madame Isabel,
she opened a hat shop in New Bond Street. According to Isabelle de
Steiger, this was so unheard-of an event that it lexcited Mr Labouch-
ere, the Editor of Truth, into many words ... Extravagant prices
were asked and willingly paid by society Theosophists and their
wealthy friends ... who expected that Mr Laboucherels Girton-Lady-
Milliner would produce rare, weird, and wonderful bonnets. She did
not. She only produced inordinately expensive ones! (de Steiger,
1929, pp.159-60). After the failure of this enterprise, Isabel, un-
deterred, started no less than two Dorothy Restaurants, one for
West~End working girls and one for ladies. No doubt it was to the
latter, with lits neat little tables and special china' and Kate Greena-
way decor, that Isabelle de Steiger repaired on opening day, to-
gether with a bevy of advanced Society ladies - and the press. Lead-
ing lady artists ('society had not by then entirely dropped t}?e word
"lady" -~ we had not all become "women"!) exhibited their pictures,
and Isabellels 'Spirit of the Crystal! - a work inspired by Anma
Kingsford and fresh from the Grosvenor Gallery - was voted the
prize ('a nice five~pound notel). )

Working girls of a different sort were catered for in another
establishment that Isabelle was unlikely to have patronized, for it had
been set up by Annie Besant with money anonymously donated to H.PB
‘for the service of humanity'. This was the HPB Club for Working
Girls situated in the Bow Road, an area of the East End by then stiff
with isettlements! set up in imitation of, or rivalry with, '.I‘Oanee
Hall. However, this one was exceptional, since it was inspired by
Theosophy rather than Christianity, and its clientele was con.'lposed of
factory girls, and in particular the Bryant and Mays matchgirls whom
Annie Besant and Herbert Burrows had so spectacularly helped. to
unionize during their aptly named strike. Relays of 'I‘1'1eosophl<:t211
ladies, led by Laura Cooper and her sister, helped to run the hqs
and club. The premises were also used for meetings by trade umO}I:S
and by the Social Democratic Federation, as George Lansbuf‘y (Who
himself later joined the TS) gratefully records in his autobiography

nsbur 1928 «6-7). .
(L;or thg ’ rest o’f };11(:3)1' life, Isabel was engaged in official duties of
one lkind and another on behalf of the Society, and spent'muCh time
on lecture tours in Australia and various European countries as W
as the UK, but after the turn of the century her base was in Italy.
In 1900 she published Tradition in Masonry and Medie\fal MYS'CICEafE
(a work that was reissued in 1977), and in 1907 presided oﬁer. "
international committee set up by Annie Besant for research
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mystical traditions. Her study of the Comte de Saint Germain was re~
published postt ly m 1927. A ding to Th phical teaching
the Comte was one of the incarmations of the Master Rakoczi, a
member of the Occult Hierarchy with a special concern for ceremonial
magic. Isabel was believed to have been in direct contact wath the
‘Hungarian Adept!, so it 18 perhaps of some sigmificance that her
death in 1914 occurred in Budapest. At the annual White Lotus Day
meeting commemorating the founder, Anme Besant paid tmbute to
Isabel Cooper-Qakley as a 'devoted pupil of HPB!, She was also un~-
usually loyal to the TS, having d in active nbershup for
thirty years, and having accepted the leadership of Annie Besant
whose innovations had proved too much for other members of HPB's
entourage. G. R. S. Mead, Laura Cooper's husband, for instance,
became increasingly estranged from Anme Besant, and 1n 1909
resigned from the Society to form the Guild of the Quest. In the
words of Clara Codd, a militant suffragette who became the first paid
national lecturer for the TS, on such def 0t s
quite a common practice in the TS, so many attracted by the
thought, dnift 1n and out. A small proportion can never leave 1t
again, for them 1t 15 Dhfe and etermty! (Codd, 1951, p.96). Isabel
was undoubtedly one of these.

Some Problems of a Biographical Approach

The varutions m the quantity and npature of the information gven
about the three subjects of the preceding accounts point to a few of
the problems encountered in gathering tiographical material about
substantial numbers of people mvolved in a movement, which ideally
should result in a kind of Namierization of the Theosophical Society.
Because of the diversity of the sources, 1 13 difficult to obtain com-
parable data for everyone, even as regards the mamn events of thewr
lives. In the case of Anma Kingsford, there is Matland's two-1olume
biography (sans index), which 1s undoubtedly selective, but never-
theless contains duary extracts, letters, poems, sketches, and other
material by the subject herself. There are also many cortemporary
references by Theosophists and others, and she features in
biographical dictionaries of the day and 1n some modern works on
occultism and vegetarianism. There are alsa her own writings, which
read in relation to the biography, provide what it is legitimate to
regard as an accurate reflection of her states of mind., Not only the
events of her life, but her personal experience, are accessitle, since
she was concerned to make them so. Her mystical ideas were in fact
an exegesis of her experience or, more accurately, of the experience
shared with Maltland, On this solid base of information, # would be
perfectly feasile - and very worth while - to write a full biography
of Anm Kingsford.

In the case of Isabelle de Steiger, there is her own autobiography,
largely written when she was cver eighty and after her diries had
been lost. The offictal Theosophical view is that it is urreliatle, and
it certalnly contains errors of fact and date, but these are easily
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adjusted, and when one is primarily interested in the experience of
an individual it is the openness of self-revelation that counts.
Furthermore, Isabells mordant comments on controversial personalities
provide a salutary corrective to the bland portrayals by their parti-
sans. Her astute and witty observations convey something of the flav-
our of occasions and their participants, including, as we have seen,
Anna Kingsford and Isabel Cooper-QOakley. Isabelle herself features in
the correspondence and memoirs of contemporary Theosophists, in
various histories of the movement, and also in reference works on
Victorian painters, so her self-portrait is rounded out. In general
they reflect the image of the vivacious, forthright, humorous lady
wearing a becoming Greenaway dress and casually holding palette and
brushes, who appears in a photograph in her autobiography.

Isabel Cooper-Oakley presents much greater difficulties, since there
appears to be no biography or autobiography, and information about
her has to be pieced together from the other types of source. Un-
doubtedly this could be greatly amplified by following up the indica-
tions provided, and by laborious recourse to TS records and period-
jcals. Such an exercise in depth is hardly feasible in dealing with
scores of individuals, but the fact that there are scores of them,
about all of whom something can be discovered, means that a compo-
site picture emerges of a number of types about whom inferences may
be drawn. Networks and groupings of people may be discerned in
terms of affinities and antagonisms, and against this densely textured
background reflections are projected of their individual experience.
On this basis it is possible cautiously to adumbrate a number of
orientations to Theosophy and feminism, and to speculate about tl?e
subjective reasons and even the objective determinations operativ_e in
each of them. Taking the three women as exemplars, three lideal
types' may be proposed: Leaders, Loners, and Disciples.

Types of Orientation
Leaders

Anna Kingsford undoubtedly falls within this category, along Wlt};
Madame Blavatsky and Mrs Besant. All were innovators possessed o
the personal charisma that attracts a devoted following. But they ob~
erated in very different ways. Although the titles of seer, magus [71;1
prophetess, initiate, or occultist can properly be applied tf’ I:IPB a}r:_
Anna Kingsford (and were acceptahle to them, though ‘medium! emp
atically was not), they do not fit Annie Besant, who showed nﬁ
spontaneous psychic gifts and had to work hard to develop Sl:ﬁ
powers after becoming a Theosophist. Annie, in fact, played hag
militant organizing and publicizing role in the movement (as s.he'
earlier done among secularists, Malthusians, and Fabians) orlglﬂah’-g
taken by Olcott, whom she followed as president of the TS onhi .
death in 1907. She built various institutional frameworks w.1thm V:thc
others, notably C. W. Leadbeater and her protege Krishnam ne:t
codd exercise their occult powers. Whereas there was 2 rather
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dnisjon of labour between HPB and Oleott, the even closer partner—
ship of Anna Kingsford and Edward Maitland invelved joint actmity.
Immersed in thewr shared experience (amounting at times to folie a
deux), they were neither of them disposed to undertake the orgamiz-
ational labours required to build a large scale movement, preferring
the select coterie attracted by therr writing and lecturing. In terms of
Weber's typology (1965, p.46 et seq.), Anna Kingsford approxim=
ated to the exemplary and HPB to the ethical prophet. Both Oleott
and Annie Besant were concerned with the routimization of HPB's
charisma in consoldating the TS as a world-wide organization, but
the groups founded by Anma Kingsford and Edward Maitland - the
Hermetic Society and the Esoteric Christian Union - did not survive
their inspirers.

Loners

This term will serve to characterize Isabelle de Steiger, for whom
independence was the keynote of existence. Although she participated
in various groups, there is no evidence of her having held office,
and she moved on when they ceased to satisfy her needs. She was
clearly suspicious of large-scale orgamzations, and was drawn to the
small intwmate circde of Anma Kingsford and to the reclusne Mrs
Atwood. She was equally unwillng to become involved in the art
world, and had little time for the Chelsea 'art set’ [8). Nor, after her
husband's death, did she seek another partner or lapse inte depend-
ence on one spiritual teacher. She was undoubtedly unusual in dis-
playing so high a degree of autonomy and ego-strength while remain-
ing an isolate. Such individuals are hard to locate because they lack
salience. Mrs Atwood, who was revered as a Theosophical teacher,
is a case in point. She never jowned the TS, though she domated her
extensive library to the London Lodge. Confirmation of the existence
of a sizable number of temperamental non-joiners is howser,
pravided by the creation of a special category of ‘non-attached
members' for indviduals who subscribe to the TS but do not belong
to a Lodge or commit themselves to participate in activities,
Isabelle's indn idwalistic stance is ch istic of the ar

rebel, whose disdain for bourgeols comention provides a vicarious
thrill for the bourgeoisie itself, It is plausitle to interpret Isabelle's
rebellion in this sense, for her family's ‘county! amtecedents inclined
her to identify with the professions and the arts and to regard the
commerical world of her husband and his friends as distinctly odd.
Distaste for industrial society and the panvenu midde dass was
mativated as much by the appret of the landowning interest
(witness the struggles over the 1832 Reform Bill) as by the suf-
fering of the masses and the conscience of reformers. Among Theo-=
sophists, as among other contemporary critics of industrialism, two
bases of dissent may be discerned. On the one hand there were those
such as Annle Besant and her fellow-Socialists Herbert Burrows and
Mrs Despard who argued from a socialist standpoint for forward-
looking political and economic change, and saw Theosophy as integr®
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to this movement. HPB herself, despite her attachment to her aristo-
cratic Russian family, was democratic in outlook and expressed sym~
pathy for these aspirations in her endorsement of Edward Bellamy
(Blavatsky, 1889). On the other hand were many members of the
upper-class London Lodge of the TS centred on the Sinnetts, who re-
garded Theosophy as the vehicle for spiritual progress among a
(self ) ~chosen elite and abhorred the efforts of the lleft wing! to offer
Theosophy to the masses. According to Isabelle de Steiger: 'The
words "Mr Gladstone” made Mr Sinnett smile gently at anyone men-
tioning his name! I felt very much akin to him. I never was a Demo-
crat! (de Steiger, 1927, p.158). It is not surprising, then, that
she took an instant dislike to Annie Besant:

As an Irish woman, she was, of course, lagin' all governments and
lagin' everything that did not meet with her approbation. This is a
vulgar but true statement. I remember especially the speech to in-
cite the match girls to their first strike. What a cruel and second-
rate policy that was (ibid., p.150).

These trivial but revealing comments serve as indicators of a deep
division in the TS between those who understood the first of its Ob-
jects in an egalitarian sense, regarding the ‘nucleus of the universal
brotherhood of humanity’ as a kind of revolutionary cadre dedicated
to struggle on behalf of humankind on the political as well as the
spiritual plane, and those who saw in it a charter for a small com-
pany of the elect to accelerate their evolutionary progress towards
membership of the Occult Hierarchy presiding over the affairs of the
universe. The not infrequent rifts in the Society tended to follow this
basic fault!, with the militants on one side and the mystics on the
other (to borrow the useful distinction made by Adam Curle, 1972).
These two factions may be located within the scheme proposed ‘by
Raymond Williams (1973) for the analysis of cultural forms. In this,
the leffective dominant culture!, understood as a process rather than
a static entity, refers to 'a central system of practices, meanings and
values' that perpetuates its hegemony by incorporating and modifying
new trends, and constantly reinterpreting itself. The new, or
lemergent! forms are notably associated with new cdlasses, and'may
appear as ‘alternative! or loppositional' to the dominant culture, e.1ther
as lincorporated’ elements (the ‘loyal opposition') or as Iresigned
areas! (excluded or neglected, and with some degree of autonomy) .
Similarly, ‘residual’! forms associated with earlier social fom‘uatxons
(such as the feudal landed gentry) may persist as alternative OF
oppositional, and may likewise be incorporated or resigned. )

As suggested above, the mid-to-late~Victorian era was one 1l
which the hegemony of the values of industrialism had by no means
been completely established, being challenged on the one 'hand by
lresidual' aristocratic and land-owning interests, many of which wer_e
incorporated, and on the other by ‘emergent' socialistic 1:rends'repref
sented by the industrialized working class and by new .fractmns o
the middle class, which at that stage were largely oppositional (latfera,1
of course, they became largely incorporated). The Theosophic
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owd) these within 1ts own
membership and. at the same time, relatmg to the wader culture both
as an Innovative oppositional force and as a cousertative influence
harking back to tradmtjonal religious themes - the revival of the
‘anclent wisdom' or, in the idiom of the nineteen-eighties, ‘rejected
knowledge' The traditional, mystical, and holistic aspects of
doctrine  correspond  to 2 del of

ccmservanve thought (1953}.

Society may be seen as a microcosm of this design ('as above, so
bel

Disciples

The enthusiastic group that assembled around HPB, and later Anme
Besant, were certainly disciples in the Weberian sense, for thewr

was 1 to that rc t: of the movement whereby
the permanence of the preaching and the contimuty of the religious
community 1s assured (Weber, 1968, p.70). Indeed, these people
regarded tt pupils, chelas. and 1n
many instances threw up other to put and
theirr incomes at the disposal of the TS. This path was followed by
the Cooper-Oakleys, but whereas the hustand departed after a decade
or so, Isabel remamed until her death, having transferred her loyalty
from 1PB to Annie Besant. Others who had been closely associated
with HPB, such as Countess Wachtmeister and Miss Arundale, contin-
ued to serve in official capacities under her successor, while others
such as Miss Kislingbury could not accept her innovations and drifted
away. Generally speaking,  was the male disciples who, having
clashed with Annie Besart, set up their own organizations. The most
notale was W. Q. Judge, one of the origimal Founders' and head of
the American Section, who after a long~drawn-out constitutional battle
with Anme and Olcott, split the Society and formed the independent
Theosophical Socicty m America in 1895. Henceforth there were to be
two Th g the from HPB
and competing for the afﬁliatmn of 1odges internationally.

Annle Besant had the capacity to inspire strong personal attach-
ments, as in the case of Esther Bright, daughter of her cld friends
the Radical MP Jacob Bright and his wife Ursula, campaigners for the
suffrage (Bright, 1936), and Lady Emily Lutyens, who took maternal
charge of the young Krishnamurti, But many disciples experienced
considerable strain, torn between loyalty to the Society, persomal
attachment to one of its leaders, and fidelity to Theosophical doctri~
nes. The cortradictions built into the Society's constitution on the
one hand, tolerance and freedom of conscience for all members, on
the other the proclamation of certain specific doctrines, set up an
instability that was bound to lead to disagreements and schisms.
sitwtion parallels that of the list and } 3
described by Budd (1977). Faced with these p:!ndo;dcal injunctions
to te bath loyal and independent, committed TS members had to neg™
otlate their own modus vivendi or, as so many of them did, move
on. The three tographies sketched above Hlustra e ical
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dilemmas.

Some Recurrent Features

These biographical explorations of a few individuals seek to show
some of the ways in which women with feminist aspirations used the
Theosophical movement as a means to express and realize their needs
and beliefs. Although these women related to the movement in very
different ways, they had some features in common.

As regards religious background, they tended to have had Evangel-
ical upbringings, but to have been exposed to other sectarian influ-
ences, such as Unitarianism, in youth. Often one or other parent
had held unorthodox views. Dissatisfaction with the Church of Eng-
land, combined with awareness of alternatives, initiated a spiritual
quest that sometimes included a period of agnosticism or even athe-
ism, as in the case of Annie Besant. Several turned to Catholicism
(Mrs Despard, Anna Kingsford, Miss Kislingbury) before or after
becoming Theosophists, but almost universally they became involved
in spiritualism before moving on to Theosophy. This transition occurs
in individual after individual (male and female), and there seem to
be no cases in which the movement was in the reverse direction,
presumahbly because Theosophy represents a more sophisticated and
elaborated philosophical system and those who abandon it join (or
rejoin) one of the established denominations or proceed to another
esoteric sect (as W. B. Yeats and Maud Gonne turned to the Golden
Dawn, and Isabelle de Steiger to Anthroposophy) or, occasionally,
to a more authoritarian sect such as Christian Science.

Not uncommonly one or both parents had died while the subject
was a child, with some disruption of family life and her education.
Many regretted the lack of formal education, but often they had r.nuCh
broader opportunities for self-education through access to private
libraries and the company of stimulating adults. In some ways they
were fortunate in being spared the brutalizing and academically rest-
ricted schooling endured by their envied brothers. Since these women
were intellectually gifted, awareness of the discrepant treaffnent
accorded to boys and girls was an early stimulus to feminism. Pr_lvate
incomes were in many cases the key to the later pursuit of higher
education and a career. )

Some of the women remained single, and of those who married 2
high proportion were widowed relatively early or separated from their
husbands. Even the happy marriages seemed to have involved some
measure of sexual trauma, and it seems that subsequent close
relationships were platonic. The partnerships of HPB and Olcott, aI}d
Anna Kingsford and Edward Maitland, were indispensable to thelr
mission. Annie Besant had a series of dose collaborators, i:trOm
Charles Bradlaugh in her secular phase, through Edward Avelm%:
Bernard Shaw, and Herbert Burrows in her socialist phase, to P ro_
essor Chakravati and C. W. Leadbeater when she became 2 TheZn
sophist. Mrs Despard, who formed emotional tie.s w.mth other ‘woirilon
after her husbandis death, was convinced of continuing communica
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with hum through the planchette and seances.

During the period under review there was a heavy emphasis on
‘purity’ in advanced circles. The model for man-woman relationships
was that of 'comrades' (or 'chums' in the case of Oleott and HPB),
as though equality between the sexes could be achieved only by the
renunciation of sexuality, which was associated with male dommnation
and the degradation of woman. Companionate marriape, as between
Havelock Ellis and Edith Lees {members of the Fellowship of the tew
Life) and Beatrice Potter and Sidney Webb (the paradipmatic Fab-
1ans) were much admired, while not entirely trouble-free platonic re-
lationships, including that with Anme Besant, were wadely indulged n
by Bernard Shaw before he escaped mnto what was probably a marage
blanc with Charlotte Payne-Townsend. For most emancipated women,
freedom mmphed freedom from sex, rather than sexual freedom.
Eleanor Marx who 'set up' with Edward Aveling after his fervent but
pure' interlude with Anrue, was exceptiomal among women mn her
milteu 1 wanting her free union to be a unwon n all respects
(Kapp, 1976). Although there was some talk of ‘free love' at the
time, and even some practice of 1t, notably among spirituahist com-
munities 1n the USA, & was 1n peneral frowned upon by English so-
cualists and severely castigated by Theosophists. Theosophists looked
forward to a coming stage in human evolution when sex would be
transcended, though they were not averse to recallng amorous exp~
lolts in thew past lives. Such fantasies were virtually institutionalized
means of dealing with untamed libwdo.

It would seem that maternal feeling was not very strong, or was
displaced onto cther objects, among the female Theosophists. Isabelle
de Steiger, Isabel Cooper-Oakey, and Caroline Despard were child-
less as, it goes without saying, were those who were unmarried.
Anm Kingsford's daughter is rarely mentioned by Maitland, and then
orly in ominous terms as having 'much improved' under the tutelage
of a new governess. Anmals apparent preference for ber guinea-pigs
may, of course, be a reflection of her biographerls huas. lromcally,
Annie Besant, who was devoted to her children, lost custody of them
for long periods to her vindictive husband on account of her then
atheism, Whatever their private feelings may have been, it seems that
the Theosophical women tended to lymit domestic commitments, includ-
ing children, as did many Fabuans and feminists.

It is sometmes alleged that there was an unconscious lesbian
element in the dlese attachments formed by Anme Besant with other
women, including HPB and Esther Bright, and thew admittedly florid
correspondence is referred to with patromsing amusement even by
Nethercot, Anme's scholarly blographer. What he and other male
commentators contrive to miss is the degree to which these women
supported and learrt from each other, instead of depending on
masculine direction and authorty in spiritual and intellectual as in all
other matters in the way society required them to do. The recogni~
tion by women of the cortribution made by their own sex in fields
hitherto claimed by men is a powerful of their self
Since signs of female competence are still viewed with incredulity and
resentment, allowances must always be made for ‘hf tendency among
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male writers to present these pioneering feminists as mildly deranged
and faintly laughable. Hell hath no fury like a man upstaged.

In Conclusion

I have tried to situate the carly Theosophical Society in the context
of the emergent social groups of the cighteen-eighties which express-
cd the protest of sections of the middle and upper dasses against
what they perceived as a monstrous and life-denying orthodoxy. 1
have also tried to show that the dominant ideology was by no means
monolithic, because this was a period of transition when capitalism
was entering a now phase with new interests struggling for express-
ion. In terms of Raymond Williams’s analysis of culture, both residual
arx{ emergent forms provided an opposition to a divided dominant
culture, and some of them became incorporated in it. The Theosoph-
ical movenent contained both residual elements, in its appeal to the
ancient wisdon and occult tradition, and emergent elements in its
futurc-orientated psogsamme for humanity, which allied it wmth soc-
ialist and feminist aims. Individual biographies can show how these
strands are interwoven and suggest their social origins in the deass
structure, specifically among the intelligentsia ~ the wilder fringes of
that fintellectual aristocracy’ anatomized by Noel Annan (1955) (9] -
which induded members both of the traditional aristocracy and of the
professional middle classes.

Notes

1. Socialists and Theosophists made good copy for the New Journ-
alism, with its brighter, more gossipy, even sensational choice of
topics and presentation. Massingham of the Star, a friend of Herbert
Burrows and for a time a Fabian, covered the Match Girlst strike and
also various doings of the Theosophists, including the opening of the
Dorothy Restaurants (see below). Annie Besant, whose Fleet Street
colleagues included the crusading editor (and spiritualist) W. T.
Stead, could always be certain of widespread press coverage from the
popular papers to the heavies. .

2. It would be tedious to detail all the works consulted on the his~
tory of the TS, many of which repeat each other and perpetuate well~
loved myths. Among primary sources may be noted: Besant (189?);
Bright (1936); Ransom (1938); Sinnett (1886, 1922); de Steiger
(1927); Wachtmeister (1839), together with Olcottis diary (1895)
and the collected writings of HPB (de Zirkoff, ed. 1960 onwards).
Among secondary sources is Nethercotls exhaustive biography of
Annie Besant (vol. II 1963). Mention should here be made of a
recent work (Campbell, 1980) giving a straightforward scholal:ly ac-
count, based on the standard sources, of the movement prmarﬁy
seen from the American point of view. _

3, Rosa Swiney (born in 1847), suffragist, food-reformer, fom;)t
der of the League of Isis, and leading light of the Higher Thoug
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Centre in London, regarded woman as the Mirst and most beneficent
Imentor and Discoverer, while man was the Ravisher and Destroyer
of Naturet (Mitchell, 1977, p.8).

4. This volume appears in the bibliography of Freud's Interpreta-
ton_of Dreams (1900), but unfortunately he does not discuss the
work.

5. These and other names were of great significance to Anna King~
sford, and represented different aspects of her persomality. Anme
Bonus became Mrs Algernon Kingsford, and later Dr Kingsford; her
husband called her Nina, bher brother Ninon, a rame she used for
some of her literary work and which expressed a more masculine
side. Maitland addressed her, and wrote of her, by her mystical
name, Mary.

6. To avoid confusion, the form Isabelle will be used ;n referring
to Madame de Steiger, and Isabel for Mrs Cooper-Oakley (see be-
low), although each lady used both forms.

7. In her nteresting study The Myth of the Magus (1948), E. M.
Butler lists ten 'stock features' some or all of which recur in the
magus-legend: supernatural or mysterious origin; portents at birth;
perils in infancy; an imitation; wanderings; a magical contest; a
trial or persecution; a last scene; violent or mystertous death; a
reswrrection or ascension. She concludes that HPB can be properly
placed in this tradition. To a lesser degree Anna Kingsford too sat-
isfies her criteria.

8. As is shown in the following anecdote:

The last time I saw Oscar Wilde was at a private vlew 1 the
Grosvenor Gallery. He addressed me on my entrance: ‘Where have
you been, Madame de Steiger, and where are you gomng?' I said
briefly: I am gomng to leave London and lwe in Liverpool.' He
drew himself up (he was a tall, fat, large man) and addressing
the crowd around about us, said in a clear, loud, vitrating plat-
form voice: 'Liverpool? Where 15 Laverpool?!, whereupon there was
a buzz of delight, What idiots we were! (1927, p.85).

9+ Annan traces the linkages between a series of families distin~
guished for intell 1 act in the h century and af-
ter, who constitute 'a new class emerging in society! -~ Wedgwoods,
Darwins, Stracheys, et al. Members of some of these families were
involsed in the groups referred to sbove (pp.7-9), for instance,
Henry Sidgwick, Nora Balfour, and Edmund Gurney in the SPR;
Beatrice Potter (Mrs Webb) and E. H. R. Pease in the Fabuan Soc-
iety; and James Ingall Wedgwood and St George Lane-Fox in the TS.
What is important here is not so much the individuals as the milieu,
the common soctal and intellectual background from which sprang both

f and critical el thus ensuring that radical or hetero-
dox ideas would to some extent become incorporated in mainstream
thought,

53



Theosophy and Feminism

References

(TPH = Theosphical Publishing House; TPS = Theosophical Publishing
Society) .

Annan, N. 'The Intellectual Aristocracy’ in J. H. Plumb (ed.).
Studies in Social History. London, Longmans, 1955

Bellamy, E. (1888). Looking Backward, 2000-1887. London, Wil-
liam Reeves, nd

Besant, A. An Autobiography. With an additional survey of her life
by G. S. Arundale, reprinted 1939. Adyar, Madras, TPH, 1893

Blavatsky, H. P. Isis Unveiled: a Master-Key to the Mysteries of
Ancient and Modern Science and Theology. New York, Bouton,
1887
The Key to Theosophy. London, TPS, 1889

Bright, E. Old Memories and Letters of Annie Besant. London, TPH,
1936

Budd, S. Variations of Unbelief: A Sociological Account of the Hu-
manist Movement in Britain. London, Heinemann, 1977

Butler, E. M. The Myth of the Magus. Cambridge, Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1948

Campbell, B. F. Ancient Wisdom Revived: a History of the Theoso-
phical Movement. Berkeley, Los Angeles, London, Univerity of
California Press, 1980

Codd, C. M. So Rich a Life. Pretoria, Institute of Theosophical
Publicity, 1951

Cooper-Oakley, I. (1900). Tradition in Masonry and Medieval
Mysticism. Reissued London, TPH, 1977
The Comte de St Germain: the Secret of Kings. 2nd edn. Lon-

" don, TPH, 1927

Curle, A. Mystics and Militants: a Study of Awareness, Identity and
Social Action. London, Tavistock, 1972

Despard, C. Theosophy and the Woman's Movement. London, TPS,
1913

Gauld, A. The Founders of Psychical Research. London, Routledge,
1968

Havighurst, A. H. Radical Journalist: H. W. Massingham. London,
Cambridge University Press, 1974

Hobsbawm, E. Industry and Empire. London, Weidenfeld, 1968,
Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1969 )

Holcombe, L. Victorian Ladies at Work. Newton Abbot, David and
Charles, 1973 ]

Kapp, Y. Eleanor Marx. 2 vols. London, Lawrence and Wishart,
1972, New York, Pantheon, 1976 th

Kingsford, N. (Amna) An Essay on the Admissic;rgbgf Women to the
Parliamentary Franchise. London, Trubner’s, o

Kingsford, A. Ii and Maitland, E. The Perfect Way, or the Finding
of Christ. Rev. edn, 1881, London, Field and Tuer, 1887

Lansbury, G. My Life. London, Constable, 1928

Linklatezs',, A. An Unhusbanded Life: Charlotte Despard, Suffragette,
Socialist and Sinn Feiner. London, Hutchinson, 1980

54



Theosophy and Fermnism

Macintyre, A. Secularization and Moral Change. London, Oxford
Unnersity Press, 1967

Mackenzie, J. and Mack N. The First Fabuns. +ondon, Weid-
enfeld, 1977

Maitland, E. Anna Kingsford her lafe, Letters, Dwry, and Work,
by ber callaborator. 2 vols. London, Redway, lB%

Mannhern, K. !'Conservatwe Thought in Essays on Sociology and
Social Psychology. London, Routledge, 1953

Marsh, D. C. The Chanmng Sectal Structure of England and Wales,

1871-1961. London, Routledge, 1958

Marx, K.  (1852). The Efghteenth Brumawre of Lows Bonaparte. in
D, Fernbach (ed.), Karl Marx Sureys from Exile. H:
worth, Penguin, 1973

__ and Engles, F. (1846). The German lIdeclogy, ed. C. J.
Arthur. London, Lawrence and Wishart, 1974

Mitchell, D, Queen Christabel a Biography of Christabel Pankhurst,
London, Macdonald and Janels, 1977

Nelson, G. Spiritualism and Society. London, Routledge, 1969

Nethercot, A. H. The Last Four Lnes of Anme Besant. London,
Hart-Davis, 1963

Oleott, H. S. Old Diary Leaves. Val I. New York, Putnam, 1895

Ransome, J. A_Short History of the Theosophical Society. Adyar,
Madras, TPH, 1938

Sinnett, A. P. Incidents in the Life of tfadame Blavatsky. London,
Redway, 1886
The Farly Days of Theosophy in Europe. London, TPH, 1922

Smith, W. w. S, The London Heretics, 1870-1914. London, Constabe,
196

Society Iar Psychical Research. Report of the Commttee appointed to

Imestigate P} d with the Tt 1 Society.
Proceedings, Vol II, part ix, Dec. 1885
Stelger, 1. des Memom’bxha nces of a Woman Artist and

Writer. London, Rider, 1927

Strachey, L. Eminent Victorians. London, Chatto, 1918

Strachey, R. (1928). The Cause a Short ihstory of the Women's
Movement in Great Britain, London, Virago, 1978

Swiney, R. Ihe Cosmic_Procession, or the Female Principle in Evo-
Iution. London, 1906

Thompson, E. P. William Morris _Romantic to Revolutionary. 2nd
edn, London, Merlin, 1977

Wachtmeister, C. and others. Remimiscences of H. P. Blavatsky and

'The Secret Doctrine!s London, TP, 1893

wd’crt M. (1922). The Soclology of Religion. London, }Methuen,
Wlmams. F. Fifty Years' March the Rise of the Labour Party. Lon-

don, Odhams, nd (c. 1950)

Willlams, R. Base and Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Theory.
hew Left Review, No 82, Nov-Dec, 1973

Wood, C. Dictiorary of Victorian Painters. 2nd edn. Woodbridge,
Suffalk  Antique Cellectors' Club, 1978

Zirkoff, B. de (ed.). H. P. Blavatsky 11

55




Theosophy and Feminism

vols. London, Adyar, Wheaton, TPH, 1960 onwards

Copyright Diana Burfield, 1982

56



4 DOVES AND MAGPIES VILLAGE WOMEN
IN THE GREEK ORTHODOX CHURCH

Lucy Rushton

Introduction

The material presented in this paper provides ancther mstance of the
familiar equation of woman with nature and of women's consequent
formal mferiority to men mn rehigious ritual.Its main theme, however,
is to show how in the willage of Velvendos in Macedoma, northern
Greece, women are placed, both through therr social role and
through biclogical and cultural deﬁnmons of therr nature, in a pos~
ition of greater \ and P y in religlous affairs
than is the experience of most men. This responsibility 15 not some-
thing apparent only once 1 a while on occasions devoted to sacred
performances, but constantly, in all the trivia of dally hfe.

An explanatlon of why this occurs can be found in the Greek Or—
thedox gy of the of the entire natural
world, of the physical part of creation as well as human souls
{Ware, 1963, p.239). This redemption is, however, dependent on
hunamity, As will emerge from what follows, this theological concept
does not have to be completely grasped by indnduals for thewr con-
ception of the world about them to accord in some degree with its
principles. Even matter, it is known, especially in relation to icons
and to miracles, can reveal God to humamty and be a mamfestation
of the spiritual world, and this notion of the potential of all material
things is assoclated with the tendency to distinguish exterior
appearances from ‘more real! interiors. To illustrate the theological
point about the redemption of matter, Timothy Ware selects a passage
from Romans

The created universe waits with eager expectation for God's sons to
be revealed.s. for the unmerse itself will be set free from its
bondage to corruption and will enter into the liberty and splendour
of the children of God. We lnmow that untll now the whole created
universe has been groaning in the pangs of childbirth (Romans vili
19-22, quoted Ware, 1963, p.239) [l

The two suggestions of gender in this passage (G
childbirth!) are relevant to my theme ~ it is the m
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to be more morally responsible, but women who are more involved in
the struggle implied by Orthodox aspirations. Through an account of
certain symbolism relating to marriage we can see how these differing
roles are allotted to men and women. Women are given a place of
formal inferiority both in the family and in the church. This is
sometimes justified in terms of women's failure in the role they accept
(or rather are supposed to accept) at marriage. This failure is ex-
pressed by the women of the village themselves in terms of a meta-
phor.

Women are supposed, according to the traditional symbolism of the
wedding ceremony, to be as doves - pure, gentle and innocent {2].
These 'feminine' qualities of submission are, as we shall see, qualities
also required of the aspiring Christian. Women of the village of
Velvendos have, almost jocularly, altered the metaphor and interpret
the little figure of a bird which surmounts their marriage crown as a
magpie because, it is said, it is the bird which caws, like women
who talk toc much. This symbolism must be seen in the context of
the women's whole lives and preoccupations. Whether pure, obedient
dove, or impure, disobedient magpie, a Velvendos woman belongs
to, and, more important, acts upon, the physical, non-human world
(whether she is thought of as the bird of the village rooftops or the
bird of the fields and beyond), and is continually involved in pro-
cesses which transform the material world so that it is capable of
manifesting God. These processes include childbirth, and also the
preparation of food, the cleaning and display of the house, and
particular rituals performed when somebody has died.

Women's Activities

The material used here was gathered during 1979-1980 in the large
village of Velvendos in Macedonia, northern Greece [3]. It has a
population of well over four thousand. Most families are at least' par-
tially dependent on the peach orchards which surround the \.nllage,
though many men combine farming with some other occupation or
small business. The community is self-sufficient containing most kinds
of shops, schools, and essential offices, and has, in addition to thg
large central parish church, about fifty smaller chapels locaFed rouﬁ
the periphery of the village. There are four resident priests wg
serve the community's ritual needs. There is no real poverty, an
virtually all migrants return after a period away. )
As Friedl observed, elsewhere in Greece, male activities have pre
dominance in public life, but the extent to which women are restrlct;
ed and kept from 'public! areas is, in Velvendos, .not nearl).r d?
marked as Friedl found in Vasilika or Hirschon in Piraeus (1.'“1:13. s
1962, Hirschon, 1978). In fact the associated sense of fan.lﬂlal‘ltY
and confidence which women feel within the community was not1ce.d by
its absence when there were many outsiders present in fhel' Vluagz
during a period of major engineering works nearby. Women's 1vesbo o
indeed centre round their homes and families, and to be lax‘ : o
household duties is felt to be both immoral and a matter for inte
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shame. Commitment to household obligations 15 made visible in a very
high standard of cleanliness and order, often at the expense of
comenience. Also very important is the provision of food, and this
is not done simply on a day to day btasis, but mnplies the processing
all the year round of whatever 1s abundant at the tine. Most farmers'
wives have to combine these tasks, in the summer, with work mn the
fields. On the whole women are required in the fields only for the
harvest (but with strawberries and grapes as well as peaches, this
can cover all the summer months). Women leave pruming, wrigating,
thinning and spraying to their husbands, Traditionally hoeing was a
springtme task for women (one they remember with hatred), but
they have been almost entirely relieved of this since the introduction
of tractors. A third way for women to contribute to the materfal
continnty of thelr families is by the provision of dowries for their
daughters to ensure that they make successful marriages. Dowries
include an element of property or cash if the gurl's parents can
afford it, but, in Velvendos, more stress 1s laid on the collection of
h hold soft mostly handmade, which 1s prepared and display-
ed at the time of the wedding. It includes rugs, Hankets, hnen and
all kands of ornamental cloths. What Velvendos women see as the
primary importance of dowry is that the new couple should haie the
wherewnthal to dress' the house (Na stolizoun to spit1).

Women's obligations are not restricted sclely to the house and fam-
fly fields. In such a large commumty the celebration of namedays is
frequent, and, except when one of the parea (the group of closest
friends of a married couple) or most jmmediate neighbours 15 cele-
brating, it 15 left to the woman of the house to visit and comey
good wishes to the family concerned. On the days of popular samts
such as St George or St Nikolaos there are so many houses to visit,
even though the compliment is owed only to those one knows best,
that most women spend the day going from house to house. Women
are also much more frequent church attenders than most men. This
applies particularly to the services in the many little chapels at which
liturgies are performed on their saints' days and maybe on other oc-
casions. For those who attend regularly this means that they go
through an annual cycle of outings into the countryside immediately
surcounding the village, with coffee and maybe a picnle after the
sersice. On Sundays large numbers of men do turn out for the litur-
gy in the parish church but they are still outnumbered by women.
Usually women with children take them with them to church and often
take them to communicate (since children can do so without fasting).
As well as attending church serices, women take responsibility for
visiting the cemetery on the three occasions when those with recent
dead are expected to do so.

Many household tasks easily assume the form of religious acts. If,
for example, the housewife crosses the loaves of bread when setting
them to rise they become imbued wath all the many meanings that
tread as in Orthodox ritual. To exhibit this tendency in its more
general form 1 will concentrate on two main areas of women's activi-
ties, the preparation of food and cleaning of the house.
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Symbolic Connotations of Women’s Activities

Everyday eating is done with very little ceremony in most families but
the idea of eating to maintain the body is given considerahle import-
ance. After I had been in the village for some months the woman of
the house I first lived in admitted to me that her greatest worry on
my joining the household was that I would fail to eat the strange food
and become thin. The village women are unadventurous cooks and are
suspicious of any food beyond their knowledge. Food is a serious
matter, not to be treated frivolously. Food for hospitality follows
certain very strict customary rules. At a nameday celebration women
guests are given a sweet liqueur, a chocolate, coffee if they have not
had some elsewhere, and a piece of cake. Men are offered wine,
beer or raki with savoury snacks, especially stuffed cabbage leaves
and pieces of roast meat. They take a piece of cake away with them.
The choice of recipe for the cakes offered on these occasions exer-
cises housewives considerably. As with other kinds of display, they
are torn between conformity and virtuosity.

These positive ideas about food have their opposite in the notion
of fast. Fasting is essential for all adults in preparation for receiving
Holy Communion. Also part of this preparation is attendance at con-
fession, and sexual abstention for two weeks (these requirements
represent the ideal, and in fact are not always fulfilled). The impur-
ities of food, sex and sin may often keep people from taking Holy
Communion, for although it is available at every Sunday and weekday
liturgy, few take it more than once or twice a year. Children do not
have to fast 'because they have no sins'. Insofar as it relates to
food, the degree to which a household fasts is very much in the
control of the women., Strictly, it means abstention from all amr.nal
products, oil and wine. Usually, in the last week before a major
festival, people will graduate their abstention, avoiding only meat fo'r
the first two days, all animal products for the next two, and even oil
for the last days. The fulfilment of this programme depends on the
cook since although men usually do the shopping, the exdus%on 'Of
oil, in particular, requires a special kind of cooking. Despite it
expression in terms of food, fasting is not meant to be solely phys-
ical. The most important abstention of all, according to one of the
village priests, is from hatred and all that makes a gulf between one
person and another. One young woman, on being asked to what ex~
tent the family were fasting for Easter replied that there was .nf
point, they were in such a bad state anyway (there had been a dis
pute with her mother-in-law) . ' ] ~

The almost obsessive cleaning of the house and display of its cont
tents is not without its symbolic connotations. This becomes apparen

when one sees the extent of preparation before a name day oga O;hf;
festival when visitors may be expected. The housewife's stan gt; the

what is acceptable goes far beyond the visitle. She may spon e e
floor twice, launder already spotlessly white curtains a'nd c %n
crocheted cloths and cushions for almost identical "better ones-With
the preparation of cakes which in most households is now done
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the assistance of an electric beater, the mixdure will be beaten for
twenty minutes or half an hour when ten minutes would have had the
same effect, so that the cake will be (undetectably) 'better'. The
stated purpose of all this actiity 1s to show that it is a 'good house
and a ‘good' family. The exterior, physical aspect 15 required to say
sumething about the interior, spiritual aspect of the family, and 1t 15
the woman who creates this supposed concurrence of physical and
spiritual. One of the fathers of the Church (of the second century)
explained 1n these words how 1n the end a saint's true qualities
become apparent

At the day of resurrection the glory of the Holy Spirit comes out
from within, decking and covering the bodies of the samnts - the
glory they had before but hidden within thewr souls. What a man
has now, the same comes forth externally 1n the body (Ware,
1963, p.238).

On certain occasions, all that pertains ta a family 1s required to be
‘decked and covered' in such 2 way as to symbolically display (or
even to actually reveal) the glory of a Christian iamily.

Concern with display and app is also fé 1 relation
to wanen‘s clothes. Young women, particularly, are expeded to be
l about thewr pr (both before and after marriige)

especially when they are going to church. Nowadays most can afford
to be competitive about keeping up with fashions, although usually
competitiveness takes the form of seeking conformity to iery lhmited
seasonal norms. But a woman's style of dressing changes dramatically
as she gets older. Usually the change origmnates with the death of a
parent or parent-in-law, when she will go mto black for mourming.
Most women do not change back into normal clothes. Even if she has
not been in mourning an older woman may assume Hack and will cer-
tainly never wear bright colours. Men do not wear mourning except
for a Hack band on the sleeve for the first few days. Women who
wear Hack are protably those who can no longer contribute to the
replenistment of the family and each may be recording the fact that
the particular nexus of generations represented by her marriage is
beginning to disintegrate from the top.

One cifect of the adoption of Hack by women is that it likens them
to priests (who also have long hair tied back in a bun in the way
traditional for women). Although women can Tever become priests
there 15 one circumstance in which a priest and a woman are inter-
changeable [4]. This is for exorcism of the %\l eye! or matj. Certain
women know spells (or prayers) which they have Tearned under
special circumstances and they will be summored for all mlnor cases
of ‘overlooking! (the are headach nausea,
in children). This again accords with the notion of wemen as those
who deal with the physical in such a way as to mamifest the ‘spiritualt
element behind i, physical symptoms respond to spiritual treatment.

There are several ritual acts more assoclated with women than with
men. As we have seen the preparation of food contributes both to
the purity and to the healthy integrity of the family, bat there is one
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special kind of food which is associated with disintegration. This is
kollyva which must be prepared in large quanities after someone has
died and is given with bread to the congregation at memorial services
(which must be held a mimdmun of three times, forty days, one year
and three years after the death). It consists of wheat which has
been pounded in one of the large hollow stones set at certain street
corners throughout the village. Relatives of the deceased take it in
turns to wield the enormous asymmetric wooden hammers (their
curious shape makes them resemble hoes). Although men may join in
the pounding af kollyva, the parties which gather round the stones
are mostly women. The wheat is afterwards boiled to a stiff porridge
and nuls are added. It is also required that kollyva should be made
on a small scale every week, in households which have recently lost
a member, to be teken to the graveyard on Saturday. Kadllyva is
explicitly likened to wheat seeds in the earth in the spring; they are
softened and ready to burst into new life. Candles, which are also
used at rituals for cdeath and memorial, provide similar imagery.
Although individuzls may make their own interpretations the ‘'correct
interpretation given by priests, teachers and others who consider
themselves authorities is that as the candle softens and melts, so the
individual is to soften and melt into God through the light of the
Orthodox faith [5]. Everyone lights candles as the first act on
entering a chwch. But women do so more often than men and It is
usually they who go to the cemetery to light candles for the dead.
During the three years between burial and the third major memorial
the flesh of a dead person is supposed to decay so that when
exhumation tzkes place at the end of that period the bones are clean.
The sins', they say, 'have melted away, and the deceased is ready
for new spiritual life. Weeping for the dead is a third way in which
this softening, melting process is suggested.

Marriage as a First Step Towards Death

It is easy to demonstrate that marriage in a Greek community is 2
socizl necessity. There is no satisfactory role for a girl once she
has completed her education until she gets married, unless sht? leaves
the village to work in a town, and that requires considerable
determination and, probeHly, assistance from relatives. For young
men the imperative is not so urgent, but in many contexts a man IS
not taken seriously until he is married and has Haken on life'. It 1s
also quite clear that much of the need to be married is the net.?d to
have children [6]. Reproduction sanctions sexual relations, corftmuisf
the family name, and, S£lling the house, provides the promise

well-being and wealth that that replenishment implies [7]. But furtbei'
to this there is the fact that it is a bad thing in itself to remain W
married; with almost astonishing vebhemence sometimes, middle-'agl?(_i
wamnen exhort yvounger ones to do 2ll they can to avoid being left un
married. While painting a far from rosy picture of the. n.uarned state,s
they stress its intrinsic goodness. Marriage is 2 spiritual state a_
well as a social one, and its ritual necessity for all people of appr©
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priate age is demonstrated by a special kind of funeral ceremony,

It is always the case that the funeral ceremony echoes a wedding in
some particulars, Both feature a procession through the village led
by children; in both cases bread is prominent i the customs
surrounding the actual ceremony and wine 15 used in the ritual;
lighted candles are used, and lkisses of farewell are gnen n the
church, But when a young person of marriageable age but not yet
married dies, the parallel 15 made much more marked. Visitors to the
house before the funeral (and there will be many, who go %o cry),
or %o see the mother cry'}, are gven roasted chickpeas and sugar-
ed almonds, as fs done in the interval between an engagement and
the marriage. Then when the body is prepared for the coffin 1t is
dressed, if male, in a best swt, and if female, 1n a wedding dress,
before being wrapped i a white cloth and surrounded with flowers.
At this stage a silver marriage crown 13 placed by the godparent
(who, in the case of a man, would have been the marriage sponsor
and would have crowned hm at s wedding) on the dead person's
head. The crown is a sinple ring of metal from which four uprights
curve to meet over the top of the head. Surmounting this mecting
pomnt 1s efther a cross (for the man) or a bird (for a woman).
Metal crowns are no longer used at weddings although they were in
the past [B]. Instead the koumbaros (marriage sponsor) provides,
as in the rest of Greece, two wreaths of artificial twigs whch are
later kept with the family icons. In the view of the Church the
crowns symbolise the gift of grace from the Holy Spirit which the
couple recelies in the sacrament of matrimony. The cross on the
man's crown represents the Christian faith and the strength from
Christ of the head of the family (Tzinikou Kakoul:, 1979, p.294).
The bird on the women!s crown 1s properly a dove and, according to
Tzinikou Kakoull, the village's historian and folllorst, represents
purity, gentleness and innocences However, one woman informant
when describing the crown said, !t s a bird on it, the one that
goes "Caw!", the magple. Women talk a lot, they gossip, thatls
whyd (%chi ana pouli, afto pou lani 'kaal, i karakaxa, I yinaikes
milane poli, koutsomboulevoun, zlafto.') T will deal with this particu~
ar aspect of the magpie image ow. The more general implication
of the crowning is that in some way it makes a person fitter for
death,

This can be related to those symbols discussed earlier which refer
to a softening of the individual in readiness for new life. Such sym~
bols are central to Orthodox practice, and their theclogical signifi~
zance is summed up in a sentence of the Russian theclogian Vladmir
ossky:

Man created in the jmage (of God) is the person capatle of mani-
festing God in the extert to which his nature allows itself to be
penetrated by delfying grace (1974, p-139).
Marriage, in that # is a lowering of personal boundaries to become
part of a greater unit, is an instance of this softening, and the
marriage ceremony is the medim through which divine grace is

63



Doves and Magpies

channelled.

As Ware points out, the crowns are also crowns of martyrdon
(and the modern circlets of twigs bear a striking resemblance to a
crown of thorns). But the nature of the sacrifice required is rather
different for men and for women. The cross marks the man out as
the leader of the new unit, head of this mini-Church which is being
established. As Christ is head of the Church which is his 'Body, so
the married man is to be spiritual (and of course practical) head of
the family. As Christ took ultimate responsibility for the sins of
men, so the head of the femily is to be responsible. The self-sac-
rifice represented by the women's dove is that they should be sub-
missive and indeed, obedient. Since the metal crowns are no longer
used for living brides many women may not be aware that they are
likened to doves (though women are referred to as magpies without
concrete symbolic stimulus) but they are fully aware of the nature of
the role they are expected to fill as it is dearly stated in the words
of the marriage service:

and give to this Thine hand-maid in everything to submit to the
man, and to this Thy servant to be the head of the woman, that
they may live according to Thy will (the Sacrament of Holy Matri-
mony, p.16).

These words may not always be noticed and understood as they come
in the middle of a long passage and the language of church service
is very different from everyday Greek, but even if they are not, the
following words are always listened for and understood:

«e.let every ome of you in particular so love his wife even as
himself; and the wife see that she reverence her husband (p.21).

The word translated here as 'reverence! is in fact the everyday word
for %o fear’, and as this sentence is chanted it is customary in Vel~
vendos for the man to attempt to step on the woman's foot, to assert
his authority from the outset. She is expected to try to evade the
foot. . l

In normal life 2 woman's relation to God and submission to God's
will is meant to be mediated. Obedience to God means obedience to
her husbend, however inadequate he may be. When telling me about
the requirement that they should Hear' and obey their husbands
certain women made comments to the effect of 'How can we obey them
when theytre such fools?! but, as with the priests and bishops, the
office of husband is not meant to be regarded as degraded by the
deficiencies of him who holds it. Frequently women fail in thel{' SUb:
missive role, and possilly it is consciousness of t}us that is ex
pressed in their interpretation of the bird on the marriage crown as

a magpie.
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Women as Inadequate Doves

‘There are certain concrete ways in which almost all Velvendos women
fail to live up to the qualities of the dove. First there 15 the ques-
tion of disobedience. It 15 not common for a man to give his wife
orders urless some disagreement has arisen. When that occurs, per-
haps over disciplining children, or the question of how often the wife
should go owt, even the mildest may adopt a tyranmcal tone. Wife
beating is not uncommon, particularly, according to a male inform-
ant, during the early part of a marriage so that the wife flearns to
listent (Na akouei). Women are not often particularly respectful of
thefr spouses (though there are exceptions) and this exacerbates
such disputes.,

Then there 1s the problem of ympurity. Wilbam Christian's remarks
about Spanish wemen have a relevance here

It seems likely ... that behind the ... religious activities of the
women lies a sense of mmpurity that has been lad on by the
Church and its ministers. Ever since Eive, women have been seen
as ... the cause of man's downfall. With an overwh

on female models who were pure and vurgin ... adult sexually
active women ... feel they are unworthy, that they have something
to explate (1972, p.153).

These factors affect Greek women too, and even if there is no evi~
dence to suggest that they are trying, in thewr religlous actnity, to
expute mpurity, there 1s plenty to show that they are felt to be re-
sponsitle for purity. We have already considered fasting as purifica-
tion, and women's responsibility for it. In the light of Hirschon's
material showing that Greek women in Piraeus are held to be capahle
of resisting sexual mmpulses whereas men are not, the main responsi-
bility for sexual abstention may here also rest with women (hence the
point of certain jokes about the sexual voracity of priests' wnes).
To whatever degree they succeed or fail mn this, the model of the
Virgin is inimitable. For one thing, most Veliendos women are not
virgine at the time of their marrage, though the customs relating to
the bridal night as a test of virgimty are still remembered. It is not
infrequent for a couple to start sexual relations from the time of
thelr engagement, and 1t 1s apparent from the records of the barths
of first children that this has been customary, at any rate in some
families, for up to fifty years. It is associated with very binding en-
gagement, and flegtimacy is tirtually unknown. Not everybody ap-
proves of this way of conducting matters, however, and even families
whose ddcrs condone the cohabitation of engagcd couples may show a
trace of embar One in-la s required
by her fiarcels mother to induce a miscarriage (this OCC“"?d during
my fieldwork). Many women, then, will start married life with a
faflure to live up to the highest ideals of their society with relation
to sexual purity.

Added to this there {s the tendency to telieve that women are
weaker and therefore more Inclined to sin and folly. Women them-
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selves sometimes express this belief. Both sexes attend confession
very rarely, but women attend more often than men. It happens that
of the major sins which must be confessed (infringements of the Ten
Commandments )  the only one to occur with any frequency is
committed by women. Abortion has to be confessed as murder, and,
considering that it is prohibited by both Church and state, it occurs
surprisingly frequently, sometimes being resorted to by married
women who do not particularly want another child.

The idea that women are more prone to wrong-doing gains an add-
ed dimension if we consider the extension of the notion that women
are magpies that is made by the village women themselves. Women
are magpies 'because they gossip!. Gossip is, of all vices, the one
most frequently noticed and discussed [9]. An examination of the ex-
perience of women in and beyond the houschold can do much to ex-
plain why it is thought of as a particularly female weakness. There is
no doubt that men may talk about other people in exactly the same
sort of way without incurring the same criticism. The Greek word
koutsombolia covers exactly the same range of instances as the Eng-
lish term. It can mean simply talking about the affairs of others, but
it can imply that this is done with critical or malicious intent. It is
often associated in peoplest minds with envy. Women frequently said
that it was regrettable that people should gossip, but inevitable in
such a dosed community, and especially among the women who are
iclosed! in the house all day and have no other interests [10]. They
fully admit to adjusting their behaviour to avoid becoming an object
of possip, never carrying an item, however inoffensive, through the
village without a wrapping, and if doing anything which might seem
peculiar, explaining themselves to all who pass by. Gossip has two
aspects - it can unite a group within which news is exchanged and
opinions expressed, yet it can also be highly divisive. In its less
innocent form this may be its intention. Any outsider is particmﬂ.arly
vulnerable both to gossip and to the sense that she is being g05_51Ped
about. But wherever the subject of gossip is a villager there will al-
most inevitably be an element of betrayal behind it. Someone who has
inside knowledge allows it to cross boundaries it should not cross.
The information involved may not be accurate but it is effective if it
may be supposed to be so. A great deal of gossip takes the form:
She appears to be virtuous, but it is to conceal her true nature of
which I have special knowledge'. It is an accepted, oft~remarked fact
that one can never know what is going on inside other people: We
don't know what tobacco he smokes, what he hides inside him' (Then
xeroume ti kapno foumarei, i kryvei mesa tou). When the cover-up
is thought to have failed, gossip is the consequence. 4

The boundaries most frequently abused by gossip are those aroun
the household. Thus it creates a gulf where there should be unity,
and in particular it creates gulfs between mothers-in-law and dau%h"
ters-in-law who frequently live under the same roof. As in the other
parts of Greece in which dowries do not customarily include a housfi,
the bridegroom's parents traditionally provide houseroom for‘ a newly

i flable for the building or
married couple. If resources are not ava the
purchase of a new house it is common practice to extend or alter
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existing one. Although there will be two kitchens wn such an arrange~
ment 1t would be thought very strange if the two housewnes did not
in fact cock and perform almost all household tasks together. This 1s
important since few girls will have learned to cook or keep house
before theirr marrage. So the relations between thera
{mother-in-law) and nifi (daughter-in-law/bride} are crucial to the
well-being of the joint family. It 15 the women who will make the two
umts as one or the one untt as two. There are varwus traditions
relating to the state of harmony between mfi and pethera, as it 15 a
relationship which 15 almost certain to become strained at some
pont. The nifi has the disadvartage of being both the outsider and
the junior [1I). The temptation must be greatest for her to betray the
secrets of her new family by complamning to her mother or sisters.
Obviously not all gossip originates 1n bad relations between pethera
and nify, but when it does it shows that cracks are appearing even
in the external facade of what is supposed to be the most secure and
integrated unit. Just as 1t was Eve's fafling to talk to the outsider,
80 1t 15 felt to be the failing of women today.

The Redemption of Bride and Body

The extent to which women feel that they have something to expiate
stems from ideas of thewr moral mature and the incompleteness of
their submission and commitment to their new family of marriage. It
does not seem mapproprite to them that they are kept at a distance
from the holiest things of their religion. They remain at the back of
the church except when taking Communion. They are not supposed to
go behind the iconostasis (screen) and cannot become priests or
deacons. But there are two very wportant ways in which womenls
lives have a positive rehgious value., The first is that mn so far as
she acquires the characteristics of a good wife, a woman acquires
the characteristics of a good Christian, Although women may not be
by their nature’ more ‘penetrable’ in Losskys sense than men (and
we cannot exclude the possibility that they are seen to be so), in
the social and religlous role of wife, they certainly are to the extent
that they achieve the ideal, This is not the case far a man, upon
whose efforts to manipulate others and assert himself in the commun~
ity the economic welfare and soclal standing of the family largely
depends (the cconomic role of women must not be underestmated,
however, and 1t is not mpossible for a woman to run a business or
a farm on her own). The femini P H t ive role does
not only refer to the indimidual Christian, but also to the entire
Church, which is %he Bride of Christ!, and which, before Easter, is
prepared in a manner comparabe to the weck of preparations
traditional for a bride. Christ's Bride! is also referred to as Christ's
'Body's The equation of bride and body, while it places women in the
Yinferior! physical realm, refers to redeemed flesh (which became
possitle because of the submission of a woman) and thus indwectly
to the place of women in the redemption process. Eastern Orthodoxy
docs not enerstress the tendency present in some of the writings of

e
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the Church's fathers to totally separate the spiritual from the
physical. For example, St Jerome wrote:

you must act against nature or rather above nature if you are to
foreswear your natural functions ... and, while in the body, to
live as though out of it (Ruether, 1974, p.176)

Such goals fit better with a mainly hredemption' theology (Lossky,
1974, p.99) in which personal salvation is given priority over deif~
ication and the redemption of the whole world. If Christ could be
truly incarnated in human flesh, then human flesh must be seen as
perfectable, and capable of becoming united with God. The reminder
of this comes to every Orthodox believer almost daily in the venera~
tion of icons. Icons are intended to show a kind of ideal perfection,
a beauty never directly encountered on earth, and this perfection
applies not just to the saints depicted but also to animals and plants.
They are to be glimpses of the transfigured, redeemed world. There
are rules applied to their painting so that they conform to the
convention whereby it is the lnside! of the saint which is depicted. A
saint has transfigured his ‘'inside!, his spiritual part, and in the case
of miraculously preserved relics, his physical part as well (Ware,
.239).

P Whatever their formal failure, Velvendos women are in most of
their everyday activities concerned with the perfectability of human
flesh and with the aspirations both to make manifest the spiritual po-
tential referred to in the sacraments, of themselves and their
families, and to make their bodies fit vehicles for that spiritual po-
tential.

Notes

1. The Authorized Version renders it slightly differently: 'For the
earnest expectation of the creature waiteth for the manifestation of
the sons of God ... for the creature itself also shall be delivered
from the bondage of corruption unto the glorious liberty of the
children of God. For we know that the whole creation groaneth and
travaileth in pain together until now.!

2. Tzinikou Kakouli p.294: 'The bridels had a dove, symbol of
purity, gentleness and innocence. But the playful people of Velvendos
called it a magpie, and they call all women magpies!. ) .
To nyfiatiko eiche peristera, symvolo agnotitos, praotitos kai
athootitos. Oi filopaigmones omos Velvendinoi tin onomazan karakaxa
kai karakaxes onomazan oles tis yinaikes'. .

3. The research upon which this paper is based was m.ade possﬂi?
by a studentship from the Social Science Research Council to whom
am extremel ateful .

4. Hirsch};ngrcomments that the woman's role in the house parallels
the priestls role in the church (Hirschon, 1981, p.183); tlhls :5
true in a certain sense in that the priest prepares and offers food',
but there are many aspects of the priest's role, for example as 2
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sacrificer, which does not Jave s equivalent. The sinflarity of cost-
ume of priests and women is noted below.

5. Indicatne of the fact that 1t 15 not the light wluch carries most
meaning when a candle is lit 15 the distinction between the use of
candles and lamps. Swimple olive off lamps are kept ahight near icons
to represent God's presence in the jcon, Candles are never used for
this purpose.

6. Virtually all ethnographies of Greece pomnt out the importance of
having children (e.g. du Bowlay, 1974, p.135 and 164, Hirschon,
1978, p.68).

7. Almost mthout exception, Velvendos housewnes use plastic
dolls as ornaments, particularly large collections being displayed on
name days. When asked why they like dolls some reply, I lnve them,
they are like childrent, or, fThey fill the house's

8. Tzintkou Kakouli p.334. It seems that in the past the godparent
of a dead girl or youth provided a tin crown which was left in the
tomb, The silver marriage crowns were hired from the church.

9. Much of Juliet du Boulay's amalysis of flLies, Mockery and
Family Integrity! (1976) would apply more or less unchanged to Vel-
vendos. Here I concentrate on women's gossip as a particular part of
that complex.

10. The opposition of lopen' and closed! 1s not quite the same as
for urban Grecks (Hirschen, 1978) but being !closed' has the same
inauspiciousness. The same 'need' to control women's speech is also
apparent.

11, One young married woman said ironically to her sisters one
day: 'All mothers-in-law are "good"; all daughters-in-law are
Thade .
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5 GENDER AND RELIGION IN A TURKISH TOWN:
A COMPARISON OF TWO TYPES OF FORMAL
WOMEN'S GATHERINGS

Nancy Tapper

In recent years anthropologists and others have become increasingly
interested in the relation between gender and relimous ideology and
practice. The femmist perspective often adopted is a general one: as
Hoch-Smith and Spring write in the preface to thew volume, Women
in Ritual and Symbolic Roles,

ligi ideas are p nt forces in social life, and relation-
ships between the sexes, the nature of female sexuality, and the
social and cultural roles of women are in large part defined by
religious ideas (1978, p.v).

As such, this perspective 15 applicable to the study of religious
systems of any scale, from the parochial or tribal to world religions.
Of the world religlons of Semitic origin, a nunber of studws have
now appeared which adopt this perspective vis-i-vis Judaism and
Christianity (e.g. Ruether, 1974; Warner 1976). In the case of
practical Islam, however, the main themes to have received compara~
tive and theoretical discussion tave been the ideclogy of honowr and
shame and female seclusion (e.g. Peristiany, 1965; Artoun, 1968;
Papanek, 1973; Nelson, 1974; Meeker, 1976) and the invalvement
of women in spirit possession (e.g. Lewis, 1971; Constarntinides,
1977; Morsy, 1978). As yet there are few studies of religious telief
and practices and the conceptunl systems of women (cf. R. and E.
Fernea, 1972); those by Mermssi (1975) and Dwyer (1978) are
among the first to remedy this neglect. The present paper is intended
as a further contribation in this latter dwrection 11}.

My fnmediate aim is a limited one: 1 seek to compare two types of
formal woments gathering - one determinedly secular, the other in-
tensely religious = which occur wath considerate frequency in small
provinclal towns and elsewhere throughout Turkey; but my conclu-
sions suggest several areas in which formal Islamic images and pre-
scriptions relating to women are at once qualified by and qualify the
social life of Turkish Muslim women.

So far I have spent only a very brief period = a total of five
weeks - in one Turldsh provincial town, that of Egridirs However,
even in this short time, during which I participated in both types of
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wornen's  gathering, 1 became  convineed that  these two types of
gathering pose a mrnber of general questions for the study of gender
roles and religion. In this paper | set out some of the issues. To do
thics 1 shall wse both oy own limited material on Turkey and that
which has bren pullished by other anthropologists. 1 approach these
data from two different angles: first, 1 consider the institutional
structure and meaning of these gatherings, and second, 1 attempt to
discover their place in relation to the whole spectrum of women's
social life, as part of the general system of relations between women
and men and that system which includes the whole range of religious
and ceresnonial practices in the provincial town.

I arpgue that though the domninant gender jdeology in the town con-
tains A major contradiction, it is one which is not consciously con-
fromted by either men or women. The contradiction lies between the
clearly articulated and effectively enforced model of male domination
an- the highly valued status of motherhood. Though both male dom-
inance and the inportance of motherhood are given secular and rel-
ipious recognition, the contradiction is masked, in part at least, be-
cause toth men and women regularly participate in two types of sin-
ple sex gatherings. The exclusively male gatherings take place in the
clulys and cafes of the town, on the one hand, and in the mosques,
on the other. In this mper, these men's gatherings can only be
mentioned in pssing, but #t is inportant to note that, with the ex-
ception of a certain ideological continuity between them, they seem in
many ways parallel in structure and function to the two types of wo-
men's gatherings which | examine in detail. [ consider that the wo-
men's gatherings, when treated as a paired set, so condition the wo-
men's porception of relations among themselves, particdlarly by fo-
cusing on the areas of equality and inequalities between them, that
they discourage women from examining the underlying issue = ?he
position of women vis-A-vis men - which determines relationships
among womnen.

The Women's Gatherings
Reception Days

The first type of gathering I discuss is known in the literature as
ireception day' or sometimes as lacceptance day', a more literal tran-
slation of its Turkish name, kabul plinh. I shall use the former
phrase, ‘reception day', which in English indicates something of its
formal qualities. In spite of the general paucity of material on women
in Turkish towns, women's reception day activities have been rela-
tively well described (Dobkin, 1967; Mansur, 1972; Benedict,
1974a; Aswad, 1974 and 1978; L. and M. Fallers, 1976; Good,
1978; Kandiyoti, 1977).

Reception days are explicitly secular occasions when, for an after—
noon once a month, a woman holds an open house for up to sixty or
so invited women guests - kin, affines and friends, who come to
gossip and enjoy an elaborate meal provided by the hostess. Women
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spend much time on their on re
and, i they are hostess, on the de:mhness and decor of (heir
house. Moreover, since g par n r days

depends on strict reciprocity, indwvidual townswomen may spend a
great deal of time on such visits and may even attend several separ-
ate receptions during a single day. Benedict notes that in the small
town of Ula i southwestern Anatalia, reception days were origunally
introduced 1n 1954 by tne non-local wives of civil servants who came
to hive in the town when it was elevated to the status of a sub-pron-
incial goverrment centre. Soon afterwards, however, the women of
the local landowming and wealthy merchant families = famililes which
were prominent in both local and regional politics - jomned the
reception day circles, since then other local middle class wives as
well as the wives of some prosperous local craftsmen have been mn-
cluded (1974a, pp.36-37). He notes however that the number of
women invalved in the reception day circles should not be exaggera-
ted there may be seventy-five such women altogether in a town pop-
ulation of five thousaind. Nonetheless 1t 1s the hushkands of these few
women who rep: Vossthe d makers of y affairs
and 1n their hands rest the bulk of economic and political power®
(1974a, p.37).

Aswad writes at length about the discussions which characterize the
reception days in the small southern Anatolian eity of Antakya (pop.
60,000}, where the topics ... range widely from the recent change
in prices and the rates charged by various merchants, to politics,
fashions and recipes' (1974, p.20). She notes that discussion of
economic conditions 1s 'specific and enlightened’, while politics are
treated in a rather more general way, which nonetheless allows !...
communication of information across dwvisive lines which men may not
cross' (1974, p.20). Aswad also compares the women's com ersation
during the urban reception diys with women's comersations in near-
by villages and writes, the village gossip system

was far less structured, there was no formal visiting and gossip
seemed far more generalized, This difference would seem to be re-
lated both to the increase of stratification in the urban society, as
well as an increase in distance between men and women in pullic
(1974, p.21).

To return to Benedict's account, he says the reception days are
Yee clear markers of inequality’ (1974a, p.37) as well as t..0
highly viside \vays in which to show one's changing social map'
(19742, p.39), '... the reception, because of is exclusive mem-
bership, high visibility, periodicity, and the loyalty which it
commands of participants, is used as a vehide with which to pursue
certain social objectives' (1974a, p.42). Nonctheless, Benedict also
notes that,

The soclal distance c)dstlng bctween women of this elite circle of
visiting 1s ul of their husbands' status in the
local soclety. Regxrd!ess of how well a woman manipulates her at=
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tendance at receptions, her relative rank within the gathering is
fixed and changes only as the social position of her husband dedi-
nes or ascends (1974a, p.46).

It is worth noting here that for townsmen there is no comparale
institution to the women's reception days, nor indeed does one seem
to be required. Men have a freedom of movement and autonomy in
public which is denied women. Much of a manls leisure time is spent
with other men in the clubs or cafes from which townswomen are ex-
cluded. These clubs and cafes are numerous and have regular client-
cles. Their atmosphere is informal and depends to an extent on
quasi-joking relationships between competing family heads: men who
share similar occupations, interests and levels of affluence.

Meviuds

The second type of formal women's gathering is a meviiid, a religious
celebration of the birth of the Prophet Muhammad, when the hostess
hires a cantor to recite the mevlid poem of Slleyman Celebi, per-
haps the most famous poem in the Turkish language. The women's
mevlidd gatherings have received no comparable attention in the liter-
ature even from authors who have written on reception days (Man-
sur, 1972, pp.106-08; L. and M. Fallers, 1976, pp.252; Good,
1978, pp.495-6; Kandiyoi, 1977, p.69). The unequal treatment of
the two types of women's gatherings is curious for even affer a very
short stay in a Turkish town, it was clear to me that for most midde
class townswomen, their interest and participation in the meﬂud
meetings is as important to them as their attendance at reception
days, if not more so. ) ]

Chelebi's Mevlidi Sherif was written in 1409 in language which is
simple and direct; Edmonds likens its effect to that of the first chap~
ters of Matthew or Luke or some Christmas carols for Christians,
but, as she points out, the Mevlidi Sherif is very much a poem for
all seasons (Edmonds, 1969, p.1). Recitals are frequent throughout
the year. Mevitid gatherings are held separately for both men ‘and
women; men's meviids are most often held in the mosque, especially
during major Islamic feasts, while the recitals for women are alW{iYS
held at home. Meviids ' ... are held either as a way of earming
God's good will, or in order to-thank him for a favour. They are
always held at a death [and] for the souls of dead relativest (Mansur,
1972, p.107). }

The Mevlidi Sherif is a long poem, divided into a number of sec
tions describing the miracles and teachings of the prophet:. l::ut 1tsf
climax which comes in the middle of the recital is the description O
his birth. This is told as if by the Prophet!s mother, Emine Hatun:
in words which are reminiscent of the Mary cult of the Roman Catho
lic Church. Thus, before the birth, the Prophet's mother says,

To me [the three shining heavenly fairies] said:
Not since the worldls creation
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Hath mother had such cause for exultation.

No son like thine, such strength and grace possessing,
Hath God to earth send down, for its redressing.

Great favour has thou found, thou lovely mother,
To bear a son surpassing every other! (MacCallum, 1943, p.22).

Fallers, in a short, unpulished article, notes a tension in Turlish
Islam between two conceptions or mamfestations of divinity one ab-
stract and revealed 1n the Koran and Sharia, and the other hghly
personalized and experienced etther in Sufism or as an almost cult-
like relation with the Prophet Muhammed (Fallers, 1971, p.12), tut
the question - what roles does the idealized mother play in this per-
soml cult? - remains to be explored. 1 would suggest that, at the
very least, the focus on the nativity of the Prophet 1s likely to be an
importart key to the meaning of the mevl(d for women, certamly 1t
ties up with what is already well~accepted in the Turlash lterature,
that, For a woman, the most rnportant relationship in the family is
that with her son' (Kiray, 1976, p.266).

In the provincial town of Egridir, women's melld gatherings are
held in private homes during the day. The gatherings are large
(probally on average considerably larger than reception day gather—
ings there}. The fifty or sixty invited women guests arrive shortly
before the recital is to begin. They slip off their shoes, don lovely
white embroidered prayer scanes and formally greet all the other
women present as they move around the cirde of seated women until
they find a place to sit. The hostess sprinkles rose water on the
hands of her guests who pgossip quietly with women sitting next to
them untl the prayers begin. The recital may last for over two
hours. For most of this time, the carntor (mevi{id-han), who may be
erther male or female but seems most often to be an tnmam, or prayer
leader, from one of the town mosques, sings the poem alone, while
the women guests remain seated, sometimes repeating the words of
the poem to themselves and sometimes even weeping softly. There are
however general responses which requre the participation of the
congregation, who may also stand and ritwally act out parts of the
story, When the prayers are finished, the hostess passes out sweets
to all her guests, they in turn ask God's Hessing for her and for
each other before they depart.

1 have described something of the different character of the wo—
men's reception days and menlid gatherings. Central to my thesis is
an Imestigation of the extent to which these two types of gatherings
need to be treated as a paired sct. Something of the parallelism
between them has already been suggested their extreme formality,
thelr frequency and the large numbers of participarts they imolve.
‘They are the only two kinds of formal mectings which are, in theory,
both open to all townswomen and exclusive to them (indecd it is fot
that even small children should be excluded from them). In these
ways, the two types of gthering differ significarntly from life~cycle
ceremonies and secular celetrations. In practice the same kinds of
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women act as hostesses at both types of gathering, while the cirdes
of participants overlap to a considerable degree. Both kinds of
gathering counteract the otherwise considerable social isolation likely
to be experienced by middle class townswomen and they do provide
some opportunity for women of different families to become known to
each other as individuals.

But beyond these underlying similarities, there are obvious dif-
ferences which also need to be explored. Thus, for example, the re-
ception days, which are expensive to hold, operate in terms of a
strict, balanced reciprocity (Aswad, 1974, p.13 ff.) and employ
mechanisms which ensure that the women participants are very nearly
status equals. Yet, in spite of such an egalitarian structure, the fo-
cus in the reception day gatherings in the eyes of both participants
and outsiders is status differentiation (Good, 1978, p.496). Any
tendency to female solidarity or support implicit in their structure is
countered by the fact that the women relate to each other as adjuncts
of their husbands and thus as representatives of separate, competing
families. Not only are such differences between women emphasized at
reception days but the institution also differentiates them as a group
from those poorer women in the community who do not belong to a
formal visiting circle. Indeed only wealthier women have the leisure
for such activities; they can afford to hire female servants or in-
formally command the services of poorer kinswomen to help them with
domestic chores and childcare responsibilities. i

By contrast, the mevllid gatherings involve not balanced reciprocity
between participants, but rather a form of generalized exchange bf_it‘
ween women of unequal status: indeed they have a redistributive
function. Mevllids are not particularly costly to hold, but they pro-
vide the hostess, herself of high status, the chance to offer the_set-
ting and opportunity for an intense, communal religious experience
for a group of women who may be highly differentiated and whose
ties with her may involve domestic service and other kinds of unequal
reciprocity. The atmosphere at mevlid gatherings is not in any sense
competitive; rather, women as individuals appear to experience ax}
equality before God wl'}\ich they share with others from all .sectllons o
the community. Mevlud gatherings emphasize women's 1dent1§y. as
mothers and afford them a unique opportunity to form a religious
congregation exclusive of men. o

Treated together, the contrasts in the structure and content of the
two types of women's gatherings can be seen in relief: the structure
of reception days expresses an equality among middle class women:
while the actual content of the meetings differentiates them, both ih
mong themselves and from other women in the communi'ty- In (li)om
respects the women are separated from each other and 1dent1fle "
terms of their attachments to men. The structure of mevllds 15 un
equal and implicitly admits the status differentiation between famihef
in the community; nonetheless the content of the mevlud meetlings un
ambiguously focuses on feminine support, solidarity and equality. of

It would seem that it is the very existence of these two types
formal women's gatherings which may prevent women from recogmilcﬁg
and articulating the fundamental conflict in the values an
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definitions to which they subscribe. Two such areas of conflict
immediately come to mind: first, the way the two roles, of mother
and of wife, are constructed in provincial Turkey and, secondly, the
way women are held to be umformly subordinate to men and yet, n
practice, differentiated in terms of men. Islamic orthodoxy encour-
ages women to think of themselves as biological equals, all of whom
are, for physiological reasons alone, subordinate to men. In practice
the women's role as mother implicitly contradicts the notion of male
domination of women: Turkish mothers are powerful, deeply loved
figres and thewr authority over their sons is usually lifelong. And
yet, women act n ways which dimimish and ultimately deny this auth=
ority: they excessively indulge their sons in childhood and turn them
mnto bullies who not only believe in their innate superiority over all
women but may tyrannize women in practice. Women teach men that
they have both the right and duty to control women's behaviour. Such
control means that women spend much of their lives in an exclusively
feminine milieu, where nonetheless they are isolated from each other
and most often act out differences between them which ultimately
depend on their relations with men: they become effectne status
demonstrators of family differentation.

The preceding examination of the women's gatherings suggests
something of the way these may express and nitwally condition the
self-images of women. » the full wnp of the structure
and function of these gatherings can only be understood in terms of
their wider social setting in the provineial town {2].

The Wider Social Context of the Women's Gatherings

Anthropologists have recently noted the neglect of the study of towns
compared with the now established anthropalogica! focus on village,
trital and city popul The of towns has
been pointed out, with reference to t.heir role of lbrokerage! or
farticulationd between the state and rural society in matters of econ-
omics, politics, culture and development, But lttle has been said a-
bout the skmilar role many such towns must play mn terms of religion,
particularly in areas where world religions prevail.
In Turkey, as elsewhere in the Muslin Middle East, the town is
ly identified by the of a market-place, administrative
offices and a religlous oentre. whether a shrine or Friday mosque.
However, much of the Turkish countryside is better watered and more
fertle than edsewhere, which may help explain the comparatiely large
number of market towns and their relative importance both in the
past and today (cf. Benedict, 1974b). There are already a number
of published monographs on small towns in Turkey; however they all
focus explicily on the palttical and economic aspects of town life
and, as far as religious beliefs and practices or relations among wo=
men are concerned, most comtain little more than a brief descriptive
and theoretically pedestrian accourt. On small town women, Kandiyoti
summarizes the position in a recert paper:
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Lower middle-class women, whether they are the wives of small en-
trepreneurs like shopkeepers, traders and craftsmen, or of lower-
ranking civil servants, are undoubtedly the most underresearched
category of women in Turkey. There is pood reason to believe that
the wives of small entrepreneurs, some of whom can be considered
as part of the traditional urban middle class, may exhibit different
patterns from those married to state employed men. Thus, their
being grouped under the same heading can hardly be justified on
grounds other than the paucity of data. These women are literally
the least lvisible! in the sense that they are the most home~bound
and secluded, the most restricted in their movements and the least
prominent in terms of employment (1979, p.10).

Many of my remarks in this paper are based on observations of
such middle-class women living in the small town of Egridir in south-
western Anatolia.

E¥ridir, with a population of nearly 10,000, is a market and ad-
ministrative centre for a sub-province (ilge) including some forty
villages. It is the seat of a sub-governor (kaymakan), a profession-
al civil servant whose main responsibility is the government of the
sub-province as a whole; the municipality (belediye ) itself elects lo-
cal residents as mayor and councillors, and both administration and
politics in the town are controlled by local people. Efridir lies on
the shores of a substantial lake and has as yet unrealized potential
as a tourist resort, while at present it is growing wealthy through
the international export of locally grown apples. Because of its
specialized economy, E¥ridir is more prosperous than many small
towns of the region. Its success is due almost entirely to the
entrepreneurial efforts of residents whose value of hard work, pri~
vate enterprise and secular education is notable.

In another respect too, Efridir is unusual: the limited amount of
Jand near the town for either cultivation or residential use has long
caused emigration, particularly among the well~to-do, and ofteg to
the metropolitan centres. The Egridir population has been relat‘IVelY
constant in recent decades. This, coupled with the tangible wealth of
the town, seems to have lent support to the view, held by all sec~
tions of the local population, that their economic aspirations wnﬁ};@
fulfilled by their own efforts. There seems to be remarkably 1} e
political or economic disaffection in the town, which like the proémcf
has long been a Justice Party stronghold. The Turkish Army Omt
mando School is on the outskirts of the town and it is Bossﬂ:ie thaif
this military presence discourages potential political activity. But,
this is the case, it is nonetheless true that the townsPeol?lc‘:
themselves insist that the explanation for the lack of serious Conﬂjl
in the town lies in their strong and uniform support of leading
townsmen who demonstratively uphold certain Islamic and repubhca-l:l
values. It may also be relevant to an Lmders-tandifxg. of the tOV;T;Sm
peoples self-image that many jubscribe to a qu_:Lte distinct t;lnytilo;n o
the purity of the water of Egridir lake; in this context the
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often spoken of as a place approaching a paradise on earth,

The town is divided mnto fifteen tamed wards, each wath an elected
headman and most with a mosque. Extended patriarchal families often
live 1n the same large house or adjacent houses, but practical kan-
ship reckoning 1s bilateral and spreads a net of relationships
throughout the town, Kin and affinal ties are recognized mn such a
way that they link households of objectively unequal wealth and stand-
g for many soclal actvities.

Efndir townspeople make few status d among tt 1
In effect they almost all see themselves as middle class, lterally as
town burghers or members of the petty bourgeoisie. Even from an
outsider's pomnt of view there is only a very small proletarnan popu-
lation. Indeed there is a severe shortage of both male and female un-
skilled labour. Townswomen find it difficult to hire other women as
domestic servarts, while the apple harvest, crucial for the town ec-
onomy, 15 picked by itinerart workers from the east of the country.
This situation is of course due to a mumber of different factors the
geography and demography of the town, the extensine kin networks
and also the fact that lake fishing, which can be very lucratne,
provides a partial income for many Efridr families.

Though the townspeople tend to wview themselves as all of the
middle class, there are of course considerable varations in occupa~
tion, household incomes and life styles. I think 1t is analytically use-
full to identify famihes in terms of four status categories, though I
would emphasize that this is very much my own model of status
differentiation within the town [3].

The first status category consists of the families of professional
bureaucrat-managers and senior army officers stationed nearby, fam-
iies whose major source of income is from outside the town, these
people are outsiders in another respect too, in that they are almost
all only temporary EFridr residents. ‘They would certamly clam
themselves to be both more sophisticated (both men and women are
likely to have some education beyond the high schodl level) and bet-
ter connected in political and economic terms than most local towns-
men. However, the latter would not necessarily accept the outsiders'
assumed superiority.

The families of white collar workers and teachers belong to the
second status category. Men and women are likely to have had at
least a high schodl education, Some of the people are non-local and
will move to other posts after several years, but many are from local
families and may own their own small apple orchards, while some al-
80 engage in commercial activities of various kinds.

The third category is almost entirely local in ongin these are the
well-to-do familles (including scions of the traditioml dass of large
landowners) who own land, particularly orchards, or whose main in-
come comes from wholesale trading, again particularly in apples. Men
of this group are likely to have a high schod education, though
some of thelr wives may be functional {lliterates, However the child-
ren of families of this status category are often successful competi~
tors in university entrance exams. Many of the local notatles belong
to this group, including the municipal mayor and local political party
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representatives. Other families belonging to this category are those
who have succeeded in business or commerce in the metropolitan
centres and who return to live in Efiridir only during the summer
months.

The fourth status catepory consists of the traditional bnzaar mer-
chants, shopleepers and craftsmen among whom there is wide varia-
tion of income and wealth. Apnin in Efridir many of these families
may have small orchards, while the women often continue to follow
trachitioml occupations as carpet makers, thereby increasing family
incone considerably. Men of this stratum cheerfully describe them-
selves as jacks-of-all-trades.

The Range of Religious Beliefs and Activities in Egridir

Sincne 1923 and the foundation of the Turkish Republic, the state
systen of Turkey has been firmly secular and nsed on a European
rather than an Islamic legal model. However the strenpgth of the sec-
ularist lobby has varied at different points during Turkey!s republican
political history and, in 1949, along with other direct measures to
aid the religious estallishment, the government began to reintroduce
religious teaching into the state schools. This process is still con-
tinuing. Turkish Islam as it has been supported by recent governs
ments is both highly moralistic and chauvinistic. Fallers writes of its
ethical, rather than ritualistic, emphasis and notes its focus on social
justice and community responsibility and thus, for example, the ilf"
terest in business ethics and important place of philanthropy in
Turkish towns (1971, pp.4-5). It is worth noting too the reverence
with which the figure of Ataturk is treated in spite of Mustafa Kemal's
indifference and sometime hostility to Islam.

It is misleading, if not worse, to begin an account of religious
practice in a world religion by equating religiosity with orthodoxy
and then measuring people's performance by such a standard (.R.
Tapper in press). However formal Islam, with its prescribed duties
for bolievers, lends itself to such treatment, and as this notion of
religiosity is an index the townspeople themselves use, it seerns'at
least a rcasomable place to begin. Thus, whatever have been the vic™
issitudes in relations between the religicus establishment and.the
state, at the provincial level, townspeople seem to have remalne'd
firm in their fundamental religious convictions and active in their
participation in religious rites and ceremonies. However the nature of
these convictions and the types of participation they impel vary both
between the four status categories ] have identified and between men
and women. Betwecn status categories the main variable would seem
to be the extent to which religious belief and practice are coﬂ'lPar?'
mentalized, while the key difference between men and women lies in
the women's exclusion from the mosque and therefore from a number
of associated orthodox rituals. th

To take the differences between status categories first. Here e
first two strata are distinguished from the second two. The former,
the non-local professionals and the white collar workers, are among
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the least evidently religious of Egrdir townspeople. As I have men-—
tioned, these people, men and women, are the best educated adults
in the town, for many of them their formal education occurred at a
trme when the state school system was the most unambiguously secular
in its orientation, while their careers depend to a considerate
degree on the extent to which they subscribe to the Kemalist ideclogy
of statehood. Teachers, who bear the heaviest burden of educating a
younger generation for citizenship, seem often particularly rigid 1
isolating a personal/familial religion from the republican ideology. By
contrast, among both the wealthier local middle class and the petty
bourgeoisie, there seems to bz far less of a separation between
private belief and pulic involvement in religous activities. It 1s
notatle among these latter categories that adherence to lslamic ideals
as a pguide to all areas of social NLfe (i.es a lack of
compartmentalization) can be directly correlated with a traditional
type of control of women by men. Such control is most strongly ex-
ercised by men of the petty bourgeoisie, while one wmportant check
on such control on wealthier families is their growing perception of
formal ed as a jcal means of daughters into
workers in occupations with prestige in the wider commumtv.
However such differences are a matter of degree and it is members
of such local middle~class families, as opposed to those depending
largely on state salaries, who are most conscientious in thewr obser-
vance of Islamic forms.

Beyond this relation between occupational categories and religion,
there remains however the dmension of gender per se. Gender qual-
ifies religious activity regardess of family status. The great tradition
of Islam prescribes various differences in men's and women's religious
otligations. On the one hand, women are expected to fulfill the btasic
duties of the believer - the pillars of Islam the profession of faith,
prayer, fasting, alms gving and pilgrmage; but, on the other the
rules for women's observance of these duties are circumscribed in
certain respects because of their sexual and reproductiie
constitution. Hoch-Smith and Spring contend that virtwally all
religions define wamen in these terms (1978, p.2), certainly in
Islamic ideology, 2s elsewhere, women are at once sacred! because of
their reproducthe powers and dangerous and in need of control
because of the imputed nature of their sexuality. Thus, for example,
there are rules relating to menstruatlon and childbirth which wamen
must obserie and which inhibit their participation in certain of the
prescribed duties, and further there are a variety of notions abowt
thelr sexuality which influence their cortact with Islamic orthodoxy.
But pertaps far greater than their explicit liabflities in the context of
formal religious observance are the disabilities women experience
because of their inferiority to and dependence on men in the domestic
spheres The strong bus in favour of males in traditiomal Islamic
family law las a continuing Impact on domestic life in provincial
Turkey and thus dwect consequences for the character of
townswomen's religious life. Men's and women's religious participation
is structured in radically different ways.

Among Egridir townspeople individunal cafly prayer s performed

*
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particularty by thoee men aned wonen who are clderly or ill or whe
have wuffered prercomd misfortune, tat by few others, bar some
younper men and wonen of the petty bourpeolsie. Ments caily prayer
Libees placs da the mosques and thia, and mosque attendance at Friday
pravers, beopeatricted almoat emtirely to then, cven in those mosques
where Meere i a0 enrtained area or pllery oot apart for women.
Fridoy pravers are attended by many local men and much larger con-
pregations will goln mowpie prayers and Koran and meviQd recitations
during the celebeation of the maor ldamic feativals and at other
traeae Mocque prayers also lave a natienalistic component and ine-
hide prayers for the victory of the reputtic. Funeral prayers also
tibre place an the mosques when apain wommen are excluded; nor may
wagen join funeral procesnlons to the graveyard,

In alme-piving too there are difierences btueen ments and women's
types of activitve flach year the Turkish  government defines, in
tern of hoanehold anceme, an acceptalle level of alms to be given
by relatively affluent howsecholds to the familire of poor non-kin from
whora they expect cervices during the yvar. Beyond this however,
weadthy rien, mathr than piving sakat alms in the prescribed manner,
will often domite very subrtantial gafts to their local mosque - car
gty electrie fann, lowl=npeabrr systens, ete. These gifts are ack-
nosleped ant prabicized by lists of donors displayed in the mosques.
Such large pifts are sometines gquite ealeulated and may be seen as
thirect attrnpts by sucerasful townsmnen, including men who neglect
moat other religiow. olviervances, to convert comnmerical profit into
relipious prestipe or at least respectability  within the community.
Women, by contrast, cannot alirnate houschold wealth to this extent
arvi 1 bnow of no mechanisms for women to convert wealth into pres=
tipr In this fashion. However, women of affiuent families will buy
snaller pifts = nearves, dress materiad, cte. — which they distribute
as alms to poorer women on whose domestic services they depend.
The traditional support system among women underlined by such gifts
is also revealed in the meviid invitations which higher status women
extend to those women who do menial work for them.

The fast during the Holy Month of Ramarzan is observed by almost
all families of the town, bar some of the transient professional elite,
though even they may fast, ratiomlizing it, not in religious terms
but rather as an inportant excrcise in self-discipline and in health
care. The fast is essentially a family ritual, in which, to this extent,
men and women participate together. It is at once the most intense
experience of the religious year and one which is particularly used
to socialize children into religious faith.

Finally, both men and women can make the pilgrimage to Mecca,
though in practice far more men than women go. In contrast. }V!th
wealthy men who choose the vehicle of mosque gifts to gain religious
prestige within the town, there seems to be a clear tendency for the
more traditional and less wealthy bazaar merchants and cra:ftsmen to
gain religious prestige via pilgrimage, sometimes taking their elderly
mothers with them to gain additional merit. » _

Beyond the oblipations of the pillars of Islam, other rel.lg'fous act
ivities are seen by the townspeople as lcustomary' and distinct from
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those associated with Islamic orthodoxy and the religious estatiish-
ment.

Visits to shrines and healers are one land of cusiomary religious
activity open to both men and wamen, but seemingly not often re-
sorted to by either. However members of both sexes approve of and
collect a wide range of ancillary Islamic paraphernalia  good luck
charms, Islamic household decorations, etc. In this sense all the

ple are 11 posed to tangille relimous symbols
which are taken for granted to an extraordinary degree.

More or less covert involvement mn Sufi brotherhoods (which are
officially tanned by the government) is also seen as a customary
type of religious actwvity, It 1s one primarily open to men, however,
in Effridir, though my information 1s very scart, I have the impres—
sion that there is Iittle Suf: activity, perhaps because men of all soc-
ial categories have been able to find wnportart temporal satisfactions
and success 1n entrepreneurial activities, Other private religious
mectings Include most prominently mevlid gatherings for both men
and women.

Finally, a brief mention must be made of other rites of passage
and secular festiities which complement the religious actities of
Efridir townspeople. Thus, there are some cogent arguments for in-
cluding entry into co-educational primary schods at seven as a form-
idate rite of passage for both grls and boys. It is their first formal
contact as individuals with the state. OHigatory military senice is a
further watershed for youths when for two years the ideals of
Turkish nationalism are compelhngly acted out, There is no compar—
able rite of citizenship for adalescent grls. However further educa=-
tion within the state system is highly valued by both young women
and men from E¥ridir and a number of them achieve some educational
qualifications after high schodl.

Natlonal festivals occur throughout the year, they focus both on
events importart in recent Turkish history and on important cate-
gories of citizens: there are children's days, mothers' days, sports
days for youths etc, These celetratlons are primarily organized
through the schools and goverrment offices and they create a direct
rital Nnk via songs, poems, ceremonial processions and the like,
between an indvidual's roles within the family and the state. The val-
ues emphasized in other rites of passage also contain some national-
istic elements, but their source is primarily religious. Howeier this
religlous content varies ideraly. Both ci 1sion and marriage
are Omiy-centred riwmls, whose telebratiors are structurally sinlar
in many ways. Both may include me\ldd recitals separately for both
men and women, but otherwise the festivities are marked by an
informality heightened by the very viside participation of small
children, Both may take either a traditioral form (in which case men
and women will be segregnted throughout), or they may be ‘modern!
(in which case men and women will particlpate in family groups).
Rituals concerning death, on the other hand, are intensely religious
and orfentated towards persoml salvation, as 1 have mentloned both
men and women participate, again P ly, in melld
gatherings to commemorate family deaths. A
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Conclusions

It is now time to return to the women's reception days and mevid
gatherings and try to place them in their wider social context. Th
direction of my concluding remarks emerges from my brief des
cription of the social and religious organization of the town.

A paradox of men's relations with each other is contained withi
both secular and religious ideologies, between which there is, fo
men, a considerable continuity. On the ohe hand, men as individual
compete as heads of families, and, in terms of the resources the
control, they are differentiated in many ways. On the other hand, a
townsmen, as members of a gender category, are equal and superio
to women.

As we have seen, individual family heads are ambitious and sub
scribe to an ethic of private enterprise in their competitions to ach
ieve economic and political goals for themselves and their families.
They act out these differences in the all-male settings of clubs an
cafes as well as in other contexts. In religious terms too, there ar
individual differences between men; in particular they believe tha
personal salvation depends directly on personal morality. And yet,
the potential equality of men is an ideal which is also expressed ir
both secular and religious terms. I have mentioned that though there
are considerable differences in wealth and power between EYridir
families, these differences are not accorded any particular ideological
importance; rather townspeople insist on the similarities between them
as members of the town bourgeoisie. The general prosperity of the
town and the economic opportunities it offers are themselves real fac-
tors in this social levelling. So too in terms of Islamic orthodoxy, all
Muslims are equal before God. But, in local practice, some Muslims,
namely the men, are more equal than others; men's mosque participa~
tion, even if only during Islamic festivals, and the general agreement
among them about their right and duty to control women, are also
great levellers.

What I am suggesting is that Turkish ideologies of secularism and
Islam are interwoven to such a degree that men may express their
equality or inequality in either secular or religious idioms. They
may, with some ease, shift from one framework to the other or even
operate in terms of both frames of reference simultaneously. We have
seen that wealth may be spent on mosque gifts or pilgrimages fio ac
quire religious prestige which has clear secular advantages within the
community. Alternatively, family competitiveness and entrepreneurial
success may be justified both in nationalist and in religious terms: 3$
patriotism to homeland and nation or as that aspect of Muslim piety
which sanctions the support of family life through honest hard Wf’rk'

The same tension also exists for women: between their inequality as
members of competing families and their identity as members of f
gender category, whether before men or God. However, 1 would sug
gest that this contradiction between womenls interests and roles 15
less easily disguised, or transformed, than it is for men. ¢

Womenls roles are derivative. Their prime identity as membe‘r§ o
competing families is as wives who in both secular and religious
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terms are expected to be, and are, subordinate to their husbands.
They have only indwrect controls over family resources, whether
wealth or inf about their 3l 1n the wider society. Their

p of this subord makes them effective status demon-
strators for the family and the idiom of their competitions as wives
depends heavily on the conspicuous consumption of food and manu-
factured domestic goods of all kinds, and on their use, in turn, of
their own small children as status demonstrators. So too m practical
religlon, women have a second-class status which 13 most clearly
shown in their exclusion from the mosques. Here they achieve an
equality because of their umiform inferiority to men.

I would argue that women's dependence and inferiority to men in
both spheres creates a marked discontinuity in their relations with
each other. Men can act out and manipulate the contracictory mmpli-
cations of their inequality (from some perspectnves) and thewr equal-
ity (from others) by using the ambiguous areas which exist between
secular and religious ideclogies. Women, because of their restricted
access to secular resources and religious orthodoxy, cannot easily
control or the contrad; of thewr p in this way.
For them, the mterplay between these two aspects of their roles and
statuses is not flmd, but highly stylised and primarily conducted via
the rituals of reception days and women's mevifids. In thewr form and
content, both types of gathering at once express and mask this
paradox of the women's position, but in opposite ways the structure
of reception day gatherings depends on the perception of equality
between participarts, but thewr content, both in terms of gossip and
in terms of the use of materul symbols of domestic well-bewng, is
about  inequality between wives. Status differences  between
participants are revealed as are those between participants and
women who do not join reception cay gatherings. The structure of
menllids, by contrast, sccepts differentition between women as
Wites, but their content, as intense religlous experiences which focus
on birth and motherhood, is about the equality of women.

In sum, the paired set of women's gatherings focuses women's at-
tention on themselves in ways which make it difficult for them esther
to regulate the contradictory mplications of their relations with each
other or to confrort the of these rel that lie in
their position vis-3-v1s men. In effect the rituals of the formal wo-
men's gtherings reinforce the position of women vis-a-vis men, they
provide no institutional support for cuestioning or changing the mor-
al order, rather their main ritnnl function would seem to be compen-
satory.

A simflar case of paired womens gatherings {s described by Keirn
(1978) who examines the participation of women of a South African
township in both volurtary associations and in the isipodlo spirit
possession rituals. She writes that in \oluntary associations,

wamen gin a heightened awareness of the hierarchical and compet=
itive aspects of human relations assoclated with the role-playing
required of them. These ioluntary associations offer an outlet for
wamen, but such assochitions are ultimately linlked with the very
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factors producing status ambiguity. Hence the women are not often
eager to attend meetings that are in many cases characterized by
undercurrents of tension and sometimes by open hostility between
members who are also competitors (p.204).

The isigodlo meetings are quite different. There women

++« form and reaffirm social bonds out of or removed from the
general structural ambiguities and inequalities of their lives: they
find a place where for a time they form a communion of individuals
who share in their equal submission to the powerful beings of the
spirit world and in so doing share a cathartic experience (ibid,
p-204).

Keirn suggests that these two different types of experiences may be
viewed as another example of an alternation between Turner's notions
of communitas and structure. This is a useful key to the organization
of such women's meetings; it complements my own argument about the
formal gatherings of Turkish townswomen which has focused more on
the way the ideological structure of gender roles is expressed in both
the form and context of the gatherings. The wider question which
needs an answer is - are such paired sets of formal women's gather-
ings common in societies where male dominance is considerable and
unquestioned? If, as seems likely, they are, they will constitute an
excellent area in which to test hypotheses about the relation between
gender and religious belief and practice.

Notes

1. An earlier draft of this paper was presented at the Oxford Uni-
versity Women's Studies seminar, The Institute of Development Studies
(University of Sussex) seminar on Women and Development and at
the Center for Middle Eastern Studies, Harvard University. 1 am very
grateful to members of these seminars for many helpful comments.
Richard Tapper and I travelled together in Turkey in the summers of
1979 and 1980. Our joint impressions of Efridir town are recorded
here, while the idea of treating reception day gatherings and women's
mevllids as a paired set first arose in discussions we had with Dr.
Akile Glirsoy; the paper owes much to both of them.

2. Both types of gathering are also found in many other parts of
the Middle East (see e.g. the various articles in Visiting Patterns
and Social Dynamics in Eastern Mediterranean Communities’, Arthro-
pological Quarterly, 1974, Val. 47, No. 1 and R. and E. Fern.Eii
1972, p.389). However it is difficult to be sure from the scarty htI
erature available if these gatherings are strictly comparable to tyose'
describe, nor do I know if they evince such complementarity In
structure and function. g

3. This approach is similar to that applied by Good (1978) an
is intended to allow for direct comparisons between her material an
that presented here.
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6 ESSENCE AND EXISTENCE: WOMEN AND
RELIGION IN ANCIENT INDIAN TEXTS

Julia Leshe

Introduction

Imagine the individual as a nut. The kernel hudden inside 1s the
transmigrating soul or self (1], the essence or religious potentual of
the individual. The outer shell combines the circunstances of tarth,
personality, and all the existential trappings of a particular lifetrmes
Femaleness is evidently to do with ‘existence’ not ‘essence's But how
far is it seen to impinge upon and even define the soul's potential in
Induan religious texts?

The aims of this paper are fourfold: to draw a swnplified chrono~
logical map of ancient Indian religion (see diagram); to place in that
cortext what we know of the religious opportunities open to women;
where possitle, to find a female voice to put the case for women,
and, finally, to investigate the of ' versus &
in relation to wemen.

The story of Sulabht fllustrates the problem. She is described 1n
India’s great epic, the Malabhirata, (XIH. 321) as a woman far ad-
vanced in religious knowledge. When she hears of the great learning
of Jamaka, king of Mithila, she decides to find out if he is truly en-
llghened. Assuming the form of a beautiful woman, she goes to Jan~
aka's court and begs lum to share his knowledge. Janaka does so,
and concludes his discourse with the clabn that he is indeed enlight-
ened: 'Free of all attachmert, my soul fued on the supreme truth,
regard all creatures equally.! But Sulabl is not so easiy satisfied,
By means of her yogic powers, she enters his mind to test his daim
for herself, Aghnst. Jamka denounces her for attempting to seduce
and humili man. *H beautiful you are,® he de-
clares, ‘this unlon is unlawful. You have no right to pallute me with
your touch.t Sulabhf is umabashed. *Only one who still confuses soul
and body (essence and existence) could talk like that,® she replies.

True, our bodies shoud not touch, but I have not touched you
with any part of my body. 1 rest in you like a drop of water on a
lotus leaf, without permeating it in the least. How can you disting-
uish between sous which are in essence the same? How can you
call the contact of two enlightened beings unlawful?
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Essence and Existence

SulabHa concdludes that anyone so obsessed with the external fact that
she 15 a woman cannot be enlightened.

This is precisely the problem I wish to imvestigate. How far is the
kernel (the individual soul) defined by its outer shell {(the existential
fact of being a woman)? As the story of Sulabhd demonstrates, it is
a protlem of which Indian religious thinkers were well aware.

In order to simplify the great mass of material, 1 have dnided
mainstream Indian religion into three major periods, the primary
characteristics of which are best described in duagrammatic form.
Such labels are of course nisleading if applied too rigidly. For ex-
ample, there is a marked monoctheistic strain underlying the profusion
of gods and names of gods in later RgVedic hymns. Similarly, the
ecstasy of soma ritual 15 at trmes counterbalanced by calmer tones
that fit the label 'enstasy' better. For all its crudity, however, the
diagram does display the important points we need to consider: the
general religious approach of a particular period; its goals and how
one was expected to reach them; the main texts written or recorded
by men where we may find the characteristic attitudes towards
women: and finally, the texts written by or ascribed to women,

| Vedic Religion

As my dagram indicates, Vedic religion (i.e. the beliefs and practi~
ces of the Aryan tribes in northern India, often called Brahmanism)
was marked by polythelsm (invoking gods for specific purposes)
(3], fire sacrifices, ecstasy (perhaps tavolving hallucinogens such as
soma), and a powerful priesthood in charge of religious knowledge
and ritual. Education in the form of Vedic studies was the necessary
prelininary to any kind of religious actnity. But were women imitia-
ted into Vedic studies? The little evidence available suggests that they
were. There are many references to female schdlars, poets and
seers, to women taking the rite of initution and wearing the sacred
thread, the mark of the imtiated. Once embarked on the religious
1ife, then, were women allowed to act as priests? Were they permit-
ted to imoke the gods on thewr own behalf or for others, to chart
sacred texts and formulae, to offer fire and soma sacrifices® Agrin,
the rather sparse evidence suggests that they were.

Several hymns of the RgVeda (abbreviated RV) are ascribed to fe-
male seers, some of them describing the priestly activities of the wo-
men ¢ ncerned. In RV.X.39, for example, Gho@l Invokes the twin
sun gods on behalf of the people with the stirring words:

As Mwere the name of father, easy to lnvoke, we all assentled
here imvoke this Car of yours,

O Afvins oo

Awake 2ll pleasart straine and let the hymns flow forth ...

O ASvins, bestow on us a gorious herfage, and give our princes
treasure fair as Soma i3 ... {v.1-2)

In RV.VII.80, ARi describes how she herself plucks the sacred
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soma, presses it, and offers it with invocations to the god, Indra,
saying:

Drink thou this Soma pressed with teeth, accompanied with grain
and curds, with cake of meal and song of praise. (v.2)

In RV.V.28, Vidvavara invokes and offers sacrifice to Agni, god of
fire. She conducts the ceremony herself, pouring oil with the sacrifi-
cial ladle, and declaring:

Thy glory, Agni, 1 adore, kindled, exalted in thy strength. (v.4)

There is no suggestion in any of these examples that being a woman
might disqualify one from ritual acts.

However, both Ghosa and Apald are described as having some skin
disease, possibly leprosy. This might have placed them in a different
category from the other women of their time. It is also impossitle to
prove the historicity of any of these seers, male or female. Nonethe-
less, the little evidence we have does suggest that women could both
receive religious education and conduct ritual sacrifice. In view of
later developments, this is important.

It The Classical Period
A: The pursuit of knowledge

The Classical period marks a radical change in the Indian religious
approach. The worship of many gods was replaced by an increa.si'ng
tendency to reduce everything to one ultimate truth; external sacrifice
by the inner ritual of self-control (yoga, meditation etc); ecstasy by
the pursuit of esoteric knowledge ('seeing things as they .reallY
are!); the emphasis on the priesthood reinforcing the social hierar-
chy by that on the individual outside society's demands. Although t}}e
Upanigads are strictly speaking Vedic texts and the two great Upani-
sads probably older than the Buddha, it is likely that they are rec”
ords of the same spiritual twrmoil from which Buddhism and Jainism

arosee.

1. The Upanigads

For the Upanigads, esoteric knowledge means the knowledge of Brah~
man which alone can release the inc%ividual from the endless cyde of
births and deaths. Our concern here is to discover whether wome!;
were both considered capable of attajning this knowledge and allovg
to pursue it. Once again, the literature available provides marke_ y
little evidence for the religious involvement of women, What there li»
however, suggests that religious pursuits were not yet barred to

them. . }
The story of the sage, Yﬁjﬁ’avalkya, and his two wives demonstra
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tes that, from the religious point of view, there were two kinds of
women. )Ca‘tyayam is described as 'possessing only a womants know-
ledge’s Maitreyi, however. 1s ‘one who discourses on (the knowledge
of) Brahman'. When Yajfavalkya decides to renounce the life of the
householder and become a forest hermit, he offers to divide his
wealth between his two wives. Katydyadl agrees. The Brhadirapyrka
Upanigad continues:

But Maitreyl said: "If, sir, this whole earth, filled as it is with
riches, where At belong to me, would I be mmmortal thereby?"
INo,! said Yajhavalkya. 'As 1s the life of the rich, so would your
life be. For there 1s no hope of rmmortality in riches.!

And Maitreyl said: What should I do with something that does not
bring me mmortality? Tell me, good sir, what you know. (Br.
Up, 1.4.2-3.)

Without a second thought, Ysjrfavalkya complies.

The story of Gargl is even more persuasive (Br. Up. I1.6,8). In
a public debate in which she 15 the only ~oman mentioned, Gargl re-
peatedly questions the great Y“jnavalkya. Her persistence and perspi-
cacity finally elicit from him one of the finest defimitions of Reality
that we have (Br, Up. Ill.8,11). We may condlude that Girgl was
sufficiently learned in religious matters to be taken seriously, and
that such learned women were permitted to display thewr knowledge
and detnﬂng skills 1n a predominantly male pulic gathering.

Y5jfavalkya does not question either Matreyls or Garglls capacity
to understand religious truth, nor does he deny thewr right to pursue
it, ether in private or in pullic. But it must be added that the epi~
thet applled to Kstyayam mdu:ates the apparertly equally current no-
tion that + not the property of women.
It is this !dea that takes mcreasmg precedence in later Hindu litera~
ture.

2, Buddhism

With !he advent of Budd}usm. we at last find plenty of material on
the 1 of women. A ding to the fold reality of
Buddhlsrn, all is suffering, all 13 impermanent, and there is no les=
sence! or 'soulls Strictly speakmg. |.hen, my metaphor of the m# with
its kernel/shell, & is jnappropriate here.
For Duddhism allows Ior no tkernel', no 'soul' at all. Life itsclf is
orly one of the twenty-two faculties that make up a person: selfhood
the flusion they create. Sex thus makes no more than a schematic
difference, merely %o show on what account that selfhood is called
*woman' or ‘man"' (Visuddhimaggy XVI.1-9). In practical Buddh-
ism, however, and in the majority of stories and teachings, the stri-
ct 'no~soul’ doctrine is not emphasised [4]. It is, therefore, still ap-
propriste to ask: were women as well as men considered capatle of
attaining enlighterment? Were they too able to extinguish the §mpedi-
merts of {gnorance and deslre?
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I shall divide the evidence into three main viewpoints: first, the
general tendency to take social norms as evidence of the spiritual in-
feriority of women; secondly, the Buddha's apparent ambivalence on
the subject; and finally, the wholly positive views of the Buddhist
nuns themselves.

There is ample material to support the first view. The Anguttara
Nikilya states it plainly:

It is impossible ... that a woman should be an Arahant who is a
fully Enlightencd One. But ... it is quite possible for a man to be
onc. (1.27.1%) .

The Saddharma-pundarixa-sttra supplies the usual reason:

«+. the body of a woman is filthy and not a vessel of the Law ...
Morcover, a woman by her body still has five hindrances; she
cannot become first, king of the Brahma-heaven; second, §akra;
third, a Mara-king; fourth, a holy emperor; and fifth, a buddha.
{(XI)

The story of Sumedha, a previous incarnation of the Buddha, proves
it When he makes his vow to become a Buddha in a future life, he
lists the cight things he will need to achieve this aim. The first is
human existence, the second the attainment of the male sex; while the
other six include such things as secing a teacher, embarking on the
ascetic life, and so on (Buddhavamsa II.A.v.59). The Commentary
adds that 'a bodhisattva (one who is to become a Buddha) who
makes such a vow will never be reborn as a woman' (Cariyapitaka
330). Finally, a graphic Buddhist myth spells the message out. A
pious woman, secing a starving mother about to devour her child,
cuts off her own breasts to feed her. When questioned by Indra, she
declares that she did it not to challenge his power but ‘to tame the
untamed'; and by that truth she asks to become a man, She is
instantly transformed into a man and everyone rejoices. We must
conclude, it seems, that the truly religious woman not only destroys
the outward signs of femaleness (by cutting off her breasts) bl_l’t she
in fact becomes a man. Elsewhere, she need only become fike! 2
man, ‘abandoning a woman's thoughts and cultivating the thoughts of ‘a
man' (Dialogue I.271-2). For according to this view, a womans
presunably ‘untamed' nature is inherently unfit for the religious path.
The Buddhals ambivalence on the matter is equally well-documented.
His extreme reluctance to allow women to join the Order .is accom~
panied in textual accounts by some undoubtedly negative, if cryptic,
remarks. The Order was to have lasted a thousand years, he is
given to say, but now that women have joined it will swrvive Oﬂl.}’
five hundred. For just as a house with many women and few men 1»5
easily burgled, so any religion that allows women to follow the home—
less life cannot last long. Other images ascribed to the Buddha CO“EO
pare the admission of women into the previously all-male Order e
imildew falling on a field of fine rice!, or ‘blight on a .f1e1d of zudgaas
cane' (Cullavagga X.1.6). Yet elsewhere the Buddha is recorde
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making equally categorical statements ibout the irrelevance of onc's
sex to relig P In the Maphuna NiGya, for example, he
declares at some lenpgth that both men and women can utterly destroy
‘the five fetters', thereby attaining erlightenment, never amain to be
reborn (1.465-8). Such apparent incongruities make sense only
when we realise that for the Buddha the prollem is ome of %exstencet
not lessence’. He is in fact facing a tricky strategic problem he
preaches salvation for all, yet does not w1sh to be accused of
undermining social norms.

A glance at the account of the admission of women into the Order
soon makes this clear. When Mahapajipatl (the Buddha's aunt and
fostermother) first asks the Buddha if women may also renounce
their homes and become ascetics, she s refused. Moved by her dist~
ress, Ananda repeats the same request on her behalf threc times,
and three tines he too 15 refused. Ananda then deliberately rephrases
the question, askng the Buddha instead

Are wmomen, lord, capable ~ when they have gone forth from the
houschald life and entered the homeless state, under the doctrine
and discifline of the Blessed One - are they capalle of realising
the frut of comersion, or of the second Path, or the third Path,
or of Arahantship? (Cullnvagga X.1.3., my italics) .

The Buddha admits that they are, and at last gnes his permission
for an Order of nuns to be formed. Clearly what is at issue here is
not the capacity of women to pursue the religous life, but the pro-
priety of their doing so,

When the Buddha finally glves his permission, the same reasons of
propriety compel him to lay down the Fight Rules for nuns. For the
most importarnt of the four rules hitherto lald down for monks was
that deference should be paid to those who had been in the Order
longest. It was a kind of gerontocracy, the opinions of novices being
formed in accordance with those of their elders. When men of differ-
ert castes became monks, the rule still held higher—caste novices
were required to show deference to lower—caste elders. But it was
apparently inconceivable that the same rule should hold for wemen
too. On this point, the Budda secms adamentt

You are not, O monks, to bow down before women, to rise up in
thelr presence, to stretch ot your jolned hands towards them,
nor to perform towards them those duties that are proper (from
an inferior to a superior) (Cullavagem) X.3.1).

All Eight Rules for nuns cortradict the momstic norm of geron-
tocracy, conforming instead to the socll norm of female inferiority.
For each rule in turn stresses the dependence of nuns on monks,
regardiess of thelr religious experience. For example, the first nile
reads tat 2 nun even of one hundred years' standing must show def-
erence to a monk een if he s just been initiated. The practical
result i3 that runs, whatever their years in the Order, are consis-
tertly treated as novices [5].
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‘The procession organised by the wealthy layman Citta, recorded in
the Dhammapada Commentary, makes the order of priority quite
clear: monks are followed by nuns, then laymen, and lastly laywo-
mens Religinus life takes precedence over the world (to the extent
that laymen bow to nuns) but monks always take precedence over
nuns. We may condude perhaps that although the Buddha did not go
out of his way to denounce the distinctions of either caste or sex as
seen in the world, he nonctheless regarded neither as a barrier to
salvation [6].

For the views of Buddhist nuns, 1 shall turn to the Therigatha, the
'sonpst or ‘psalms' of the female Elders. On the question of the hist-
oricity of these women, 1 shall say only that the existence of many of
them is supported by frequent references to them in other texts. The
question of authorship is more difficults. Some of the ‘'sonps' seem to
be penuine compositions by the nuns they are ascribed to. Others
are merely associated with certain names: often, for example, verses
are linked with a particular nun not because she invented them
(somctimes she is the recipient), but because she used to recite
them, Others again are evidently literary compositions. Many des-
cribe how wanen brcame nuns in the first place: often not for ‘es-
sentiall reasons, but in order to escape the hardships of their exter-
nal existence as wonen. Some were unable to find husbands, or were
widowed. Other took up the homeless life after a series of misfortu-
nes, or to escape the Mive woes of women': having to leave one's
parents! home when young to live with strangers; menstruation;
pregnancy; giving birth; and having to wait on a man whether fath-
er, hustand or son. But perhaps as many songs detail the spiritual
heights attained by individual women. Sujitad, for example, becomes
enlightened while still a laywaman (145-50). Sumedha realises the
six branches of insight (448-522 and Comm. ). Dhammadini is des-
cribed as a great preacher who cuts every question as one might. a
lotus stalk with a knife (Comm. on 12). Nanduttara is an impressive
religious debnter (Comm. on 87-91). Sundari is famous for her
many conversions (312-37 and Comm.). And so on. For these
women, the religious life is far more than a refuge from a ‘harsh
world: it is the proper environment for those intent upon the highest
spiritual goals.

1 have seclected two Isongs' in particvi~> to put the case for wo-

men. First, Soma describes her =70 ith Mara (the god O,f
Death and the Buddhist equivalent « Innax.q effor' ‘o temf
Soma back to the world, Mara d £i0US - fument,
maintaining that enlightenment is im e :
finger intelligence'. Undeterred, Scu. i 'H1'
a woman cot'd possibly make to one i
another - .~ adds significai

To c-:! question aris

or ~m uch a one is

dya A"
For Ma. Y+ worldl,
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outer shell and not the aspirations within, Subli puts the thought in-
to action. She describes how a ‘rogue’ inveigles her into the forest
and tries to seduce her. Subhi responds by preaching the Doctrine
to him, But the 'rogue' sees only the beauty of her eyes, and ignor—
es her lofty words. So, to demonstrate the irrelevance of both beauty
and sex to the Inner life, SubhX plucks out one of those lovely eyes
and offers it to hun. He is converted at once. For the ‘rogue! condi~
tioned by social norms, her existence as a woman had, unti that
moment, superseded all else. For Sublfi, her essence as a religious
agpirarnt was urtouched by the soclal and sexual implications of being
a waman (Therigitha 366~99 and Comm. ).

B- Right action

The upsurge of Buddhism and other ascetic sects [7] provoked a
counter—reaction on the part of orthodox brahmanism. The mportance
of knowledge is replaced by that of action: either correct ritual ac~
tion as laid down by the Vedic Commentators, or appropriate human
action within soclety as ordained by cosmic law (dharma) and inter—
preted for men by the lawgivers. The religious goals for both appro-
aches are the same: release from the cycle of births and deaths: or,
fafling that, heaven and a good rebirth in the next life. But were
both these goals considered attainable by women as well as by men?

L. The Vedic Commentators and Ritual Action

In an effort to stem ‘hereticall thought, the Vedic Commentators (by
which I mean primarily the Mimams3 school of Vedic exegesis) de-
voted themselves to resuscitating the ancient traditions and ideals of
the already distart Vedic past. In relation to women, however, their
concern was not merely to turn btack the cdock. The religious educa~
tion and opportunities left open to women in Vedic times are repeat-
edy curtailed, and Vedic references to them redefined. For example,
references to women wearing the sacred thread are now interpreted
as referring to the bride wearing her saree over her left shoulder
ke! a sacred thread (Comm. on Gobhfla-grhya-sitra II.1.19) . Ref-
erences to a learned® man are taken to mean religious learning; but
the same word applied to a woman, as in the prayer for the birth of
2 Nearned® daughter, is tzken ta refer to domestic skills (Siplara's
Comm, om Br.Up.VI.4.17}. The Upanisadic suggestion that religious
knowledge i3 not normal' for women seems to have taken roote

A woman's right to perform sacrifice is abolished altogether. Three
main reasons are glven. The first is a parallel argument to that a-
grinst the offering of mcrifices by the lowest of the four \lasses' 8]
of men, the fixiras. Since Vedic injunctions specifically mention only
the three higher classes, €ddras must by implication be excluded
{Jaiminlya~sttra VI.1.25-8). Smilarly, Vedic injunctions refer spe-
cifially only to men, and therefore by implication wamen must also
be excluded. The truth is, o course, that injunctions are 3

-
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given in the masculine form. The question remains whether this mas-
culine form is to be understood as inclusive (he and/or she) or ex-
clusive (he and not she). How, for example, is the injunction, 'He
who desires heaven should offer sacrifice! to be interpreted? Accord-
ing to Jabnini (VI.1.6-20), the masculine form is inclusive: for
psychological or 'essential' rcasons (i.e. that religious aspiration is
as strong in women as in men); and for purely grammatical reasons.
sabarals Commentary denies the former and redefines the latter.

It is this latter grammatical point that constitutes the second major
argunent agninst the offering of sacrifices by women. For early
grammarians such as Patafijali (2nd century B.C.), gender is listed
as one of the types of modification that may operate in a sentence.
Other modifications include that of noun, number, and so on. The
modification of gender, however, means precisely what Jaimini claims
it does: that the masculine form may be 'modified! to give the femin-
ine meaning as an alternative. Sabara simply denjes this rule. Later
grammarians follow suit until~wc find the 17th century author Nageéa
(in his commentary on Patanjali) defining linga not as ‘gender’ but
as ‘noun-stem!. In other realms too, the male is increasingly taken as
the paradign. Instructions concerning meditations on the body, ritual
ablutions and so on invariably refer to the male body. In theory, the
modification of gender may he invoked. In practice, it is ignored:
the information is evidently intended for the male.

The third major argument for the exclusion of women from sac-
rifices is related to the rights of women to own property. In order
to qualify as a performer of sacrifice, one must own property. Ac-
cording to Jaimini women can become the owners of property either
through a marriage settlement, or as a result of their own earnings
by such activities as spinning. But according to Sabara, a woman
can own nothing: what is hers belongs either to her father or to her
husband; indced she herself is the property of either father or hus-
band. He bases this view on the Vedic description of a marriage
ceremony in which the father gives his dapghter away in exchange
for a cow and a bull; an exchange which Sabara takes to be 2 sale
of property., Jaimini argues reasonably that this constitutes only one
form of marriage; and that it is anyway not a sale but a formal gl'ft»
as is proved by the fact that the 'price! does not fluctuate according
to the value of the 'goods' (VI.1.10-12). )

Even the rights of the wife taking part in the joint sacrifice with
her husband, a tradition much in evidence in Vedic literature, are
whittled away. In both Vedic and epic times, the wife's participation
in the joint sacrifice is a religious necessity. According both to the
grammarian, Péanini (IV.1.33), and to Jaimini (VI.1.17-21), p%t,n_i
(the word used to refer to the chief wife of equal caste) means ft‘:
male ownerf, and thus one who is qualified to take an equal shz_n'.e in
the joint sacrifice. But later commentators insist first, that all zr;]ut?x;
husband alone; and secondly, that those expressed m the femmm?
form should be reinterpreted according to what is considered ‘PYO.F::
for women. For example, the invocation of Hessings often ascri
to the wife involves Vedic mamntras; but women are now redefined as
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unworthy of Vedic education. In relation to women, therefore, such
references must be rewterpreted to mean 'bathing! or some equally
untnportart activity (Jamiriya-sitra VI.1,24; Sabaral Hisya) . The
wife's religious rale even in the joint sacrifice thus becomes increas—
ingly passive and insigmificant, covering such things as looking after
the implements her husband alone can use. We have come a long way
from the female scers of the BgVeda.

2. The Lawbooks and Human Conduct

The lawbooks take this trend even further. Relimious education and
ritmal are categorically demied to women. No sacramental rite with
sacred texts may be performed for women for they are weak, im-
pure, and have no knowledge of Vedic literature (Manusmyty IX.18) .
No sacrifice, no vow and no fast may be performed by a woman in~
dependertly of her hustand (V.155), or she will go to hell
(XI.36).
The

ot las ch d from knowledge and ritual to conduct
the concepts of dharma and svagharma. Dharma 1s the law of the
cosmos, the principle underlying all creation. It 1s both descriptne
and prescriptive: what 13 and what ought to be. Svadharma (own
dharma) is this same cosmic law reflected in human existence. This
too {5 both descriptive and prescriptive what is (1.e. the duties
and functions ordained by one's birth and circumstances) and what
ought to be. Hence one's religlous duty is to fulfil the oHligations of
one's current existence. Svadharma, the religious duty of every
individual is also referred to as varnasramadbarma, the duty of one's
class (varpa) and stage (&rama) 1in life.

The theory of class is briefly detafled in, for example, the Baud-
havina Dharmasitra. Brahmins are expected to study the Vedas,
teach, and perform sacrifices. The warrior dlass shoud study the
Vedas, perform sacrifices and carry arms. The merchart or artisan
class should study the Vecas, perform sacrifices, cultivate the sol,
tend cattle and do business. The lowest dass (£idras) are required
merely to serve the three higher dlasses.

It is often assumed that this hierarchy is applicaHe to both sexes.
But 2 glance at the religious literature on the subject of class in re-
lation to women soon reveals that 1t is not. Women of whatever dass
are increasingly relegated to the mnferlor status of §idras. In Vedic
literature, the four-class hierarchy is mentioned only once, right at
the end of the RgVedic period (RV.X.90). In the Upanigads, the
four classes are mentioned but do not yet form a rigid system. The
oft-repeated question of the Upaniadic era is rather: Who i3 the
el tralmin? The answer is unambiguous: he who sees things as
they really are. In matters of religious truth, both dass and sex are
Irrdevart, Buddhist lterature shows the beginning of the dowmward
trend while the huerarchy of class is overnied by momstic valuwes,
that of sex is not. For the Vedic Commentators, however, both dass
and sex are cructal: fodras and women are excluded from all
religious ritwl. From riow om, women are openly grouped together
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with the lowest dlass. The lawbooks make this fact quite plain: the
three higher classes are defined as having the right to study the
Vedas and offer sacrifice; women, regardless of the class they are
born into, are forbidden to do either. For example, Manu's
instructions on the ritual purification of the body read that the three
higher dasses should sip water three times and wipe their mouths
once; but that a woman and a &idra should perform each action only
once (V.139).

The theory of the four stages of life are equally clear-cut and
equally inappropriate for women. The first stage is that of the stu-
dent of the Vedas, a long and intense period of religious instruction
with a teacher. This is followed by marriage and the assumption of
the duties of the householder. The birth of one's first grandson her-
alds the third stage, that of the forest hermit. The fourth begins
when the renunciate performs his own funeral rites while still alive to
indicate his total rejection of the world.

Once again, we must ask how far this admittedly idealised hierar-
chy was seen to be applicable to women. As we have seen, the first
stage of religious education was apparently open to women in Vedic
times, but closed to them by the later commentators and lawgivers.
With the gradual extension of the study period to 12-16 years [9],
and the simultaneous drop in the age of marriage for girls [10], it
became fmpossible for women to do both. Perhaps for a while there
were two kinds of women (like Maitreyi and Katyiyari in the Upanis-
ads), but it seems that marriage became increasingly crucial. The
“religious education of women was dropped. By the time of Manu, a
girl's wedding ceremony is described as equivalent in religious terms
to the boy's rite of initiation; hence the way a married woman wears
her saree draped across her left shoulder may be likened to the
wearing of the sacred thread. The service of wife to husband is seen
to parallel the boyls period of study and service with his teac}}e}‘-
Domestic duties incumbent on the wife correspond to the sacrificial
ritual required of the male householder in the second stage.

The last two stages of hermit and renunciate are gradually barred
to women. There are frequent epic references to women hermits such
as Sulabha, who are described as possessing great knowledge and
yogic powers. The Mahabhirata even mentions special hermitages for
women ascetics. But Manu in his section on forest hermits tells us
only that a man becoming a hermit may either commit his wife to h.lS
son's keeping or take her with him (VI.3). There is no suggestion
that she may take up this stage on her own behalf. For Manu, no
woman may ever leave her home to take up the ascetic life (V.149) .
She must always be controlled by a man: by her father in chi'ldhood},1
by her husband after marriage, by her son after her husband's deatd
(V.148) . This is undoubtedly the kind of prejudice the Bl_‘lddha face.
when he was considering the admission of women into hlS monastic
order. In this context, his reluctance is hardly surprism.g- Elven
more important perhaps, from the orthodox male point of view, hf?:
male ascetic! is simply a contradiction in terms. For women are Walo)
Iy identified with the social, familial and sexual world that the (male

ascetic must renounce.
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For the anclent lawgivers, then, relimous goals and means vary
according to the status of the mdividual, Release may be attained on-
ly by male brahmins who fulfil the duties of dass and stage and
whose lives therefore culminate in the purity of renunciation. Heaven
and a good rehirth in the next hfe may be attained by all other men
who fulfil their ordained functions. Women, of whatever dass, aow
constitute an entirely separate category. They may attain heaven and
a good rebirth (as a man perhaps) if they fulfl not the dharma of
class and stage but the dharma of women. This is to be found in the
male-related roles of daughter, wafe, mother and widow, and all the
oHligations that these entail.

The role of wife i3 of paramourt importance. The Vignusmit
intones:

Obedience to her Lord is the only vay for a woman to obtain Hliss
in heaven. (XXV.15)

This all-mmportart rale is perhaps best symbolised by the epic hero-
ine, S, for whom her hushand 1s the Incarmation of supreme law in
her life, the definition of her religious duty, a god to be appeased
(Ramayana) . The role of mother comes a dose second, and is as
emotively described. For wemen must provide their husbands with
sons to perform the necessary funeral rites [11]. Without these regu-
lar offerings, one's ancestors (literally *athers') suffer pangs of
hunger in the interm 'world of the fathers' [12], As social require-
ments crystallise into religous duty, women become totally dependent
on their menfolk for salvatien.

If we return once more to the wnage of the nut with which we
began, we find that the outer shell protecting the kernel 15 now, for
women, fin two halves. The dark half is the pollsted and inherently
evil mature of women. For according to Manu, women are naturally
lustful, heartless, disloyal, malicious, and so on. These accusations
are seen to be proved by the fact of menstruation, a powerful symbol
of guilt and pollution thoughowt Incian literature. If a woman indulges
this half of her exstential self (i.e. is disobedient etc.), she will
go to helle The bright half of the outer shell 1s provided by the
idealised female roles prescribed by the dharma of women. A woman's
religious progress is measured by the dogree of her success in these
male-related rales; that is, by the existence and continued health of
her hustand and sons, and by her devotion to them. The propagandi
to this effect s perswsive: the truly religious (le. virtuous)
woman may in this life wield astounding powers [13], and in the next
enjoy the rewards of heaven [14].

Before moving on to the final section in my diagram, 1 must add
that 1 secarched in vain for a lawbook written by a woman to
constitute the wemanis volce In these negative times {15]. Apart from
several med jes inspired by royal the text
that most nearly fits the bill is the Balambhattl, (ca. 1800) ascribed
to a woman mamed Lakgmides. Female authorship 15 at least arguable
on the grounds that, wherever possitle, leniert view
expressed and the most penerous interpretations
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to two particularly striking forms, one each from Vaisnmava and S’ax\-a
der otionalism,

1.Devotion to Visnu

The devotional worship of Vignu is perhaps best exemplified by the
erotic passion of the ggg‘{s (female cowherds) for Krsma in the form
of an amorous and mischievous young man [16]. The gopis represent
the amoral intoxjcation of devotional love all married women, they
abandon hustands, homes and children without a btackward glance in
order to seek out their God. This overpowering devotion takes two
main forms. For Cattanya, the devotee wdentifies tumself with Radha,
Kpgna's favourite gopl, and longs to experience union with Krsm as
she did. For Jayideva, the devotee identifies himself with the other
less fortunate gopis, longing instead to watness that glorious union.
Efther way, male devotees must divest themselves of their masculine
#ty, and think and act ke women. The 19th certury saint, Ramakri-
shna, for example, spent six morths in systematic devotion as a wo-
man to Krsna. He dressed as a woman (wearing ormaments, false
hatr, etc.) and used feminine gestures with such effect that village
women accepted lum as one of themselves. Following the tradition of
Catanya, REmakrishna identified himself with Ridha, but with such
intensity that he saw a wvision of her merging with his own body.
When he later had a vision of hrsma wutlng with his Radha~body,
Ramakrishnals devotional goal was achieved. This form of worship on
the part of the male devotee may be extreme but it is not new. The
14th century theclogan, Vedinta Désika, was similarly renowned. In
an annual festival in South India today, his tmage is still dressed as
a woman and placed facing an image of Krsma for the purposes of
Jolnt worship [17].

The earliest woman saint in this tradition, however, is probaby
Antal [18] (éth century A.D.), the orly woman among the twehe
AlZrs. Her fervent Tamil poams depict the gopis' total swrrender to
Krsma as bridegroom, while her Song Divine is still sung daily in
Vaismava shrines. But perhaps Miratai (16th century A.D.) [19] is
the most famous woman poet-saint of the tradition. Widowed early,
her life of devotion repeatedly obstructed by in-laws more concerned
with the orthodox ideals of stridharma, Mirabils early poems sing
orly of the pain of separation from her Lord Krsm. Later, when her
devotion bears frult, she sings of union and joy My Beloved lhes
in my heart!* Os‘racised at first for her refusal to immdate berself
on her husband's pyre In accordance with Rajput custom, Miratal is
at last regirded as a saint.

It becomes dear from the literature that, for the female devotee,
the Valsmava path of devotion often takes shape as an umeasy com=
bination of bhaldi and stridharma, The gopl model is followed only in
part: exterpally, socal comentions are iept, intermlly, they are
broken by the Mllicht! love of God. Bahinabii, the 17th century Ma-
Kirdstrian trabmin salnt flowts caste rues by accepting a fidra as
her teather; yet she discourses in a most orthodox manner on the

103



dizies of z waran o ohey her hushard, comtral her sexrd zppetiz,

ard 5 Tald g Y . - -

arc pericrm her housancld dizies. Tre exawple of the gopis seess &

o2 more & metzphor than 2z genuine goal. Yeb many s2idtly wamen ==
Pai sted tre coortrary demands of siridlzre

the orly zcceptzHe widow-

.
eralz szint, rebuled for reciting the Lords reme
i e mazy desert fer
et zny moment, even Cring ker perind, and she wishes 2t 2l cosis
to b ncther tle, 2 1%h certwry Arndme sit

> o gregared. In oyet o2

refises to sheve her hezd when her huslerd dizs: when the prissis
srtzve her Yy force, Fer luxcoiart k=b, vobal  of mcensored
femaleness, gross ack 2t once. Such stories as these demornstrzie

the 1mimpedad pmssion of the gopis In thelr puwrsu® of God =d
cone 6 terms in one wey or ansther with the orthodox demards
: e

AN
Q ‘\1\

/ -
Satvz devoiionzlism, wiive the gopl model, is more apglicete to e
saimt-zscetic outside saociety. Perhaps the esrliest femele mysis iz

this trediion is “Zreiki@lammaiv®r (6*h certiey A.D.), ome of te

sixtp—threes [ZyznZrs. She left twee Tawi treztises expressing @
croiounz love for God as Tather' op Lord. Although married, st
wzs s ittoxiczted by her love for Sivs, so totelly zshsorbed iz HE,

articular, the relationship wih Ged,

s is at the same time coften less persomzl,
less emctiorz! and more asbstract then iz the Vaisrzve version. Wrie
tnportznce is given to the teacher and the commimity of seits, thelr
model znd ideal iz the wandering zscetic mystic. Within this freme
work, the hizrazrchizs of dass, caste and sex are zccepted as soczl

L

fzctc it zre rnever regarded as berriers to religious progress.
D&rare DiEstmzyiz, & renowred male Viesaive mystic, Ccemands X

ore of nis poexns:

{

Cr &2 the mzsteris bresth
w

Wkat éo the fools of this world kuow
of the srares you s,

104



Essence and Existence

O RimarGtha? [20]
For, as he explains elsewhere,

If they see
breasts and long hair coming
they call it woman,

if teard and whiskers
they call it man:

but, look, the self that hovers
in between

is neither man
nor woman

O Ramariitha,

Here at last the distinction between the kernel and the outer shell 15
clear.

The womar's voice is provided by MalEdevi (12th century A.D.).
Married against her will to a powerful and worldly man, Mahadevi
endeavours to combine the dharma of women with devotion to God.
But when her hustand jealously obstructs her worship of Siva, ehe
leaves him to become a wandering ascetic. Whereas the gopis' love
for Krsma is seen as {llicit and that owed their hushands as lawful,
MalldevT regards Siva as her true husband. She 1
cusly in one of her poems:

Take these hustands who die,
decay, and feed them
to your kitchen fires!

For her only goal is Siva. Since for this end being a woman is
irrelevart, MalTdevi breaks all the rules laid down by stfdharma.
One poem describes how she must escape the Mraps' set by her in-
laws to guard her, all the social conventions that prevert her from
fdlowing her God. She casts even her'dothes astde, wandering
naked through the forest. She explains:

To the shameless girl

wearing the White Jasmine Lord's
light of morning,

you fool,

wherels the need for cover and jewel?

When men mdlest her in the forest, she spesks movingly of their fu-
tle obaession with the physical:

O brothers, why do you talk
to this woman,
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According to the 1977 census, the S/vetzmbara sect included 1,200
monks and 3,400 nuns (mostly widows, a fact yet to be examined
from a sociological perspective). On the question of whether a wo-
man can attain liberation, there is a clear doctrinal split between the
majority Svetambara and the extremist Digambara sects. According to
the former, a woman can attain liberation; and the 19th Tirthankara
(Yord~maker!, i.e. great Teacher) was in fact a woman, Mal
According to the latter, a woman cannot attain liberation until first
reborn as a man. But a doser look reveals that the split is based
not on real doctrinal differences but_on the social implications arising
from the issue of nudity. For the Svetambaras, nudity is not essen-
tial for the attainment of liberation, For the Digambaras, it is. In
theory, nudity is open to both men and women but, since it is soc-
ially unacceptable for women to go around naked (on the grounds of
modesty in general and menstruation in particular), they must wait
to be reborn as men. Only one 13th century Digambara author has
recorded his approval of administering the vows of nudity to a wo-
man; and then only on her deathbed. P

It is perhaps alsg worth remarking that, in the Svetdmbara @se,
the Tirthankara Malli's birth as a woman is put down to misdeefis
when she was a male ascetic in a previous life. Having agreed with
her colleagues to observe a particular number of fasts, he/she ap-
parently cheated in order to outdo them. Such vices as cheating
greed, cunning and so on are traditional causes for rebirth as a wo~
man for both Svetambara and Digambara sects. )

8. I deliberately avoid using the word 'caste’ here. 'Caste' is the
correct translation, not of varga, but of jiti. The latter term coversl
the innumerable subdivisions within the four—fold hierarchy of ‘dass
(varna) . 4

9. As time passed, the spoken language developed further an
further away from the language of the Vedas. This, together with the
belief that the slightest mistake in or mispronunciation of a Vedic text
would bring distaster, led to an insistence on longer and longer Per~
iods of study.

10. Several reasons are given for this. Perhaps the most powerful
is the belief that a woman's 'season’ (the 4th to 16th days aﬁ?r
menstruation) is a divine call to motherhood not to be ignored. It s
thus a father's sacred duty to get his daughter married before her
first menstrual period. For this and other reasons, see Julia Leslie
1980 pp.65 ff.; note 65.

11. It is interesting to note that if a man dies without sons them
for religious purposes, his daughter may be ‘reclassified® as a soP
As an ‘'appointed daughter!, she may perform the necessary func‘:rn
rites for her own father. But a gix] who does so is automati ‘);
disqualified from the religious duties required of a wife: ber 5‘;_
performs the funeral sacrifice not for his own father but for his IT;:‘ .
ermal grandfather. Manu therefore warns men never to marry suc
irl. :
gulz. According to the rules of Sanskrit grammar, the masculine Zf
coordinate pairs of relations can be used alone in the du.al so lfzsther
indude the female. Thus pitarau means either “wo fathers' or
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:; and mother!, hence ‘fathers' or ancestors.
13, For hyperbolic descriptions of the power accruing to the vir-
" tuwus woman see Julia Leshe 1980, p.80. Siti enters the fire un-
harmed Savitrl wrests her hustand from the grip of Death, GindHarT
ederminates an entiwre race, and so on.
14, Among the rewards awalting the devoted wife in heaten is the
opportuntty to rejoin her husband so that she may cortinue to sere
him

.

15. Even works on women written by men are rare. Apart from
several works contamning sections on women, 1 have found only one
mafor Sanskrit text devoted to women. The Stridharmapaddhati, (A
Guide to the Religious Duties of Wamen) {ca, 1720} is ascribed to
the chief minister at the court of King Sahaji of Thanpavr. A un-
ique, if somewhat depressing document, 1t forms the tasis of my
current research.

16. For a detailed discussion of emotional Krsma worship, see F.
Hardy 1976.

17. Ti. Milton Singer 1966 p.133.

18,_Cf. F. Hardy, 1976, pp.487-502. Hardy argues com incingly
that Arfal, being herself a woman, establishes for the first time a
direct analogy between the mysticls ' the poetic symbal of the girl
in love, the mythical gopl, and the actual poet-singer. For her, this
is no mere poetic devices The girl Antal depicts so passionately is
her own ' mystic, poct, gopt and, encompassing all these, the
deeply physical woman who longs for Krsma to touch ‘ther soft large
treasts and splendid abdomen,

19. Cf, A. J. Alston 1980.

20. The following quotations are taken from A. K. Ramanuyan
1973: pp.105,110, 134, 129, 135.

Posteript

An article in Kesarl, a Marathl dally newspaper on 6 November 1981
describes a mecting between a Vedic scholar from Germany and the
highly revered rell leader, k Arya Cand k dra Sar-
2svatl of the Kanci Kimakoti Pith. On being informed that she was
Iearning to recite the Vedas, the Sankaradirya ruled that as a woran
she had no right to do so: only Hindu men who had undergone ini=
thition fad that right.
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7 WOMEN, FERTILITY AND THE WORSHIP OF
GODS IN A HINDU VILLAGE

Cathernine Thompson

Introduction

Viewed from a distance participation in the worship of the gods ;n a
Hindu village seems determined by the degree of purity ascribed to
individuals. Thus the Brahmin priest is more pure than other men
and worships the gods in the temple on behalf of other villagers.
Men and women must purify th 1 before worshi gods in
shrines and temples. Low castes may not worship in temples of high
castes because they are considered mpure.

Women's role in particular seems to be determined by criteria of
purity. Wadey notes that ‘ndu mythalogy explicitly relates to the
low ritual status of women to (a) her morthly periods, (b) her
ability to bear children' (Wadley, 1977, p.137). In village terms
this is dlear during menstruation and childbirth. During her menstrual
period a woman becomes fmpure. She may not touch others and
above all she may not worship in temples. If she does she is thought
to anger the gods and misfortune will result for her and her family
members. At childbirth she suffers the same restrictions and these
last for one and a quarter months after the birth of the child. Al
women seem to adhere to these restrictions and women fn a househald
will keep a check and if they observe tell-tale signs that a woman is
performing forbidden activities they will criticize her sharply however
slight the misdemeanour.

Despite these restrictions, if one counts the number of occasions
when gods are worshipped in the village, the number of occasions
when women worship seems to outmumber those performed by men.
Other writers have also noted this (see Luschinsky, 1962; Ray,
1975; Fruzetti, 1975). Recent discussions of Hindu religion have
suggested that in many analyses the significance of purity and impur—
ity has becn over emphasized. It has been suggested that certain
powers are assoclated with certain categories of people and it is
these powera which make it appropriate for these people to worship
°"3°emln occasons and not on others (Das and Singh, 1971,
p.38).

To explore this idea # is nocessary to understand certain features
of the Hindu pantheon and the precise mture of the role of a
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worshipper in relation to this pantheon. The Hindu pantheon contains
many deities some of which are gods all the time and some of which
are only gods for specified periods. The usual situation in a North
Indian village is described by Wadley:

-+« human beings can be and often are deities in Karimpur as well
as plows, snakes, bullocks, wheat seedlings and the nommally
recognized ’pantheon’. The tasic rule seems thus: any being which
you consider more powerful than yourself is a potential object of
worship (Wadley, 1976, p.154).

Occasions of worship are often about establishing a particular kind of
relationship between worshipper and deity so that the power of the
deity may be invoked. The way in which women worship, and the
deities which they worship therefore indicate powers that are im-
portant to women. Moreover they indicate the powers with which wo~
men themselves are associated. Das suggests:

«se it is the ambiguity of sacrifice which makes any contact
between the sacred and the profane possible and it is in this that
Hubert and Mauss saw the very source of life. In a similar way
special powers are bestowed in Hindu belief on the holders of the
statuses of Brahmin, king and ascetic. These combine in themselves
the opposite forces of the profane and the sacred, the social and
the cosmic. The Brahmin as Hubert and Mauss argued stands on
the threshold of the sacred and the profane and represents them at
one and the same time. He is referred to as Bhudevata a deity on
earth who links the cosmic and the social. Similarly the king is
said to have a portion of Visnu in him and the ascetic controls the
social and cosmic through his tapa ... (Das, 1976, p.261-2).

Das does not discuss the role of women but their role in relation to
the sacred can be understood in terms of an affinity between the
powers of women themselves and the powers they try to invoke in
worship. e

In this paper I shall focus on the kind of religious activitics
women are involved in. Although physiological processes conncctc'd
with reproduction exclude women from worship of the gods at certain
times; at other times their reproductive powers seem to take on 3
different dimension -~ a dimension which enables them to become
mediators between gods and men. It is this aspect of women's powers
that I describe and analyse below.

Background

The material on which this analysis is based was gathered d‘urmg
fieldwork in a Central Indian village in the Malwa region of the
Madhya Pradesh State. I lived in the village for just over & 5"""":'
The village is Hindu in a region where Moslems are rc!am'cl):‘ Sf‘{"“;;
It kas a population of 1,400 and although it is only seven miles 17
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Indore the largest city in Madhya Pradesh most villagers are 1molved
in agricultural work wathin the village. A mixture of cash and
subsistence crops are grown and the atmosphere of the village is that
of a traditional rural community.

There are differences in weilth within the village, the bigger
landholders own forty or fifty acres and can afford to build concrete
houses and run motor scooters, while the smaller landholders and
wage labourers can orly manage a bicycle and the traditiomal mud
hut, However differences of wealth are not as great as elsewhere in
India. One indication of this is that nearly every waman works in the
fields, either in her own family's or as a wage labourer in someone
clsels. The few who do not are women from the taflor and tanner
castes who are imolved 1n theilr families' traditional crafts.

The village has eighteen different subcastes [1], although four of
these subcastes make up 75% of the total village population. About
half of the village are Harfjans, that is members of the untouchalle
low castes, The rest are upper and midde caste. Despite the
dunisions of caste and wealth, religlous practice is broadly sinilar
among all sections so the account that follows applies to all sections
of the village.

Descent is rechoned patrilineally. Women must marry within their
own subcaste but the subcastes are divided mnto patrilineal dlans
known as gotra, These are exogamous. Village exogimy is also prac-
tised and so at marriage women change dan and village [2]. Although
women's labour is wnportant to the village, women do not generally
inherit land or own property. They are not usually imvolved in
trading and play little part in the public life of the village. Their
concerns are thus usually lynited to the domestic sphere.

The Status of Women's Ritual Activities

Worship of the gods occurs on three types of occasion, when a
festival in the lunar-solar calendar is being marked, at personal hife
crisis rites, and on other occasions brought about by fllnesses,
persoml desires, astrdlogical and meteoralogical conditions (cf.
Jacobson, 1970, p.385). Women may worship on any or all of these
kinds of oceasions. When they do worship what is noticeatle is that
generally they have their own special roles

Nowhere is this more obuious than in the role of women in life
crisis rites, - particularly weddings. The role of the Brahmin priest
In & wedding is constructed according to the sicred texts of the
Vedis (the earllest and most authoritative of the Hindu scriptures).
Ornly Brahmin men are allowed to use the Vedas in approaching the
gods (wadey, 1977, p.126). However, In addition to the rituls
conducted by the Brahmins, women conduct rites which imolve the
worshlp and im ocation of ancestral and other deities, the worship of
the trlde and groom who are thought of as gods for this perlod, and
the anointing of bride and groom with turmeric. Villigers are ada~
mart that the ritwals conducted by women are as fnportart as those
conducted by the Brahmin. Without the women's ritwals, they say, #
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would not be a proper marriage, and without the application of
turmeric there would be no children.

The faportance of women's rituals in a wedding is not confined to
this vegion of India. Fruzetti describes a similar situation in Bengal.
She suggests that in Bengal women's activities religious or otherwise
form:

«++ 2 social domain separable and understandable in its own terms
+»» this domain is not defined by morphology alone (i.e. separate
sex role activities) but also through symbols which define and
reinterpret a woman's society in relation to society at large. Wo-
men's domain is rendered visible, systenatic and coherent and is
controlled as well as exposed by rituals that can be performed by
women alone (Fruzetti, 1975, p.335. The emphasis is mine).

What Fruzetti's use of the concept 'domain' makes clear is that in
understanding women’s roles we must take into account not orly
whether they have more or less power than men, or how far they
are separated from men, but also how far the kinds of powers women
have are different from those of men. Below I shall refer to the
concept fritual domain' again and it is essentially Fruszetti's usage I
am following.

Dharma

When questioned as to why village women perform certain rituals and
not others people generally say that it is their dharma. Dharma can
be translated as moral duty but this does not do justice to what is 2
very complicated concept in Hinduism. The complexity of the concept
becomes evident when it is realized that villagers, in common with
other Hindus, believe that all objects and beings, inanimate and ani~
mate, have dharma. Pandey and Weightman (1978) have discussed
the different” ways dharma can be translated and these include duty,
character and religion. They argue that the different nuances centre
round a core meaning which can be viewed as 'moral duty' arising
from onels very substance.

It is a Brahmin's dharma to be a priest., Weightman describes the
role of the Brahmin as follows:

Brahmins are the purest of men. Purity is the prime requisite f:i
the worship of the gods. Brahmins are therefore the people mo
suited to act as priests, that is as intermediaries between 2 man

and his deities (1978, p.53).

It is the purity of his substance that leads his dharma to .be.tm;o Zf
a priest. The question that must then be answered is what is }t a phe
women and their dharma which makes it particularly appropriate ‘I)d
them to act as intermediaries between men and the supernatural WOI‘S
on particular occasions. It does not seem to be their physical powers

ip of
per se as on occasions these powers exclude them from worship
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the gods.

This can be Dlustrated by the chanpes that occur in a woman's
dharma at menarche. A woman's dharma changes when she reaches
menarche ~ the sign of her physical maturity. When her dharma
changes so does her ritual domain. However the ritual domain of an
adut woman is not sinply or even whally dependent on her physical
maturity, As an unmarried girl who has not menstruated a girl is
known as kumari or colloqually as larki. She has her own distinctive
domain of ritdal activity and her dharma is distinct. ldeally she is
married before menarche and after marruge (whether the marriage
has been consunmated or not) her dharma becomes that of a stri (a
woman) [3]. Her ntwal domain changes at the same tine as her
dharma and she can take part in the worship of adult women. This
makes it appear that the change in dharma and ritual domamn 1s con~
tingent only upon marriage but this 15 not so. If by chance a grl
reaches menarche before marriage then her dharma 1s also referred
to as bemng that of stri (a woman) for physical maturity also chan-
ges a woman's dharma, Howeyer although in this case her ritual do-
main changes in the sense that she may no longer worship with ku~
mar1, in addition she is thought to be inauspicious and may not wor-
shp with married women untl she herself is married. Her ritual do-
main 15 not yet that of a married woman because although biological
growth has brought about certain substantine changes, the substantive
changes that enable her to worship gods with married wamen hae
not occurred because she herself 1s not married. The inplication of
this is that the worship of the gods by married women is related to
physical maturity because their ritual domain does not exclude it as
the Jamari's does. However, 1t 15 at marriage that the relevant sub-
stantive changes are accomplished.

Women at Weddings

The substantive change that takes place at weddings can best be
undcrstood by looking at the rale of married women in weddings for
these are women who have been through the transformation and are
now in thelr turn creating a transformation in btride and groom.

Marriage rituals within the village are complex. They take place
over a period of a fortnight and consist of many different and
scparate rituls culminating in the couple taking seven steps round
the sacred fire in the presence of the Brahmin and this solemnizes
thelr unfon [4]. The rites are multidimensional for many different
changes take place at weddings. The bride is transferred from one
kn group to ancther, She and her hustand are joined together in a
unlon which for many purposes gives them a single soctal
persoality, and an allixnce is made between two kin groups. What 1
Propose to focus upon here is the aspect of the marriage rites which
"'2 Gennep has referred to as 'socihl puberty! (Van Gennep, 1960,
P65} [5].

Van Gennep suggests that rites of 'soclal puberty! are those that
concern the 'separation from the asexunl world and they are followed
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by rites of incorporation into the world of sexuality (Van Gennep,
1960 ibid. p.H5). Thus the aspects of the wedding rituals that [
wish to concentrate on are those in which women take part and those
that have as their theme mature sexuality, This involves the movement
of the bride and the groomn from immaturity to maturity; what should
be noted is that these changes are concerned with Jsociall maturity
not sinply physical maturity. There are a series of rituals which in-
valve women, and the bride and the groom. The theme of these rit-
uals is the rebirth of bride and groon [6]. What is significant about
them is that while actual physical birth is regarded as something
polliuting which must be concealed, in a wedding the 'birth* that takes
place is performed in public, and rather than excluding women from
worship of the gods as physical birth does it involves women in
worshipping the gods.

On the first day of the wedding ceremonies the god Ganesh is
worshipped by wanen and put into the lap of the mother of the
spouse. Later on the same day the spouse is worshipped with his or
her mother touching his/her shoulder. This lap is often used as a
symbol of the filial relationship between mother and child and of a
woman's fecundity. The underlying structural message seens to be 1)
The mother has a god in her lap. 2) Her son/daughter is then wor-
shipped as a deity in her presence. 3) Therefore the woman has
given birth to a deity. Women sing songs which compare the spouse
to Ganesh. One runs 'Oh Ganesh, lord, come into the grooms
clothes!.

Another ritual involving the theme of birth is when a mother draws
a thread in vermilion powder on her son's body. In cdassical Hindu-
ism members of the upper castes are known as lthe twice born'. Be-
fore a boy marries a ceremony known as Upanayana takes place when
the boy is invested with a sacred thread which marks his second
birth (e.g. Basham, 1971, p.162 f.). Only two castes in the
village actually perform this ceremony (even out of those who con-
sider themselves twice born). But the imitative ceremony performed
in the wedding is indicative. The ‘thread! made of vermilion .is known
as janoo the colloquial name for the thread worn by the twice borne
In the wedding the mother of the spouse, not the Brahmin, worships
the gods and invests the spouse with the ‘thread’. This taken In
conjunction with other evidence suggests that women have a z:ole iﬂ
the 'birth! that takes place at marriage that is distinct from their role
as genetrix. It is a second birth and an appropriate symbol for the
substantive change that occurs at marriage.

In another context and for another continent, Gudeman has f‘shOWH
how the godparent-child relationship, while analogous W{t}}t u;
biological pattern is used to portray man as havmg a spiri
existence in addition to his existence as a biological being (Gud.emalz
1971). It is possible that the Ibirth' that women are involved tht
marriage has parallels with this process. For our leI‘PO'SEi1 . vtvake
should be noticed is that the rituals in which this 'second bu‘t01 .

lace are performed without a Brahmin and are considex:ed a_bs .Ut ¥
P i Th itual birth is linked
necessary for the marriage to take place. Thus ri 4. These
to physical birth by its imagery and yet is distinct from it.
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rtuals suply female powers that (unlike the powers of physical
reproduction) are not polluting or dirty and do not extlude women
from the worship of the gods. They are part of the domain of
married women for only imarried wonen may perform them.

The mother who gives birth to the child in these ceremomies need
not in fact be a real mother bt she must be a married woman with a
hustand (7], and only a woman who is not in a state of pollution
may take the rale. If a woman is widowed, or menstruating, someone
clse will step in. Unlike the physical relationships, the social rela-
tionships can be manipilated. The roles reflect physical relationships
but are not depend on then, g that a sut e change
that parallels certain kinds of physical change 1s taleng place.

The physical change reflected 1n the rituals described so far is that
of birth. Other rites bring us closer to the idea of 'social puberty!
by emphasizing the fertility, not just of women performing the ritual,
but of the bride and groom themselves. Very soon after bride and
groon have been worshipped for the first time, both bride and
groon are kathed daily in turmeric paste, This continues until the
climax of the marriage. As mentioned above turmeric is seen as
esgentul if the marriage is to be Hessed with children. Turmeric is
also rubbed on the bride and groom at the consummation ceremony as
if to emphasize this, Other writers have also drawn attention to the
assoclatlon between turmeric and fertility (e.g. Scwyn, 1979,
P.685) .

The categories of women who may not rub turmeric on the bride
and groom are also significart. Kumari may not rub tarmeric on the
spouse or on themselies, They are not assoclated with physical
maturity nor are they associated with the ritual domain of married
women. Unmarried girls who have reached menarche shoud not take
part since they are also not associated with the ritual domain of
married women. The ‘ncther of the spouse’ may not rub turmeric on
the spouse and this seems to be linked to the idea that an adult
shoud never display evidence of his or her mature sexuality in front
of hus or her parents.

Since there is a link between turmeric and physical fertdity and the
ritual domain of married women the question remains as to the mature
of the assoclation between turmeric and physical fertility, and in
consequence the nature of the relatlonship between physical fertility
and the ritwl domain of married women. Turmeric s certain
properiles that dustinguish it from mature physical sexuality Er_fﬁ;
Firstly although iillagers believe that turmeric is necessary for
marriage to produce children they readly acknowledge that children
may be produced outside wedlock, and they do not ascribe any phy—
sical part to & in the process of reproduction rather it is seen as
presenting the dosh (misfortune) of tmrrenness through its powers
to ensure fertllity. Secondly physical sexuality is assoclated with
fmpurity. {Men and women shoudd purify themselves after sexual
irtercourse and childbirth and menstruation are ¥npure). Turmeric in
cortrast is purifying, lence it is assoclited with consceration and
the imocation of gods who are by thelr rature assoclited with pur
{ty, During the turmeric bnths the women sing songs streasing the
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god like qualities of the bride and groom. One such runs:

My proom is like Ram he is taking a ath in tormeric.
My proon has cone to the house of Ram,
vornen are thing hinn in ofl,

Tunneric is associted with the crucial ceremnony just before the
eouple walk round the sacred fire when the couplels clothes are tied
together in fromt of an imapge of the potra (dan) deities. The ends
of the proon's loin doth and the bride's sari are dyed in turmeric.
An Eapure sulstance would by inappropriate at this point. It is pos-
silide that thege aspects of the power associated with turmeric indicate
the way in which it is symbolic of a lind of '‘meta-fertility'. 1t is like
physizal fertility and ynt at the same tine it is unlike physical
fertility. Hirnan sexuality is spoken of and experienced as hot.
Turneric is spoken of as hot and the games and rowdiness that
acennpany its application have been seen by more than one writer as
expressing the heat and disorder associated with hunan fertility (Sel~
~yn, 1979, p.h58). Yet villgers and analysts alike say the turmeric
i= cooling as well (Sclwyn, 1979, p.697). It has facets which
protrct and ‘cool' the power of evil spirits and protective threads
tied round the wrists of bride and groom are died in turmeric.
Menstruation and childbirth expose women and men to the dangers of
evil spirits and the heat of human sexuality seems to have dangers
which are not mirrored in the power of turmeric.

Thus at weddings women not only take part in the meta-birth of the
bride and grooa but also, in so far as they seem to endow them
with a kind of meta~fertility, they are instrumental in the social pu-
berty of lride and groon. In both instances the threatening and im-
pure aspects of physiological birth and puberty are absent. The par-
ticipation of women in weddings suggests that women have powers
that parallel physical processes but are without their dangers. These
are the powers which make women appropriate mediators between
gods and men on particular occasions [8].

The Division of Ritual Labour

Within the context of wedding this idea can be ﬂlustratf'ad with 're'fer—
ence to the rales of men, women and Brahmins. The rituals within a

wedding can be divided as follows:

1) Women can perform the ritual alone

2) Men can perform the ritual alone

3) Women can perform the ritual with a Brahmin or
specialist )
4};8 Men can perform the ritual with a Brahmin or other ritual
specialist (eg. the Barber is importarnt in wed.dings) Loth
5) Men and women can perform the rituals together

worshipping the deity
6) Worpnpen can perform the ritual with a man (the groom) as the

other ritual

120



Women, Fertiity and the Vorship of Gods

only male participant
7) Men and women can worship deities in the presence of a
Brahmin

This ritual division of labour applies in calendrical rituals and other
life crisis rites.

This division of labour b more pret if an
explanatory model 1s used in which the ritual division of labour is
organised so that worship 15 done by those who are best suted to
mednte with the delties concecerned not salely on grounds of purity
but because they have certzin attributes that are related to the attri-
butes of the deity they are involkang. The rituals where women pre-
dominate (i.e. categories 1, 3 and 6,) concern the second birth
and social puberty of bride and groom and the milieu where this new
found maturity will find full expression (f.e. the houschald). In
contrast the rituals where men predominate seem more concerned with
creation of alliances and links between kin groups. The Brahmin
priest s involved where Sanskrit texts are used and purity is the
major criteria, Metaphorically one might say that male rituals emph-
aslze the structural framework or skeleton of caste and kinship
groupings while wemen's ceremionies stress women's contributions {n
nurturing this framework = that is in putting flesh on the skeleton
[9], Brabmin rituals set these activities in the context of received
written traditions and higher values which stand outside and encom-
pass the concerns of indiduals and individual families (see below)
{10].

There are also some rites when neither sex can be sald to
dominates In the worship of the gotra deities, women prepare and
cook food and then both sexcs are involved in the worship of the
delties and the offering of the food. Here this combimation is appro-
privte because the clan is patrilineal and men are the living repre-
sentathes of the cortinuance of the clan. The womarfs presence and
especially her preparation of the food is appropriste for although the
gotra is patrilineal it cannct continue without wemen coming in from
outside. In this {nstance male and female ritual domains are
complenentary [11).

The kind of ritwal dnision of labour that occurs in wedding rituals
recurs in calendrical rituals, However in the ritmls which wemen
perform alonc which account for some twenty-four out of forty-five
annunl festivals the theme is not so much fecundity per se but the
health and welfare of particular family members. These members are
uswilly the woments children, hustands or brothers. In the Hindu
month’ of Bhadon there are eleven festivals of this mture most of
which imdlve fasting and all of which centre round this theme. In the
calendrical rituals men worship the gods for the general prosperity of
the houschald as a whdle, They may also make occasioml offeringy to
the gods in respect of particular vows, flowever, I is only wemen
who worship regularly to obtaln favours specifically for these named
individunls in the houschald, The myths that sccompany these
festivals show the great benefits that can sccrue to the family of the
woman who observes these fasts and the dangers that may occur If
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she does not. In the marrviage rituals it is fecundity in the sense of
giving birth and having the power to have children that is cele-
brated. In these calendrical rituals it seens to be women's association
with a force, which seens to give them the power to prolong life,
that makes thea approprivte -nediators Ietween men and their gods.
At marviage their physical fertility is paralleded by their role in the
metabieth of bride and groom. On other occasions their part in the
creatinn of physical life seens to link them with the metaphysical
peviers of the pods to promnete well being.

Woman as a Mediator

To rwview, wonen arc associated with a life-giving auspicious power
wiich nakes them approprivte intermediaries betacen the gods and
men when such powers are being invoked. This power is associated
with physieal sexuwality in that it scens to borrow sone images from
o't U is not ddentical with physiotogical processes and is not pre-
sented as polluting as sexuil intercoarse, child birth and menstru-
ation are. Moreover childbirth and menstruation expose women to
altacks fron malicious, inauspicious spirits which are very far re-
moved from the auspicious powers that a woman invokes at other
perods in ber life. The question ramains - how are these two as-
pects of fenale power related, and since they possess two seemingly
contradictory attributes how are they reconciled? o

Wadley wn her study of women and the Hindu tradition which in-
cludes analysis of figures in mythology as well as ethnographic mat~
erials suggests that:

As Power and Mature, and controlling her own sexuality the female
is potentially destructive and malevolent ... With the control of her
sexuality transferred to men the fenale is fertile and benevolent

(Wadley, 1977, p.119).

To an extent this is born out by my own data. A anrnan‘s mature
sexuality is only made auspicious once she becomes a wife. As: a Wlﬂ':
she is under the control of a man. However the problem remains _tha
even as wives women are at times impure and inauspicious - (i.e.
at childbirth and menstruation), while at other times they‘ see{ﬂ_to
have benevolent, auspicious powers which are related to life-giving
forces, of which childbirth and menstruation could be seen to be 3
physical aspect. In addition, on many of the occas.ions where ‘\;o;nl:n
invoke beneficial powers, they do so without the aid of men. botah Z
suggests that in the pantheon, the mother goddess is ) o
bestower' and sometimes a !destroyer!! In human forms a wife,
is a mother, is also both [12].

In the remaining section of this paper 1 want to suggest wfif:
women themselves nediate between contradictory forces as 1

Se == . s : clu-
Isocializing' their own sexuality. This is why at_tlmisl ﬂl;}’t";:: rf;r‘;‘
ded from worship of the gods by virtue of their roe justify their

ductive process while at other times this role seems to
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participation, Das suggests that in general the sicred:

separates out the donain of religlous discourse from other types of
discourse and bestows society with an awomatic Maken-for-granted
cognitive quality. The historically erucial part of religion in legit-
imizing the particular institutions in society as axjomatic, is best
explained in terms of its unique capacity to 'locate! human pheno-
mena in a cosrue frame of reference. This process of cosmos-
ization bestows inberently precartous ind transitory constructions
of human actvity with security durability and pennanence, which
takes on an axiomatic character (Das, 1976, p.246).

She goes on to suggest that 1n every frame of reference! margin~
alities occur which threaten to destroy the systen of dassification
and so there are mechamsms for dealing with these marginalities. In
Hindulsm she argues that:

+++ TRpuUrity marks off those liminal situations where the paradign
Is provided by hirth and death when the individual experiences his
social world as separated off from the cosmic and has to be
brought back to an earlier reality emahling hun to sece society and
the cosmos 1s an intergrated whole (Das 1976, p.248).

Das points out that Lminality %nay often symbolize a creative
transcendence of given categories of a system' (Das, 1976, p.261).
1t is this latter idea which may provide a clue to women's religious
function in relation to their gy 1 pici physical lity.
For women in thelr impurity are the creators of the lifesource that
presents confusion to the Yframe of reference's

Women both threaten the structure and yet are necessary for its
continved existence. The contrast between wemen being excluded from
the worship of the gods at childbirth and menstruation and yet at
other times being seen as the most appropriate intermediries, when
the power of the gods is needed to make these events auspicious and
unthreatening, can be seen as a function of women integrating
polliting and potentially threatening, but necessary, forces into an
ordered socha) wordd. For the world of the gods with its connotations
of purity is, if one follows Das 'the aymbolism for dealing with the
cosmic when #t is experienced integrated with the social ...! (Das
1976, p.248). Women are more appropriate than Brahmins or men
In this particular respect because they are assoclated with the powers
thit need to be socialised in a way that men are not. The soclal
construction of thelr physiology makes them stradde both kinds of
{t;rjv]e: the source of confusion to the system and the systen itsell

Birth

This inferpretation of women's religious roles throws light on one of
the most 1 i d of a

an under
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sexuality; fertility and fecundity are highly valued, a mother has 2
high status and yet women are considered polluting after birth. The
issues are too complex to develop here but it should be noted that a
woman ends her 1} month period of pollution after birth not simply
by washing herself (nearly all pollution caused by bodily impurities
can be removed in this way), but in addition she worships the
lwater mother' by placing offerings at the well and then brings water
to her father-in-law. Crooke writes that in India ... water is the
prine source of fertility' (Crooke, 1926, p.4). But water is also a
purifying substance that can mediate between the impurity associated
with fertility and the purity required for normal social contact and
contact with the gods in worship. A woman should not only purify
herself after birth but should also worship the means of her
purification and then symbolically bring this means into her household
and present it to the householdls head. This suggests that aside from
the physical aspect of fertility, which is impure, a woman is cosely
associated with a different kind of life giving power which enables
her to integrate these forces into daily social life and gives her a
special role with respect to the gods.

The Muting of Women's Religious Role

If, as I have suggested women's power to mediate between polluting
asocial life forces and the purer ordered world of gods and mor?als
is so significant the question remains as to why the Brahmin .pr1est
has so much prestige and importance and why women's role is not
recognized more explicitly. This question can be answered at a num-
ber of different levels, some more concerned with values in Hinduism
in general and others with the social structure. The levels of ex-
planation may be interrelated but this interrelation cannot be examined
in depth here [14]. .

At the level of articulated values the role of women conflicts and
challenges the dominant ascetic theme in Hindu religion. The ultln'late
spiritual aim of a Hindu is to gain release from the cycle ?f rebirth
by dissociating him or herself as far as possible from the ties of ﬂ;e
physical and social life. OFlaherty writes of what she. 'cal}S the
complexity of the relationship between leroticism! and ‘asceticism’s 1;:1‘
a man, in theory, marriage is the beginning of just one oi.f a num AI’;
of stages that a man should pass through during hJS. lifetime. ‘
marriage he passes from being a chaste student to br-.nng a hous;:
holder; later when he has had a son and brought his son up the
should pass on first to being a vanaprastha, a man who dwells in the
forest with or without his wife, and then to being a sam'lx-}51,1_"1;‘.‘_'I
ascetic who renounces everything (OW¥laherty, 1969, p.128). o ~
herty looking at the mythology of Shiva suggests that the?r.e is a ;eg_
tain tension between the qualities of eroticism and asceticism 1in '?ies
ian thought. Shiva overcomes the tension between these two quﬂ;m
by combining them within himself and alternating }aetween exstlzsmei
one or other aspect of his dual nature. In the 11yes of mo  ingly
OFlaherty argues this tension is expressed in the see
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cortradictory ains in the various stages of a mar's life cycle.

As 1 househdlder a man 1s very much imolied in the physical
world, He is allowed to be sexually active because his lerotic!
existence 13 used for the perpetuation of ordered human exstence.
Once he has fulfilled lis dharma 1n this respect the next stage is for
hoa to renounce the world i which he has been so actively imolyed.
The tension hes in the paradox that a man cannot effectively renounce
the world urless he has been actively imolved with it. Thus though
eroticism and worldly imalvenent are both subjugited under the
higher goal of asceticism and r st nex erthel 2!
is dependent upon worldly im olvemen*s

A woman, however, cahnot become an ascetic, Theoretically she
must be born as a man to gnin release. Her assocution with life
forces is thus different from a man's. The qualities of eroticisn and
ascetleism are not expressed in the same way 1n a woman®s lfecycle.
A man can gain spiritual strength through semmnal retention, A woman
cannot contral her menstrual or other secretions 11 the same way.
Thus the relation between eroticism and asceticism 1n respect of a
woman's bodly functions represents a different set of conceptual
protens. In her worship of the gods ber emphasis is on ordering
these forces in the ordered social world of hving men.

In terms of the division of religious labour, Brahmins, as we hue
seen, are primarily associated with purtty. Men are more frequently
imolved wath worship which stresses the continuity of the patrilineal
group beyond death in thewr worship of the ancestors and i 18
wemen who are more concerned with the rnmedute social world. Thus
while their contnbution 1s ital to daily life it conflicts with some of
the expressed fund: 1 values of di Outside the confines of
home and village, where much of written Hindu tradittion has been
formulated women's acts of worship lose significance and since women
themselves are more often iliterate and are less likely to make a
home outside these arenas their role in the religious life becones
imisite and the view from a distance that is commonly held about
Village Hindulsm becomes the odly view.

Other factors that militate against a woman's role being given more
significarce concern the way that actess to wealth s limited.
Ultinately men have contral ever the key resources of land and are
the major deciding influences in public life. In part, as Sharma
(1978) and others have noted, this structure is maintained by
wemen being divided among themselves. Women have split loyalties
between natal and conjugnl homes and not only between husbands and
brothers but also between their own mothers and sisters and thelr
hustands' mcthers and sisters. Hostility is more often openly ex—
pressed botween groups of women than between women and men {15].
They do not hme a strong sense of collective identity which might
otherwise foster their sense of inportance in the worship of the

gods,

In addition the beliefs surrounding womends worship of the gods
enphsize thelr importance for individuals such as thelr children,
brothers, husbands etc. tat their significance &s rarely thought of
outside the cortext of the welfare of Indwidinls within the family and
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houschold group. It may e that women realize their own Importance
for the welfare of their families but it is men and Brahnin priests
who deal with larger groups that seem wmore powerful and have Jhigber
status {16}. There may ke other reasons ‘or the mting of women's
veligious roles but these at least  seen the most significant.

Conclusion

Social anthropalogists writing about women have been able to throw
much light on the position of women by concentrating on the
qualitative aspects of wemen's powers as well as whether they have
more or less power. This hs brven a major theme underlying this
paper. For as Weiner in her book on women in Trobriand religion

writes:

Green that wamen contral some kKnds of cultural resources defined
as their own it follows that they maintain sone degree of power
that differs from mile power. Therefore if we begin to understand
the social and cultural dimensions of power in its own right rather
than focusing on power in its political phase we not only learn
about women we also learn about men (Weiner, 1976, p.12).

Thus in discussing women's religious rales in this paper 1 hope that
I have been able to explore sone issues that touch on the totality of
the worship of the gods in a Hindu village as well as those that
specifically concern wamen.

1 have been highlv sclective in the evidence presented, in order to
develop a particular theme about the relation of women's fertility to
the worship of the gods. While 1 have moved away from ﬁiﬁ
stereotype of purity being the all important criteria in the worship of
the gods, 1 have not discussed all aspects of the role of women in
the worship of the gods. However it is my hope that the evidence
presented does shed some light on the inportance and freguency o:x
waments participation in worship of the gods in a Hindu village and
how seceming contradictions in women's powers are reconciled. Tha
social construction of wamen's biclogy and how it affects her access
to the sacred differs from culture to culture but is an inportant con=
ponent of how !femineity! (Ardener, 1977, pp.46-8) is cmstructec?-
This then is a case study of the perceptions of womenls powers i
one culture which may lead to more general discussion about wonen
and religion when compared with the perceptions of other culturss.
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Notes

1. T am using the term 'subcaste! to refer to a group often refer—
red to by other writers as caste, My usige follows Mayer who dis-
cusses the inplications of the usage of this term in his introduction
to a study of caste and Mnship of another village 1n the Malwa
region (Mayer 1973, p.3).

2, For a more detailed discussion of the Knship system see Mayer
(op. cit.) and for a conslderation of how 1t effects women in parti-
cular see Jacobson, 1970,

3. This is important for the consummation of a marriage neier
occurs untl after the menmarche and 1t is always postponed for at
least a year even if menarche has not occurred. Villagers feel that fit
looks ad' i consunmation follows marriage too closely. Apart from
what this implies about the relation of marriage and sex in the minds
of the villagers ft means that the change that occurs to a woman
during marrlage does not centre round the loss of her virginity. No
where is virginity emphasized and unlike other areas i north Indu
eien at the consummation ceremony there Is no parading of Hood
stained sheets,

4. Mayer provides a summary of events at weddings in the Malua
reglon (Mayer, 1973, pp.227-35) however, be s to onit much
detal for the sake of space. The detafled descriptions of weddings in
Fruzett], 1975, Luschinsky, 1962 and Gupta, 1974 provide a befter
idea of the extent and elaboration of rituals at weddings.

5. Aside from the soclal maturity specifically concerned with
legitrnating mature sexwality there is other evidence which suggsts
that marriage marks the incorporation of a man and waman into the
adut world, (ef Mayer, 1973, p.277). Villapers believe that marr-
fage 3 a necessary stage in the life of all. In the ilage the only
ummarried adut was a very severely crippled girl. Many illagers
Believe that if a person dies before marrlage, that person should be
buried and not cremated. Seall children are always buried, as are
'_‘%ES_M {renouncers). These are both categories of (ndividwls
*ho are not fully integrated into normal social life. The implication of
the burlil of dder urmarried men and women i1 that they too have
net been fully integrated fmto adult socil life.

6. lrterestingdy Herstman suggests that images of birth also figure
largely tn Punjabl ritul (Herstman, 1977, p.287 ).

7. This can be explained by the fact that at marriage a womanis
sochl persom becomes incorporated into that of her hustand. A
Waman i3 only permitted to underga marrlige in the full form once
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Women, Fertiltty and the Worship of Gods

13, This interpretation is one that I arrived at before reading
MacComack's critique of the nature culture debate and was gratified
to find that her comments concerning women as knediutors' which
seams to sone extert to reflect certain attributes of Hindu woments
religious role as [ describe 1t here. 'If we took an extreme position
of defining wamen but not men socializer, cultivators, cooks = as
medutors between nature and culture - and if ve viewed them in the
structure of Wnship as medutors between exogamous social groups,
then we must look more closely at the attributes structuralists confer
upon medators. Because they can merge and reconcile opposites,
medutors are derty or messuh and at the same tine down and
trickster' (MacCormack, 1980, p.9). Note however I am not saymg
that wamen alone medte or that women medite between 'mature’ and
feulture! rather that they do seen to medute between different types
of force.

14. For a more detafled discussion of the way in which women's
modds becone rmuted see articles by Shirley and Edwin Ardener and
athers in Ardener, 1977.

15, This aspect of relations between the sexes has been noted by
other writers on India induding Kakar (1978, p.59).

16. The opportunity that women have to become aware of the
significance of thelr religious role may be related to the amount of
cto~operation that can occur between women in the puHic sphere. In
Africa, Hoffer (1974) and others have described the existence of
women's secret societies. Hoffer in particular describes how Mende
and Shebro wamen's societies elaborate and stress the significance of
woman's abilty to give birth, in the public rituals they perform. This
is done to such an extert that the women chiefs of these societies
can use thefr power to intite women as a palitical weapon in
struggles with male chiefs. The point is that women are allowed to
move freely in putllc and thus they have succeeded in transforming
birth from a private, relatwely insignificant 'woman's affair! into an
event that is elaborated and stressed by wamen themselves in putiic.
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8 WOMAN IN JUDAISM: THE FACT AND THE
FICTION

Rabbi Julia Neuberger

Let me begin by dispelling a few myths. Judaism has often been
accused of subjugnting women to their husbands and of giving them a
legnl status inferior to that of men. Both of those statements are only
partially true, and certainly at the time of the consolidation of the
greater part of Jewish law, running parallel with the first centuries
of Christianity, the position of Jewish women often compared
favourahly with that of women of other societies. That said, it must
alsa bz made dear that the problens experienced by many modern
orthodox Jewish women now are the direct result of that old position,
for Jewish law has changed very little, and slowly, over the last
fifteen hundred years.

The problem lies in finding out where all this begins. Of course
one can begin with the Bible. The women in the Bible can be divided
up roughly into three categories. There are the tough, powerful wo-
men who achieve what they want through sheer strength of person-
ality, women such as Sarah, who persuaded Abraham to send Hagar,
her handmaid who was also his concubine, into the wilderness with
her son Ishknacl. They took with them nothing but some food and 2
leather bottle of water - and the cruelty, to our way of thinking, is
appalling. Yet God instructs Abraham to do what Sarah says:

Do not be vexed on account of the boy and the slave-girl. Do what
Sarah says, because you shall have descendants through Isaac..l
will make a great nation of the slave-girl's son too, because he i
your own child (Gen.21:12).

And the comment made on this by Rashi, the famous 11th century
commentator on the Bible, is that this proves that Sarah Wwas
superior to Abraham in prophecy, for he had to listen to ber volce.
There was Deborah, too, one of the judges, and Jael who killed
Sisera. But there were also the schemers - Rebecca, who gets her
younger son, her favourite, Jacob, to impersonate the elder, Esau,
and steal his birthright:

Now Rebecca was listening as Isaac talked to his son Esau- Wé’ei’:

Esau when off into the country to find some venison and brin
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home, she said to her son Jacob, ' heard yowr father talking to
your brother Usau, and he said "Bring me some venison and make
it ;nto a savoury dish so that 1 may eat it and Hess you in the
presence of the LORD before 1 die.” Listen to me, my son, and
do what 1 tell you. Go to the flock and pick me out two fine young
kids, and I will make them in to your dish for your father, of the
kind he likes. Then take them to your father, and he will eat them
go that he may Hess you before he dies.' (Jacob said to his
mother Rebeeca) 'But my brother Dsau is 3 halry man, and my
skn Is smocth, Suppose my father feels me, he will know I am
tricking hen and 1 shall bring a curse upon myself instead of a
blessing, (His incther answered hwn.) Let the curse fall on wme,
my son, but do as I smy; go and bring me the kds'
(Gen, 27:5-13) .,

Or there was Naomi, usually considered such a very 'nice’ woman,
who in her schemes to get Ruth her daughter-in-law, marriad off to
Boaz a distart cousin, sends ber at dead of night to sleep at Boaz's
fect, Not, perhaps, the behaviour one might expect of a
mother-in-law (Ruth 3:1-4)}.

Finally, 1n these categories, we have the nice quet types - the
swect and gentle women who have been upheld as the itmage of the
right-minded woman. But there are few of these ~ Hanmh is perhaps
the best example, for she is swect and gentle and weeps in the
Temple because she is childless and her rival wafe Peninah has been
taunting her. There is Rachel, too, a quiet lady, and Ruth whose
gentleness makes her a marked contrast with her mother-in-law. But
these quiet women are in the minority in the Bille, and certainly
women in the Bitlical period are portrayed as having a considerable
amount of character, holding thelr opinions very strongly - they are
real people and not the oppressed women so often described by
historfans of Judaism, Of course they had disabilities - in all but a
few cortemporary societies women were considered infinitely inferior
to men ~ tut their position was within society. They were scen and
heard = they codd voice their opinions and they codd act as judges
and prophetesses. They could even inherit property, as witnessed in
the famous story of the daughters of Zelophchad, provided the
inheritance romained within the tribe (Numbers 36:1-12).

Naturally this is oversinplified, and were we to eximine cvery
slagle woman in the Old Testament, there would, of course, be
several who fit into none of these categories. Eut there are two
women who do not {1t into the categories who deserve further study -
the Ydeil woman® of the author of the Book of Proverbs, and Eve,
wife of Adam.

This perfect woman of Proverbs iy a fascinating character - she
had more hours at hor disposal than there are during the day, she
Hses a life of constart labour, she has no mme and no opinions,

Who an find a capatle wife?
Her worth i3 far beyond corals
Her hustands whdle trust is in her,
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and children are not lacking.

She repays him with good, not evil,

all her life long.

She chooses wool and flax

and toils at her work (Proverbs 31:10ff).

This is the passage read traditionally by every Jewish husband to his
wife at the beginning of the Sabbath. This is the song of praise to
the home-maker, the paean of praise of domesticity. Yet one wonders
whether it should indeed be read like this. For the Hebrew reads
eshet chayil mi yimtza - a woman of valour who can find? And in-
deed perhaps the sense is sarcastic ~ a woman of valour who can
find - for she does not exist, she is only a figment of the author’s
imagination. Certainly Jewish husbands through the ages have meant
it seriously, but that does not necessarily suggest that the author
meant it as praise. And certainly when it is compared with other
passages in the Book of Proverbs, such as: 'Endless dripping on a
rainy day, that is what a nagging wife is like! (Proverbs 27:15), or
passages describing the enticements of harlots, such as the one that
follows, one is dubious, to say the least, about the author's inten-
tions.

1 planced out of the window of my house,
I looked down through the lattice,

and I saw among sinple youths,

there amongst the boys 1 noticed

a lad, a foalish lad,

passing along the street, at the corner,
stepping out in the direction of her house
at twilight, as the day faded,

at dusk as the night grew dark;

suddenly a woman came to meet him,
dressed like a prostitute, full of wiles,
flighty and inconstart,

a woman never content to stay at home,
lying in wait at every corner,

now in the street, now in the public squares.
She caught hold of him and kissed him;
brazenly she accosted him...

Come! Let us drown ourselves in pleasure,
let us spend a whole night of love;

for the man of the house is away,

he has gone on a long journey,

he has taken a bag of silver with him;
until the moon is full he will not be home (Proverbs 7:6-13,

18-19).

But no passage so far quoted has caused anything like as mu‘fl}s"
trouble as the story of Eve. For Jews, the story of Ada_r'n and El‘;eht
not the story of the Fall of Man. We do not view it in that - gth;
Nevertheless, Eve is made to feel that, through her, women I
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future will suffer pain in childbirth, because she listened to the
serpent:

And to the waman he said:

1 «ill increase your labour and your groamung,
and in labour you shall bear children.
You shall be eager for your hustand,
and he shall be your master {Genesis 3:16).

This may indeed be an early legend to explain the pain of childbirth
- or ¢ may be an explanation for women a5 to why they shoud obey
thelr husbands. Whatever its origin, this story has caused untald
misery to generations of women, more amongst Christians than
amongst Jews, because Paul took the passage and elaborated upon it:

It is my desire, therefore, that everywhere prayers be said by the
men of the congregation, who shall lift up thelr hands with a pure
intention, excluding angry or quarrelsome thoughts. Women agin
must dress in becoming manner, modestly and soberly, not with
elaborate hair-styles, not decked ot with gold or pears, or
expensive dothes, tut with good deeds, as befits women who claim
to te religlous. A woman must be a learner, listening quietly and
with due submission, 1 do not permit a woman to be a teacher,
nor must waman dominate over man; she should be quiet, For
Adam was created first, and Eve afterwards; and &t was not Adam
who was decelved; §t was the weman who, ylelding to deception,
fell into sin. Yet she will be saved through motherhood = if only
women continue in faith, love, and haliness, wath a sober mind (1
Timothy 2:8-15).

And from this and other simflar passages comes the telief of the
carly church in the value of the sllence of wamen, a view which
many Christians have argued derives from contemporary Jewish
thinking. Indeed, Paudl may have been strongly influerced by contem-
porary Jewish attitudes. For from roughly this period dates the
well-known passage from the Mishnah, from the Ethics of the
Fathers, which reads:

Engage not in much gossip with women, This applies even to onc's
own wife, How much more so to the wife of onels neighbour. For
he who engiges in much gosslp with wamen will bring erdl upon
l;hsdf. neglects the Torah, and will in the end nherit Gehinnom
Avct.135).

But onc hs to accept that by the perfod af the Mishmah wamen had
become far less educated, far less inportart in the structure of
soclety, than they had been in the Bitlical period - and this came
abowt presumally as & resdt of Hellenistic influence on Jewith
soclety, The real probem that emerges from that attitide to women -
although # was by no means universal in any case - s that Els
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from precisely this period that much of Jewish law dates, and it is
because women were less in the public eye and less educated that,
presumably, their legal status was so nuch lower than that of men.,
One can make no apology for this - but one can explain it. In a
society where women received little education and were gradually
excluded from public life, it was hardly surprising that in the great
period of the formation of Jewish law, they should have received a
lower legal status than that of men. What is much more surprising is
that that status was not as low as the status of women in other
contemporary societies, particularly the Hellenistic, and that at no
stage was the status of Jewish women as low as that for instance of
Christian women under mediaeval canon law. Women in Judaism were
never chattels. They always had specific rights. However, many
fundamental rights were denied to them - a wife could not divorce
her husband whilst a man could divorce a woman relatively easily,
originally, as far as we can tell from the book of Deuteronomy, by
writing her a bill of divorce and simply sending her away. However,
the rabbis did protect women to a certain extent. Although divorce
was always unilateral [1) - and within orthodox Judaism it still is -
there was a considerable amount of legislation laying down financial
settlements to be paid to the divorced wife out of the husbandls
estate. There was also an opportunity for a wife to institute divorce
proceedings - although she could never actually divorce her husband
- by complaining to the Beth Din, the court, about any matrimonial
offences, whereupon the cowrt would bring considerable pressure to
bear, amounting almost to coercion, upon the husband to divorce his
wife. As well as that, by a taklkanah, a legal decree valid not for
eternity but for a set period -~ usually 1000 years ~ traditionally
attributed to Rabbi Gershom of Mainz but probtably a little later, fr?m
the 12th century, - a husband could no longer divorce his wife
(unless she was guilty of a matrimonial offence) without her consent.
This was, in fact, a considerable protection for women - neverthe-
less, even now the get, the religious divorce, can be abu.sed very
easily and it is not uncommon for a husband to refuse to give a et
to his wife already divorced by civil law or for a wife to refuse to
accept it - both these situations usually arise out of thfe acu’ce_ﬂl."
feeling held by one towards the other, but the net z-_esult is that it Is
impossible for the wife to remarry according to Jewish 'law - she is
still a married woman. And this situation can cause considerable dist-
rei\;’sithim the area of matrimonial law generally, women do suffer
consideratle disabilities. There are two specialised cases which have
caused some controversy, those of the agunah and the yebamah. T}:e
agunah, first, is the forsaken wife ~ the wife whose husbandbans
simply gone missing without trace, very often th? wife whose hu; .

would be described in our terminology as 'missing, presumed ead'

and who would be regarded as a widow after sornl;1 time had'tnezxslsia n

ish law an agunah is not free to remarry ess a wi

2 Jberzlsght to testify to the death of her husband - and althoughothe
rabbis were as lenient as the general framework .of Jewish law W -

allow them to be — accepting the testimony, for instance, of women,
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minors, slaves and non-Jews in this matter, ultimately if no evidence
of any kind could be brought, the woman was trapped. Ths had
tragic repercussions at times of persecution when all the men from a
certain village or town were taken away and lalled ~ and there were
no witnesses left to tell the tale. During the holocaust period once
again the witnesses to the deaths of so many Jews therselves did not
survive - and the widows were left trapped, unmable to marry ever
again [2). Hence an increasingly cunmon custom amongst orthodox
Israelis on going to war of dvorcing their wives before leaving and
remarrying them on their return - jJust to ensure that the women
shoud not be trapped by the laws relating to agunot.

The other importart example of this kind 1s the case of the
yebamah, The yetamah Is a widow whose hustand has died leaving
her “childless, without an hewr to inherit his estate. The deceased
hustand's brother or nearest male relative (and in Europe i must be
an unmarried male relative) is the yabem - the redeemer who 15
obliged to marry the widow; and their first male child will bear the
name of the deceased and inherit his estate - and if the brother—in-
law or nearest male relative does not wish to act as redecmer there
is 2 rather degrading ceremony in which the widow spits in 2 shoe
and throws it at him, which effectively releases him from the
oHligation and means that she does ot have to marry her deceased
hustand's brother. But what has developed is a considerable unfair-
ness In this whdle area, with the brother-in-law or male relative
making financial and other conditions in order to go through the
ceremony - since if the ceremony is not performed and the woman
not released, she is, of course, not able to remarry. What 1s,
perhaps, most distressing about thiz is that it was designed origin-
ally for the protection of wamen, so that there was no doubt that
they belonged to a household and to a family - and the ceremony was
presunally made degrading in order to encourage the trother-in-law
to do ‘the decert thing's Now, of course, a widow would varely wish
to marry her brother-in-law (and in European Jewry in fact it is
now net uswally allowed, so that the ceremony of chalitzah becomes
essential) and the protection of mame and estate has lttle attraction.
Both cases, that of the agumah and that of the yetamah can still
cause considerable distress amongst orthodox Jews.

Women are not orly under a disadvartage in matrmonial law. They
are generally accorded a lower legal status than that of men ~ they
cannat give evidence, act as judges, form part of the necessary
numter for a full service in the synagogue (a minyan is required, a
Broup of ten men), and quite apart from all these, the gravest dis-
ability is not a pr tut an ! For rding to Jew=
ish law women are exempt from any positive commandment = mitrvah
= for which there {3 a fixed time [3). They are excmpt, apparently,
because they have other duties with home and chiidren = but the
extmption means that they are not clliged to take part in symigogue
services, that they are not oHiged to wear phylacteries, and that
they are nat obliged to take part in the religlous activities of the
€ommunity. They are not oHiped to do any of these thingy = yet at
no stage was £ suggested that they might not do them, that they
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were not allowed to do them - and it was over the course of the
centuries that that exemption became an exclusion and women were
kept_ apart and discouraged from playing an active part in the com-
munity. On one level the reasoning was sound, if unattractive - wo~
men were busy with caring for children, with constant childbirth, and
with household chores. Yet even at the time of the rabbinic legis-
lation, from about 100-500 C.E. (A.D.), women would have had
large parts of their lives when they had no children - either because
they were too young or because their children had grown up and left
home - and at that stage there was no justification for their exclus-
ion from communal activity. But on another and more serious level,
the exemption which became an exclusion was a grave disability for
women. Effectively, it limited the religious life of women to the area
of the home, to the observance of dietary laws, and to special duties
which did indeed give the woman great honour, such as lighting of
the Sabbath candles. What it did not do was to make her feel a
religious equal with ber husband, and despite all the apdlogetics of
orthodox men, and women, it does seem that although women felt
they reigned supreme within the home, they often felt slighted in the
community outside.

One can gain this ¥npression only very slightly from the available
texts - there are, for instance, texts which date from the 1lth -
12th centuries discussing whether or not women should be called to
the reading of the scrolls of the Law. The answer given is that i
was permissible, but that it should not be done out of respect for
the congregation - presumably because it might shame some of the
men who could not read fluently [4]. There is too a debate about
whether or not women can blow the shofar, the ram!s horn used to
bring in the New Year and new moon ~ and then a debate as to
whether they were obliged to hear it. And although the decision was
that women might How the shofar and should hear it, one feels that
again petty decisions were being taken, petty restrictions imposed.
The classic example of the petty restriction is the gradual introduc-
tion in the early mediaeval period of the mehitzah, the division bet-
ween men and women in the synagogue, which was probably merely-a
division in the seating originally but which led to women sitting up in
a gallery, or behind a curtain, or even in some Eastern communities
in a separate room or outside the building altogether. And these
disadvantages, coupled with non-participation in services, a gt.an_eral
lack of education, and a lack of incentive to take part in rellgIO}JS
activities, led to a spiritually deprived section of the community - '1ts
women. One can only imagine what women must bave felt on hearing
their menfolk say in the morning service: 'Blessed art thou, O Lord,'
Our God, King of the Universe, who has not made me a W?rnan,
whilst they said ‘Blessed art thou...who has made me éccordmg :1’
they willl. Even the most talented apologists find that difficult to de‘
with, and despite all arguments to the effect that it re.fe.rs to m?T;S
gratitude for the ability to perform all the mitzvot, religious duties,

it is hardly satisfactory! . e
And the result of the exemption, and the lack of m}'olvement 1:1mud
performance of the mitzvot and particularly in the mitzvah of T
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Torah, the study and teaching of Torah, was that wemen recelved
less and less education, to the extent that in the mincteerth century
special translations of Bible storws wto Yiddish were done for the
benefit of the Jewish women of Russhh and Poland, who coud no
longer read Hebrew.

The curious thing about all this is that at the same time as the
legal status of women was getting lower and lower, much of what was
written about them was highly complimentary and the attitude to them
within the family was good by tomnparuon with surroundmmg cultures.
Waomen 1it the candles to welcome the Sabiath. Women had most of the
responsibility for children - and they were held in respect and love
by huskands and children - the honouring of parents included
mothers as well as fathers. And the stereotype of the 'yiddishe mama'
with her bowl of chicken soup as a cure for all ills, her family
thoroughly under her contral and a litle world revalving round her
at home - that stereotype has s origin 11 fact. There were women
ke that - and there still are - and there 13 no doubt that many
wanen found this a satisfactory role. They were cared for by their
families, respected, supported fimancully, and had a consideratle
amount of independence wathin the hane. And for many it was a
happy life, such as for Clueckel of Hameln who wrote her fascinating
journal 5],

The problems 1rose In a variety of ways. There must always have
been wamen who felt spiritually starmed, and extluded from the
religion. The best example we have of this is the extraordinary
group of wamen Chasidm (the Chasidic menement was a mystical
movement which spread over Russia and Poland in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries led by Hanmh Rachel Werbermacher, the maid of
Ludomir); these were women who practised their religion and
performed all the religious duties from which women were exempt,
from the putting on of phylacteries to the wearing of the tallit, the
prayershanl. And for a short time they had many followers and it
was a successful movemert (Twersky, 1949) Soon, however, they
sean to have returned home and become absorbed once again tn the
uswal rnun of Jewish life. But to them we owe one genre of literature,
the techinot, the prayers of wamen in childbirth written by women
for Wamen - and that s a genre of literature which has sunived.

But the lack of expression of relig for women i3
clearly something which Ins bothered the apdlogists for Jewish law as
well - they argue, and Mloshe \feiselman argues most strongly along
these lines in his book entitled Jewish Women in Jewish Law, (1978)
~ that men and wamen are cssentilly differert and that when God
created woman, he took one aspect of marfs persomlity and
developed it to a much greater magnitude In women - this quality is
tsentt - usinlly translated hunfity, as in the famous verse from
Micah:

‘And now, D man, what is it that the Lord your God requires of
you, bt to do fustly, love mercy and walk humbly with your God.!
(Micah. 6 8) =~ hunlly, humlity ... Melselman and others who
agree with hin tend to translate # as Sprivacy! = that women have a
Much more persom] and private relationship with God than men, tut

o
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they'd'o not need the community in the same way - and they quote
Rashi in his commentary of Genesis 18 when the angels at Mamre ask
Abrahar.n where Sarah is and he replies In the tent - Rashi comments
that this teaches us that Sarah was a very private - or hunble! -
person. In fact the verse merely shows us that the tent is where she
happened to be, and in any case we know from the end of chapter
that she was standing in the doorway listening eagerly to what was
going on. But even if she had been a very private person, and even
if some women do not need the community, this is no argument for
saying that others do not. Within orthodox Judaism, men have the
choice as to whether or not they participate. Women do not - they
cannot take an active part in the public life of the community
(Meiselman, 1975).

And so one of the first reasons for reform in Judaism was
precisely the issue of the emancipation of women. In his sermon at
the consecration of the West London Synagogue in 1842 D.W. Marks
poured scorn on the education of women presently available and
promised to make the education of girls equal with that of boys {6].
At the Frankfurt Conference of Reform Jews in 1845 a committee was
set up to investigate the religious rights of women. In 1846 the
Breslau conference recommended equal status for women ~ but the
delegates had not time to discuss it! And by the 1870's most of the
disabilitjes had been removed, men and women sat together and girls
and boys were educated together. But as early as 1817 girls had
been confirmed in Berlin and amongst the earliest salon ladies in
Germany were two Jewish women, Henritla Herz and Rachel Levin -
later Varnhagen - who probably had had more education than many of
their Christian counterparts (Arnot, 1957).

But with all the changes made by the Reform movement and with all
its acceptance of women as equal with men in the community, women
rabbis and all the other equalisations, it is undoubtedly true that the
majority of Jewish women still suffer considerable disabilities. And
what is tragic about this is that the suffering is quite unnecessary.
For what they see as exclusions are only exemptions, and even with
in the framework of the law which they, as orthodox Jews, accept,
they are entitled to a much more active religious life than they now
have. But two things have conspired to prevent it; one is the
distressing lack of interest on the part of women themselves, f<_)1‘
having been taught that i is not their area, they now, unsurpri
singly, believe that it is not, and hence exert remarkably 11tt!e
pressure in order to get any change. The other contributing factor 1S
that, like many other religious groups, orthodox Judaism is becoming
even more conservative at the moment and anything which 'smacks
even slightly of radicalism is highly suspect. And so, with th§
exception of the Reform and Liberal communities in this country, an
the Reform and Conservative movements in the U.S.A., there has;
been little change. But there is room for a consider?ble amount :.
change and the need for the application of pressure is Very great?

; ' in the U.S.A., but most of
there are many Jewish women's groups in the : it
them are in the Reform or Conservative camp where womenfs eq 'tliig
is more or less accepted. There are very few pressure groups wi
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orthodoxy - and the passivity which exsts is a cause of comcern
because it goes along with occasional complaints about lack of
religious opportunity for wonen.

Personally, of course, 1 am wathin the Liberal group who assert
that women are entirely equal with men; indeed, one of the founders
of Liberal Judaism in this country was a woman, As a result { hae
been allowed to do anything a man might do, and no obstacles have
been put in my way. Nevertheless, despite the fact that it does not
affect me directly, [ am increasingly worried by the position of wo-
men in orthodox Judaism - not 80 much the legal sude, bt by the
acceptance of their lower status by so many women, even though,
within thelr own terms, they could play a much fuller role. And untdl
orthodox wemen wart to play a more pullic religious role, and want
to be part of the community, Judaism as a whole will suffer from
being rather lop-sided, rather male-orientated, and will gne little in
the way of invitation to participation to its daughters. Jewish women
have been treated as inferiors. That need no longer be true - but it
is {n no amall part the fault of Jewish women that tt is so.

Notes

1. A waman eould never divorce her hustand, but in certain circ-
umstances she could approach the beth din (court) with a walid
clain against her hustand, so that the court would then order the
hustand to initiate proceedings. If he refused, the court could sen
tence ham to be beaten until be consented. (Talmud B. Gitten, pass-
im; Maimonides Yad Hilchot Gerushin 2:20).

2, A varwmty of methods of getting around this problem legally have
been suggested over the ages, and the debate cortinues still, partic-
dardy in the U.S.A. and Israel. For a complete sunmary, sece M.
Meisel Jewish Women in Jewish Law (1978), pp.103-115.

3. Mismah Kiddushin 1:7. 4. B. Megllah 23a.

4. There is an enormous amount of literature on this subject. A
summary of the Yeminist! issue can be found in S. Berman, 'The Sta-
tus of Women in Halakhic Judaismb, in: E. Kdtun (ed.) The Jewish
Woman: New Perspectives, 1976. A classic of the apologist school,
Gealing with the whole 1asue of the study of Torah by women partic-
ardy well, is: M. X Jewish Woman in Jewish Law (1978)
(especially pp.34-42).

S. Memoirs of Glueckl of Hameln, transl. M. Lowenthal.

6. D.W. Markst Sermons preached on various occasions. lrtro=
ductory Discourse, pp.18-19.
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life has been brought into being.

Not all Jewish women have become feminists; nor do all Jewish
feminists espouse the same goals. But the feminist critique of Juda-
ism, in its various manifestations, and the distance between Liberal
and traditional Judaism on the whole question of a sexual division of
roles, raises some central questions. Some of these questions are
questions of fact: is it true (to give one example) that the trad-
itional ideal of a Jewish woman is that of a toiling housewife whose
religious accomplishments can extend little further than providing the
context for her husbandls religious career? Other questions are
evaluative: is the separateness of women from men in the traditional
system a form of equality (in that men are excluded from the domain
of women), or is it really a form of inferiority (in that the home is
not at all the evaluative equal of the male domain, even in traditional
theory, let alone as measured by the frustration experienced and ar-
ticulated by a sector of modern Jewish women) ? Is the avoidance be-
haviour practised during menstruation an indicator of male disgust
and fear of female biology (as claimed by some feminists), or is a
systen of abstinence alternating with conjugality designed to sanctify
and spiritualise marital sex relations that can thus renew a marriage
through a kind of monthly honeymoon (as claimed by those in sup-
port of traditional values) ?

In addition to such questions, perhaps dosely paralleled in other
religious systems, the feminist approach raises other questions,
which can be treated here as methodological in character. Is it ap-
propriate to distinguish between fact and evaluation of fact? .Is a
feminist Liberal Judaism 'Judaism! in the same sense as traditlo.nal
Judaism? If Judaism supposedly preaches equality but in pract}ce
generates apparent inequality, how are we to interpret the contra.dlc-
tion? To study the experience and position of women in Judaism,
what should be cousidered as the most reliable evidence - theory or
practice? If some women today feel inferior or frustrated, does this
mean that they are poorly socialised into the values of the system,
or does it mean that they have — at last - correctly interpreted what
the system is all about? ) ' fact

Underlying the difficulties implicit in these questions is the fac
that Judaism is not a religion in the same sense as Christianity is a
religion. The Ysm! of Judaism suggests a system, a system .of 1awic
philosophy and ethics - but the Jews are a pf:qple and a mation, no
simply a voluntary group of believers in a religious creed. There ‘a;i‘e
thus two types of evidence in any case ~ the legal, . Junspzjuden_txal,
or nowmative, on the one hand, and the ethnographic, sc><:1olog1¢“:1
or behavioural, on the other. Nor are the two supposed‘ to ma ﬂ(;
each other. What is taken as defining the Jewish people is not irf
succession of adaptations to the numerous social afnd cultural te}r‘W X
onments in the various lands in which they have lived, but mt‘eill
notional adherence to the legal system (halacha) that theo;: 1:::0112,
vemains completely aloof from .these environments. The _Ilidﬂgg_e s
sists of detailed rules and regulations, .presupposed as qivin - tically

ds in the holy books of the Bible, in furn expanded exegebic? J
man . the Bible (that are technically its oral tra
as legal commentaries on the Bl
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ence of Judaism., Yet they have no alternative except to use them if
their experience is to appear as authentically Jewish, and legitinate
moreover to their menfolk. The first point, then, that needs to be
made here is that women's very perception of their Jewish identity is
one that seems only barely } to the d ly-ed:
male: it s concerned with the domestic world, rather than the more
obvlously Jewish! ceremonial world in which the male moves, 1t seems
prunitive and uneducated, compared with the male's btelief in his
knowledge of and attachmert to the world of learning, to which he is
regularly (and ritually) exposed, it introduces strange and perhaps
even allen interpretations, emnphases and preoccupations that cannot
be derived from the male's ideas about valid categories of explama-
tion. The cogmitive furcation of male and female within Judaism 1s,
in short, as complete as thewr physical separation during the daily
round. But even this statement requires careful qualification, as we
shall see,

Jewish Law and Jewish Women

The difficulty is that halachic Tudaism is not 'about! these men's wor—
s and women's worlds at all. The mere fact that these empirical and
cognitive worlds exast cannot of mself put any claims on the categor—
les according to which halachic Judaism 15 organised, for the latter
operates exclusively on the basls of a set of principles originally lald
down in the llebrew BiHe. It 18 these principles alone, not any sub-
sequert ethnographic facts, that decide what is and what is not a
category or subject of interest mtrinsically worthy of philosophical
and legal speculation within its own frame of reference. Questions re-
garding the observance of the Sabbath or of the dietary laws are ex-
armples of typical halachic problems based on original hitllcal laws;
the detalls of dividing up the physical and spiritual world between the
Sabbath and the weekday, or between the holy and the profane, or
between kosher food and non-kosher food, are examples of typical
halachic distinctions also based on bibical cosmdogy. But the ex-
perience of being a man, or the experience of being a woman, are
exmples of something which Is not a halachic preoccupation. That is
not to say that the halacha expresses no interest in these matters;
on the contrary, imasmuch as the whole world is to be 'full of the
glory of God', scholars have the duty to interpret all things in the
light of halacha = but the distinction must be made between categories
or profems penerated within the system, and other areas, not
belonging to fts a fori categories, that are defined and flluninated
by principles claborated elsewhere, f.e. within the former group of
traditioml core interests of the halacha.

There s a substartial difference, therefore, brtween traditiomal
questions on the one hand, and other questions, that are decided not
on their own merits or within their own frame of reference, on the
other. The mere fact that the halacha presumes to legislate on all
things shoud not allow the observer fo ignore this importart differ—
ence in method and conceptualisation. Now % is not a traditioral jal-
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from her hustand food, dlothing and sexual gratification (the lat-
ter, interestingly, also beyond menopause, the male's sexual life is
generally not so favourably described) [2]. Women are granted ex—
enption from sundry demands of the law, such as fasting, when
consideration 1s shown for the exigencies of pregnancy, breast-
feeding or the onset of menstruation. Women are exempt from vir-
tually all ritual, hturgical and other ceremomnul duties prescribed
by law to take place at a particuar time (dally prayer, for exam-—
ple) -~ on the ground that they cannot be expected to abandon
such domestic duties as they may have, if they have none they stll
remain exempt, but there is no discouragement whatever of their
private and \oluntary implenentation of such rituals.

¢) Exemption from obh;;aﬂon, as just cited, is faken as implying
exclusion from actively p n or cond the ceremnon
ies of men, who are ol:hgated. thus women cannot be counted 1n
for the quorum needed for certain synagogue prayers, nor can
they lead men in prayer, nor accept ritual honours in the synago
gue when men are present (but all of these are possitle when men
are not present) . Women cannct formally tmtmte marriage or
dnorce contracts, nor can they bequeath property during the per-
iod they are married without their hushand's consent.

d) Laws of ritual purity, which in the bibical period were treated
as affecting men also, have now by and large come to be restricted
to women (chiefly during menstruation and child-birth), who are
thus given the main opportunity (or the honour} of presening
this dement or idiom of religious holiness [3].

It vall be evident from the foregoing that a single, formal legal char-
acterisation of the whale range of halacha affecting women cannot
easily be generated from within the sysiem, even though of course a
modern observer may draw his or her own conclusions about this or
that particular element. A number of underlying principles can how-
ever be suggested, if this is of any help

1. Equality before the law exists in certain specified areas, indi~
cating (and articulating) the general Jewish religious principle that
men and women are potentially spiritually equal before God.

2. Men and women are considered to have different dally pre-
occupations and physiclogies, their physical apartness must there-
fore be matched by complementary sets of (effectively) mutwally
exclusive riml rights and duties. However the effect of this is to
create manifest disablities for women,

3. This secns to entall an unnecessary and possitly dysfunctional
cosmic imnlance, rectified to some extent by the ritual purity
privileges. At any rate, the need for making corcessions to wamen
bbmrrcognhed (by the arrangements exemplified under heading b
above),

Even though these three suggested underlying principles do appear to
account for and explain a good part of the regu!aﬂons gmcrnlng
women's conduct, they only rep: a str rat
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achic question to ask about the i

Zny moz%e than it would be to asiezizait stgu;ogii::iinm; J?Sa ism’.
0 nat form a self-evident, self-contained halachi in oo
sition to 'men'; it is even very do FetogoTy in oppo-
ca:egory at all. The assumptioyn th:?t i;le v;};?;}:;z gfe{: f;:;nsee;sh:laihic
category - or that it ought to - leads ej 5 mi Such a
alternatively to the atteript to impose e:::r otr:‘.;n lzlender?gandmg, o
what such an assumption would overlook is the facte‘g’rlxafn(;ih o
there are clearly a number of traditional questions which directl Ol“lg}_]
volve women as women (regarding matrimonial and famil lawy?-1
example ), nevertheless these collocate with other traditionai’ e,t' e
(the law of contract, for example, marriage and divorce begl: S:g:f
tracts in Judaism, rather than sacraments); they are not intengded t
provide elements for such a non-traditional subject as ‘the status o(f)
women' in general, nor indeed is the Talmud so arranged.
Comve ot e o e o vl or e of e vas T
C : : y entitled Women is an interest-
ing case in point. The seven Talmudic tractates deal syntagmatically
but also para.dignatica]ly with certain subjects that involve women,
such as marriage and divorce; hence they deal neither exclusively
nor exhaustively with the position of women. The Talmudic tractate
concerned with menstruation, for example, is to be found not in Wo-
men but in the part entitled Ritual Purity. Scanning the halachic Tit-
erature for cases where women are mentioned is thus an endeavour
which would not correspond with nor reproduce the halachic techni-
que; and in practice it would probably even distort halachic categor—
jes, since it would not distinguish the technical legal features, not
specific to women, that pertain to the particular issues discussed in
which women just happen to be involved.

If one wished, therefore, to find an adequate comprehensive survey
of the halachic assessment of women, traditional halachic literature is
not the place to look [1]. Perhaps the only way of undertaking such
a task would be to sift through the material and then re-arrange it

under the following four headings:

a) where women are not significantly differentiated from men;
b) where women seem to be granted privileges;

c¢) where women seem to be discriminated against;

d) where the halacha provides specifically female~oriented ritual.

In the space allotted here a few random examples of each must suf-

fice.
from men in the right to

a) Jewish women are not distinguished
like men they have the

inherit and bequeath property;

acquire,
duty to observe all religious prohibitions and to accept martyrdom
if necessary. .

fend their chastity to the

b) Women are not invariably ohliged to de
reas a man is obligated to marry, and he

death, nor to marry (whe :
is not permitted — even on pain of death - to engage In any fc?r—
bidden sexual relations). A married woman is entitled to receive
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zgual}ty Izel:sus 1.r1equality., mediated bY the notion of making ‘conces~
10ns", s qulte possible that Jewish customary practice in fact
ifii?isi ;:)hr;t a bend;,ncy to preserve a stru<':’c'm‘al balance of just this
ergie,s will lf);w;:; eIII‘ perceptéons of o equalities 'mc?ease, cultural en-
so long as the dl;f;j;-,ecome it o g:'ected fo making 'COH?essions’ )
that is quite a diffe ;‘3’{?&1:13 tfo °p .the overall m odel intact, But
thore srte o rent level o analysis from making the claim that

: .rachtlo.nal halachic category that subsumes all the rele-
vant rules within a single frame of reference, within which the con-
stituent elements. ha.ve semantic relationships with each other. On the
contra-r Y, halachic ideology is not based on rationalisations of ethno-
graphic practice, nor is there, on the question of women, any at-
tempt to .draw up a balance-sheet of the kind suggested above. What
happens in any one area involving women does not have any neces-
sary effect on what is the halacha in any other area involving wo-
men. From a halachic point of view the very idea that the life of wo-
men is to be separately considered as such is in any case contrary
to the notion of the ultinate equality of the sexes, even though it is
a halachic truism that different ritual behaviour is expected of men
and women.

The halacha concerning women has in fact changed over time (the
examples listed above represent the current state of Jewish law), but
when for example ’concessions' are made they are traditionally made
on points of detail, not with reference to the ‘problem of women
perceived globally. This is why it is not difficult to find the distinct
awareness, among the rabbis of the Talmud and the later responsa
literature, that the system created a certain measure of unnecessary
and inappropriate injustice for women, for instance the interference
with a wifels freedom of action to dispose of her own property dur-
ing marriage. Nor was the Jewish law of divorce ever thought to be
quite satisfactory: its basic requirement, that a valid divorce simply
consists of the witnessed delivery of a letter of divorce by a husband
to his wife, did not prevent women being divorced against their will,
and moreover was not always possible to arrange in practice (during
periods of persecution, to take an extreme but common case) . The
problem of abandoned wives, unable to remarry without such a le:tter
or else witnessed proof of their husbands' death, has been especially
marked during the present century, as a result of the mass .de.*
portation and murder of Jews in the Second World War. Now rabpmlc
attempts to make ‘concessions! and in effect to protect women's rights
in these matters - even though often notably unsuccessful ~ do recur
as a constant theme in the halachic literature. Apart from the
introduction of a ban on forcible divorce in the l.lth century,
perhaps the most importart example is the final ben in Europe on
polygamy at around the same time; the latter drew its JUStlflcat“t’: ;_‘
part on monogamous Jewish custom that had been of Very3i°.ng Se a?so
ing (cf. Abrabams, 1932, pp.129 ff; Falk, 1966, pp.1-34; se

1966) .
Kag?ll;a'in Ehes)e and other such cases the M issue .was no_t to
structure or restructure the general position of women mbf;da::;:a
even though this may have been the effect. Rather the rabbis
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here responding to particular, ad hoc issues (probably of a political
or demographic nature) that happened to affect women, i is true,
but which they dealt wath in the dlassic halachic mammer of applymg
legal principles denived from elsewhere in the halacha to these cases
in which women just happened to be involved. If fwomen' did con~
stitte a halachic category, problems would be generated internally,
by the systen working upon itself; inferences, amalogles and other
conceptual and empirical refinements would be constantly infused (as
in the case of Sabbath or dietary observance, for example). But
nowhere is there any evidence that the ban on forcibe divorce or
polygamy specifically led to other 'unprovements' in the posttion of
women in the \iddle Ages; no halachic inferences coud be drawn
from these cases, just because the system does not contain a global
mode of perception to generate and justify them.

Popular Theornes Regarding the Status of Women in Judaism

Wamen's experience of Judaism, and men's bellefs about wamen's ex~
perlence of Judaism, cannot nommally be expressed except through
the idiom of the halacha. But the difficulty is, as we have seen, that
the halacha does mot possess a single, unambiguous, and coherent
position on the subjects A fragmentary approach is therefore the only
way in which the halacha 1s apprehended in practice, even though its
categories may be distorted mn the process. Thus if someone were to
plek out at random a few halachic rulings and describe their social
implications, in order (for example) to characterise this area of
halacha as ‘positive’ or ‘negatne®, such a method would belong to a
decidedly non-halachic frame of discourse, typical (so the schalar
woud think) of a prumitive, unlettered {woman's) view of the tech-
nical conslderations that generated the rulings in the first place, But
it is ethnographically the case that one principal characteristic of the
technical halachic Iiterature is precisely its capacity to generate its
own meta-discussion and myths about wself; wn this sense the subst-
artial scope for 2 popular presentation of the halachic approach to
women s but one example out of many. Correcting or eiminating
isuperstitions' or fdk interpretations of the halacha by the rabbi
portificating ex cathedra to his congregation {or, at the family level,
by the hustand to his wife) is indeed almost an ethnographic genre,
and a varfety of institutional devices exists in the Jewwsh calencar
ard popular Jewish literature precisely for this purpese - though
cognitively the cffect is doultless to restate the existence of the gap
rather than to bridge & or remove it altogether. At any rate the
ordinary person and, in particular, the ordinary Jewish weman, is
constartly reminded of the intellectual chasm on the other side of
which lies the domain of the learned and, in particular, that of men.
lalacha is entirely a mands wordd: in medieval Jewish soclety learning
%as open to all male comers, but women were seldom taught Talmud
at all, nor indeed were they expected even to be literate in Hebrew
or Aramaic (and so, as a ‘concessiort, the vermcular was introdu-
ced into the synagogue liturgy for their benefi; Abrahams, 1932,
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. “‘. x;‘az:: ;.. peoling i." all three directions. Jewish liturgy,
Birator, cnadn peoagees that are unnistalably male chauvinist, but
focheden foeg teacty it pralse of women. It is often thought
HiHe represeate the delty as male (as Father or King,
etec b, Yeoan P vea b pos %de alsor Trible (19652, 1965b) has
¢ onzeertedd the predominance of fumale ibmagery in a sig-
it prember of divine atteibates, such as mercy {cognate with the
word for wamb, ani wynbolically interchangeable with it also), and
e boone of the mymes for God (shaddai, a term related to that
for the fenale freast) . Horcaver the idea that Judaism conceptualises
tonlf {a male-doninited torms alone can also be challenged: the myst-
weal, dabinlsh teadition in Judaism, with which liturgy, popular liter-
ature and falk custom is deeply permeated, treats the all-pervasive
Dhvine Presence as feeninine in character (and for example urges a
perception of the Sabbath as a tride), a theme which evokes the
oftea-refterated Inblical image of a courtship and (incidentally mono-
gynous ) marriage relationship between God and the Jewish people.
There is, then, enough of a supply of diverse source-material from
sucondary literature to encourage heated folk con-
troversy; plenty of scope is available for Jews to disagree with each
other on what their religion s to say about women. Nor is there
any pirticular reason why popular understanding of the halacha shou-~
Id take full cognizance of all the apparently contradictory facts. At
test, there can only be the intuitive, somewhat mystified feeling that
the halacha, for reasons best known to the scholars, looks both

WIYS, . .
The working model with which Jews thus collec.twely perceive the
prodem is probably in essence a compound of views. In their ext-

the halacha and its
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reme form they can conveniently be described as feminist (at one
end) or apologetic (at the other), though untl quite recently it was
not the practice for the ordinary Jew 1o articulate the matter m such
terms at all, Although the halacha has always projected itself as ex—
pounding the one right way for Jews, the ordinary person tradition-
ally regarded it as a set of norms rather than as a body of doctrinal
practice to be accepted or rejected in toto. Over the past two cen=
turies however Jews have gradwally begun to adopt and articulate
rdatively foed positions to describe thewr relation to the halacha,
using such labels as ‘orthodox! and ‘reform'. Jewish feminism 15 today
uswlly associated with reform and tends to regard the halacha as
Wrong!, negative, and contrary to i#ts own ideals with regard to wo~
men; its ‘concessions' are seen as condescending, designed only to
ensure the smocth operation of the unequivocally male-dominated sta-
tus quo. Femimist writers have also paid a good deal of attention ta
criticism of the Jewish ‘Sunday schod myth' that some women have
historically risen to positions of power and authority, mamely the
well-attested and apparently anomalous cases of certain educated fe-
male scholars during the medmeval period, as well as such bitlical
figures as Miram, Deborah and the like who even came to be leaders
of the Jewish people. Gren their unequivocal interpretation of classi~
cal halacha the feminist labelling of these mdividuals as ‘exceptional
women is hmrdy surprising - but far from undermining the model,
however, lexceptional women' are shown to provide evidence for it:
they are “oken! women, part of the self-deceptive, tokemst male atti~
tude to women which {s thus really the underlying principle of the
halacha in any case. It las been suggested, alternatively, that lex~
ceptional women' are known of only during periods when the commu~
nity was in danger; in such circumstarces women could become soc~
ially redefined as ‘menf, tut once the crisis had passed women were
redegated to becoming ‘woment agaln. Jewish feminlsts today can
therefore point to the precedent, as well as to the urgency of thelr
claims. the community is in danger of extinction as a result of wide~
spread assinilation, and so it should re-use this ancient device, in-
stead of belng dismissive of half its population (equal to half i#ts re-
sources). Quite apart, in other words, from the attack on halacha
as morally or spirituwally outrageous to the modern Jew for its attitu-
de to women, feminists do occasiomally rely on what they see as hal-
achlc precedents in thelr attempt to encourage women to renounce

ir second~class status. The halacha is in effect shown to cortain
its own justification for a feminist revolution {S].

Rather a different construction is put by the orthodox apelogist on
the status of the ‘exceptional women'. For such a person the halacha
unequivocally holds all Jewish women in high esteem, offering them
honours and privileges denled to men and moreover advantageously
exempting them = perfectly legitimately and p ly -
the burden of the law as far as possitle. Women are to be ritwally
differentiated from men fnasmuch as Jews are to be ritnlly differen-
tiated from Gertfles, These and other sets of differentiations reflect
and articdlate the divine will (as revealed in the BiHe) that human
teingn shoud do no more than live out their own particular social
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they collectively Aot s o poqipienentary (o each other, in that
ney A ¢ to an inclusive spiritual scheme for the whole
hOt‘Ad- that uo.d created. Religious law and ritual are thus intended to
provide the iadividual not with some sort of ego—trip (which would
justify any f?mz of personalised devotion), but with the opportunity
- a:'xd indeed 'the 'duty = to participate directly in the cosmic order
of things. [t is thus meaningless to propose that halacha looks at
fx‘?'ner: 'n(?g'atn‘ely'. On the contrary, all its provisions are by defin-
ition ’positive!, and to argue that women should - on some supposed
'mom}’ grounds or for the sake of a religious ego-trip - share equ-
ally in the rights and duies allotted by God to men would make no
more sense than a proposal that Jews should henceforth conduct their
religious affairs on the model offered by Gentiles. Moreover the ex-
iste~ce of what some call 'exceptional women' clearly shows that the
halacha is perfectly capable of generating not sinply the pious, re-
tiring, submissive, ignorart and socially inactive woman, which
seens to constitute the stersotype of womankind for the reformist de-
tractors of *mlachic Judaism; assertive, educated women are equally
the products of the halachic system, and indeed there is no reason
to suppase that Jewish communities should not foster this latter as
the ideal type should social circumstances permit [6]. 'Exceptional
women' do not, therefore, belong to an anomalous category - they
meraly reflect the intrinsic flexibility of the halacha to deal with soc-
ial change creatively.

[t will be apparent to the reader that the two lextreme' positions
just considered are both viable interpretations of the halacha, which
seems to contain such a variety of conflicting evidence. But perhaps
one reason why the ‘extreme’ positions have been less typical of Jew~
ish attitudes is that they erroneously imply that Judaism possesses
such as thing as a lalachic category concerning the 'status of women'
as such. Far more typical is the popular awareness that there is
sonething to be said for both 'extreme' positions, that Judaism kas
both its good points and its ted points in its treatment of women,
that women hold a very low position in certain matters but an est-
eemed position in others. Whatever may be felt to be the final judg-
ment of the halacha, however, the way is dlearly left open for indi-
vidual Jews to pr;ctise their own interpretations, and for infﬁ"ldu?l
Jewish communities to experiment differently and creatively in their
social organisation. Some commerts must therefore be added on the
social and ethnographic implications of the issues so far discussed.

The Position of Women in Modern Jewish Life

. . L . cal
ditional male's failure to perceive the authenticity and the r
o o e modern s 5 r an understanding (whether pop~

ity of the modern woman's quest fo 4
uiir or scholarly) of her halachic identity perbaps constitutes Z?ethOf
the most interesting contemporary exampleshof thlet ?e:r;%ttex;e.:nsply thai
f I hic explanation. is t

world of halacha from ethnographic expl ton, 1 1 ok socka) life;

halacha does not purport to be a rationalis 5 .
¥ is rather that halacha does not necessarily perceive empirical
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social realities at all, and, in the particular case of the question of
women, 1t therefore constitutes a ‘male! view of the world in more
ways than one. No amount of study of the halacha, whether in its
popular or s scholarly recensions, would yield the nference that
the position of women in Judaism has 1n fact changed most dramati~
ally over the last 150 years or so ~ even though at the ideological
level this change has hardly come to be regmstered at all (and so for
very many Jews, both male and female, 1 is as if no change has
taken place).

Leaving aside, therefore, the ideological developments in modern
Jewish intellectual history such as the emancipation and reform move-
ments, perhaps the single most critical trigger of this change has
been the steady disappearance, during this period, of Jewish socil
and political disabilitiess Membership of the Jewish conmunity in
Western countries is today entirely voluntary, instead of being impo-
sed by the state. In theory at least, Jews are perfectly free to join
or not to join their local synagogue, to accept or not to accept the
authority of their local rabhinical cowt (Beth Din); in other aords
they are free to develop their own social mechanisms for expressing
group solidarity and perceptions of wdentity without being compelled
to accept interference on these natters from the outside. Although a
preoccupation with the ethnic stereotyping of Jews by Gentlles (both
the search for esteem and the fear of artisemitism, whether real or
imagined) is still a distinctive feature of the sometimes tortuous
process of Jewish self~definition, 1t 1s clear that from a sociological
point of view Jewish society is today constituted very differently from
the mode of social organisation that prevailed when Jews lned an
autonomous existence and the halacha was the principal source of
chil law. Halacha today belongs ethnographically to Jewish culture
and Jewish histo;;, rather than, as formerly, to the realm of rabbi-
nic political authority.

Indeed one of the principal mechanisms through which Jewish soc-
lety has reconstituted itself under these new conditions is to fragment
traditional ritual behaviour and halachic preoccupations mnto a sub-
startial mumber of duferent, not always overlapping, forms of social
activity, each of which offers its voluntary metnbers a sense of par—
ticipation in the Jewish world now troadly defined. From the pomt of
view of Jalacha this amournts to ‘aecularisation‘ -a road that bcgms
with hacculfuration! and leads to i ' Etk
amlysis of the modern duspora Jewish conmunity, say in Bntain, is
thus a complex subject (surprisingly lttle-rescarched), requiring
new scts of conceptual paradigns. For the consequences that flow
from the decision to be YJewish! are many and varied: the centrality
of the gue, rabbi and Talnudical school has waned (though not
without resis!ance) in favour of Jewish sporting and recreatioml
clubs, Zionist associations, committees for the defence of oppressed
Jexs In other lands, Jewish historical, learned and other societies,
and sa on; restaurarts now exist to serve Uewish! rather than kosher
food; and the Jewish newspaper h\s tended to supersede the Talmudi-
eal scholar for the pr of matters of ir-
portarce affecting Je\\'s. Ina phrase, Judaism is no longer explicatie
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tl'n:ough the male world of the halacha alone. The o ortunit
exists for a greatly increased scope in expressing Jigish idgnt;::;\,v
:'and }nde('ad the new, pullic participation of women in the new Juda-
ism is virtually a direct ethnographic reflection of the effective de~
thronement of halachic authoritarianism,

It cannot really be taken for gramted today that Jews continue to
regard therr-xselves as Jews. But it has been made possible faor atheist
and agnostic Jews to be very active in Jewish communities should
they so wish and indeed to see nothing particularly unusual about
spch participation despite their lack of religious commitment. The ba~
sis for the recruitment of membership has thus in effect been consid-
ez.-ably broadened - hence the profound and widespread institutional
diversification, even including informal and non-institutionalised asso-
ciational patterns as a valid context for the individualls self-realisa~
tion as a Jew. Women fit into this structure without any difficulty and
can thus come to-be redefined as full members of the community, al-
beit in this quite new sense. Apart from the prestige accorded to
their own philanthropic and cultural organisations, women's experi-
ence of Judaism seems to be undergoing a revolutiomary sociclogical
shift, towards a participation and contribution apparently differing
very little from that of men.

And yet -~ paradoxically perhaps =~ there is some substance in the
perception that nothing has really changed at all. For inasmuch as
women's experience of Judaism was seldom accepted by men as valid
in its own terms, women were always given the opportunity to diver-
sify their social and cultural life because -~ by definition - it did net
encroach on the male preserve. From the male point of view there
was no real difference between women gossiping on street corners
with the local East European Gentile peasantry, and then to retwrn
home, their minds filled with senseless superstitions and other base-
less knowledge - and women going to university to obtain the best
education in the humanities. Whatever form it took, a sophisticated
knowledge of the Gentile world was something difficult for the male
breadwinner to acquire; he may not always have valued it highly, but
this did not necessarily mean that it was inappropriate for women.
On the contrary, women from the most traditionally ‘orthodox’ back-
grounds have often been cultured (in a Gentile sense) and have
otherwise attempted to gain a secular education, such as was avail~
able in the immediate environment. There are plenty of well-jattested
historical cases: that women were encouraged to develop musical tal~
ents is known from the medieval period, for example (Abrahams,
1932, p.367). But the circumstances of the ZOth-centur}.r West make
a female Jewish interest in, and exposure to, the.outsmle wor.ld a
much more comprehensive affair. Women today are still far less hk;ly
than men to have had a good Jewish education, but on the other
hand when it comes to a secular education the .reverse is true. 11_1
inter-war Poland Jewish women were disproportionately well~-repres

ented as students in the humanities departments of the umverfltéc;j:
taking advantage of the numerus dausus or quota s?rrstem hthgiudents
criminated against Jews, and particularly against male ew; . studers
seeking to study professional subjects such as law or medicine.
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true, therefore, that there are a few external considerations that can
be cited to explain the presence of secular knowledge amongst wo—
men, but this shodd not be confused with a general Jewmish cultural
predispostion that such lmowledge should actively be encouraged.
Thus for example Polish language and literature - a subject unthink-
aHe for men - was wncduded 1n the curriculun of the orthodox wo-
men's schools known as Beis Yakoy in inter-war Paland (Rahwowicz,
1965, pp.90-91, cf. also Heller, 1977, p.227, p.325), and sunflar
schools in modern Belgium also strilungly mawntain this emphasis on a
secular curriculum, for which there 1s no counterpart in the schodls
for boys (Gutwrth, 1970, pp.326-331). The men of the pious
Chasidm still dress tra lly, in the head-gear and
frock-coats of 17th-century Poland, but their women are encouraged
to follow modern Gentlle fashions in dress (provided such hmmodes-
ties' as trousers, mini-skirts or decolletages are avoided), and in-
deed the ban on married women revealing their natural hawr 1n pullic
has today become a stindus for such women to frequent the most
elegart international salons speculising in wigs. Woamen from these
communities are thus {n a sense much more free, culturally speaking,
to respond to the Gentile cultural envirorment than are men.

This 18 a point which needs to bte carefully noted in considering
the wider question of perceptions of Jewish socio-cultural change to-
day. The prominence of women as agents of extermal influence on
Judaism has probably always been quite pronounced, but this does
not mean that women have thereby effected changes In their status
within Judaism, or indeed that the system has necessarily changed at
all. Rubin (1972, pp.261-2) has observed the process quite clearly
amongst Chasidm in America women are the agents of acculturation
in the home, insisting for example that their children spend their
evenings learning English rather than in religious study. Once the fe-
male-sponsored process s begun, the male does not necessarily at-
tempt to curtail it. Quite the reverse he absorbs and sanctifies it
within his world-view, provided only that it can be legitmnated in his
halachic categories in the first pace. Thus learning English is needed
for earning a living (a principle endorsed by the halacha), hence
the wife's interference on this point can be made acceptable. Women
were likewise frequently used as a source of labour, not only in
helping out in the husband's business but also in the wider free mar-
ket. This is by no mewns evidence for an attitude of equality tetween
the sexes - for men never sought to take up female roles, and wo-
men were often reluctant to admit that they were working at all.
Wamen were simply exercising their potential freedom of manocuvre
which coud be drawn upon to widen their cultural experience without
affecting the system. After all, traditional male learning consisted of
disiterested halachic knowledge, practical knowledge, even including
the ability to run a business, was the sort of knowledge considered
not fnappropriate for wanen = precisely because it did not conflict
with the halachic definition of the male preserve. Thus the suggestion
(Gans, T958) that in cortemporary American Jewish midde-class
suburbla men are cffectively only night-time and weekend Jews, leav=
ing housewives In effecthie contral of the conmunity during the cay~
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generalised a term to cover the variety and subtlety of all these
ada;l)tations‘ world-wide, particularly since strong pockets of orthodox
Jew1:s}‘1 society, of the Eastern European, German, Arab and Oriental
traditions, are to be found in many advanced Western countries. The
Chasidim women of Antwerp, London and Brooklyn, for example, or
the MNorth African women of Marseilles and Paris, have also made
their adaptations, but of a different kind to those made by ‘reform!
women. These orthodox women may in a sense be more ‘modern' to-
day in their grasp of the outside world than were their mothers and
grandmothers, but such cultural change is seen as ephemeral, cos-
metic perhaps, and not at all as ‘reformist!. Its importance is purely
fllusory when it is set against their orthodox belief in the change-
lessness of halacha and the constancy of Jewish social structure and
social relations. Indeed their very flexibility in the face of changing
cultural circumstances, based ultimately on a virtual indifference to
the linguistic and physical appearance of the outside world, may go
some way to explain their retention of traditional Jewish values in the
modern world, The strength of halachic ideology, particularly in its
popular recensions, seems to offer lorthodox! women both the cultural
security and, at the same time, the cultural freedom not to feel it
necessary to rise up against it in their voluntary participation in
communal life.

So the question whether reform feminist ideology is actually needed
to make explicit the empirical aspect of modern Jewish social change
remains unresolved. There can be no doubt that communities that
have moved away from the halacha, whilst declaring the emptiness of
women's traditional life as home-makers, have effectively confronted
their women with the new responsibility of becoming transmissors of
Jewish identity. But is this - or should this be - the norm? Has
Jewish life today reached that point where halacha must perforce re-
new itself? The evidence is not uniform; a consensus is lacking; and

the internal debate continues.

Notes

My grateful thanks are due to Shirley Ardener and Pat Holden, who

encouraged me to write this paper in the first place; to Margaret
Rubel, for her comments on an earlier version; and to Vera Grod-

zinski and Lionel Kochan for some useful bibliographic suggestions. I

hope I have not let them all down. '
1. It is not in any case the technique of the Talmud, which re~

cords discussions and disagreements amongst the early rabbis on all
subjects, systematically to combine isolated COHCIUSIO'nS into a coher=
ent framework. The status of women is no exception: f'lmdam?ntals
are discussed in the same way as details, and the many mf:onszsterl;
cies are not always noticed, let alone recontiﬂed. Oertalnly it mt:tstﬂz
made clear that the mere occurrence of this or'that opmlox:xh%n the
Talmud (or later responsa) is no guarantee of its status within the
whole. .
sysZt.e mlnof:o}r};lrzcs}tla wa{f:shathe popular belief that sex is a man's right and
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a womans duty, the halacha tends rather to view marital relations 1s
the duty of the husband and the privilege of the wife. For a thor-
ough exposition see Feldman, 1968, esp. pp.63-4.

3. The four headings suggested here have been drawn from R. Lo-
ewe's trief but excellent survey of the subjects which can be recom=
mended to the mterested reader. Most of the examples in the para-
graph above are from those gwven by Loewe, though some 1 have
classified differently,

4. For a usefud review see Mewselman 1978, passin; for example
pp-52-7, on the halachic inaccuracy of the femimst claim that wo-
men's ritual duties are 5o meagre as to constitute a genuine handicap
to spiritual achievement.

5. A useful source for ths literature is the coll~ction edited by
Koltun 1973.

6. 1 am grateful to Dr. N. Lowenthal, of the Lubavitch Chasidim
Jews of North London, for a clear exposition of this point (personal
communication) . The Lubavitch Chasidm are very active today in
their attempt to re-educate the wider assinilated Jewish public, and
especialty the female population.

7. The going has not been easy. Some innovations, such as the
Bat-Mitzvah ceremony, have gained fawly widespread acceptance,
even amongst non-reform commumties. (Because some measure of re-
liglous knowledge is required of those who undergo the ceremony,
this innovation at least pays lip-service to the ynportance of the idea
of providing religious education for gurls, a principle which 15 today
by no means restricted to reform Judaism.)} But the grarting of equ-
ality has often remained no more than programmatic, as the cortribu-
tions to Koltun 1973 sigmficartly reveal. This may in part be due to
a fear that the new participation of wemen in synagogue life, for ex~
ample, will cause men to withdraw on the ground that such participa=
tion {s no longer an honour for them; for a discussion of this point
by a group of British women rabbis see Nave-Levinson et al. 1981.
But clearly there is a preat deal at stake here: inasmuch as men
traditionally retained contral over the public character of the individ-
ual nuclear family, membership of Jewish sub-groups, of the Chasi-
dim for example, would uswally be transferred from generation to
generation through the male members of the community; a wife is
normally expected to conform to her hustand's sub-group norms and
soclal identity, Now the fact that this is to a great extent synagogue-
based means that resistance to sexual egalitarfanism in the public
ritwals may be quite marked, even on points of comparative detail.
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‘I WOMEN EXCLUDED? MASKING AND
MASQUERADING IN WEST AFRICA

Ehzabeth Tonkin

Masks Transform

The title of this paper pomts to more than one puzzle. Masking and
masquerading tend to exclude women; if they are jmportant religious
activities, what does this mean for the women concerned? They also
tend to be secret, so how can we discuss them? And, although the
material 1 discuss sounds very particularistic, 1 shoud stress that
there are comparable esamples not only in Africa, but in many parts
of the world, If one Is to treat African mask events as religlous, one
has also to consider the nature, and reportability, of religious ex—
perience ~ proHematic subjects everywhere and always.

Masks are found in every quarter of the world, and where we have
evidence of the more distart past, we often find masks there. In
Africa, thelr use fs widespread - certainly not umwersal, always
subject to change, but still very frequent especially 1 the West, in
Central Africa and across to s eastern sides. In Western Africa to-
day masked figures vary in significance: appearing pubhicly in some
conmunities from time to time as elements of entertainment, they are
in other communities cruclal elements of social life, the medum and
idiom of many different kinds of social action.

1 tlk of Mask use, and 1t is often difficult for those orly famifar
with African masks as art objects, hung up in museuns as part of
primithe art collections, to realise that these objects were made for
use, and were worn on a person as part of a striking costune.
Hasking everywhere is, and has always been a social actwit and 1t
is the action of masking, the assumption by a carrier of the mask
and his appearance in performance that we need to understand if we
are to explain the phenamenon of mask creation itselfe The aesthetle
qulities of a wooden mask may contribute to the effect of the per—
formance (though ene must be thoroughly sceptical of the accourts of
these effects which are put forward by most commertators on matis
a8 Afrian Art). Some of the Western artists who were influenced
through thelr appreciation of formal features also understood
Sorvething of how a maskls power worked [1], bat this cannot really
;"“;\df“dlmtd from the object alone, as a part cannct &xplain the
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It is the action of masking which gives the rmask - as object - its
power. The carrier or wearer is actually transformed by assuning a
mask and so it is not surprising to find that this transformation is
believed to be something more than ordinary dressing up. The
manifestation of mask, carrier and costune together is more than the
carrier's ordinary self. For these reasons I falk about the action and
not just the physical object. When I use the word Mask I mean the
whole assemblage, unless the comtext clearly means the object alone.
This usage, by the way, also occurs in some of the languages of
African Mask users, and I think accounts for the Nigerian English
meaning of 'masquerade!, which can refer to the masked figure as

well its performance.

Masks Generate Power

Since the Mask - in my total sense - is no longer an ordinary
self, it may embody a spirit, often an ancestor, or like the gods of
Greece and Rome both represent aspects of life and have power to
intervene in human affairs. Using such terms it is easy to call Masks
religious, but only by setting up equivalents - I would be talking ab-
out something which can be compared to others accepted as religious
in Western eyes. Deeper understanding comes from getting behind
familiar labels and so from looking at masking in its fundamentals, to
see if one can identify what is going on. Kenelm Burridge has
pointed out that 'religions ... are concerned with the systematic
orderings of different kinds of power, particularly those seen as
significartly beneficial or dangerous! (1973, p.5). Religions he
says, are 'concerned with the truth about power!, but also, fany con~
cern with the truth about power is a religious activity! (p.7). This
is because power is of many kinds. Fertility, energy, coercion,
force -~ these are all recognisably aspects of power which is differen-
tially connected in different cosmologies and scientific theories. A
belief in Heavenly Powers, for instance, locates an external source
for these mysterious but stubbornly real kinetics of human life. )

Religious actions are designed to or have the effect of producing
power [2] for their participators. I have argued elsewhere that:

Every Mask is part of an event, which can only be intelligible
when understood as a performance with complex interactions bet-
ween Masks and non-maskers. Indigenous explanations show that
these are seen either as the actions of power or as the :aCthl’:lS
needed for its production. Power, all reporters agree, resides in
the Mask (and often also in the mask on its own.) . Thfz Mask li
the exponent of power, which is manifested in all xt.s at;'tIOI}S - no_
just those which may be deemed instrumental, exerting social Cor;s
troll; to express power is to make power. 'I’I"le mask m;rle;icit
said to assume power, the aim of a m?sk cult is to channel,

or transmit power, and so forth (Tonkin 1979, p.243).

Of course, a label like ‘religion’ refers to many things: insofar &s
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it is instiutionalised, for I religion shares features with
other instituti includ af lity. Moreover, as Burridge
says, 'there is no human actnity which cannot assume religious
sigmficance’ (p.4). If one focuses on the transforming power of the
Mask, which is due to s paradox - that i 1s simultaneously two and
one, a face transformed by removal and replacement - it is possiHe
to locate this religtous quality in any performance, not just those
which could be described as ‘religious rmtuval' or the incarmating of
ancestor and other spirtts. As I have mentioned, some West African
masks can simply entertain, or as in ancient Greece, be dramatic,
The relationship between masks and acting is complex indeed (see
e.g. ‘Tonkin, 1979). They can be processional like the carmval
Masks of Europe and the MNew World. I must stress that Mask occa-
slons in West Africa are very varied, and the repetition of a rame,
like the "Pore’ and 'Sande' which I go on to discuss, does not mean
the occasions are identical at all, while dlosely comparable actuities
may have dufferent labels. Like any other mmportant event ‘fask
events are complex, and I am sorry that there is no space here for
extended deseription and {llustration (the magazine/journal African
Arts i3 a good general source from which to get a sense of HMask
eents) .,

Bounding Secrecy

1 concentrate here on a few aspects of women's masked associations,
often called Sande or Bundu, which are found alongside men's
associations  (usually Pore) in Slerra leone, Guinea, Liberia and
hory Coast [3]. Such parallelism is rarely found further east, e.g.
in Nigern and Cameroon, and #t provides us with mportant e idence
about women. My main sowrce is the work of DFAzevedo on the Gda
people of Western Liberia.

They are usually called secret societies, tut this is a misleading
name for Westerners if one considers that usually every member of
the community becomes socially adult by imtiation into Poro or
Sande, But they are secret, in the sense that many of their activities
are not putlic, and are confined to one sex - indeed to the initiated
members of that sex. They are also graded assocutions, so that
progressiyely fewer members know more and more, and few reach the
s'ates of leader {sometimes called zo). You cn ‘te punished for
telling Poro or Sande secrets to the opposite sex, or for seeing wht
YU are not supposed to sce, but male and female zos may well know
some of each others' secrets. Female zos for instance have to be
present at certain Poro cuents, D'Azevedo explains that among the
orly men permitted to see some of the Gola Sande secrets are the
carvers of their wooden masks.

Secrecy, then, i3 \irtuous in these communities. In a sense all
gochl e consists of communicative acts, and so the shape of soc—
dety will be very different according to the openness or closure of its
lines of jes which ise Poro or Sande.

P!

in
WPe and exent of knowledge must vary by age and sex,
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knowledge is a component of hierarchy. Such variations also obtain
elsewhere; they are not always, as here, justified on ontological
grounds.

Secrecy is a great problem for scholarly investigators. I do not
know of any outsider who has published Poro or Sande secrets, and
if an investigator is initiated into membership, he or she of course
will be bound by the rules of secrecy too [4]. However, we should
not take secrecy to be simply an observer's problem (and then con-
sider it as crucial or irrelevant according to one’s theoretical pers-
pective) . In even the simplest, tiniest communities, some member is
excluded from some social knowledge and activities, in most com-
munities some classes of member are excluded much more than
others.

Prohibitions of secrecy therefore make boundaries explicit. They
also encode a universal condition of life, which is that everyone
experiences, but no-one can experience for anyone else. My exper-
iences are unique to me - they indeed are me, and communicating
them is not the same as experiencing them. It is sometimes said that
non-religious people cannot possibly understand religious events
because they do not share religious experience. While it is true that
the agreements we reach, the recognitions that occur when we hear
other peoplels reports of experience, all point to a common existence
of perception and memory, there is no guarantee that anyone will
experience the same as anyone else,

The great sacial analysts understood this very well. The
breakthrough to grasping, analysing a specifically social dimension
came 1 think from considering that the human person is like a coin,
composed of two indivisible sides, the uniquely individual and the
social. It is the social side which tells us which language to use,
how to behave, in short makes me an amalgam of genes and upbring-
ing, a distinct personality who is also socially recognisable in terms
of class, accert and gender. This amalgam is a dynamic formation
since some of its components come from involvement with others, so
the social analyst could look at the larger events in which the indi-
vidual is involved, to consider, for instance, the structures of
church organisation or the formulation of doctrine or the nature of
religious symbols, and by the systematic consideration of varlabxht}f,
to show how individuals must be constrained in some ways by their
social condition, else there would not be recognisable patterns of

ice, situation and response. )
Chg}li:re’n these contrastablg configurations, it is then possitle to x'nfe!‘
that individuals at some level agree on what they must be meaning,
and at least to accept that some types of experience are_more 01‘1 Itesist
likely for a given context. For certain schools of' social thougti' e
has been sufficient to say that the resulting collective representatio ’
are the only proper subjects of analysis or even to assume t%xat ;:;;_
experience is inaccessible, it effectively does not.ex.lst, or is e
nificant in social explanation. I do not accept thls.condus:t):l, .
dontt think we have yet a methodology to overcome 11; com%n z:nd 4s

What then can be said about women's experience of mas b%ut s
meanings for them? Logically, no more and no less than a
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one's experience, btut 1n this case the sorts of knowledge on whuch to
base wnference are limited 1n comparison to those in non-secret
conditions. The outside amalyst cannot, for example, bear accounts
from cther wanen or even go through the same cients, so as to un-
derstand some of their components, A posside inference derhed
from npegatne evidence would be that indigenous analysis, whch
demands the systematic articulation of experience, would be unlikely
when such experiences are as it were wtroverted mto intense but
closed-off occasions. But we do not even know, for istance,
whether intiands ciscuss their fearsome mitiations together. They
have sometmmes reported some of the sequences to outsiders and
since they were ideally and in the past often really taken out of the
community for three or four years, to Ine together in humble com-
munitas (cf Turner, 1969) they would have time to collectivise their
experiences. Later in life, some of them will certainly learn that what
might have been experienced alone was undergone by all, and as zos
they may even create the initiation experience for others. Some wo-
men 1n a Sande society will know what it 15 to be a Mask.

What 15 an experience, even in oneself? We cannot say that 1t 1s
smply direct or directly remembered. It can be reglossed and reun-
derstood over time, re-remembered in fact as if it were quite a df-
ferent experience. It can change, and so continually alter in its
meaning for, or effect on our lives. The most famous literary exam-
ination of this process is Proust's. In his researches into lost time,
he endlessly lved the q of how far experience is remade
by redefining it, In one volume, Marcel, the narrator, on his first
visit to the theatre, starts to discover*

the touch of genius in Bermals acting a week after one s heard
her, in the criticism of some review, or else on the spot, from
the thundering acclamation of the stalls ... the more I applauded,
the better, it seemed to me, did Berma act (1924, I, p.29).

And this was orly the beginming, because Marcel's opinion changed
as he continued to talk to others about the performance; even his
evaluation of Berma continued to change - s0 was his initial exper-
fence recoverable?

Masks, Myths and Gender

Returning to the Gola men, women and children described by D'Azev-
edo, masking is for them part of a perashe and repetithe exper-
fence WHICh is enacted through participation in Poro and Sande and
:uadc J:!:) an all~encompassing explanation of life and time. DAzesedo
ays that:

the greatest public dramas of life are played out in the cycle of
Ceremonies connected with the recruitment and maintenance of mem-
berehip in the all-powerful and universal male and female secret
1ssochations, The major theme of these dramas i3 the urFeac =3
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rivalry between the sexes aund the unrelenting struggle of the an-
cestors - together with their ancient tutelaries among the nature
spirits -~ to ensure the integrity and continuity of the community.
The actors are the uninitiated youth, all the adult men of Poro, all
the adult women of Sande, the sacred elders representing the an-
cestors, and the masked impersonators of the nature spirits who
are allied with the founders of the country (1973, pp-126-7).

Methodologically, D'Azevedo must have made these inferences in a
(necessarily) circular way from the evidences themselves by compar-
ing the results of every day observation, the sequence of perform-
ance and the Gola charter myth which explains how:

in the beginning ... there was Sande. Women were the custodians
of all ritual and the spiritual powers necessary for defending sac-
red tradition in the interests of the ancestors. The initiation and
training of females for their roles as wives and mothers was a
central task in which the entire community participated. The gener-
ations spring from the wombs of women, and it is the secret
knowledge of women which ensures the fertility of families, of the
land, and of all nature (p.127).

Into these 'ancient days of peace and perfect order! (p.129) came
Poro. For terrible wars came to the country, which women could not
withstand. They resisted the menls attempts to mobilize for defence,
because it interfered with Sande, instead of letting Sandels powers a-
lone protect the land. Men then searched the forests to find a special
monster, which they tended and subdued, so that it be’came the great
spirit of Poro, too fearful for women to look on. This allowed men
to subdue the women and take away their sons to teach them loyalty
and cooperation exclusively among males. They did however agree
that Poro and Sande should share control over the countryr So Poro
rules for four years, Sande for three with a year or so in between
: country can rest! (p.130).

S()G::J}l]::t n?;i and w};men each hfve their own association and Ma§ks;
the cycles of Poro and Sande alternate forever in Go%a understarxdmtﬁ;3
providing an image of time, a definition of _relatlons _ betw;le‘z e
sexes, and a lived justification of gerontocratic authority (D'Az

78).

ed‘&%’heig‘?;a;n;e’ S:ﬂei‘,g th(-z country, fines are levied on the men h;’oz
their misdeeds in the previous period of Poro ru'le. Men oftens n‘ge
to cope for themselves as women leave the dt?mestlc hearth tior 23 -
affairs. Gola women are unguestionahbly orgafnsed, and by_ e mou -
that Tiger has argued are normally confined to men tmfo%'r GoI;a
(1969) . In this respect then, my title would be incorrect, Jo
women are not excluded any more - or any lgss_ ~ than men usua.l for

This symmetry is, as I have said, rare: it is fa.r more e tions,
men alone to organise themselves in graded ’mas'kmfg‘ctasja S ed by
and even when female Masks appear, thgy are in aﬂ’1 e o
men. On many occasions, women are forbidden to sz;e.b.t% o are’re—
sometimes even the masks on their own. (These prohibiti
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ported for Poro areas too). Just as day masquerades are more often
putlic than right time ones, so are the Masks in their inagined home
territory of forest or bush more dangerous than when they come into
the pulic space of the community. In the forest the dangerous male
power of the Mask attacks female power though sometimes the attack
can be newtralised by the reversing action of mitiating a woman who
has imadvertently seen it mto the men's assoclation, In the town
festival, however, the male Power of the Masks is often thought to
communicate hfe, and barren women will seek to be touched by them.

From the earliest reports onwards, one learns that Masks are in-
tended to coerce and control women, who are ignorart of the car-
rier's identity, The reporters, who like their informants were male,
accepted this thesis, while doutting that the cor d
dogma of women's ignorance could te true in fact. As my examples
show, the truth must at least be rather more complicated, and there
are also theoretical objections to socil control as a final cause (I
argue this m Tonkin, 1979, and show that the cogmtive creativity of
Masking can be put to many uses).

In Africa, male generally transt hildren into adults,
while female intiations do the same, they are not made ‘oters' or
soldier citizens, but rather have their prmal powers of fertility reg-
uated for the needs of the social worlds In men the attributes of
adulthood have as it were to be manufactured. Where male intwtions
transform them mto warriors, we could say that war 15 thereby insti~
tutionalised, and as a form of male aggression. All these themes are
present in the Gola myth, which also has a characteristic presenta-
tion of wamnen's secrets'. The nportance of women's secrets is to do
with the life-giving femineity of women, as Shirley Ardener has poin-
ted out (1975), this perhaps is why men's only riposte is that wo-
men betray the men's (more commonplace) secrets.

Widely dispersed communities in WNest Africa have aetiological
accounts of Masks which, as in the Gdla myth, attribute them furst to
women, but clagn that men stole them later. Griaule recounts different
versions of a Dogon story which all agree in stating that women were
at first domimant, and that men stcle the Masks to get this source of
power for themselves, and thus to corntrdl the women instead of vice-
versa, Adam is so to speak created out of Eve's rib, Masks in such
storles medute, locate and differentiate Power, and distinguish the
aspects that should belong to male and female. One might also say
that the tales describe a conflict of priority, for whie women are the
sources of fertility men also have a claim to be generators.

It is important not to reduce into some hard and fast aralysis what
are really complex and subtle operations, stories and events capalle
of differert interpretations, and understood too In relation to other
aspects of life, The evidence does at least suggest that West African
Masking explores the differences botween men and women, and fre=
quently defines, creates or enacts Smalencss' as the most sochlly
rarked state. It follows from the mature of the Mask that sex and
E°nder are conceptwnlised as different aspects of Power [5]. Masks
then are a focus for pondering on sexual drisions and also for
bounding or neutralising the powers of women which, 8
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they present.

Female Experience: ideology vs. Exclusion?

In trying to infer female consciousness we must take into account the
character of their life trajectories, their changing access over time to
knowledge and action by reason of age, position and sex. In an art-
icle on Women Power and Art, in African Arts, Anita Glaze argues
that by focusing on the visually exciting male masquerades in a Senu-
fo village one will miss the subtler involvement of women. In this
Ivory Coast community Poro and Sande are not experienced as para-
lel and self-contained institutions, but have interactive, dynamic
qualities. A male and a female must act jointly to found a new Poro
grove, whose ‘true! but not I think executive head is a woman. As
elsewhere she is an older woman, a postmenopausal woman as may on
occasion be inaugurated into men's associations.

Glaze also claims that girls share in much but not all Poro train-
ing. The organisation which is in many ways parallel to Poro is not
Sande in this case but Tyekpa, a woman's society which cares for the
effigies of lineage ancestors - female ones in a largely watrilineal
society. Sande has an order of mostly women diviners and lis more
an inner, dosed arena where the individual grapples with daily prob-
lems and his relationship with the unknown' (Glaze, 1975, p.b64).
Glaze describes a social interlacing which is at first sight very
different from the echoing alternation of the Gola world -~ but it might
not seem so different to older Gola women. She draws attenti'on to
the validatory presence of Sande leaders. As she rightly says, if you
look at one of her photographs in her text your eye is drawn to the
male masks, and you actually miss these unobtrusive female bystand~
ers, standing on the periphery in their everyday cloths.

It is quite possible that such examples are not unique, and that a
male~focused observer may literally not see women, so reporting that
there are none. But what sort of experience is it for_ 1.:he women
concerned? Glaze points out that they do not act ‘to diminish in any

iti i i io-political order'.
way the legitimate authority of the male. in the socio-politi o
Similarly the ideology of complementarity does not mean eqlfallty bit
Gola women. Senufo women can apparently be eminences grises,
because of their diffused and in many ways Ci..rr.:umscribed-mvolv‘é;‘;
ment, they would seem to experience public rehgl?us occasions WL‘-
Masks in a detached, or limited, way-ﬂThis unarticulated and uno
i male status is of cowrse a familiar one. )
tru(?lle‘lfzee f(ies anxious to point out that there is a fundamental honoxi;;lng
of motherhood which is repeatedly enacted through.Poro ceremorth.
Her case is not unique; the word Poro is often said to mean earth

a female earth just like Ogboni, the name of a mainly male Mailtc Zit
which is important in some Yoruba areas of N1ger1a It 1:3tn e
common for earth, motherhoed and the male initiation go‘céx'e }:15 i
sdentified with a monster female Mask who swallows imtian

gives birth to them, clawing them with her mark for ever.
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I can think of no single expression of Senufo language which better
communicates the 1deological core of woman power or more inti-
mately touches the very heart of their religious thought than the
phrase fat our Mother's work!. This phrase forms the nucleus of a
combination formal greeting/secret password used wherever mem-
bers are engaged in the affairs of Poro. The words refer to the
inftiated Senufo's status as a child of dwimty conceived of as a
being distinctly on the distaff side and under whose control humnan
actnity findg wisdom, ecreatwity, and order (Glaze, 1975, p.29).

The Senufo central deity 1s said to be bi-partite, called by two
names - I presume male and female respectnvely - in #s aspects of
‘dhvine creator! and ‘protective nurturant being', Glaze does not chst-
inguish between male and female understanding of Senufo religious
thought, but this nexus of meamngs must surcly be understood by
both sexes.

Masks therefore can gue value to women's powers, tat they can
also justify women's subservience to men. They do so in the stores 1
have mentioned, and the justification 1s the authority of the Masks as
autonomous sources of Power. But I do not believe (6] they are aut-
onomous. 1 do not believe myself in supernatural beings, and I think
though Masks do 1indeed release powers, they are not the sorts of
Power that 15 damed 1n Mask doctrines. Masks do not hing the
dead to life, they do not reincarmate spirits of the wild. It 1s neither
Masks nor God who legitimate authority, but men, and sometimes wo-
men as well, I don't think one can discuss women's share in or ex-
clusion from a particular 'religious experience’ wathout the most care-
ful thought about the source and status of that experience.

1f certain communities use masks to exclude women, or have myths
which explain why women have been rightly deprived of the authority
that resides in the ownership of masks, then Masking 1s an ideology
which tas the effect of justifying women's secondary place in the soc-
2l world, But there is a nice contradiction here, for if women are
50 excluded they should consequently be ideclogically freer. Thelr
experience may not lead them to accept the male message of the
Masks, 1t is possile -~ who knows - that women do not always cower
in their houses when the Masks go by outside, even though the men
woud like to think so. It is certamly possite to turn the myths a-
round and conclude that they do not justify men's supremacy but sim=
Ply describe an unjustifinble but everyday history of male coercion,
justified by a crude trickery in a logic which would only com ince
fodlish and self-interested men. Yet again, however, women often
comfort themselses with the idea that 'men are but children of a larg~
er growth! and #t would be just as dangerously lulling to conclude
from a myth which explains how men are really cheats and liars that
it is not worth bothering about thelr coercive power over oncself.

Insofar as women are excluded from the mysteries of the Masks,
they are excluded from the exercise of certain rights In society which
are implemented through Masks, since Masks in some commumities act
38 judges, bt this exclusion may extend to men, espechlly junior
oncts  Amln, maskng ia both lived philosophy and profound
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spectacle, so to be excluded from it is to be deprived of cognitive
and imaginative opportunity. It can also be an englobing form of
experience, which enables the growth of wisdom but not of detached
speculation [7]. Gola women must share the religious assumptions of
men - in the broadest sense of the word religious: they can also
celebrate their own worth in an arena and a mediun which is res-
pected by men; do they in consequence Jack a Heaker view, one
untrammeled by the warmth of male rituals and so more realistic?
Michael Jackson has argued that the similar dual cult rituals of the
Kuranko in Sierra Leone enable their members to ‘bring into focus an
abstract image of their social ideology and to tolerate a dramatic re-
hearsal of the comtradictions within it} (1977, p.201). If this is so,
tolerance may replace rebellion, and the drama of the Mask help to
perpetuate the contradictions of society.

Notes

1. For instance Andr& Malraux quotes Picasso as saying If you
give spirits a shape you break free from them. Spirits and the sub-
conscious ... and emotion - theyre all the same thing. T grasped
why I was a painter! (i.e. from the discovery of negro 'etishes!).
This is part of a passage translated by P. OBrian in his life of
Picasso (1976:37) because he thinks it is one of the artistls reveal-
ing statements.

2. Here again I use the capital letter to refer to the ‘total'! con-
cept.

3. DAzevedo's (1962) map of ‘the Poro cluster! could be extended
by further research (and there is more new work being .reported)
but these questions of identity, comparability and c?)ange will have to
be very carefully considered. Jones (1979) reviews some of the
earlier literature on Poro, which was first mentioned in 1616. Dap-
perls famous account (1668) also mentions Sande, which .tended.to
be ignored later; Cessou (1911 as Ceston) has another mten.astn'fg
account of its importance for the Gala. Research on t}.lese t0p%CS 5
now increasing, see e.g. the special issue of Ethnologische Zeitsch-

i ich, I, 1980. )
rlfz.zu?ull?c};al norms against talking about ‘society bklsme§5' are
strong, so that researchers have generally tzeen hypercatg%ous 111
their investigations. Accounts therefore are derived from' pu dlc acsﬁ};_
ects, deducing functions and meanings. Belullxnh;arnal (1975) joined a

t, minor society to get evidence on ¢ secrecy. )

ferSe.n Cf. Bloch ax}:d G1g1eggenheim who argue that ‘the birth félea;
baptism effects and the social relationships thereby formed ar.e.u;ls i
the cortrol of men, because it is a birth into and by .the reilallglof the
political community, a birth which involves the.s.ymbohc den Pzro/-
procreating power of birth by women. ¢ Communities pra.ct151:1ge e
Sande do not deny female procreative power, but th'eial m ooty
tions - as elsewhere - articulate ‘the religions - pfhtl 28((:) "

as male, not least by ‘their g.reater‘ elaboration (}]fciu , pciisputed torm

6. Like lexperience’, ibelieve! is a philosop y
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(see e.g. Needham 1973). 1 mean by it here hold to be true, ac-
twl!, we are tallang of faith.

7. Cf Biebuyckls account of the Lega bwami cult (1973} which can
be scen as a set of closed processes reverberating off one another
so that different kands of learming are experienced sunutareously,

forming the imtiate em. ly, but neither speculatine, ratio-
clnative or heuristics Such cults are profoundy educatne, but not in
directions supportive of political leaders or development experts.
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1 1 MEN, WOMEN AND MISFORTUNE IN
BUNYOLE [1]

Susan Reynolds Whyte

The Nyole of Bukedi District, Eastern Uganda, are a Luya-related
group of peasart agriculturalists who explain suffering in terms of
dislocations in social or ritual relations. This model of misfortune 13
a representation of Nyole society referring to social categeres such
as patrilmeal clans and local agnatic descent groups, as well as to
particldar types of social relations between individuals. Amalysis
along these hnes, however, reveals an interesting peculiarity of the
Nyole model, There are two explanations for misfortune which are
unlike all the others in that they do not make any direct reference to
relationships within Nyole society. They explan suffering as the
resut of attack by unrelated Uittle spirits' or foreign spirits met
fortuitously on the road. Moreover, while all other etiologies of
misfortune can be applied equally to the problems of men and women,
these unrelated spirits are particularly associated with women.

The Nyole model of musfortune

Like most people, Nyole have various symptomatic treatments for
such misfortunes as illness and reproductive disorders. These include
local hertal preparations or Western medicines obtamed at the
dispensary. But when misfortune 1s severe or persistent, symptomatic
e must be suppl d by eticlogcal tr Of such
severe afflictions, Nyole say %here 1s a reason', and they attempt to
determine the cause In order to attack the problem at ts roots and
cure ft. In the same way, death always has a ‘reasorf, it is nover
mtural or aceldental, Although death cannot be cured, it is stil im-

&omm to determine #ts cause in order to take steps to avold further
ngers

The reasons for misfortune are uswally determ through
divimtion, and by working with dniners one can soon grasp the
outlines of the Nygle #heory' of misfortune. Dniners and their dlients

ipulate a set of expl which relate suffering to some set of
ratlonships in the sufferer’s world. They do so not sinply for the
dlectual Heasure of understanding bt in order to discover which
r#twl remedy s appropriste for the prolem.
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‘The main Nyole model of misfortune posits a number of different
causes for suffering, but behind them all lies a single general
principle.  That is the assumption that suffering is velated to
personalised agents which act as subjects in bringing misfortune to a
given individual. Some are thought to be living people, cursers or
sorcerers, who make use of mystical powers to harm others. Very
often, the agent is said to be an unseen being, a ghost or spirit,
Yet even in these cases, the agents are like people in important
respects. They act out of motives which are comprehensible though
perhaps not admirable. They usually are thought to have some kind
of relationship with those they attack.

This general principle has been discussed by Horton (1967) as a
common characteristic of African theoretical idioms. He suggests that
in African traditional thought, the raw material for explanatory
models is people and their social relations (1967, p.65). Where
Westerners  invoke abstract forces such as luck or genetics, or
depersomalised entities such as viruses, Africans often speak of
rclations between people or between human beings and personalised
spirits. In so far as misfortune consists of physiological processes
such as illness, death or reproductive difficulties (by far the most
commonly found to have a ‘reason'), there is a kind of inversion of
Levi-Strauss's analysis of totemism. Whereas totemism consists of the
application of a natural model to society, we have here a social
model applied to natural processes. Individual physiological exper-
ience is made the occasion for enacting a statement about social rela-
tionships. )

The vision of society contained in this Nyole model of misfortune is
continually dramatised and re-presented because it is tied to
unavoidable and universal natural events. The Nyole word for ‘o
suffer' (ohuwonawona) means literally 'to see-see!, or ‘reaBy to
experience!, and suffering is associated with a way t?f perceiving or
experiencing Nyole society. Inasmuch as t{reatment is given on the
basis of what is 'seen', that vision is enacted and made to seem real.
The ideological reproduction of the HNyole system of soc'1al. rglua;?l
tionships is thus linked to the explanation and treatment of indivi

lnatural' disturbances.

The representation of social relationships

One explanation for such troubles as barrenness, impotencef,ﬂth:
sickness or death of children, marriage difﬁcultie's and cropoffa clilZd
is the power of senior relatives to curse. It is believed tl?at egn :
senior consanguines can invoke the ancestors .tc.). pums};alwrdgil£
committed against them. The ancestors are b}{ .defmmo‘n mo fantheir
is thought that they will support the legitimate r1ght§. oe e
children to bridewealth shares, and to respect a.nd obe 1enccan -
their descendants. The ability to curse is not lineal. On:nts' e
cursed by a mother or father or by grandparents orlp:.:ents' o
lings. In Lunyole these are collectively referred to as 'p »

in the ideology of cursing they are represe
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one s an asymmetrical relationship. Misfortunes attributed to
cursing ph: these relationst by inting to some alleged
neglect of the legtimate rights of iparentst ater thewr children.

By contrast, ancestral ghosts (emigy,jatafu), when they act on
thelr own imtiative (not by invocation), brmg suffering unilineally,
to their descendants through males. Like lwving semor relatrves, the
dead also have rights over thewr children. They should be honoured
in an elaborate sccond funeral ceremony and should recewve periodic
sacrifices. Since it 1s male descendants who are primarily responsiie
for these matters, neglected ghosts remind them of their oHigations
by sending misfortune upon them and thewr families. They may cause
both adults and children to be fll; they may cover people with sores
that wall not heal; or they may affect lnestock and crops. The
interpretation and relief of ghost-caused misfortune re-presents the
local minwnal lineage, the group which traces descent from a mamed
ghost. Like cursing, 1t calls attention to the moral obligations aof
kinship, but it stresses a kin principle of agnation rather than bi-
lateral relationships to parents and grandparents.

Every Nyole clan, of which there are over 200, and which are
exogamous and dispersed, 15 assocuated with one or several clan
spirits (ekuni). These are also beljeved to be agents in certain mis-
fortunes, “such as illness, strange behaviour, reproductive disorders
or crop and livestock protlems. The agency of clan spirits in mis-
fortune emphasises clan categories, for a person can be affected only
by the spirt of his own dan. Although they cause suffering, dan
spirits are no more evil than ancestral ghosts. They have rights to
sacrifices and ritual attention from clan members and are thought to
act as legtmately even as the ordering of society in clans is right
and proper.

Thus cursing, ancestral ghosts and dan spirits all provide
explanations of misfortune which invoke notions of kinship and the
obligations and morality of kan ties. The ceremonies which deil with
these agencles are open and clear assertions of kin relationships and
Kn categories. A curser lifting a curse mnvokes the ancestors raying
‘Grandmothers, grandfathers, if I am the parent of this chld who is
sufferlng ...! Prayers to the dead beg for Hesslags on thetr
descendants, and their wives and the children of thelr daughters.
Supplications to dlan spirits ask that all members of the clan may
prosper,

Sarcery aa an cxplanation of misfortune i3 clearly of ancther aort.
Although #ts use i3 often suspected between kin, i i not dearly
idertified with the bonds of kinship as are the other miafortune etin=
Iogies. In dealing with sorcery, there is never any expliclt rtatement
of relationship, even when #8 source ls thought to b a binmmans
Moreover, declogy makes no assoclation brtween partioulir types of
relationship or Linds of people and sorcery, Sarcery medicine i
wallalle to anyone who cares to purchase . It is a force to whic
40 tove equl ascess, urlike the power of cursing whith reeiies 3=
.Zmzrr relathes. The person who suspects he s bren affrcr?
. myﬂc:n and uswlly does respond in Knd, manipe* el

7 sarcerer, There is thus a2 Hnd of
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in sorcery, which contrasts with the complementarity and asymmetry
of other ctiologies. One cannot strike back at a ghost or spirit nor
can onc curse a senior relative in return, as one can return sorcery
upon the sorcerer [2].

Although sorcery is not explicitly attributed to particular categories
of people, it is still very much an expression of social relationship,
A sorcerer is always soneone you know. Sorcerers are thought to
act out of hatred, malice, jealousy and the selfish pursuit of their
own interests. They act for particular reasons, because of quarrels,
insults, conflicts over resources or people. As fits the principle of
symmetry, typical sorcerers are thought to be in positions of struc-
tural equivalence to their victins. They are competitors with con-
flicting interests - co-wives, brothers, neighbours, fellow students
or colleagues. Sorcery expresses the negative side of a relationship,
and because it is immoral it presents the very conflicts it expresses
as harmful. Most of these conflicts are determined by social
organisation as surely as the rules for access to resources. But the
ideology of sorcery presents them instead as the evil resut of
individual malice.

Little Spirits

In addition to the clan spirits, a variety of other spirits are thought
to strike people with misfortune. Of these spirits we can distinguish
two groups which differ fundamentally from all others in the Nyole
model. Cursing, sorcery, ghosts and clan spirits all postulate some
kind of disturbed relationship as the root of misfortune. But little!
spirits and foreign spirits are thought to strike people with whom
they had no pre-existing relationship. They catch! victins and cause
suffering until the sacrifice they require induces them to r.elease_ t‘helr
unwelcome hold. Then the victin ‘says goodbye! to his spiritual
captor and has no further connexion with it at all. al
The ‘ittle spirits' (obusambwa) are a category of named mysty
beings: Mukama, Nahitutuwusi, Nalulama, Ndulundulu ?nd Namatango.
They attack individually or in various combinations 'w1t}3 one another
and they affect women and children exclusively. ThEI‘r ritual remedlle(z
are carried out by a hired practioner, not by a kmsm.an, al’ld ta g
place either in the house or, in the cases of Nahitutuwusl an
Nalulama, in the bush. For Mukama and Ndulundulu, tempoml‘]é’
shrines are estahlished in the home. Later a final ceremony brea >
the temporary association and sends the spirit away for good. d’Ihtiarll‘
are no congregations of devotees for these spirits, no en uiheg
shrines nor regular priests nor mediums. In these respects, y
stand in clear contrast to ghosts and clan spirits. e case
This lack of a lasting relationship is even more marked in e’I’hese
of the foreign spirits (the term is mine, not 2 Nyole oneé.Ganda
incdlude Muslim spirits (amajini from ?he Arabnf jinni) 'a:;ahﬂi)- I’t
Soga and Swahili spirits (emisambwa nganda_, misoga, mtli s
is said that such spirits are picked up accidentally on them anci o
person just walking somewhere just happens to run into the
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attacked and made ill, Although other spirits have no doutt come into
Bunyole from elsewhere, only this group is distinctnely concened as
forelgn. They bear foreign names and are said to possess thewr
victims and cause them to speak foreign languages, People say that
these spirits came on the roads which FEuropeans built, Treatment is
again a matter for a hired practitioner. One sicrifices to them at a
crossroad and sends thery on their xay. Inevitably the sacrifices they
demand include items associated with foreigners (for instance, coffee
beans for Ganda spirits) and shop merchandise such as teacups,
sugar or doth and cash.

Occasionally these foreign spirsts are said to attack because they
want their victin to become a diviner. If he or she chooses to do
50, a p rel 13 Hished with the spirits and they
assist in ciination. It 13 only 1n such cases that foreign spirits
attack men. Otherwise and far more commonly, they attack women and
are sert on thew way as quickly as possible.

If we look at the logic of the Nyole model and its various
etiologies as a whole, these unrelated spirits present an interesting
analytical problem. They seem to negate the conceptions of soclial
articulation presented in the other etiologies. While one could argue
that the category of foreign spirits symbolises Bunyole's relationships
with the world beyond, yet the link is represented as one which is
accidertal, which did not exist before the attack and which should not
exist.

Netlons about morality are related to conceptions of relationships.

Sorcerers are alleged to act i lly while the 1 ghosts,
dan apirits and cursers act morally to enforce legitimate rights.
Together these il i of make a about the

moral nature of Nysle soclety. No moral judgment 15 possible where
no relationship ewdsts and the httle and foreign spirits are amoral.
One of the most important contributions of Evans-Pritchard's
Ploneering study of Zande witcheraft was, as Gluckman has several
tines stressed to show how witchcraft explains ‘the partlcularity of
misfortune’  (Gluckman 1965, p.218). Old pramanes sometines
collapse and occasionally injure people sitting under them, What the
2ande are concerned to know 1s ! ... why should these particular
people have teen sitting under this particdar gramary at the
particular moment when it collapsed?! (Evans-Pritchard 1937, p.69).
This is the question to which the Nyole theory of misfortune also
addresses itself and # answers it, as does Zande theary, in terms of
particular agents who have specific reasons for attacking glven tn-
dhiduls, [ am cursed because my mothers trother did not recelve a
share of my bridewealth, 1 am affected by my clan spirit becawse, as
3 can member, I have an obligation to sacrifice which I hawe not
fflled. The particdlarity of suffering is explained by evokdng
rebership in soclal categories or relations to individuly., The
exception is the case of the little and forelgn spirits. As an
etiology, they alone cannot explain why a gramiry should fall on one
person rather than ancther. Because these latter splrits are rep~
resented as being beyond the realm of social relations, they have o0
partiadar motives when they (so to speak) push gramries o-r &
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some people rather than others.

Points of view in ideological discourse

The analytical problen presented by the N yole little and foreign
spirits has been discussed extensively by Lewis (1970; 1971). He
contrasts central morality cults, generally dominated by males, with
cults of peripheral spirits not articulated to the central cult. His
distinction applies most clearly to the difference between Nyole beliefs
in clan spirits and ghosts on the one hand and the little spirits and
foreign spirits on the other. Documenting the prevalence of such
cults, he shows that it is generally women or marginally placed men
who are possessed by peripheral spirits. Lewis suggests a
congruence between the marginal political and economic positions of
the spirits! victins and the peripherality of the cults to the central
religious concerns of the society. Peripherality often has a geogra-
phical sense also in the spirits’ alleged foreign provenance (1971,
p.32). Lewis's general approach is based on the assumption that
different aspects of religious belief and practice must be explained in
terms of the different placement of social categories such as men and
women within the society. Centrality and peripherality are aspects of
both social position and ideology.

In an article by Feuchtwang (1975) attempting to formulate a
Marxist approach to the study of religion, several of these same
concerns reappear in a different guise. Feuchtwang emphasises that
although ideology as a whole may have internal logic and coherence,
different social categories are differently presented to the ideology.
Moreover (a point which Lewis neglects) ideology serves to form-
ulate social identities for individuals. It is a system of represen-
tations which tell people what society is and who they are as social
beings. Where social hierarchies exist, ‘part of society controls the
whole and represents the whole to itself (1975, p.70}.

The relation of Feuchtwangls remarks to Lewis's work and. ?o ’d}e
Nyole material becomes clear in Feuchtwang's treatment of religion in
late imperial China. He describes an ancestral structure a.nd a god
structure which formulate two different social principles having to do
with lineality and residence (1975, p.78). In contrast to ancestors
and gods, there exists a third category of orphan ghosts or demoir;ls
which he describes as being loutside structure’, 'beyond the soc
palet (1975, p.80). Logically, orphan ghosts.and demons are thf
negation of ancestors and gods. They are outside the'tientral S‘;:";Zl
ture represented by ancestors and gods just as Lems's periphe
spirits are marginal to the central morality (.:ult. And mterestlr;gltzl'é
the dominant group of landowners and administrators are Virﬂy tlh .
concerned with the category of orphan ghosts and demons, wale y
are the focus of much attention from the peasantry. F:or F<?ucht\x:msge,t
religious ideology formulates a picture of §ocml relat.loﬂShlPS’o trom
of social identities for everyone in the SO?letY.- But it céoes r-"jm ciples
the point of view of a dominant group which is UP?:)? atr"dp Tt i
represented as structurally central. What is cen
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peripheral obuiously contains some kind of assumption about pomnts
of view.

The first step in understanding the Nyole misfortune model is to
see it as a kind of discourse about Nyole society. Then we may note
with Auge that ‘there 1s no discourse without a subject and society 1s
not a subject! (1975, p.xax). We are led to inquire what or who is
the subject, from whose pomnt of view is the model elaborated” The
answer has already been suggested by Lewis in his assocuition of
women with the peripheral spirits. They are, of course, peripheral
from the point of view of a centre which 15 defined and dommmated by
men. Society as a whole is represented from the perspective of one
group within it - the adult males.

This 1s one of the powmts brought out mn E. Ardeners analysis of
the Bakweri mermaid cult (1972) and in a later comment upon that
analysis (1975). The mermaid cult seems to associate Bakwer1 weomen
with certain aspects of nature, an assocration which must be
interpreted in terms of the '... "bounding™ prolem presented by
wamen in a situation in which the "bounds™ of society are themselies
defined by men' (1975, p.23). The general view of Bakwer: society
elaborated from the domwart male position represents men as central
and idertifies them wath the essence of society itself. Wamen are
defined as lother! than men and their otherness is emphasised in the
male model by placing them peripherally in mature. Bakwerl mermaids
are 'oeyond the social pale! in the same sense as Feuchtwang's orphan
ghosts and Lewis's peripheral spirits. All are represented as marginal
from the polnt of view of that structure and those groups which are
the subject of the discourse and therefore presented as central.

The probem is still more complicated, however, and some of the
interesting complexities have been brought ot In S. Arduneris
discussion of 'dominant and muted structures' (1975). If we attempt
to understand ideclogy as a discourse elaborated from the perspective
of one section of society, an importart question has to do with the
e"elds of this orientation upon other non-dominant groups within the
society,

S. Ardener suggests that the domimant model {3 shared by the
whale soclety in the sense that it is established as the gencral mode
of interpreting all experience. Members of the non-dominant group
must So express themselves in terms of the dominart modcl {f they
are 1o be 'heard', However, since this muted group ls placed in &
different exdstential or social position, the model may not Hit! them so
perfectly as &t docs members of the dominant group (S. Ardiner,

1975, puxil). The interests and perspectives of the subordinate
§roup might be better expressed in a counterpart sct of represen=
utlons, Yet the structure of dominance renders the formulation of
altermative representations very difficult. The dominart model ray
fmpede the free expresslon of altermative models of thelr world which
sub~dominant groups may possess, and perhaps even inhibit the ver7
generatlon of such models' (1975, pexdt)e Thus the pub-doin®
m_‘;“z is rendered less articulate, muted or even sllent,

- Ardeners have argued that in spite of this phenomenos <

$s3, 2 ‘counterpart! model may occaslonally b expreaseds 55
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was the case with the Bakweri inermaid cult, and also with certain
women's movements in the Cameroons (S. Ardener, 1973)., In these
situations, the point of view in the ideological discourse or its
related ritual practice must be assumed to shift to the hitherto muted
or non-dominant group. It is as if the dominant model relaxes its
hold under certain circumstances and at certain points, allowing a
specifically female view to come through and be glimpsed by the
analyst,

It seems reasomable that we should look for these counterpart
models at those points where there seems to be some discrepancy or
anomaly in the general model. In certain ways the Nyole little spirits
and foreign spirits do not seem to fit neatly into the general Nyole
model of misfortune. Having established that we should look at the
Nyole model as a discourse with more than one point of view, we
may now suggest that the little and foreign spirits express
orientations which are specifically female.

Male and Female perspectives in the Nyole model

The argument that the Nyole model of misfortune can be treated in
terms of male and female perspectives gains strength from the
importance of gender in Nyole society as a whole. The distinction
between men and women is the primary social distinction, t@e
fundamental organising principle for the Nyole social system. It is
crucial in the specification of descent (through men) and its
associated recruitment to kinship groups and categories. It re_gulates
access to land and livestock in that only men have rights of disposal
and only men can inherit. It determines post-marital re§ide.:nce - a
woman goes to live with a man on his father’s land. It is mpozjtant
in the division of labour and even more so in the control exe'rc1sed
over the products of labour. Women have rights over foqd in th!;.
granaries while men tend to control cash and livestock, The importa
institution of bridewealth and its associated exchanges rest on a;
opposition between men and women and wealth such that women {a;}l
wealth pass between men. Since wealth is a metaphor for women {3}
it is in a sense opposed to and separated from women [4]. oical
As a kin-based system, Nyole society incorporates the bio og;it
difference between the sexes in a very fxmdamefltal way. The x?n } uZ
to produce and suckle children, for example, gives women a ductcilve
structural value which is not in contradiction with their plc‘lothan &
work and which is much more apparent and openly recognise tive
is in our own society [5]. This emnphasis on femaletal}‘;iris o
ability was very clear in the sorts of things th‘at werebl e the
fortunes to be explained. Women's reproductive probiem ofortuncs
illness of children were the most common of all, and Wi{le f;men nd
for the men involved just as much as they were for the
children - even if in different ways. . . s of
Since Nyole society is thus organised primarily o;llai};% bgi?firen fly
distinction between the sexes, men and \avometr}lm1 :tr;:h Pyale odel of
within Nyole social structure. If we accept
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misfortune is a representation of their society, a discourse upon the
nature of soclal relationships, then it seems quite reasomatle that the
sex distinction should also be important here. In Bunyole we do not
find the difference between men and women explicitly discussed 1n the
cortent of ideology. There are no myths which explain why men
inherit land and women do not. Rather we find that the sex difference
is relevart to an understanding of the pont of view contaned mn
ideological diccourse.

It is in the ideas and practices surrounding ancestral ghosts that
men are most clearly seen as the subjects of the ideological discourse
which is the Nyole nodel of misfortune. This 13 not in the least sur-
prising in view of the fact that the ghosts represent the principle of
agnation.

Denich has called attention to the ‘patrilineal paradox' engendered
by the ideology that a group 1s reproduced through its men (1974,
P+ 260; and also M. Whyte, 1974). In Bunyole, this ideology is not
carried to an extreme, for wonen are recognised symbolically and
ritmlly as having a part to play in the furtherance of agnatic
groups. But the ghost complex makes 1t very clear that their part is
a secondary one. Wamen are represented as wnportant because of
how they relate to men and because they produce children and
sister's children for men.

The dlaborate second funeral ceremony may honour dead mothers as
well as fathers, but #t 18 never done for women alone (nor by women
alone). It is promarily organised by sons for thewr father and
paternal grandfather; mothers are gwven attention 1n the process. The
ritwal focuses upon the graves and ancestral shrines located on land
beld by the male descendants of the dead. These nen, known as
‘owners of the second funeral!, provide the bulls slaughtered hon-
our of the dead fathers. The ghosts of mothers are honoured with
goats -~ both less expensive and less prestiglous. As priests, guar-
dirns of the shrines and leaders of local descent units, men dedicate
the animals to the pray for Hessings upon the group and
distribate the meat. Occasiomally daughters present goats to the
ghosts of their mothers and grandmothers, but even in these cases,
dedication and dustribution are under the supervision of older men.

The prayers which accompany the sacrifice reveal the dominant
male perspective of the ghosts cults

We are begging here for wealth, we are begging that the children
here may study and learn, here we also would like a motoraar to
drive, Wherever we plant millet, wherever we plant sesame,
wherever we plant sorghun, may it come quicky and soon. lere
let us elope with women, we are begging here for facilty in
etting wives, kere we beg for reproduction, may we strike teo by
40 50 that we may have a twin ccremony everyday. Let us be
well, you give us life and let s be free from cold.

Whie these prayers have mo fixed form, they always cover certain

Polnts such as fgetting wealth!, ‘getting childrent, and 'getting wives's

Y an tnexperienced person makes the initial dedication of an aninal
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he or she has provided, others call out cues to help them through
the prayer. Thus it can happen that women in this ceremony may
adopt the male perspective and ask the ancestors for the ability to
get wives.

The idiom of the second funeral ceremony is agnatic descent and i
is in these terms that people are symbolically represented. At several
points sacramental food (ebig_w_a_gi_ )} of millet porridge, sesame and
the internal organs of the sacrificial animals are distributed. This
food is divided into three portions for three different groups of
people. The first portion is said to be that Jof the clanf and is eaten
by the men who are the 'owners' of the second funeral and their
fellow clansmen. The second is said to be for ‘clan daughters! and is
eaten by women of the dan including married women who have retur-
ned home for the ceremony. The final portion is for ‘clan wives',
women (necessarily of other clans) who are married to men of the
clan. Here it seems clear that the hasic term in the discourse is
male; they are the 'we! who are classifying women according to the
woments relationship to themselves, whether as wives or daughters. If
it were not so, then both men and women would eat the portion 'for
the clan' for both may be members of the dan.

Ghosts are thought to inhabit the ancestral shrine located in a
man’s courtyard. The essential components of these shrines are
stones passed from father to son. A dead man's ghost, after
wandering in the bush for a period after his death, returns to t}?e
land and to the shrine stone which the dead man received from his
father and which is now held by his sons. The ghosts of dead wo-
men, however, do not return to shrines in their fatherls compound.
They remain in their married homes where their children'shod.d care
for them. But instead of sheltering in the ancestral shrine with the
ghosts of their husbands and fathers-in-law, _women's' ghosts
congregate under the eaves of the house of the senior man's .semtzf
wife. Women's ghosts are thus virilocal as women are and t}}elr f;a .
tachment to a place does not have the same perrn.anent quality ;
men’s does. The shrine stone, at least in theory, is permanentlox gr
time and represents the lasting attachment of those men to that aX;r;
Houses in Bunyole are much less permanent; they fall down or

rted when people die. )
de:deoreover, siiiepthe focus of the sacrifices is the ancestral sZrnZZ,
and the main stage is the open courtyard wl_qere people fcor;gr %‘ab;!
female ghosts are marginaJlY. placed. The main dra\maih o S}plr in};e ol
the senior men and the offering of sacrificial l.iood at ?al entx:e o
dancing and music in the courtyard all defme'a spat AC ohosts,
which the eaves of a woman's house are peripheral. As 2
s there secon Yy
women are certainly present, but they are

" i i 5€
maIrnasmu)czh as the agnatic idiom of ghosts is 2 dmal'le‘h ei(ilszzzrof
supporting men's rights to property, lwor.nen are m,;tte ;ed o their
the discourse is restricted because it 15 not r.ela }frabands " o
point of view nor in their interests. It is their iuswith o aho
brothers or their fathers who ‘speak the language T ey eannot
take decisions and make plans about the ceremonies.
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speak up as women to say, for example, which of two brothers
should act as priest for a shrime. But thefr very exclusion from
direct expression makes them appropriate vehicles for another form
of communication. For the ghosts possess women and speak through
them to pronounce their wishes or express dissatisfaction with the
way men have conducted the ceremony. In this way, women may
speak, but not as women, thus the repr of an
agnatic descent group to which women are marginal and 1n which they
do not have the same rights as men.

If we look at how ghosts operate in explanations of msfortune, it
is clear that they emphasise relations within the local agnatic descent
umt, Almost invarably ghosts are thought to attack males. However,
here as in most cother etiologies, we find an inocent victyn pattern

whereby a person can be ked through depend Thus the
illness of children or of a wife are attributed to a man's failure to
fulfil ol to tus 1 ghosts, esf lly failure to perform

the second funeral ceremony. The children or women who are actually
suffering are thus represented in terms of thewr relationships to a
man, They are extensions of the man with whom the ghosts are
annoyed and 1t 15 he who takes the necessary step to remedy the
misfortune. It 1s instructive that no men are ever made to suffer
because thelr waves have failed to fulfil an oHligation to the ghosts.

In fact, this innocent victim pattern holds equally for cursing,
sorcery and clan spirits as explanations of misfortune. Women can
suffer because of some conflict or oversight of their menfalk, but
men are never afflicted because of their relationships to wemen who
have fafled in their oHligations or conflicted with a third party who
warted to hurt them. Womends sufferings may be interpreted from the
point of view of men and therr soclal relations. The reverse does not
oceur.

It will be recalled that clan spiits also explain misfortune by
enphasising an agnatic category. Such afflictions dramatises an
indinidual's clan membership just as ghosts emphasise local descent
units. But whie the latter have to do with the transmission of
property, the former are primarily marriage categories.

Clan spirits are thought to attack men as well as women, though
according to divination records, women are attacked more than twice
as frequently, Mere too, the different 'presentations' of men and
women to the ideclogy {s dear. When the fllness or pecutiar be-
haviour of a man i3 attributed to dlan spirits, it is said that the
splrit las caught him because it wants him to assume the role of
priest or medium in the dan spirit cult. These spirits are assoclated
with sacred groves and ideally there should be yrarly celelrations in
which the splrit possesses his medwm and sacrifices are made at the
groves Only a few clans actwally carry out these ritwals regularly,
but everyone Is aware of them and many Nyole have attended such
cereonies, The have much in common with second funcrals. Men
address the apirits, entreating them to Hess all members of the dan
vith good crops, many wives and chidren. As in the ghost cult, the
Subject in the discourse is male; the prayers asked for wives, not
for hustands, And here too women may be possessed by the spirit,
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:cﬂlt]lz?ugh they never become priests or mediuns in the clan spirit

M?rc cornm?nly, can spirits visit misfortune upon female dan
members and in these cases the ritual is quite different. Typically, a
rec?ntly married woman's illness or bsychological disturbance is
attributed to .her dan spirit. The remedy is not, as in the case of
men, the activation of a dan cult. Rather the woman goes ohung~
ongla ~ to bring a sacrifice of a spear and a chicken to the home of
her father who offers them on her behalf to their clan spirit, The
nature of a woman's ohligation to her clan spirit is associated with
her marriageability. One piece of evidence for this is the strikingly
high incidence of dan spirit affliction of newly married women.
Furthermore, it is said that all the daughters of the dan are the
‘wives! of the clan spirit. When they go to marry men of other dans,
the spirit must be compensated for the loss of its ‘wife! and so
sends misfortune upon her in order to enforce its claim.

Again it seems that this aspect of the Nyole misfortune model
defines women in terms of their relations to men. The remedial ritual
represents women as articulated to their dans through their fathers.
They go to the paternal home bringing chickens (which women cannot
eat) and spears (which women do not use) and men speak on their
behalf. Of course it is true that males are also articulated to their
clans through their fathers, but there is no equivalent ritual asser-
tion for men. Nor are men defined and represented in terms of their
marriageability as women are, in spite of the fact that clans are mar-
riage categories for men and women equally. This makes sense if we
accept that that entire discourse is drawn from a male point of view.
They marry women and have rights in women who go to be married.
Although women also marry men, whatever perspectives they might
have upon men in this regard are muted. '

In some ways the explanation of misfortune in terms of fore}gn
spirits parallels the cdan spirit etiology. Like clan spirits, forelgn
spirits may attack men in a supposed effort to establish those men in
new ritual roles. But most commonly, the foreign spirits attack
women, often young women of marriageable age or older women
whose marriages are in difficulty., Both foreign sPirit§ and. clan
spirits are acceptahle explanmations of women's psychological distur=
bances or illness. Men accept these attacks as real dangers ﬂ_“at
threaten their wives and daughters and no doubt from the male point
of view it all makes good sense. For men, standing at the core Of:h a
patrilineal, virflocal society, women must in some ways rese';‘mbl:;:1 oreu
foreign spirits which possess them. Like the spirits who trav
the roads, women move from one place to another. Like foreigners,

wives and mothers come from somewhere else. Indeed the g}{slemzsr;

tem has no difficulty accepting women from other tribes ¥
into Bunyole. By contrast, foreign men cannot be so easily absor-
e but for men the whole

Women move from one place to another, /o
point about women's movement is that it must be controlled. If it 15

i , t of
not, the bridewealth exchanges which are keyed to_the ‘mov iﬂ;;lge‘
women become problemetic. If a woman does not ‘stick in m ’
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her fathers and brothers are hesitart to accept bridewealth because
they will have to return it as soon as the woman leaves. Likewise the
husband 15 reluctant to give bridewealth if his wfe has already left
several previous husbands. Of such women 1t 13 said that they wan-
der (Bagendahugenda - they go and go) and perhaps that they are
tharlofs' (malaya .

The notion of foreign spirits that wander can be seen to represent
the danger of uncontrolled movement of women. Perhaps for men, the
cerenonies which !say goodbye! to foreign spirits affirm that women
are saved from the road, from the dangers of casual encounters that
do not lead to lasting affinal relationships. Foreign spirits symbolise
the opposite of proper marriage. For wandermg cheats men of the
exchange relationships which are a basic principle of Nyole social
organsation.

Women, too, desire to be settled in a firm marriage ~ for diferent
reasons. They can stay with their children, establish usufruct nights
in land, form lasting friendships, attain the respect which marrage
and children bring. At the same time, however, casual relationships
have certain rewards such as independence, less heavy respon-
sibility, and the gfts which a woman may ask of her lover. These
gifts are often shop wares and cash of the iery knd that appear m
the forelgn spirtt rituals. The colonial and post-colonual period have
offered men the chance for education and cash and political
participation. Few women have benefited in the same way. For most,
the only realistic possibility for contact with ‘foreigners' and the
larger context beyond Bunyole is to establish sexual relations with
men - either Nyole who have such cortacts or ‘forelgn’ men. Through
these relationships they can also gain access to the manufactured
wares sold in shops.

For wamen the foreign spirits must represent this possibility.
Denying the Hyole social structure and the rights men have over
women, they symbolise a direct and temporary relationship between a
woman and other men, a relationship not imolving her brothers,
father or motherls brather, There is no doubt that this type of re-
lationship can be attractive to women. It is well to remember, how-
ever, that forelgn spurits are treated by being sent away. They are
dangerous and what they represent is shown to be undesirable. In
this sense the ideclogy ulitmately reaffirms Nyole social structure and
its cortrol over women.

%e hue scen that the forelgn splrits are Yorelgn' precisely with
Tespect to what is represented as Nyole, the central morality cult! of
ancestors and clan spirits. If we turn now to the Uittle spiris!, we
find that in the same way they are flittlel compared to 'big! splrits
*hich represent social principles such as danship. The word obus—
Ata is the dimimthve of emisambwa, the ordinary word for spir-
s, Little spirits which attack women and children are thus marked
by thelr very rame as sccondiry and less significant. The lttle
spirits have to do with reproduction in the sense of concelving and
bearing children and bringing them sfely through the first dangerous
Yrs. In the idiom of little spirits, this is seen as a spechl
concern of wamen, Here children are represented as brlonging to
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f:s&l: mothers, not to the men who paid bridewealth and own the
"I'he ceremonies which deal with the little spirits are relatively
sinple. A curer, who can be male or female, comes to the home and
treats t%ne afflicted woman or child, performing rituals in which the
woman is the key figure. Her husband is usually present and assists
if he is asked. If a baby is ill, the curer may bathe it in medicine
and address the afflicting spirit with a prayer such as the following:
'Let this child be well. Tonight may it sleep upon its mother's bhreast,
so that in the morning, the mother may say - oh, at last I have
slept a little! (from a ceremony for the little spirit named
Kiryawire) . In the case of another little spirit, Mukama, the woman
must show the curer the place in the banmana plantation where she
delivered her child and the spirit Mukama which was supposedly born
with it. Part of the ceremony must take place at that very spot. Such
points ~ a mother's sleeplessness when her child is ill, the place
where she gave birth - are a special concern of women, and of re-
latively little interest to men.

A number of the items used in the ceremonies are also typically
associated with women. Instead of spears we find winnowing trays
and potsherds. The curer puts medicine in the damp hollow under the
waterpot, a spot which women certainly know best since it is they
who fetch the water daily, lifting and lowering the pot from and to
its place. The curer may sprinkle the interior walls of the house with
medicine as well as applying it to the bed where the woman sleeps.

It will be recalled that the association of women with the house was
also made in the ghost cult, where the ghosts of women were thought
to congregate under the eaves of the senior wifels house. In that
case the house was peripheral to the ancestral shrine in the court-
yard where the spirits of deceased male agnates were of central con-
cern. But in the little spirit ceremonies, the house is a central f?cus
of ritual activity. But in the little spirit ceremonies, the house is 2
central focus of ritual activity. The house may lie in a compou{?d
with other houses of co~wives and mothers-in-law whose formal socxa?l
articulation is symbolised by the ancestral shrine. But that fact is
ignored in the little spirit ceremonies.

g?n the ghost cult, psenior males sacrifice on behalf of 'the ghOSt;'
descendants and represent the group as a whole. Thex:e' is no ptah
for these elders to play in dealing with the little spirits, for the
latter have nothing to do with descent relationships. In fact, the very
nature of the little spirits excludes them from treatment by anydgenllj]:
kinsman. Nyole protocol and feeling about modesty between a Ja‘;fen
generations concerning sexual matters wou%d never p.erf.'ﬂlt _Siﬁ?’:s A
the kind of intimacy with the house in which a specialist in¢ 8 - i
woman's bed could never be approached by her fathed;—m}:t::'be-
parent cannot even enter the house of a r.narned son or u%
cause it is there where the sexuality of his child is expresse t}'}e ittle
This leads us back to the analytical problem presented _by e
. . i : neral. Their pec
spirits and the foreign spirits in g fortune in terms of
characteristic is that they do not explain misto ne hip groups-
particular social relations with given individuals or
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The eduslon of senior male relatives from thewr treatment 15 one
aspect of this peculiarty. Another is lack of an hnnocent victim!
pattern 1n misfortunes explained by lttle and foreign spirats. The
spirits do not attack men by causing wives and children to suffer.
Instead the person who suffers 1s considered the real object of
attacks Thus the suffering victin 1s not represented in terms of

. hip to and d dency upon another person. Women are
represented as indwvidual women, not as wives and daughters.

The altermative vision expressed i the lLttle and foreign spirit
etiology 1s thus not another view of the same structure represented
in the rest of the Nyole model. The counterpart picture asserts that
women are not articulated in the standard structure at all. Here alone
women seem to be the subject of the discourse, and they are
represented as autonomous and unconnected, instead of being defined
in terms of their relations to men.

Shared Models and Soctal Differences

Perhaps the most fascinating general prollem raised by this excursion
into the ethnography of Nyole misfortune has to do with the sharing
of models by groups placed very differently within society. As a
discourse upon the nature of social relations, much of the Nyole
model tns a male subject. Social structure 15 defined from men's
point of view and 1t is therefore women who are represented as per-
ipheral, forelgn, secondary and so on. At a few pomts in the
model, the subject of the discourse seems to switch and women ex-
Press a courterpart view, not of socual structure but of ther own
lack of connexion to ft. Yet while the subject of the discourse may
te one or other group, the model as a whole is shared. Men are as
well aware that little and foreign spirits cause misfortune as women
are of the agencies of clan spirits and ghosts. Both men and women
are consclous of the model as an integrated whole, and as such, it
an be elicited from either men or women in its entirety.

One of the mechanisms which militates for a sharing of the model
is #3 practical wse in providing explamations and romedwes for
mislortune, Suffering is universal, not orly mn that i can happen to
tnyone, male or female, tat also in that the misfortune of onc per-
#on touches otherss A woman's barrenncss is not her private prob-
lem, but the concern of her affines as well as her own famfly, her
male as well as her female relatives. In fact, it is considered very
tad to keep a misfortune and/or #s cause secret from the relathes
and neighbowrs who would sympathise with the sufferer. People
coming home from a funeral are asked whether they found owt what
€aued the deathy This is a way of asking whether they were treated
in Irlendly confidence by the mourners (and given much to eat and
:};ﬁnk). In Bunyole as in the West the most common g!m‘:zﬂu::xﬁ

oW are N e, not our a
Fine, hn)';;u". Yet Nyole expect a real response,

Thus 3t a general lesel the model s shared by men and wonens
Wit 15 not shared 1s the orientation towards it, the points of view
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bult into #, znd the particular reaning which the little and foreim
spirits have specifically for women. It is that particular significzr;e
which may be interpreted as the female counterpart to the dominart
male model,

It is fuporiart to understand that the taplication of ideologieal
dominznce is  precisely that the ideology is shared. The
represeiation of socizl relations in the Hyole model of misfortune
supports a number of male rights crucial to the organisation of Nyole
society. Men's rights to bridewealth and land and children ave
unquestioned by women. They accept, indeed they support, this state
of affairs by sharing the ideology of misfortune and explaining their
own sufferings in these terms. Women's own counterpart vision is
added on to the dominzrt mzle model as one more explanation of
misfortune, 2zn zlternative within 2 set of alternative etiologies.

Thus we cannot speak of separate realities, exclusive male and
female models. If we accept the argumert that litle and foreign
spirits express a specifically female point of view, we are left with
the fact that this coumterpart vision is in some sense still determined
by and subordinated within a discowrse having 2 male subject. As S.'
Ardener has put i#, Icounterpart models ... are not generated
independently of those of the dominamt structiure, but are to seme
extent shaped by them! (1975, p.xiii). )

The generel model distinguishes Nyole (and big) from foreign (ard
litle ) . The counterpart model does not direcily challenge or oppose
this distinction. The little and foreign spirits do not oflex'— an
independert vision of men articulated to women, nor of Women linked
ta other women through men, nor even of female solidarity. 'I'nfougf'?
them women express theb own interests and conceras n(’)L b)‘
challenging the dominart model as such but by elébor.atmg an &e'n.t;lm
of thzt model. The element which they elaborate ’S_SL'HPIY the 109,
cortrast to the representation of social relations' in the rest of t:t;
general model. Although the little and foreign spirits can be seer;}‘e-"
2 repudiztion of the male-centered view of social relatz.olrs, the:"
nevertheless remain 2 dependernt part of the general model, ratner

than a complete alternative to i. . fused
RePUdJ'ati%n or negation at the logical level. must not 1:3 C;Z-:t:;
with real opposition. The little or foreign spirils are no ?—Z .
with any actual feminist challenge to mele -aorz:mano?‘ mh g;wt
Lewis speaks of peripheral-spirit cults as locl of revor (t n?:ft o
revolution) in which women are abe to express disco .;”‘)ent n
frustration and at the same time grin 2 temporary unpro:}ﬁ; these
their position (1970, p.294-5). It is not.c;lear ;Off:; ‘.Spirits-
functions ave met by the Nyole rituals for little and i:s ;g::pd o
Rather, I woud emphasise the way that these sSpir S o 1o femle
domination at 2 logical level and give symbolic i‘zpf’e;p Cre a pant
interests and viewpoints. 1 would equally St“ﬁsl' " !;y that larger
of a broader model of misfortune and are 5‘-3;?]9“; ué'h « in fac
ideology which is shared by men and WG’Z&"*O ‘.r:y-
functions to support male rights in people anc p Sfms a5 collective,
Anthropologists have long spoken of r.epresenta' L itercsts i1 e
implying that the members of a society heve eg
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ideology. Those such as Turner who have been aware of diisi eness
have still seen the symbol system as a neutral shared focus for the
tarmonising of conflicting interests [5). Recent work has taken us 1
step beyond this type of formulation. By secing representations 1s a
discourse with a subject, we can solve particular amlytical problens
such as the one discussed here. But the more general camequence is
that we are brought to specify the definitional centre from which the
representations 1re made, to link them to postions wrhin the
soclety, This seens to ne a fruitful way of relating semantica to
social structure, allowing us to say more interesting things 1bout
them both. Such an approach ¢an be seen to lie athin the
Ipost-structuralist! cantext discussed by Hastrup (1976} .

Notes

Fleldwork was carried out in Bunyole from [ebruary 1969 to Apri
1971 with the support of a grant from the United States Mational
Institute of Mental Health. This article was inspired by discussions
with the members of my seminar on Sex Differences and Social Struc-
ture at the Insttut for Ctnology 1n Copenhapen. 1 would like to thank
them very much. In addition I am grateful to Kirsten Ramlor, hirsten
Hastrup and most especially Michael Whyte for their helpful comments
on earlier versions of this paper.

1. This artidle first appeared 1 Man (N.S.) Vol.16 No.3 1981.
The Editor wishes to thank the Royal Arthropological Institute of
Great Britain and Ireland for the permission to reprint.

2, Harwood (1970) has shown this same principle of reciprocity
very dearly in Safwa sorcery.

3. OLaughlin {1974) has deseloped this notion in an article which
relates certain aspects of ideology to the social organisation of sex
dufferences.

4. I would not deny that hridewealth imelves a distinction between
older men who cantrol wealth and the younger men who depend upon
them to obtain a wafe. 1 am merely asserting that the gender dist-
inction i3 the tasis for it.

5. Leleur (n.d.) argues that even cultural expressions which seen
to denigrate women (ideas that wemen are dangerous, polluting and
need to be cortrolled) are infact reflections of the structural fmpor-
tance of female ologmcal capacities for lan-tased sochal orgqn
isations,

6. ‘Cortradictions which may not be resolied on the lend of
politico-Kinship relations among the Ndembu, may yet be resohed,
or rather transcended, on the plane of ritual' (Turner 1968: 283).
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