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AUC Press, which is close to that of the International Journal of 
Middle East Studies. Familiar English spellings are preferred for 

proper names such as Cairo, Sohag, Akhmim, and Umm Ashour. The 
symbols for ‘ayn (‘) and hamza (’) have been used; diacritical marks 
have been omitted. For example, the letter ‘h’ is used for the Arabic ha’ 
 or the ,(زار البحر) zar al-bahr ,(ريح) reeh ,(حضرة) in words such as hadra ,(ح)
proper nouns Samah (سماح) or Sabah (صباح). No distinction is made 
between this ha’ and the ha (ه), pronounced the same as the English ‘h’ 
(as in the word ‘honey’). Most of the Arabic words are in ‘ammiya, the 
spoken Arabic of Cairo, unless I was using other authors’ input. 

Translation of quotations into English are my own unless other-
wise indicated. 
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Z ar is a healing ritual complex practiced in societies around the 
Red Sea and the Arabian Gulf. The word zar also refers to any 
number of jinn spirits who possess humans and af�ict them with 

troubles and ailments. The way of zar is one of the healing options that 
address jinn in Egypt. Zar spirits are organized into an elaborate pan-
theon of extended families mirroring known human groups. The zar 
families are conceptualized as culturally de�ned ‘others.’ There are Chi-
nese, Indian, Syrian, Turkish, Gypsy, and Christian spirits. Spirits have 
gender, professions, and personalities but, above all, idiosyncrasies. The 
word zar also refers to reconciliation rituals practiced throughout the 
life cycle of an individual to pacify those spirits, reversing the effects of 
possession from af�iction to well-being. Zar possession is a permanent 
state; a zar can never be exorcised. Zar spirits are not only conceived as 
alien outsiders to the participants but also as human doubles or spirit 
familiars assigned to each person. In the words of a zar leader: “We all 
have zar, only some people don’t know it.”1 In that way, on one level a 
zar is also both some kind of an inner self and an alien other.

The core of zar initiation rituals is a sacri�cial rite which incor-
porates a person into a sisterhood or brotherhood of zar participants 
under the oversight of a professional zar leader addressed as “sheikh” 

1 
Introduction
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2 Introduction

or “sheikha.” Public forms of zar devotion include dance songs played 
by professional musicians and lasting for hours. The intensity and 
rhythmic complexity of zar music is irresistible to participants and 
spirits alike; it attracts the spirits as it lures the participants into danc-
ing. It is during the zar dance that the identity of a spirit may merge 
gradually with that of the dancers, often culminating in trance. The 
path (tariq) of zar is also an intuitive way of knowing and being in the 
world. Its essence is a �exible structure that allows a participant a great 
deal of improvisation and a moral orientation that gradually guides 
the individual throughout the life cycle. Participants are comfortable 
with zar because it is in�nitely malleable: it is always adapted to their 
circumstances. Zar songs and rituals are improvised to �t their needs. 
However, zar people say that its power works only if one is “sincere,” 
“pure,” and “generous” to zar spirits and people. 

People seek out zar initiation when in crisis for a wide range of 
motivations and a variety of reasons; some are explicit and some are 
idiosyncratic. The �rst initiation often takes place when a person is still 
in their teens and sometimes even younger. The initiated person then 
becomes part of a network of people who share zar experiences, and who 
orient each other throughout their lives. Zar initiation draws a troubled 
person into a world where she or he can �nd solace, resolution, and heal-
ing. Most importantly, she or he becomes part of a close-knit community: 
a brotherhood. This atmosphere offers the seeker advice, acceptance, and 
companionship, and an opportunity to be generous and charitable while 
at the same time enjoying zar music, dance, and dining together. 

Zar songs play an important role in reconciling the spirits with 
their human hosts. Songs are instruments of healing because of their 
potential to communicate with and mobilize the power of different 
groups of supernatural beings: God, the prophets, the saints, and the 
zar spirits. The ritual singing of zar calls these supernatural entities 
into action to help the devotees. The zar devotees usually respond to 
songs with a special kind of dancing, tafqir, leading them to trance.

3 Introduction

This book is about how different people in metropolitan Cairo 
experience zar as spirits, as rituals, and as a spiritual and initiatory 
path; it is based on years of extensive ethnographic �eldwork in dif-
ferent parts of Egypt and on personal experience. The experience and 
understanding presented are not only that of an ethnographer and an 
anthropologist but also that of a zar cult member. It treats some aspects 
of Egyptian zar spirit possession that have rarely been addressed in the 
literature: the zar community (tayfat al-zar), zar rites and rituals, and 
songs and music within zar communities. 

The main focus is on the socialization and localization of space 
and time in the zar ritual complex through elaborate and deliberate 
practices of performance, representation, action, and the circulation of 
symbolic and material capital. I show how zar can be perceived as one 
of the technologies of sociability and localization available to actors 
in the zar scene of Cairo. Zar connectivity builds community within 
the old quarters of Cairo (Appadurai 1996). Key participants in zar 
include cult leaders, professional zar musicians, and devotees. 

The research carried out for this book illustrates how participation 
in zar forges social and economic relationships which transcend con-
ventional class and gender relations. These relationships in turn inscribe 
‘locality’ on participants and produce community. Participation in zar 
rituals creates a communal network of friendship and relationship at the 
same time that it grounds devotees in the landscape of Cairo, with its 
narrow alleys, public baths, local saint shrines, cemeteries, and the Nile. 

Also of interest are zar songs, their production, and their mean-
ings from various perspectives. This book concludes by examining the 
hybridization and consumption of zar songs and their relevance to 
social change, and points to some of the songs as a genre of oral his-
tory of African slaves and marginalized Su�s who contributed to zar in 
previous times. It interprets those songs as a kind of embodied history, 
as understood in the context of the social formation of nineteenth-
century Egypt (Connerton 1989).



2 Introduction

or “sheikha.” Public forms of zar devotion include dance songs played 
by professional musicians and lasting for hours. The intensity and 
rhythmic complexity of zar music is irresistible to participants and 
spirits alike; it attracts the spirits as it lures the participants into danc-
ing. It is during the zar dance that the identity of a spirit may merge 
gradually with that of the dancers, often culminating in trance. The 
path (tariq) of zar is also an intuitive way of knowing and being in the 
world. Its essence is a �exible structure that allows a participant a great 
deal of improvisation and a moral orientation that gradually guides 
the individual throughout the life cycle. Participants are comfortable 
with zar because it is in�nitely malleable: it is always adapted to their 
circumstances. Zar songs and rituals are improvised to �t their needs. 
However, zar people say that its power works only if one is “sincere,” 
“pure,” and “generous” to zar spirits and people. 

People seek out zar initiation when in crisis for a wide range of 
motivations and a variety of reasons; some are explicit and some are 
idiosyncratic. The �rst initiation often takes place when a person is still 
in their teens and sometimes even younger. The initiated person then 
becomes part of a network of people who share zar experiences, and who 
orient each other throughout their lives. Zar initiation draws a troubled 
person into a world where she or he can �nd solace, resolution, and heal-
ing. Most importantly, she or he becomes part of a close-knit community: 
a brotherhood. This atmosphere offers the seeker advice, acceptance, and 
companionship, and an opportunity to be generous and charitable while 
at the same time enjoying zar music, dance, and dining together. 

Zar songs play an important role in reconciling the spirits with 
their human hosts. Songs are instruments of healing because of their 
potential to communicate with and mobilize the power of different 
groups of supernatural beings: God, the prophets, the saints, and the 
zar spirits. The ritual singing of zar calls these supernatural entities 
into action to help the devotees. The zar devotees usually respond to 
songs with a special kind of dancing, tafqir, leading them to trance.

3 Introduction

This book is about how different people in metropolitan Cairo 
experience zar as spirits, as rituals, and as a spiritual and initiatory 
path; it is based on years of extensive ethnographic �eldwork in dif-
ferent parts of Egypt and on personal experience. The experience and 
understanding presented are not only that of an ethnographer and an 
anthropologist but also that of a zar cult member. It treats some aspects 
of Egyptian zar spirit possession that have rarely been addressed in the 
literature: the zar community (tayfat al-zar), zar rites and rituals, and 
songs and music within zar communities. 

The main focus is on the socialization and localization of space 
and time in the zar ritual complex through elaborate and deliberate 
practices of performance, representation, action, and the circulation of 
symbolic and material capital. I show how zar can be perceived as one 
of the technologies of sociability and localization available to actors 
in the zar scene of Cairo. Zar connectivity builds community within 
the old quarters of Cairo (Appadurai 1996). Key participants in zar 
include cult leaders, professional zar musicians, and devotees. 

The research carried out for this book illustrates how participation 
in zar forges social and economic relationships which transcend con-
ventional class and gender relations. These relationships in turn inscribe 
‘locality’ on participants and produce community. Participation in zar 
rituals creates a communal network of friendship and relationship at the 
same time that it grounds devotees in the landscape of Cairo, with its 
narrow alleys, public baths, local saint shrines, cemeteries, and the Nile. 

Also of interest are zar songs, their production, and their mean-
ings from various perspectives. This book concludes by examining the 
hybridization and consumption of zar songs and their relevance to 
social change, and points to some of the songs as a genre of oral his-
tory of African slaves and marginalized Su�s who contributed to zar in 
previous times. It interprets those songs as a kind of embodied history, 
as understood in the context of the social formation of nineteenth-
century Egypt (Connerton 1989).



4 Introduction

Anthropological Understanding of Zar and Spirit Possession
Over the past thirty years, an increasing number of anthropologists 
have moved away from interpreting spirit-possession phenomena as 
an instrumental strategy for the socially deprived, as championed by 
Lewis (1986). Instead, scholars have increasingly treated spirit pos-
session on its own terms, focusing on its experiential and epistemic 
styles, contending that spirit possession is a way of knowing the world. 
Recent studies have interpreted spirit possession through local lenses 
and contexts, focusing on cultural logics, human imagination, and 
human creativity. The cumulative effects of these studies teach us that 
the spirit-possession phenomena do not ful�ll a homogeneous task. 
They are both more and less than healing therapy, history, art, ethnog-
raphy, entertainment, or social criticism. Spirit-possession phenomena 
in Africa and beyond offer their adherents a multitude of open-ended 
ways of differentiating identity by imitating and expressing ideas about 
the cultural other (Kramer 1993). These phenomena also provide a 
means for ritual reordering of the relationship between self and other, 
whether it is human or supernatural at multiple levels (Kapferer 1983).

In academic literature, zar is known as a possession cult and reli-
gious healing practice in the societies around the Red Sea, the Arabian 
Sea, and the Arabian Gulf. Some scholars convincingly argue that zar 
originated in Ethiopia and spread with the slave trade to other coun-
tries in the Middle East (Cerrulli 1934; Natvig 1987; Lewis, al-Sa�, and 
Hurreiz 1991). Since the nineteenth century, zar practices have been 
observed and recorded in Egypt (Mazloum 1975; el-Masri 1975; el-
Eleimy 1993; Kennedy 1978; Battain 1997), Sudan (Seligman 1914), 
Ethiopia (Isenberg and Krapf 1843), Somalia (Lewis 1966), and Dji-
bouti (Laurioz 1969).

The African variants of zar, particularly those of Sudan (for 
example, Zenkovsky 1950; Constantinides 1985, 1991; Boddy 1989; 
Kenyon 1995; Makris 1996) and Ethiopia (for example, Leiris 1958; 
Messing 1958), have received much more attention from the scholarly 
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community than those from any other parts of the Middle East.2 Only 
a handful of scholars have reported the phenomenon in Mecca and 
other places in Saudi Arabia (Hurgronje 1931; al-Tayash 1988). In 
Yemen, zar was observed in Tihama (Bakewell 1985; Mo’amar 1988), 
Aden, and Lahej (Kapteijns and Spaulding 1994; Ingrams 1949). Even 
fewer scholars have reported on the zar in Iraq (Elyas 1977), Kuwait 
(Ashkanani 1991), Bahrain (Dykstra 1918), and Iran (Modaressi 1968; 
Safa 1988). Zar has even been reported among slave descendants as 
far away as Baluchistan in Pakistan (During 1997). It has also recently 
migrated to new locations with recent Ethiopian immigrant com-
munities in Israel (Grisaru, Budowski, and Witztum 1997) and with 
Sudanese migration to Canada (Boddy 1994b). 

Writings about zar in Egypt and Sudan
By the middle of the nineteenth century, a system of beliefs concern-
ing the power of a conceptually distinct category of spirits known as 
zar was �rst reported by Europeans in parts of the Middle East and 
East Africa (cf. Duff-Gordon 1865; Klunzinger 1878; Hurgronje 1931; 
Salima 1902). In these travel accounts, zar spirits are constructed as 
evil demons that possess their hosts and cause them illness. Zar was 
treated as a belief expressed in a group of curative rituals, which, in 
form and content, were very similar wherever zar was practiced (Con-
stantinides 1991:85). Those early western accounts ignored the local 
variations. Accounts of the Egyptian zar variant by native commen-
tators, who were mostly men, were critical of the practice and quite 
often set within a discourse of nationalist reform against colonialism 
(cf. Chafey Bey 1862; Fawwaz 1892).

Much has since been written about the subject, but it remains only 
super�cially explored (see bibliographies by Khoury 1980; Makris and 
Natvig 1991; Natvig 1998). Many accounts are merely descriptive, and 
contain reiterated misunderstandings. They tend to ignore the com-
plexity and multifaceted nature of the practice, reducing it only to the 
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healing and cathartic aspects of the cult. The relationship between 
Islam and zar practices remains poorly explored, despite the obvi-
ous and profound connections. Within the lives of individual women, 
there is a close and intense intertwining of the relationships with 
certain zar spirits for divination purposes (Abdelsalam 1995; Battain 
1993; El Hadidi 1997; Kenyon 1991a; 1991b), the devotional practices 
of zar, and Islam. The aggregate effects on women’s lives and intuitive 
faculties and the forging of social relationships in particular localities 
have yet to be explored.

Zar in Egypt
In Egypt, zar has persisted as an important cultural form, despite 
more than a hundred years of state repression and rapid, uneven social 
change and criticism, particularly from the ongoing reformulations of 
Islamic orthodoxy (Natvig 1991). While predominantly a female cult, 
zar draws in men as devotees (Chafey Bey 1862; Kahle 1912; el-Adly 
1994), musicians, and cult leaders. Where devotion to zar is inherited, 
it is mostly through the female line.

Most scholarly works on zar in Egypt have also overlooked its 
symbolic aspect, its clear representation of ‘otherness’ (Boddy 1989; 
Gibbal 1992; Kramer 1993), and its comparability to other regional 
variants in the Red Sea and Arabian Gulf regions.3 Although early 
reports compared zar with other spirit-possession cults, particularly 
those in Africa, these merely re�ected the theoretical preoccupation 
of the time. Under the dominant paradigms of the diffusionists, these 
reports focused on origin and survival of cultural relics from earlier 
stages of human development (cf. Seligman 1914; Gordon 1929). 

When the paradigm shifted to psychologism, a great number of 
scholars concentrated on the psychological and therapeutic func-
tions of the cult. They viewed the cathartic zar apart from its religious 
and social aspects and de�ned it as psychotherapy without account-
ing for its healing mechanisms (for example, among anthropologists, 
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Fakhouri 1968; el-Shamy 1972; Kennedy 1978; and, among psychia-
trists, Okasha 1966; El Sendiony 1974).4

Most of the scholars who have focused on zar have concentrated 
on rendering the phenomenon intelligible to a western audience, by 
rationalizing away from the cult’s own terms, rather than building on 
deep understanding. That is to say, shallow reiterated accounts present 
zar as an exotic cultural survival, a psychotherapeutic ritual complex, 
or mere compilations of material culture. Most western scholarly 
models have not been able to capture the essence of zar. These mod-
els are highly rational, and zar simply is not. Apparently grasping that 
something is being lost in translation, scholars have typically omitted 
from their accounts aspects of zar that can be readily dealt with with-
out contradiction, thus simplifying zar to the point that it cannot be 
comprehended. Because they are persons who de�nitively remain out-
siders, their explanations must be based on their own preconstructed 
notions and valuations; but the ‘otherness’ of the phenomenon calls 
for a conscious demysti�cation of analytical terms (Boddy 1994a).

Anthropological Theories of Spirit Possession
‘Possession’ is a broad anthropological term that refers to the inte-
gration of spirit and matter, power, and corporal reality in a world in 
which the boundary between an individual and her environment is 
permeable and negotiable. Recent studies (Comaroff 1985; Kramer 
1993; Taussig 1993) suggest that spirit possession is based on epis-
temic premises very different from “the in�nitely differentiating, 
rationalizing, and reifying thrust of global materialism and its atten-
dant scholarly traditions.” Zar continues to hold the anthropological 
gaze because it appears dramatically exotic and unrecognizable to 
those schooled in rationality (Boddy 1994a:407).

Relatively few anthropologists have made serious contributions 
to the ethnography and theory of zar possession. Among anthropolo-
gists, the seminal attempts at analyzing zar come from Ian C. Lewis’s 



6 Introduction

healing and cathartic aspects of the cult. The relationship between 
Islam and zar practices remains poorly explored, despite the obvi-
ous and profound connections. Within the lives of individual women, 
there is a close and intense intertwining of the relationships with 
certain zar spirits for divination purposes (Abdelsalam 1995; Battain 
1993; El Hadidi 1997; Kenyon 1991a; 1991b), the devotional practices 
of zar, and Islam. The aggregate effects on women’s lives and intuitive 
faculties and the forging of social relationships in particular localities 
have yet to be explored.

Zar in Egypt
In Egypt, zar has persisted as an important cultural form, despite 
more than a hundred years of state repression and rapid, uneven social 
change and criticism, particularly from the ongoing reformulations of 
Islamic orthodoxy (Natvig 1991). While predominantly a female cult, 
zar draws in men as devotees (Chafey Bey 1862; Kahle 1912; el-Adly 
1994), musicians, and cult leaders. Where devotion to zar is inherited, 
it is mostly through the female line.

Most scholarly works on zar in Egypt have also overlooked its 
symbolic aspect, its clear representation of ‘otherness’ (Boddy 1989; 
Gibbal 1992; Kramer 1993), and its comparability to other regional 
variants in the Red Sea and Arabian Gulf regions.3 Although early 
reports compared zar with other spirit-possession cults, particularly 
those in Africa, these merely re�ected the theoretical preoccupation 
of the time. Under the dominant paradigms of the diffusionists, these 
reports focused on origin and survival of cultural relics from earlier 
stages of human development (cf. Seligman 1914; Gordon 1929). 

When the paradigm shifted to psychologism, a great number of 
scholars concentrated on the psychological and therapeutic func-
tions of the cult. They viewed the cathartic zar apart from its religious 
and social aspects and de�ned it as psychotherapy without account-
ing for its healing mechanisms (for example, among anthropologists, 

7 Anthropological Theories of Spirit Possession

Fakhouri 1968; el-Shamy 1972; Kennedy 1978; and, among psychia-
trists, Okasha 1966; El Sendiony 1974).4

Most of the scholars who have focused on zar have concentrated 
on rendering the phenomenon intelligible to a western audience, by 
rationalizing away from the cult’s own terms, rather than building on 
deep understanding. That is to say, shallow reiterated accounts present 
zar as an exotic cultural survival, a psychotherapeutic ritual complex, 
or mere compilations of material culture. Most western scholarly 
models have not been able to capture the essence of zar. These mod-
els are highly rational, and zar simply is not. Apparently grasping that 
something is being lost in translation, scholars have typically omitted 
from their accounts aspects of zar that can be readily dealt with with-
out contradiction, thus simplifying zar to the point that it cannot be 
comprehended. Because they are persons who de�nitively remain out-
siders, their explanations must be based on their own preconstructed 
notions and valuations; but the ‘otherness’ of the phenomenon calls 
for a conscious demysti�cation of analytical terms (Boddy 1994a).

Anthropological Theories of Spirit Possession
‘Possession’ is a broad anthropological term that refers to the inte-
gration of spirit and matter, power, and corporal reality in a world in 
which the boundary between an individual and her environment is 
permeable and negotiable. Recent studies (Comaroff 1985; Kramer 
1993; Taussig 1993) suggest that spirit possession is based on epis-
temic premises very different from “the in�nitely differentiating, 
rationalizing, and reifying thrust of global materialism and its atten-
dant scholarly traditions.” Zar continues to hold the anthropological 
gaze because it appears dramatically exotic and unrecognizable to 
those schooled in rationality (Boddy 1994a:407).

Relatively few anthropologists have made serious contributions 
to the ethnography and theory of zar possession. Among anthropolo-
gists, the seminal attempts at analyzing zar come from Ian C. Lewis’s 



8 Introduction

peripheral-cult theory (1966; 1967; 1971; 1986; 1991) and Janice Bod-
dy’s ethnography of Sudanese zar (1988; 1989). Sohair Morsy’s analysis 
of sick roles in a rural Egyptian village provides useful insights (1978; 
1991; 1993). However, the most interesting theoretical understanding 
of the phenomenon of alien spirit possession comes from the armchair 
ethnological approach of the German art historian Fritz Kramer (1993).

Kramer’s understandings of African spirit possession
In The Red Fez: Art and Spirit Possession in Africa, Kramer (1993) draws 
our attention to the association between the African cults of alien spirit 
possession and plastic and performative art forms based on mimetic 
representation of strangers. He proposes mimesis as a way of know-
ing, and as an alternative to western rationality. To follow this logic, we 
have to turn to Lienhardt’s ethnography of the Dinka in Sudan (1961), 
from which Kramer adopts the concept of passiones. 

Unlike westerners, who perceive the past as derived from the mind 
or the imagination of the remembering self, the Dinka experience peo-
ple, places, or events of the past as having their own points of reference. 
These places and events have their own active agency that acts on human 
beings. In the same way, a ‘Power’ is a kind of presence acting on the self 
from without. A Dinka images her experience as a passive agent and as 
an object of Power. The Dinka separates an image, the active counter-
part of the passive element in human experience, from the self in order 
to deal with af�iction caused by Power so recognized (1961:149–53). To 
explain such modes of experiencing reality, Lienhardt writes,

It is perhaps signi�cant that in ordinary English usage we have no 
word to indicate an opposite of “actions” in relation to the human 
self. If the word “passions,” passiones, were still normally current as 
the opposite of “actions,” it would be possible to say that the Dinka 
Powers were the images of human passiones seen as the active 
sources of those passiones. (1961:151)

9 Anthropological Theories of Spirit Possession

Passiones, then, constitute a mode of experience which can no 
longer be precisely described in modern western languages; it is the 
opposite of actions in relation to the human self. Kramer explains that 
the possessed are “being moved by” the alien spirits experienced not 
as actions or abstraction but as images of passiones. The possessed per-
son experiences himself or herself as an object in which the Power 
of the cosmos recurs in the person. The agency is with the Power, 
not within the individual self. Kramer cautions us against translating 
the cosmological into psychological terms. For him, the passiones are 
psychic states, transient moods or a lasting mark or imprint which 
form under the “impression” left by the Power. Such experience can 
only be understood as particular cosmological encounters which are 
powerfully impinging in ways that are not obvious or readily under-
stood (1993:60–62). “The powers of the cosmos, both animals and 
landscapes,” he states, “recur in the person possessed, so that we can 
truly speak of passiones of an experienced reality” (1993:61). 

Despite the lack of a precise word to describe such modes of 
experience, Kramer �nds in present-day western practice a behavior 
denoting comparable modes resonating in a vocabulary that he views 
as a remnant of a cosmology. He writes,

The terms possessed, �lled and moved refer to mental states 
which we view as neither normal nor morbid. In all three cases 
we are talking about passiones rather than actions. Sometimes 
the individual appears to be a sort of mount, ridden or obsessed 
by notions or passions, at others a vessel �lled with feelings, 
and in the end as one moved by the sublime, whereby the latter 
is said mostly either with a touch of irony or in literary speech. 
Despite the passive formulation, each of the three states mani-
fests itself in its own characteristic patterns of behavior which, 
however, we cannot simply construe as conscious and deliberate 
actions. (1993:62)
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Kramer proposes that Africans have transformed alien phenomena 
into types, as images of passiones; these have been incorporated as spirits 
into local traditions. Strangers provide the material for an allegorical 
‘take’ whose purpose is to communicate what is ‘other’ to one’s cul-
ture. The common theme among these possession cults is not in the 
social function they ful�ll but rather in their representational character 
and their concept of reality. The mimetic representation through ritual 
enactment of “otherness,” its personi�cation, and its cult paraphernalia 
remain the uniting features among these cults. This mimesis stems from 
an experiential epistemology based on imagination rather than ratio-
nality. This imagination is “a complicated structure of heterogeneous 
elements: words and pictures. We shall then not think of operating with 
written or oral signs as something to be contrasted with the operation 
with ‘mental images’ of the events” (Wittgenstein 1979:7e).

The theory of peripheral cults 
I.M. Lewis (1971) advances a theory of spirit possession focusing on 
what he typi�es as peripheral cults, based on his study of sar (a local 
variant of zar found in Northern Somaliland) and his cross-cultural 
overview of other possession cults which involve spirits that “are not 
central to the maintenance of morality in a particular society.” He 
explains that zar is a mystical mode of defusing grievances between 
men and women (1967:626). Women are passive agents in the reli-
gious domain. The prominent role of women in spirit-possession cults 
is a compensation mechanism for their exclusion and lack of authority 
in other spheres (1986:27–28). Lewis links the de�nition of women as 
powerless and amoral with the peripherality of the zar to the moral 
order. Lewis’s propositions remain highly contested (cf. Wilson 1967; 
Kapferer 1983; Giles 1987; Boddy 1989, 1994a; Lambek 1993; Morsy 
1993). That is mainly because it is not correct to assume a priori that 
women’s religious ‘work’ is peripheral to that of men. “Not only do 
women too practice the central, day to day rites of Islam, but in their 
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performances they may carry a religious load often of greater tran-
scendental importance to the community than that borne by men” 
(Tapper and Tapper 1987:72).

The critics of Lewis’s status-deprivation hypothesis suspect its 
accuracy and attack his static use of the construct (Wilson 1967:628). 
Kapferer criticizes Lewis and his followers for unduly reducing the 
multiplicity of factors that might motivate the preponderance of 
women in spirit-possession cults to a single limited set which cannot 
be generalized or explain the pattern as a whole (1983:96–97). Lewis’s 
use of the term ‘peripheral’ to qualify women’s possession cults re�ects 
a highly subjective and evaluative view. Giles criticizes Lewis for this 
construct, which assumes that men are central to the moral order 
while women are peripheral. Attention to the perception of the cult 
participant would portray possession as a means of establishing con-
tact with supernatural forces that are crucial to society (1986:235–36). 

In a recent review article, Boddy argues against the assumption 
that spirit possession constitutes an independent category of behav-
ior. This assumption has led Lewis to transcend native epistemologies 
and to replace them with an objective analytical framework under the 
category ‘ecstatic religions.’ The typologies used by Lewis often blind 
researchers to the complexities of the ethnographic situation (Boddy 
1994a:409–10). Lambek criticizes Lewis for attempting to explain pos-
session in terms of conscious behavior; not only does it violate local 
perceptions, but it also fails to acknowledge that the very essence of 
the system is to transcend conscious wishes (Lambek 1993:313).

Women are active in possession, not because they wish to use it 
in a battle against men or even in a status competition among 
themselves, but because it gives them greater scope and authority 
in activities in which they have always taken an interest: articu-
lating social relations, maintaining peace and order within their 
families and taking responsibility of reproduction. (1993:334)
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Despite these contestations, Lewis’s work remains very in�uential and 
no serious work on zar spirit possession can be carried out without 
addressing his theory of peripherality.

Variations on Lewis’s theory of peripheral cults
Janice Boddy’s study of zar in Hofriyat, a rural community in north-
ern Sudan, describes the multifaceted in�uence of zar on the lives of 
ordinary village women. With ethnographic richness, she explains 
how zar participation cultivates appreciation for ambiguity in gender 
constructs, personal relationships, and cultural typi�cation (1989:341–
42). However, her analysis suffers somewhat from her interpretation 
of zar in terms of texts to be read. Boddy endows the ceremony with 
an intellectually re�ective function, when to the participant it is an 
experiential performance (Abu-Lughod 1993b). Boddy compares zar 
to the genre of post-Renaissance satirical allegory. Accordingly, zar 
ceremony is conceived as an “indigenous text that unfolds anew with 
every ritual performance” (Boddy 1989:341) with multiple levels of 
meaning, both explicit and implicit. She reads the wedding symbol-
ism5 in zar initiation as an allegorical “pretext.” Its implied meaning 
is a muted, counter-hegemonic commentary on marriage—the seat of 
feminine identity and a source of disenchantment—in the lives of the 
possessed. According to Boddy,

Controversial realities are embedded in overt text performance, 
and each gains from association with the other. Possession 
ritual, viewed as allegorical genre, is designed to compel the 
imagination; in making an adjustment between the apparent 
meaning of the rite and its multiple connotations, a participant 
leaps to the signi�cance of the zar and is initiated to its course. 
This is, and given its potential subversiveness, must be, a per-
sonal, subjective, transformation. But because of that it may be 
therapeutic. For if discovery occurs through a participant’s own 
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intellectual effort, if, in other words, she restructures the zar 
text by re�ecting in her own imagination the creative process 
it embodies, thus renewing the inner consciousness of the work 
(cf. Honig 1966:29), then her consciousness of her own position 
in Hofriyati society may grow. (1989:340)

For women, everyday identity or social position may be jeopardized 
because of dif�cult circumstances, such as infertility, divorce, or loss 
of children, a husband, or loved ones. Boddy shows how the Sudanese 
zar provides an opportunity to redress these problems by stressing that 
which lies beyond their immediate society. She argues that zar opens 
the possibility of ‘otherness,’ that of the zar and that of the women who 
feel jeopardized. In the zar, with its themes of alien spirits, these wom-
en’s feelings of personal otherness, caused by speci�c circumstances, 
meet with allegory and ritual, which strengthens their identities. Par-
ticipation in the zar creates a positive appreciation for the existential, as 
opposed to the ideal demanded in structured everyday life.

According to Boddy, with zar trance the “introjected” and cultur-
ally overdetermined self may be repositioned and perhaps transcended. 
It provides the cult member with the possibility of insight (1989:350). 
The vocabulary of zar is a metaphoric variation on the themes of 
daily life (speci�cally marriage). Zar re�ects “a counterreality, wherein 
salient social values and cultural orientations are played with, reas-
sessed, weighted differently than in everyday life, opened up to other 
interpretations” (1989:156–57).

The perception of zar in a rural community in Egypt
Sohair Morsy provides a new set of data on the Egyptian zar in her 
study of sick roles and gender in a village of the Nile Delta. Morsy’s 
work on zar is less comprehensive than that of Boddy. However, she 
provides an interesting analysis, focusing on the cultural logic and 
social context of possession. She proposes ‘uzr (literally, ‘excuse’), an 
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work on zar is less comprehensive than that of Boddy. However, she 
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Egyptian zar variant, as a “culturally sanctioned dissent” (1993:18). 
She develops Lewis’s status-deprivation hypothesis beyond its correla-
tion with femaleness by demonstrating that this possession af�iction is 
indicative of powerlessness among both female and male informants. 
She argues that once ‘uzr is “made social” through the identi�cation of 
the af�icting spirits by means of ritual, and by securing support of the 
claim to the sick role from members of the village community, the now 
culturally legitimated “excuse” allows the transgression of the estab-
lished power relations and of core cultural principles (1993:124–25). 

Morsy argues that the possessed person is then able to resist the 
socially sanctioned authority of fathers, brothers, and husbands, as 
well as mothers, sisters, and wives. Failure to achieve core cultural 
imperatives is among the socially tolerated or justi�ed transgressions. 
These core cultural imperatives include parenthood, securing fam-
ily livelihood, and adherence to sexual norms as in the case of incest, 
homosexuality, and extramarital affairs (Morsy 1993:123–46).

Lewis (1967; 1971), Boddy (1989), and Morsy (1993) build their 
theoretical approach to zar possession by developing Gluckman’s 
“ritual of rebellion” hypothesis. Gluckman explained ritual reversal in 
African societies that he observed as an expression of dramatized struc-
tural con�icts. These structural con�icts, which are not controlled in 
distinct secular institutions, are expressed in ritual to maintain social 
equilibrium (1963:136). For Gluckman, “every social system is a �eld 
of tension, of ambivalence, of co-operation and contrasting struggle.” 
“Rituals of rebellion” allow “unbridled excess,” an expression within 
the bounds of social order, to keep the rebellion in check. So the 
enactment of con�icts, through the inversion of social roles or other 
symbolic forms, stresses the “social cohesion” within which certain 
con�icts exist (1963:127).

Lewis’s and Boddy’s models of resistance locate this struc-
tural con�ict between husband and wife and make marriage, rather 
than oppression by the ruling elite, the structural principle that zar 
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addresses. I do not see that either researcher was able to substantiate 
this hard-to-prove premise empirically. The con�ict between husbands 
and wives is assumed by both authors, and is their own cultural pro-
jection. Unfortunately the sophisticated approach of Boddy, informed 
by feminist theory and hermeneutic interpretation, leads her back to 
Lewis’s functionalist position that she rejected in the �rst place.

The transgressive and subversive mechanisms in zar cannot be 
interpreted by a simple functionalist con�ict model. Zar can best 
be explored through rigorous sociohistorical analyses and open 
multiple methodologies. I agree with Scott’s criticism of the ritual-
of-rebellion hypothesis to explain complex social events such as 
carnival (or zar). In his view, such interpretations are “an untenable 
essentialism.” Carnival (or zar) is “the ritual site of various forms of 
social con�ict and symbolic manipulation, none of which can be said, 
prima facie, to prevail” (1990:178).

Zar cults buffer the individual caught in dif�cult structural condi-
tions by creating a community with a shared experience of otherhood 
(Boddy 1989; Gibbal 1992; Kramer 1993), particularly for the most 
vulnerable identities, those related to gender and sexuality (Boddy 
1989; Morsy 1993). Members of a zar community buffer each other’s 
pains and misfortunes through friendships, mutual sympathy, com-
munal dance, entertainment, and conversations outside the immediate 
kin group (Saunders 1977; Eisler 1985). 

It makes perfect sense that zar provides a socially sanctioned space 
for transgressions within one’s own community (Morsy 1993), and 
that participants �nd inspiration in images and stereotypes of what is 
socially de�ned as other than one’s own. Social norms are only bind-
ing to actors whose identities have not been contested. Those who are 
af�icted, and inhabited by alien beings, are no longer bound by the 
canons and ideals that govern the lives of members of the wider com-
munity. That is to say, those possessed with zar, with their ambiguous 
identities, are no longer held responsible for their actions. In fact, they 
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are no longer themselves. Zar is experienced as passione, as a cosmolog-
ical encounter. That is why I argue that the key to understanding zar 
on its own terms is not to reduce it to some function but to consider 
its representational character and its concept of reality. 

From Collector to Ethnographer
My first encounter with zar
I was born and raised in Cairo in a middle-class, professional home, 
which was exceptionally secular by Egyptian standards.6 It was only 
when I began to show anthropological interest in zar that family sto-
ries about my great-aunt came out, including sumptuous zar parties, 
of which my mother only recalls the hubbub, the silverware, and the 
caterers. Before I started working on zar, most of my acquaintances in 
Cairo knew of zar only from �lms and television. The Egyptian mass 
media portrays zar mostly as “superstition,” while newspapers often 
speak of zar as heresy and the work of charlatans.

The �rst time I encountered a live zar ceremony was in 1978. At the 
time, as an undergraduate student in anthropology, I derived great plea-
sure from pursuing ethnographic adventures and observations of cultural 
phenomena. One day, as I was driving around with a Belgian friend who 
was visiting Cairo, we came near the city cemeteries, right where the 
eastern side of the Nile Valley disappears into the limestone foot of the 
Muqattam hills. Our attention was drawn by some strange drumming. 
When we identi�ed the source of the sound, we saw an unusual gather-
ing of people. We parked quickly and walked toward the crowd. Huge 
tents had been erected near a shrine. They were surrounded by a large 
number of local women dressed in traditional black gowns.7

We were told that the shrine belonged to a local saint named Sidi 
Abul Saoud, and that this gathering of people was a hadret zar which 
was held each Tuesday near the shrine. We came closer and decided to 
join the action taking place in one of the tents. We paid an entrance 
fee of le0.25 (then $0.30).8 
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Inside the tent there was a dance �oor and a band composed of 
six male musicians. As we came closer we realized that one of them 
was the dancer. He had exceptionally long hair for an Egyptian man, 
a few inches beyond his shoulders. There was also a lead singer and 
a chorus. The band included one wind instrument and many types of 
drums. All the performers were dressed in white gallabiyas, the tradi-
tional male ceremonial clothing.9

The drumming was very pronounced. Women made up most of 
the audience. They sat cross-legged around the dance �oor, with their 
backs to the tent walls, completing a circle with the band. The band 
was directed by a woman. She did not play music, sing, or dance; I real-
ized later that she was the sheikha (the of�ciating leader). Instead, she 
oversaw the performance and the well-being of the people in the tent: 
her clients. Whenever she spotted even a subtle response to the rhythm 
of the music by a member of the audience, she would make sure that 
the dancer lured that person onto the dance �oor. When an entranced 
woman passed out and fell on the dance �oor, the sheikha would put 
pressure on her forehead, and then sprinkle her with rose water. 

We took our places among the audience. We watched the trancers 
and talked with the women around us. To our surprise, the beating of 
drums soon began to affect us, and we felt compelled to dance. Our 
upper bodies were swinging with the music. The mistress signaled to 
the musicians to accelerate the drumming. Then she looked at the 
dancer, who immediately stepped toward us and invited me to the 
dance �oor. We had noticed earlier that as each woman went to the 
dance �oor, she would give some money to the band; these monetary 
contributions were dropped into a cloth bag to hold for the musicians. 
I gave the dancer le0.25; he swiftly ritually circled the money around 
my head, kissed it, and put it in the same cloth bag. 

The same thing happened to my friend. Each of us spontaneously 
danced a dance that was very different from that of the other women. 
With the acceleration of the drumming, we were both induced into 
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trance. I lost control of myself. It was a feeling similar to what I felt as 
a child at the climax of swinging, almost like an orgasm.10 We were no 
longer aware of what we were doing.

Still etched in my memory is a woman in her late thirties who 
would not join the dance �oor like the rest of us. I identi�ed her as a 
baladi woman because of her black outer garment. She was wearing a 
lot of gold jewelry. Her tears �owed continuously every time a partic-
ular song was played. Her sobbing increased whenever the singer said 
‘�re’ (al-nar), which was a metaphor for describing inner pain. When 
her tears dried, we chatted a bit. After our trance she looked at us and 
said, “We go to zar and you go to the disco” (discotheque).

The woman was making a cultural parallel that is very commonly 
used when zar devotees explain what is going on in zar to outsiders. The 
relativizing idiom comparing zar to disco is quite interesting because it 
is motivated by �nding the common grounds between different experi-
ences in separate settings: trance dance in zar and discotheque dancing. 

After all, attendants in both spaces dance with intensity and let off 
some steam. In both cases, it is an embodied performance, a practice 
and a bodily habit in which music plays an important role. In fact, the 
disco metaphor has also been used in two other scholarly accounts 
of Egyptian zar. Eisler reports in the voice of one of her informants 
that some middle-class women go to zar gatherings to relax, to enjoy 
themselves, and to listen to music—an experience, according to her 
informants, very similar to “going to a disco” (1985:25).11

At the time of this �rst encounter with a zar ceremony, more than 
forty years ago, the event was just another cultural phenomenon of 
Cairo. Cairo is a complex social space with one thousand years of 
history that is sensually experienced in its skyline and its noise level. 
Today minarets, domes of mosques, shrines like that of Sidi Abul 
Saoud, foreign construction cranes for skyscrapers, and satellite dishes 
in every conceivable space stand out in the panorama viewed by any 
observer. People are drawn to Cairo from all over Egypt seeking work, 
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recreation, health care, and religious expression. Along with the mas-
sive permanent population, an in�ux of people swells the city’s daytime 
population to over twenty million people. 

Quite often activities for leisure, work, religion, or healing are one 
and the same, just like the zar gatherings described above. It was not 
until the fall of 1988, ten years later, that I fully realized that this zar 
event by the shrine of Sidi Abul Saoud would become important in my 
life and would constitute the �rst of a series of encounters with zar. In 
the intervening years, I had never thought about zar. I had completed 
a bachelor’s in social anthropology and carried out �eldwork in a num-
ber of different communities in Egypt. But now in Minya in Upper 
Egypt, in the gold and silver market of the city, I came across fadat al-
me‘affrateen (‘silver of the possessed’). These were particular amulets 
and jewelry used as offerings to spirits in the zar ceremony.

Zar amulets 
The ‘silver of the possessed’ were particular amulets and jewelry used 
in zar ceremonies. Most of this amuletic jewelry had small bells in odd 
numbers. I suddenly remembered that I had seen them many times 
in shop windows in Cairo but had never associated them with zar or 
possession. I even remembered that as a child I used to play with a pair 
of silver earrings that belonged to my mother. Neither of us knew that 
they were zar amulets. 

The discovery of zar amulets sparked my interest. I began to fol-
low the zar trail looking for fadat al-me‘affrateen in the silver markets of 
Cairo and other provincial cities in Egypt. In the process, I found myself 
developing an ethnography of zar. Beginning in the �rst half of 1989, I 
spent most of my free time in the silver markets of Cairo and Sohag and 
Akhmim in Upper Egypt until I left for the United States in June 1994. 

My early interest in zar was focused on its amuletic silver jewelry. 
Over a period of �ve years, I collected more than a hundred different 
specimens, mostly from my goldsmith and silversmith friends in Upper 
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Egypt. These were hand-picked from the many more I had seen in dif-
ferent markets all over Egypt. In my mind, I was building a collection 
of zar amulets for a future ethnography focused on the amulets. To my 
silversmith friends, particularly the late ‘Amm Nassif of Sohag, I was 
writing a large book on zar. Whenever any of my friends introduced 
me to others in the silver market, he would proudly say: “She is writ-
ing a book on zar that big”––stretching his index �nger and his thumb 
as far apart as possible. 

In this early period of �eldwork, I was seeking the knowledge of 
the craftsmen who made or sold the amulets, as well as those who were 
zar devotees. The latter used fadat al-me‘affrateen in ritual and as a sign 
of devotion to zar in everyday life. I was hoping to be able to decipher 
the vocabulary of magical motifs inscribed on the amulets by various 
silversmithing techniques, but instead I learned about the market. 

I had extensive discussions with twelve craftsmen and retail-
ers from Sohag and Akhmim in Upper Egypt and a few from Cairo. 
Three of the male smiths in Sohag became my good friends and were 
very interested in helping me know more about zar. Whenever I had 
a question, they asked around. But nobody seemed to know anything 
about the symbols in the amulets. The craftsmen were reproducing 
what their fathers passed on to them without knowing what these 
symbols meant. I was told that the possessed (maryouheen), and the 
zar leaders representing them, chose their own zar amulets, mostly 
by going into trance in the silver or goldsmith store and identifying 
amulets that the possessed had seen in visions and dreams. 

The craftsmen saw the amulets in terms of their functions, places of 
origin, percentage of silver, and the amount of craftsmanship involved in 
producing them. The scope of their knowledge may be limited by their 
gender or their religious af�liation; most of the silversmiths and retail-
ers are Coptic Christian men, and zar is almost entirely practiced by 
Muslims, and more often among Muslim women. But most important, 
the silversmiths remain outsiders to the zar cult despite their association 
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with devotees and leaders who buy amulets from them. They often get 
invited to zar initiation ceremonies and can generally describe the over-
all ceremony. Only the most knowledgeable retailer was from Cairo—a 
Muslim woman who had herself been a zar devotee. 

I could not learn from the silversmiths the meanings of the motifs 
on the amulets. Instead I was introduced to the many levels of the zar 
amulet market, a subject about which they loved to talk and re�ect. In 
this early stage of research, the focus of my ethnography then shifted 
for me, from the amulets themselves to their systems of circulation. 

At least one-fourth of the silver jewelry pieces bought and sold 
in the provincial capitals of Upper Egypt were locally produced zar 
amulets. In the Sohag Governorate market alone, in the sixties and 
seventies, fadat al-me‘affrateen constituted two-thirds of the produc-
tion and sale of silver jewelry. Most fadat al-me‘affrateen was produced 
by craftsmen within the same or neighboring governorates as the pur-
chasers. The magnitude of the market indicated the extent and the 
complexity of zar devotion itself during this period.

With this realization, I tried to attend a zar congregation in Sohag 
Governorate. I was still motivated by a passionate desire to know about 
the meaning of the motifs on my collection of amulets. Unfortunately, 
despite the mediation of my silversmith friends, I was denied entry 
twice to the Akhmim zar congregation. 

The Banat al-Sa� (daughters of al-Sa�) are the two gypsy sisters 
who jointly lead the zar cult of the city. They were not comfortable 
with journalists. The sisters, having no concept of anthropology, 
thought that I could only be a journalist who was going to besmirch 
their names in the newspapers. Disappointed, I went back to Cairo, 
where I lived, and decided to look for a local cult.
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In October 1993, I was still hoping that I could learn about the amu-
lets from the devotees. I planned to �nd a local cult in Cairo so as 




