In many nonwestern societies women’s ritual
roles are central and indispensable to commu-
nity cohesion and well-being. In contrast, in
Anglo-European cultures women's religious ac-
tivities tend to be secondary and marginal
because of the preeminence of men in both or-
ganizational hierarchies and doctrine. Anthro-
pological research has long recognized that reli-
gious systems reflect, support, and carry forward
patterns of social organization and central val-
ues of a saciety. What has not been sufficiently
recognized is the interrelationships of men and
women in the perpetuation of social life through
religious activities.

The study of the ritual activities of women has
often been embedded in analyses of life cycle
events, such as the Nkang'a girl's puberty ritual
among the Ndembu of Central Africa {Turner
1968:198) or pregnancy and childbirth rituals in
Asia (Jacobson 1989; Laderman 1983). With the
exception of this area of research, the study of
women and religion has often been neglected,
despite the fact that women are prominentin re-
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ligious activities. As a result of a renewed interest
in gender in various cultures, scholars have

begun to explore how the religious experience
of women is different from that of men, whether
and how women become ritual specialists, what

religious functions they perform and the degree-
to which these are private or public, and, finally, .

what implications these ritual activities have for
female prestige and status. :

This has led, in some cultural contexts, to an
attempt to formulate a more complete ethno-
graphic picture. For example, in the literature
on Australian aborigines, where there is a good
deal of debate about gender roles, a number of
ethnologists have asserted that the dominance
of senior men is sustained by their control of sa-
cred knowledge and that their position is recog-
nized by both men and women in the culture
{(Warner 1937; White 1975; Bern 1979). This
viewpoint has been challenged by Diane Bell
(1981), who notes that male anthropologists
have underestimated and under-reported the
religious life of Australian aboriginal women.

She argues that “both men and women have rit-
uals that are closed to the other, both men and
women allow the other limited attendance at
certain of their rituals, and, finally, there are cer-
emonies in which both men and women ex-
change knowledge and together celebrate their
membership in one society and their duty to
maintain the law of their ancestors” (1981:319).

Bell focuses in particular on the love rituals of
women, rituals that originally were viewed by
ethnologists as magic and therefore deviant, un-
important, and marginal to the central decision-
making realm of men. In contrast, Bell suggests
that in the celebration of these rituals, used by
women o establish and maintain marriages of
their own choosing, “women clearly perceived
themselves as independent operators in a do-
main where they exercised power and auton-
omy based on their dreaming affiliations with
certain tracts of lands. These rights are recog-
nized and respected by the whole society”
(1981:322). The love rituals of Australian ab-
original women are, in short, by no means pe-
ripheral to the society. They are underwritten by
Dreamtime Law and feared by men who are
often unaware that they are being performed
and unable to negate their power. Through their
rituals some Australian aboriginal women have,
as Hamilton (1987) suggests, a mechanism with
which to challenge the ideology of male superi-
ority that is expressed in male ritual.

Mathews (in this book) provides us with an-
other example of an important arena of religious
activity—the civil-religious hierarchy or cargo
system in Mesoamerica—that has long been
considered a public and exclusively male arena.
If women were mentioned at all in studies of the
cargo system, it was for their peripheral roles in
food preparation. Based on her research in the
state of Oaxaca in Mexico, Mathews begins by
pointing out that an application of the domestic-
public model {see Part I11) to an understanding
of these religious ceremonies obscures the sig-
nificant ritual roles of women because it places
the cargo in the public sphere of activity and fails
to acknowledge the importance of the house-
hold unit. Rather than oppose men and women
within a rigid domestic-public model, Mathews
emphasizes the parallel and interdependent
roles of men and women in the execution of
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cargo. Male cargo holders (mayordomos) orga-
nize and coordinate the activities of men, and
female cargo holders (mayordomas) organize
and coordinate the activities of women. Both
share in the prestige gained from service at the
end of their year of responsibility.

If Oaxacan women have an important and
prestige-conferring role within the religious
sphere of cargo activity, similar opportunities are
denied them within the civil sphere. Thus
Mathews explores the impact of the penetration
of the state (see Part VI[) on the lives of women.
Asexual divide-and-rule state policy, she argues,
makes men into social adults and women into
domestic wards whose dealings with the public
sphere becomes restricted. Prestige in local insti-
tutions is undermined by its absence in ex-
tracommunity institutions, and as civil offices as-
sume increasing importance at the expense of
cargo offices, the position of women is eroded.

In contrast with the underestimation of
women's religious roles in the literature on Aus-
tralian aborigines and the Mesoamerican cargo
system, studies of sub-Saharan Africa have long
recognized that the ritual life of women is both
significant and highly elaborated. In this region,
women are invalved in complex ceremonies of
initiation; they are engaged in witcheraft and
divination (Mendonsa 1979; Ngubane 1977}
they act as spirit mediums and healers (Green
1989; Sargent 1989); they lead and participate
in possession cults (Berger 1976); and they form
their own secret societies (MacCormack 1979},

in Africa, and elsewhere around the world,
female religious practitioners are often con-
ceived of as women apart. They frequently tran-
scend focal cultural definitions of womanhood
and are recognized as having extraordinary
characteristics. Kendall (in this book} notes that
Korean women who become shamans (mansin)
stand above the social and economic constraints
generally imposed on a proper Korean wife and
mother. The mansin occupies an ambiguous sta-
tus similar to that of other “glamorous but mor-
ally dubious female marginals, the actress, the
female entertainer, and the prostitute.” Though
not always accorded respect, the mansin wears
the costumes and speaks with the authority of
the gods. Mansin and their rituals are, in
Kendall's view, “integral components of Korean
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family and village religion. Within this religious
system, women and shamans perform essential
ritual tasks that complement men's ritual tasks”
(1985:25).

Women in other cultural contexts use spirit
possession and trance as an outlet for the stress
that derives from their social and material depri-
vation and subordination (Broch 1985; Hamer
and Hamer 1966; Lewis 1966, 1969; Morsy
1979; Pressel 1973}. As Danforth (1989:99) ar-
gues with regard to Firewalking (Anastenaria) in
northern Greece, “through these rituals women
seek to address the discrepancies that character-
ize the relationship between an official ideology
of male dominance and a social reality in which
women actually exercise a significant degree of
power. Spirit possession . . . provides a cantext
for the resolution of conflict often associated
with gender roles and gender identity.” How-
ever, in Korea, rather than serving as an outlet
for stress, possession is the vehicle whereby a
mansin, as a recognized ritual practitioner, min-
isters to the needs of other women who are in
turn the ritual representatives of their families.

Korean housewives come to the mansin for
therapeutic answers to a range of personal and
household problems, for divinations about the
future and prospects for the coming year, and
for female solidarity and a “venting of the
spleen” (Kendall 1985:25), Women'’s rituals in
Korea, like those in some other parts of the
world, are both practical and expressive. As
Mernissi {1978) suggests, based on her research
in Morocco, female devotional societies provide
a tightly knit community of supporters and ad-
visers,. The Christian Science movement
founded in America by Mary Baker Eddy in the
late nineteenth century was a healing religion
that also offered middle-class women a “socially
acceptable alternative to the stifling Victorian
stereotypes then current” (Fox 1989:98).

Mama Lola, the Vodou priestess (manbo) de-
scribed by Brown (in this book) is also a ritual
specialist, diviner, and healer working in New
York who, when she is possessed, “acts out the
social and psychological forces that define and
often contain the lives of contemporary Haitian
woman.” Through ritual, Mama Lola empowers
her clients. This phenomenon of psychological
empowerment is characteristic of other religious

systems; it is described by Danforth (1989) inh
discussion of the New Age Firewalking cult:
the United States and by Wadley (1989) in
analysis of the active control over their lives th;
north indian village women gain through the
ritual activities. .

Mama Lola maintains a very personal rel:
tionship with two female spirits. To one sh
stands in the role of child to a spiritual mothé
and thereby metaphoricaily expresses an impg
tant bond within Haitian culture and society th
is manifested in her own relationship with K
daughter Maggie. This ritually embedde
mother-child metaphor can be found in oth
parts of the world where women healers me
the physical and emotional needs of their
tients just as mothers meet the needs of their:
children (Wedenoja 1989; Kerewsky-Halper
1989). If one of Mama Lola’s female spirits rap:
resents the nurturing side of women in relation.
to their children, the other represents the ro
mantic side in relation to men. 1

In Haitian Vodou the diverse roles of wome
are projected into the religious sphere. This
equally true of other religious traditions. In Cath
olic cultures values about ideal womanhood are
sanctified by the image of the Virgin Mary, who:
represents submission, humility, serenity, and
tong suffering (Stevens 1973). In Mexico, for ex-
ample, Eve and the Virgin Mary are contrastin
images that “encode the cycle of reproduction:
within the domestic group. When a woman is
nursing and sexually continent she resembles
the Virgin. When she submits to sex, she is more.
like Eve” {Ingham 1986:76). Hindu goddesses:
are also multifaceted; they are mothers, media-
tors, and protectresses.

According to Preston {1985:13), there is a
connection “between the role of women in In-
dian life and the special position of female dei-
ties in the Hindu pantheon. Though Indian:
women are supposed to be absolutely devoted
to their husbands who are respected as embodi-
ments of the deity, women may also reign su-
preme in their own domains as mothers of their.
children.” In Dinaan Hinduism the Great Cod-
dess takes several forms, some good and some
evil. Babb (1975:226) suggests that these two
aspects reflect an opposition in male and female
principles: “When female dominates male, the

air is sinister; when male dominates female the
pair is benign.”

Of importance, then, to some students of the
relationship between gender and religion is the
question of how women are portrayed in reli-

ious symbolism and doctrine. One of the most
intriguing representations of women in religious

* thought is the Shaker conception of a female
- God. The Shakers were a millenarian Christian

roup who arrived on the shores of America in
the late eighteenth century. As Procter-Smith {in
this book) points out, long before recent femi-
nists began to refer to God as “she,” the Shakers
helieved in God the mother to complement God
the father and conceived of their leader, Ann
Lee, as a manifestation of the second coming of
Christ in female form.

This millenial thinking empowered women
and permitted the eradication of women’s sub-
ordination. Shaker men and women shared spir-
itual authority and the leadership roles that were
specified by this authority. Long before Engels
(see Part V1I), the Shakers appear to have recog-
nized that property, marriage, and sexuality may
undermine the status of women, and they there-
fore worked to eliminate these phenomena both
ideologically and practically from their way of
life. They upheld celibacy and the communal
ownership of property. Procter-Smith observes,
however, that the Shakers were not fully suc-
cessful in their efforts. A patriarchal and hierar-
chical model persisted, as did a division of labor
that followed broader societal patterns for what
men and women do. To this Setta (1989:231)
has added the observation that Shaker theology
was dominated by men while women were the
spirit mediums, a distinction in her view that
parallels a frequent human division “between
men as scholars and thinkers and women as ve-
hicles for religious experience.”

Shakerism in its original form had much in
common with some of the femaie-oriented reli-
gious cults described by anthropologists working
in other parts of the world. It too was based in
spirit possession and other forms of ecstatic be-
havior. It too was organized around the meta-
phor of mother who gives birth to, aurtures, and
protects her child believers. it too provided an
outlet for women who were otherwise con-
strained by the social institutions of late eigh-
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teenth- and nineteenth-century American soci-
ety.
yWe have taken the approach in this book that
what it means to be male and female (i.e., gen-
der} is learned and shaped within a cultural con-
text. Religious symbols are a powerful mecha-
nism by which culturally appropriate gender
messages are transmitted. As Bynum observes,
“It is no longer possible to study religious prac-
tice ar religious symbols without taking gen-
der—that is, the cultural experience of being
male or female—into account” (1986:1-2). In
addition, through participation and leadership
in ritual, women may enhance their social posi-
tion. Involvement in religious activities may also
generate a sense of female or community soli-
darity through membership in a congregation or
participation in ritual functions.
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A Reinterpretation of Women’s Roles
in the Mexican Cargo System

Holly F. Mathews

Nearly two decades have passed since the
feminist movement inspired a resurgence of
interest in the study of gender roles. Much of
the initial research during this period was di-
rected towards overcoming a generation of
male bias in anthropological studies by filling
in the missing portion of the cthnographic re-
cord on women. To analyze this new informa-
tion on gender, feminist anthropologists for-
mulated a theory of social roles which
emphasized a split between the public sphere
of male activity and the domestic sphere of fe-
male activity. The domestic/public theory as
first articulated by Chodorow (1974), Lam-
phere (1974}, Rosaldo (1974), and ‘otl?(;jrs
holds that (1) familial and extrafamilial
realms constitute separate domains crossz—cul:
turally; (2) women are universally associated
with the family or domestic sphere while men
universally control the public or political
sphere; (8) and, as a result, women’s roles and
activities are always subordinate to, or are ac-
corded less value than, the roles and activities
of men. ‘

A number of anthropologists {for example,
Pearlman 1980; Rosaldo 1980; Sacks 1979)
have pointed out the ethnocentric assump-
tions that underiie the domestic/public model
and acknowledged the limitations nvolved in
applying it cross-culturally. As Sacks writes,
the domestic/public model projects:

what is a fairly recent bifurcation of family and
society into a universal and natural human con-
Reproduced by permission of the American Anthropo-

logical Association [rom Awerican Ethmologist 12:2, My
£985. Not for further repreduction,

dition. In this anthropology has ethnfrccmr}-
cally adapied u basic premise of industrial capi-
talism [1979:61].

Anthropologists who start with such an
ethnocentric premise tend to emphasize the
separation between male and lemale roles
and seldom investigate the ways in which such
roles interrelate and function within specific
sociocultural contexts. Consequently, many
anthropelogical studies fail to capture a sense
of the complexity and diversity characteristic
of gender roles cross-culturally. Yetwithout a
basic understanding of role diversity, anthro-
pologists cannot begin to assess the dlifere‘n—
tial implications of socioeconomic change for
men and women in particular societies. Al-
though some anthropologists (e.g., Collier
and Rosaldo 1981; Ortner and Whitehead
1981; Sanday 1981; Sacks 1979) are currently
using new models to study gender roles, the
empirical consequences of not using the do-
mestic/public theory have yet to be explored.
Data on the religious ceremonial system
known as the cargo in the Mexican commu-
nity of San Miguel are used to illustrate some
of these consequences.

Specifically I argue that the use ofa domes-
tic/public model led many anthropologists to
view cargo service as an exclusively public and
hence male domain of activity. A detailed ex-
amination of the way in which male and fe-
male cargo roles interrelate reveals, however,
that cargo service is undertaken not by indi-
vidual men but by household units on the
basis of wealth. Male and female household
heads assume parallel roles and responsibili-
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ties for ritual, and the participation of each
sex 1s crucial for successful service.

In the newly emerging sphere of civil ser-
vice, however, male and female roles articu-
late in a fundamentally different way. Modern
civil offices, instituted by the Mexican na-
tional government, are held increasingly by
individuals elected on the basis of personal
skills such as literacy in the Spanish language
and experience in interacting with Ladino
elites. Women, for reasons cutlined in the fol-
lowing sections, usually lack such skills and
hence civil offices are dominated by men.

This analysis of role relationships in the re-
ligious and civil spheres provides a basis for
predicting the likely outcome of socioeco-
nomic changes occurring in San Miguel. To
the degree that the ritual cargo system is
breaking down, and separate civil offices as-
suming importance in the administration of
community affairs, women are being de-
prived of opportunities to hold community
posts.

THE TRADITIONAL CARGO SYSTEM

Mexico contains hundreds of autonomous In-
dian commumnities largely responsible for reg-
ulating their own internal affairs. In the past
the civil-religious hierarchy or cargo system,
instituted in Mexico by Spanish colonial au-
thorities, was the characteristic administrative
organization found in these communities.
Cancian describes the cargo as “a system in
which adult males serve in a series of hierar-
chically arranged ollices devoted to both po-
litical and ceremonial aspects of community
life” (1967:283).

These offices are ranked in terms of levels
of service and authority. An individual begins
service in a low-level office before being eligi-
ble to serve in a higher ranked one. In the
past individuals alternated between civil and
religious offices in the course of lifetime ser-
vice, Since there are more offices at the bot-
tom than at the top, those individuals who
complete service at all levels are called elders
or principales, and community members ac-
cord them great respect and prestige (Car-
rasco 1961:484).

Tenure in cargo oflices rotates annua
and individuals serve without payment. F|.
ders generally appoint people to cargos, an
service involves the officeholders in conside
able expense since they must sponsor festival
and bangueting in conjunction with th
saints’ days and religious holidays celebrated
by the Catholic Church. In return for servic
individuals earn prestige and respect, which
sometimes translate into political influence a
well.

ANTHROPOLOGICAL
INTERPRETATIONS OF MALE
AND FEMALE CARGO ROLES

The anthropological literature on the cargo
system In Mexico is extensive. Descriptions o
the system are varied and often reflect inter:
community variation in cargo organizaticn
In addition, ethnographic reports span a 50
year period during which the cargo system in
many communities was undergoing rapid:
change in response to outside pressures. Con
sequently, it is often difficult to distinguish
differences in cargo interpretation arising
from the use of particular theoretical model
from those arising out of mtercommunity’
variation and historical change. Nonetheless;”
certain general trends in the description and
analysis of male and female roles can be’
traced through the various stages ol cargo re
search.

The earliest Mesoamerican ethnographies
to include descriptions ol the cargo system’
were produced by a generation of anthropol-
ogists (both male and female) who were
trained to assume that a description of the-
male world was an adequate description of
the society at large (see Rogers 1978:131).
Regarded as the main political and religious
actors, men were widely reported to be the
only significant participants in cargo service,
and cargos were said to rank individual men
in terms of relative prestige (Beals 1945; De
La Fuente 1949; Foster 1967; Hinton 1964;
Lewis 1960; Parsons 1956 Vogt 1969). Few -
anthropologists of this generation mentioned
women’s involvement in cargo service, and
when they did, women were described as pe-

ripheral participants involved primarily in
the preparatien of food for ritual {Cancian

1965). )
These ethnographers did note, however,

that a man's chance for a successful cargo ca-
reer often depended on his ability to raise re-

sources from his kin network. Presumably
womei, as members of these networks, were
important in supporting male cargo careers.
This point, however, is often overlooked in
many early studies. Cancian (1965), for ex-
ample, analyzed the importance of labor for
cargo service in Zinacantan, Mexico but as-
sumed that only the aid given by brothers and
sons was useful to the cargoholder. Conse-
quently, he asked informants to list the rea-
sons why brothers and sons were helpful in
cargo service but neglected to ask the corre-
sponding question about sisters and daugh-
ters. Cancian’s statistical analysis is designed
to test if men with more brothers and sons
participate to a greater degree in the system
than those with fewer. Although his predic-
tion that they would was only weakly con-
firmed, Cancian made no correspending at-
tempt to test the effects of greater and lesser
numbers of female kin on such participation
(1965:103-106).

In summary, although these early ethnog-
raphers sometimes acknowledged the ritual
roles played by the wives of cargoholders, for
the most part they did not see female partici-
pation as significant in terms of the larger sys-
tem.! A subsequent generation of anthropol-
ogists influenced by the feminist movement
began to rectify this situation by focusing
more attention on women’s cargo roles.
Iwanska (1966), for example, found that
Mazahua Indians in Mexico did not see men
as dominant in the religious system. Rather,
the Mazahua referred to husband and wile as
joint offliceholders saying, “we are mayor-
domo,” or “they are mayordomo” (1966:78).
Such parallel titles to office were extended to
men in situations where the women held for-
mal title. As Iwanska writes:

I was told on one occasion, for instance, that

such and such a man was elected 1o the office of

La Sefigra [the lady]—which simply meant in
the language of the Mazahua from El Nopal
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that his wife was elected to a political-religious
group called Las Serioras [1966:178-179].

Similarly, Chinas (1973) documents the ac-
tive role of women in the religious activities of
the Isthmus Zapotecs of Qaxaca, Mexico.
Chinas found that households were involved
in religious participation, and that husbands
and wives held joint title to cargo offices. IF
a single head of household was appointed toa
religious office, he or she had to choose a
partner of the opposite sex to assist in prepa-
rations. Even when the original mavordoma
was a woman, the prestige accrued for service
went to her household and not to the man
chosen to assist her (1973:71).

While these feminist-oriented anthropolo-
gists succeeded in documenting women'’s
cargo activities, they still tended to conclude
that men's cargo roles were more public, for-
mal, and important than women's. Chinas,
for example, wrote in her analysis that “where
formalized roles oceur in complementary
pairs by sex, the male role of the pair is nor-
mally accorded higher status than the female
role” (1973:96).

She later adds: “An examination of the for-
malized roles in the Isthmus Zapotec public
domain makes it clear that men and male
roles carry higher status than women and fe-
male roles” (19735:99).

Yet apart from the presumed segregation
of male and female roles into public and pri-
vate spheres, Chinas gives no evidence to sup-
port this status differential. Her analysis illus-
trates one of the problems inherent in the use
of a domestic/public framework—the frame-
work itself’ predisposes researchers to view
male and female roles as separate and some-
how dilferent in kind. The usual interpreta-
tion arising from such a view is that female ac-
tivities, being by definition private and
informal, must somehow be less important
and prestigious than male activities which
are, by definition, public and formal. In read-
ing such accounts, however, it is difficult to
determine if community members themselves
agree with such an interpretation, or if the in-
terpretation is, instead, an artifact of the the-
oretical model.

In an update (1983) to her research, Chi-
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nas acknowledges this very problem and
writes:

Today I would qualify my former statement re-
garding the higher status of men’s formalized
public roles. Although fewer women hold for-
malized public roles than men, when they do so
their status and the respect accorded them
seems to be equal to men's [1985:116].

This quotation, however, highlights a sec-
ond and enduring difficulty that stems from
the use of the domestic/public {ramework.
The model assumes that male and female
roles can be divided into discrete categories
which can then be opposed and compared
across all domains of social life. This line of
reasoning fails to recognize the variation
likely to occur in role relationships across do-
mains of activity.

In this paper I argue that a major conse-
quence of nol using the domestic/public
model is the opportunity to move beyond
stalic, oppositional analyses to look, instead,
at the ways in which male and female roles in-
terrelate and function in specific contexts.
Such an analysis paves the way for a more so-
phisticated understanding of the social and
cultural factors alfecting gender role organi-
zation and enables us to assess the potential
impact of socioeconomic change on male and
female roles in different contexts.

In the following sections of this paper I ex-
plore the consequences of moving beyond a
domestic/public mode! in analyzing gender
roles in the Mexican community of San Mi-
guel. Tuse statistical data to demonstrate that
religious cargos in San Miguel are held not by
individual men but by those household units
that possess sufficient economic and labor re-
sources to meet the obligations of service.
Qualitative data show that male and female
household heads are considered to hold joint
title to cargo offices and have parallel roles
and duties. The prestige earned in service,
moreover, accrues not to individual office-
holders but to the household.

I also present statistical data that demon-
strate a shift away from household-based
service in the newly evolving civil sphere. Po-
litical offices were once dominated by individ-

uals from households that had successﬁlily:

completed service in the religious cargo sys:
tem. Today, however, this pattern is chang

ing, and individuals are now being elected on’
the basis of specific skills such as fluency in

the Spanish language and experience inter

acting with outsiders regardless of household

wealth. Because women in San Miguel often
have difficulty acquiring these specific skills;
they are seldom elected to office. Conse-

quently, as the civil sphere assumes increas-

ing importance over the religious in regula

ing community affairs, women are being

deprived of opportunities to hold community
posts.

THE RESEARCH COMMUNITY

San Miguel is a community of 2000 people lo-
cated in the central valley of the state of Qax-
aca, Mexico.” Inhabitants of the community
are of mixed Zapotec and Mixtec descent who
now label themselves ethnically as mestizos.
The community economy is based on mixed
cash and subsistence farming primarily of:
maize, beans, vegetables, and tobacco. Men
and women also engage in a variety of other
activities designed to provide supplemental
cash income for the household (see Mathews
1982). .

The basic social unit in San Miguel is the
domestic group or household which consists
ol co-resident individuals, usually kin, who
cooperate in the production and consump-
tion of resources. There are 354 households
in San Miguel of which 322, or 91 percent;
are headed by men and 32, or @ percent, are

headed by women. Kinship is traced bilater- -

ally and the preferred postmarital residence
pattern is patrilocal. In theory the eldest son
assumes the headship of the household upon
the death of his father. Daughters marry out
and go to live in the compounds of their hus-
bands. In practice, however, actual household

composition varies as the units move through -

a developmental cycle and respond to chang-
ing economic and social conditions.

When the eldest son marries and brings his

wife home the extended network begins as [a-
ther and son cooperate in farming lands held

A Reinterpretation of Women's Roles in the Mexican Cargo System 347

by individual household members. Over t.imc
other sons may marry and bring wives into
the compound. After the parents die, the res-
idential groups usually consist of either a sin-
gle man, his wife and children or a group f)E
brothers, theirwives and children. As the chil-
dren marry, the cycle begins again. If a family
has no sons, daughters may bring in hus-
bands to live and work on family lands. Un-
married and widowed daughters are also as-
sured residence in the natal compound and
may add to the size of the household unit.

In recent years the increasing birth rate,
combined with the limited supply of arable
land in San Miguel, has acted to alter slightly
the typical pattern of household composition.
Many young men have migrated out of the
community leading to an increase in the
number of unmarried young women remain-
ing at home along with a decrease in the num-
bers of households consisting of co-resident
brothers. Generally it is the cldest son who re-
mains in the community residing with his par-
ents in the household compound.

In San Miguel the majority of houscholds
(62 percent) consist of some variant of the ex-
tended family described above. Yet a large
number of co-resident kin does not necessar-
ily guarantee a household economic success.
Household wealth is limited by the amount
and quality of land available to household
members; access to supplies of irrigation
water; ownership of, or access to, plow oxen
and agricultural equipment; and the amount
of supplemental cash income brought in by
household residents.

The Religious Cargo System

The religious cargo system in San Miguel
consists of two distinct sets of religious offices
known as cofradias (sodalities) and herm-
andades (brotherhoods) dedicated to the care
of different saints in the Catholic hierarchy.”
Cofradia and hermandad ofliceholders, known
as mayordomos, are chosen each year and must
organize and carry out all the rituals and fes-
tivities associated with the particular saints in
their charge. Cargo service is costly and it
often takes houschold members 10 to 15
vears to pay ofl the debts incurred during

their tenure in office. Although the mayor-
domo's household bears the brunt of the ex-
pense associated with cargo service, much as-
sistance is rendered through the institution of
guelaguetza, which is a system of reciprocal
economic exchange involving both resources
and Iabor.

Because of the time and expense involved,
community members once regarded cargo
service as a burden, and in the past they often
had to be coerced to serve. The town judge or
alcalde appointed officeholders, and those
who refused to serve could be jailed. On a
more indirect level community members
would use gossip, ridicule, and even ostracism
against the members of houscholds that con-
sistently relused to participate in the system.

Over the past 20 years, however, major de-
mographic and economic changes within San
Miguel have acted to alter this pattern of par-
ticipation. An overall increase in population
combined with the introduction of cash crop-
ping has created a situation where the de-
mand for service exceeds the number of of-
fices available in the veligious sphere.
Community members have adopted a “wait-
ing-list” solution similar to the one described
by Cancian (1965:174-194) for Zinacantan.
Community members now volunteer for reli-
gious service, and many offices have long
waiting lists. The waiting time currently varies
between three and ten years with those oftices
perceived as more prestigious having longer
waiting lists (Mathews 1982:56).

When the civil-religious hierarchy was first
instituted in Mexico, Spanish colontal author-
ities tended to recognize men as official heads
of household and often decreed that only
men could hold formal title to official civil
and religious posts (Nash 1980; Silverblatt
1980). Perhaps, as a consequence, male
household heads in San Miguel have been
listed traditionally on official cargo rolls as
festival sponsors or mayordomos. Commu-
nity members, however, persist in recogniz-
ing male/female couples as joint titleholders
to religious office. I the official household
head is a man, then he must select a woman
(usually but net necessarily his wife) to serve
with him as the co-officeholder or mayordoma.
She not only assumes the companion title but
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is also charged with the responsibility for ad-
ministering women’s activities during the
cargo festival. In the absence of a male house-
hold head, the senior woman from a house-
hold eligible for service will be officially listed
as the officeholder. She, in turn, must select a
man, usually a relative, to fullill the compan-
ion obligations of service. In San Miguel no
religious office is held by any individual of ei-
ther sex who cannot provide an appropriate
partner of the opposite sex. Thus while com-
munity cargo rolls usually list men as “official”
mayordomas, service is viewed by community
members as a household responsibility, and
parallel titles are conferred on male and fe-
male representatives of the household.

As a pair, the mayordomos plan the festivi-
ties and make decisions about the personnel
to be invited to perform impoertant ricual du-
ties. During the festival, the male mayordomo
organizes and coordinates the activitdes of
men which may include the preparation and
decoration of altars, the arrangement of ma-
terials to be used in the rituals, the making of
candles and fireworks displays, the roundup
and slaughter of animals for feasts, and the
performance of music and recitations during
ritual. The female mayordoma organizes and
coordinates the activities of women, which
may include the preparation and cleaning of
costumes and adornments for ritual, the mak-
ing of decorative displays for altars, the prep-
aration of food for feasts, and the perfor-
mance of songs and recitations during ritual.

Both mayordomos greet guests, record
contributions, and receive civil officials, and
both are publicly acknowledged as the spon-
sors of the festival. Upon completion of the
religious festivities, the mayordomos share in
the prestige accrued for service. Praise for
success as well as blame for failure is atgrib-
uted to the couple, and those men and
women who have completed a number of reli-
gious cargos are treated with respect by the
community as a whole. They are invited as
guests, not laborers, to other religious func-
tions and upon arrival are seated first; served
ritual drinks and food ahead of others; and
are often asked to advise the current mayor-
domos on ritual procedures.

As one informant who had himself been
listed “officially” as the sponsor of five cargos
explained it:

To complete service you need a lot of assis-
tance. The mayordomo has to recruit male
helpers and arganize their work for the festival..
His partner f{compaiiera] must recruit female
helpers and organize their work for the festival,”
Without both—a mayordomo and a may-
ordoma—you could not have a festival. They
work together and without one or the other it
would be too much; it would be impossible to
complete the obligation. So ifthere is no man in’
the rome, a woman must look for a kinsman to
help her—maybe her brother or her brother-
n-law. They work together because they are a
pair.

In general, the expense of sponsoring a:
cargo, both in terms of resources and labor, is:
so great that only one couple in a household..
will be active in the religious system. Conse-:
quently, in extended family households in
San Miguel, the elder generation must make’
a decision to “retire” or end a career of reli
gious service before a younger couple is fre
to begin festival sponsorship. '

During my three-year study in San Migue
[ made a count of all religious posts available
and kept records of the individuals officially
listed as officeholders on cargo rolls. There
are a total of 61 religious offices that must be
filled on an annual basis. Ofthese 61 posts, 25
are hilled by people sponsoring religious lesti
vals. Another 36 positions involve people
serving as the officers of the religious brother-
hoods. In theory tenure in all of these posi-
tions rotates annually. In actuality, however,
some individuals continued to occupy the
same offices throughout the three-year study
period. Consequently, over the study perioda
total of 138 offices were filled by appoinement
of which 129 were listed on official records as
held by men and 9 by women.*

The Civil Administration

The civil administration in San Miguel is con-
cerned with public works, the administration
of justice, and the maintenance of relarions

with the outside world. Officers are elected by
community members and serve three-year
terms. The presidente municipal or mayor is the
principal authority in the community, and his
major responsibility is to handle dealings with
the larger governmental system outside the
community. The sindice or vice-mayor assists
the mayor and also handles public works and
issues related to social welfare including the
recording of births and deaths in the commu-
nity. There are seven councilmen or regidores
who are responsible for opening and main-
taining the municipal building during the
week and who act as heads of municipal com-
mittees.

In addition to these elected officials, the
presidente also appoints a secretary, a trea-
surer, and four police chiefs, one for each ad-
ministrative section of the community. Fi-
nally, there is an alcalde or judge and his
substitute who are appointed by the pre-
sidente to one-year terms ol service. The al-
calde acts as a justice of the peace and listens
to disputes brought before the municipal au-
thorities. The alcalde is empowered to render
decisions, assess {ines of compensation, and
jail those guilty of major offenses.

There are also several permanent commit-
tees in San Miguel whose members are ap-
pointed by the presidente. These include the
committee of the dominant political party in
Mexico-—the PRI (Partide Revolucionario In-
stitucional), the Committee of the Parents of
Schoolchildren, the Health Committee, and
the Committee for the Celebration of Mexi-
can Independence day. Other temporary
committees are formed as needed.

A number of scholars hypothesize that in
the cargo systern, as first instituted in Mexico,
civil officeholding remained dependent upon
the successful completion of prior service in
the religious sphere. Religious service, in
turn, entailed the support and cooperation of
household members. This intertwined system
of civil and religious service began to change
in 1917, however, when the Mexican Consti-
tution decreed that local communities had to
elect councils of civil officials who would re-
port directly to state officials (Perez 1968:21).
Only men could serve on these councils, since
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women in Mexico could not legally vote or
hold elective office until 1953 (Elmendorf
1977:158).

The duties of civil officials also changed
dramatically as the new system became estab-
lished. Where officials once had relative au-
tonomy in regulating internal community af-
fairs, they subsequently had to report directly
to Ladino elites serving as political officials at
the district and state levels (Greenberg 1978;
Perez 1968). It became important, therefore,
for local officials to be well versed in the dom-
inant Spanish language and have experience
in interacting with outsiders. Officials lacking
in such skills often had difficulty transacting
community business with Ladinos and secur-
ing the goods and services needed by their
communities. Consequently, over time, good
literacy and interactional skills became valued
attributes in civil servants, and men possess-
ing these skills began to be elected to office
without regard to household wealth or past
participation in the religious sphere. The
town mayor or presidente summarized it this
way:

The way of doing things has changed since we
were young. Before, my father was only a hired
worker. He did not have the standing to ask for
a mayordomia and his family was too poor to
endure the expense. Now, I am still poor, but
people respect me. I worked hard. T went to
school here and after here I wetnt to the city to
learn more. Then 1 went as a bracero to the
United States and there I learned what the
world is like and how to act. When I came back,
people had respect for me, and they asked my
advice. I began to work for the town, and the
people saw that I worked well with the district
officials. And so they elected me presidente.

Just as civil officeholding in San Miguel is
no longer dependent on prior religious ser-
vice, so too the assistance of wives and the
availability of household labor is nota prereg-
uisite for service. Men, on the average, spend
between eight and ten hours a week in execut-
ing the duties of office, and the majority re-
ported no difficulty in reconciling such efforts
with the demands of agricultural work. In no
instance did any civil official surveyed report
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the need to call upon the assistance of friends
or relatives in discharging the obligations of
office.

During my three-year study in San Miguel,
I made a count of civil posts in the community
and kept lists of the individuals occupying
each. There are a total of 31 political offices
in San Miguel. Of these, 14 include civil offi-
cials elected every three years while the re-
maining 17 posts are held by individuals ap-
pointed on an anmzal basis by the presidente.
Over the study period a total of 61 offices
were held by 58 men and 2 women.?

DETERMINANTS OF RELIGIOUS
AND POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

in contrast to previous studies emphasizing
the role of individual men in the cargo, I
argue that religious service in San Miguel in-
volves competition between household units.
Those households with sufficient resources
(here deflined to include both wealth and
labor) compete for prestige and recognition
by velunteering for cargo service. Those
households with surplus resources who evince
a lack of interest in religious service are often
pressured to volunteer by community mem-
bers in general and family members and
{riends in particular {see also Walter 1981). In
the cvil sphere, on the other hand, house-
hold wealth is no longer an absolute prerequi-
site for service. Rather, the basis for service is
shifting to emphasize, instead, the possession
of certain individual skills, and wealthy, high-
status households no longer dominate in the
political sphere as they do in the religious.
To measure the extent and nature of
household participation in civil and religious
offices, T employed two rating scales adapted
from the stratification studies of Warner et al.
(1960). The Evaluated Participation Scale is
used to uncover empirically emic social cate-
gories. Informants divided the households of
San Miguel into three major social strata and
two substrata. I then used an Index of Status
Characteristics to obtain a more objective
measure of socioeconomic status which I cor-
related with the assignment of households to

strata by informants. The result was an overall
sociceconomic ranking for the 354 house:
holds in San Miguel. For ease of presentation
I have collapsed the two substrata into the;
three larger categories and compared rates of
political and civil participation for house
holds in each of these categories (see Table
1).6

Religious Service

In the religious sphere cargo rolls listed 129
men and 9 women from 138 different house-
holds as the official holders of the religious
posts [illed during the three-year study pe
riod. The data presented in Table 1 show the
distribution of participating households by
category of socioeconomic status. Of the 92
households in the highest stratum, 68, or 74
perdent, are active participants in the reli=
gious sphere. Similarly, of the 84 households
in the middle stratum, 60, or 71 percent, are:
active participants. Since membership in’
these two strata is dependent upon the pos
session of economic resources, these house-
holds would be expected to participate to a
significantly greater degree than those in the
lowest stratum. This is, in fact, the case since’
only 10, ar 6 percent, ol the 178 low-stratum
housceholds are active in the religious domain.;
H religious service is dependent on socio-
economic status, then a higher percentage of
low-status households can be expected not to:
undertake religious service. The data in’

TABLE 1. Frequency Distribution of Active and
Inactive Houscholds in the Religious
Cargo System According to
Socioeconomic Status

Total Active I rmclitru_ )
Strattem H S n G n G
High 92 26 68 74 24 26
Medium 84 24 B0 71 24 29
Low 178 a0 10 G 168 04
Total 354 BOO :
¥ = 165
p<.00]
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Table 1 show that of the 178 households in
the lowest stratumn, 168, or 94 percent, were
inactive in the religious sphere. Conversely,
of the 92 households in the highest stratum,
94, or 26 percent, were inactive, and of the 84
households in the middle stratum, 24, or 29

ercent, were inactive. The numbers of inac-
tive households in the two top strata are suy-
prisingly close and seem somewhat higher
than might be expected if religious service
was completely dependent upon the posses-
sion of financial resources.

A closer examination of the circumstances
of the 48 inactive households in the upper
and middle strata show that in 14 cases
households had held religious posts during
the ten-year period immediately preceding
this study. Since households must “rest” after
completing religious service in order to pay
off debts and accumulate the resources neces-
sary for future participation, these 14 house-
holds can be considered “involved” in reli-
gious service although none was currently
holding a religious office. An additional 13 of
the 48 mactive households were registered on
offictal waiting lists for future religious posts
and consequently could also be considered
“involved” although not currently active in
the religious sphere.

Individuals in an additional 9 of the 48 in-
active households were holding civil posts
during the study period. When interviewed,
those individuals unanimously agreed that
the requirements of civil service did not allow
them to take on additional obligations in the
religious domain. Thus, although they may
have had the resources necessary for religious
service, these individuals were reluctant to as-
sume dual commitments.

This leaves 12 of the 48 inactive, high-sta-
tus households to be considered. When inter-
viewed, members in 3 of these 12 households
indicated some interest in future religious
service. The remaining nine, however, did
not participate and indicated no desire to do
so. One reason for the inactivity of these
households, lack of available labor, will be dis-
cussed below.

The data presented thus far suggest that
religious service is dominated by households

of higher socioeconomic standing in the com-
munity. A Chi Square test, moreover, indi-
cates that the level of participation ol high-
status households is statistically significant
(see Table 1). Community members, how-
ever, suggest another factor that may be cru-
cial for the successful completion of religious
service—the ability to mobilize adult laborers
of both sexes. As one informant states:

To have the cofradia is much work—it is work
for a year before with all the visits and planning;
then it is work during the year having all the fi-
estas and making sure everything is right. I
could nor do it without Micaila [mother-in-law]
to help cook the meals and watch the children
while 1 am gone. I could also not have done it
without my father-in-law because he has helped
a lot with the farm work and seeing that the
sharecroppers did not cheat us this year.

That the labor of both sexes is vital is fur-
ther explained by this informant because:

The cofradias are divided —there is the work of
women and the work of men. You cannot have a
festival without rituals. The men, they do the
heavy work of building the altar and collecting
the plants. They decorate the Church and the
house and prepare for ritual. The women get
the food ready. They dress the animals, toast
the chilies, and cook the meals. They also get
the clothes ready for the Saints and repair the
costumes and decorations. Then they make
sure everything runs smoothly en the day of the
festival when the men are drinking. Everybody
has their job to do. Women are not good at
men’s jobs and men do not know anything
about food. But all must eat and all must have
an altar to pray under. So I direci the men in
sheir activiries, and my wife, she has charge of
the women.

I investigated the importance of labor re-
sources in religious participation by compar-
ing the numbers of adults (both male and fe-
male) present in the households of San
Miguel with rates of religious participation.
The number of adults in active households
averaged 2.9 while the number of adults in in-
active households averaged 2.0. A finer
breakdown of activity rates relative to the
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number of aduits present in the household s
presented in Table 2. The data demonstrate
that rates of religious participation increase
in accordance with the number of adults pres-
ent in the household. A statistical test indi-
cates, moreover, that the association between
activity level and number of adults is such that
those households with three or more adult la-
horers are significantly more likely to be ac-
tive in the system than those with two or
fewer.

A subsequent comparison of religious ac-

tivity according to the sex composition of

households in San Miguel is recorded in
Table 3. The households of San Miguel are
grouped into five categories. “Equal” house-
holds are those having equal numbers of male
and female adult members. This category is
subdivided in the table according to whether
the members number one male and one fe-
male or more than one male and more than
one female. The “male predominant” house-
holds are those with more male than female
adult members. Conversely, the “female pre-
dominant” households have more female
than male adult members. Finally, the “sin-
gle-sex” households have only a single male
or a single female adult member.

The data show significant differences in ac-
tivity levels by sex composition of the house-
hold. Those “equal” households with two or
more male and female members and the “fe-
male predominant” households participate
more than would be expected if sex composi-

TABLE 2. A Comparison of Religious Activity in
Terms of Numbers of Adult Members
Present in the Household

Number of Number af
Nuwamber of Active Inactive
Adult Members Huouseholds Households
0-2 7 97
3-5 115 116
6-8 16 3
Total 138 216
xu =75

p <.001

tion made no difference in religious service. It
appears that an adequate number of adult:
members of both sexes are necessary for festi-.

val sponsorship, and that those household

with two or more adult members of both sexes-
are significantly more likely to participate’
than those with fewer. Hence, those house-.
holds having only one adult member of each-

sex, and those households with only one adult

member of either sex, are significantly less:
likely to participate in religious service than’
would be expected if the sex and number of

adult members present made no difference in
religious participation.

The extent to which labor availability acts
as a mirigating factor affecting the participa-~’
tion of wealthy households can be explored:
by returning to a consideration of the [2:
higher status households whose lack of reli-:
gious activity remained unexplained in the:

preceding section. Of these 12 households, 8

have only 2 adult members available while the;
remaining 3 houscholds have only 3 adult;
members. This finding corresponds to the:

median number of 2.5 adults found in inac-

tive households in San Miguel and contrasts.

with the median number of 4 adults found i
active ones. These findings suggest that th
availability of adult labor is an important fac

tor in cargo service that may militate against’

participation in households that have sufli
ctent wealth but lack personnel.

Civil Service

I suggest that the pattern of high-statu
household participation characteristic of reli
gious service is beginning to shift, in the civi
sphere, to one based on the possession of in

dividual skills. If this hypothesis is valid, then:

rates of civil participation should be distrib
uted more evenly across households in al
three social strata. The figures in Table 4
show that of the 92 households in the highes
stratum, only 17, or 18 percent, are active in
the civil sphere. Similarly, 23, or 27 percent
of the 84 middle-stratum households are ac
tive, and 21, or 12 percent, ol the 178 low-sta
tus households are active.
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TABLE 3. Frequency Distribution of Rates of Religious Activity According to Sex

Composition of Households

Equal

I Male > | Male Female Maly Single

1 Female > 1 Female Predominant Predominant Sex Tolal
Active 5 61 25 444 3 138
Inactive 81 30 59 a7 19 216

354
i = 8R77
p< 0
A comparison of the rates of religious and  CHANGING PATTERNS

civil participation for households in each stra-
tum (see Tables T and 4) shows some clear dif-
ferences. While 74 percent of the high-stra-
rum households and 71 percent of the
middle-stratum households are religious par-
ticipanis, only 17 and 27 percent of the
households in these strata are active in the
civil sphere. Conversely, 6 percent of the low-
stratum households are religious participants
while double that percentage are active in the
civil sphere. Rates of civil participation by
strata are stll not what would be expected if
wealth had no influence on officeholding. 1
suggest, however, that these figures point to-
ward a trend for the increasing participation
of low-status households in civil service and
indicate that wealth is no longer an absolute
prerequisite for civil officeholding.

OF WOMEN'S RELIGIOUS AND
POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

The data presented thus far indicate that so-
cioeconomic status is the single overwhelm-
ing determinant of religious participation in
San Miguel. Consequently, it is not surprising
to find that households with surphus resources
participate in religious activity regardless of
the sex of the head of household. The use ofa
domestic/public model emphasizing the sep-
aration between public and private spheres
tends to obscure the fact that in religious
cargo service, the domestic unit is the unit in-
volved in public service. The two spheres are,
in this case, one and the same. Households,
not individual men, compete for prestige
through service involving the expenditure of

TABLE 4. Frequency Distribution of Active and Inactive Households in the Civil System According

to Socio-economic Status

Total Active Inactive

Stratum " G n Gt n 5%
High 92 26 17 18 73 89
Medium 84 24 23 27 61 73
Low 178 50 21 12 157 88
Total 354 100

T=894
p <.05
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surplus resources. The labor of both male and
female household members is vital in ac-
complishing this goal, and the prestige
earned through service is shared equally by
the members of the household unit.

Women, as integral members of such units,
served and continue to serve in all aspects of
the religious system. They contribute labor
needed in accumulating surplus resources
and in discharging the obligations of office.
Consequently, when male heads of household
hold official title to office, they must appointa
femnale partner as co-sponsor of the cargo and
vice versa. The two mayordomos share re-
sponsibilities for discharging the ritual obli-
gations of office with each having parallel du-
ties to perform. In the religious sphere both
female and male members of wealthy, high-
status households are able to participate on a
parallel basis in cargo service.

Women, however, do not have similar op-
portunities for participation in the civil
sphere in San Miguel. During the study pe-
riod, women held only 2 of the 61 civil posts
available and both were appointive, as no
woman in San Miguel has ever been elected
to civil office. T suggest that women's exclu-
sion from civil office is tied directly to the
changing bases for service in San Miguel.
Flection to office is no longer absolutely de-
pendent on past success in the religious sys-
tem. Rather, individual skills including liter-
acy in the Spanish language and the ability to
interact with outsiders have become valued
attributes in civil officeholders. Men in San
Miguel possess these kinds of skills to a
greater degree than do women because tradi-
tionally they traveled more widely and made
more contacts with outside officials. In addi-
tion, men in San Miguel had, and continue to
have, greater access to formal schooling than
women and hence have been better able to
improve their Spanish literacy skills.

Bossen (1975) and Boserup (1970) suggest
that the greater development of interactional
and literacy skills on the part of mnen is an es-
tablished pattern in modernizing nations.
Men are often recruited by the state to serve
in the armed forces or provide labor in arcas
far distant from their homes. As men travel,

they are exposed to outside people and:
customs leading to the development of thes
skills. In Guatemala, for example, Bossen
(1975) found that Indian men were fre-
quently recruited to labor on lowland coffee
plantations and conscripted to serve in the
national armed forces. These Indian men
traveled more extensively than women who
had to remain behind to care for households
in the highlands. As a result of their experi-
ences, these Indian men learned the domi-
nant Spanish language, often acquired formal
schooling, and gained valuable experience
imteracting with Ladinos.

The situation described by Bossen for Gua-
temala parallels that occurring in San Miguel
today. As official heads of households, men in
San Miguel have always been responsible for
regulating interaction between the household:
and outside authorities. In recent years,
moreover, large numbers of men have left the
community to work stints as agricultural la-
borers in the U.S. and to serve in the Mexican
military to earn additional cash. In the pro-
cess, men's literacy skills in Spanish improved'
as did their ability to interact with outsider
Today, as parents in San Miguel perceive the
importance of education for improving the
quality of life, young men are often sent to
secondary school in Oaxaca City where these
skills are further developed. :

Even though women now have the legal
right to hold civil posts in San Miguel, they
seldom achieve them because they often lack
the particular skills valued in ofliceholders.
The only two women to hold civil posts in San
Miguel are ones who, through a combination
of unusual circumstances, did have the op-
portunity to acquire some of these valued.
skills. The circumstances of their cases iflus-
trate the processes now at work in the as-
sumption of civil offices.

One woman, Hermelinda, was appointed
as a member of the local committee of the
dominant political party in Mexico (PRI). An-
other woman, Elena, is currently serving in
the civil system as a member of the Commit-:
tee of the Parents of Schoolchildren. Both:
women are single heads of household in the
upper socioeconomic stratum designated in
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Table 1. Interviews with Hermelinda and
Flena reveal that in each instance the ap-
pointment to political office was predicated
on somewhat unusual circumstances.

Hermelinda, for example, first got in-
volved with civil officials after her husband
murdered a fellow townsman in a drunken
prawl. She hid her husband at a neighbor’s
house and later smuggled him out to Mexico
City. He has not returned to San Miguel
since, although it is rumored that he some-
times visits Hermelinda in secrecy. After her
husband fled, Hermelinda was questioned at
great length by civil authorities who pressed
her to reveal his whereabouts. She refused to
answer their questions and began, instead, to
ask town officials about what would happen to
her husband and about why he was being held
responsible for a crime of passion committed
in a drunken state. The local officials became
annoyed and refused to answer her questions.
Consequently, Hermelinda pursued these is-
sues with civil officials in the district capital.
These officials promised to look into her
husband’s case and even hinted to Herme-
linda that her husband might be the innocent
victim of persecution by an unscrupulous offi-
cial in San Miguel. Hermelinda was grateful
for the assistance of the district officials and
invited them to stop for beer at her store any
time they visited San Miguel. Thus even
though the district officials never helped
solve her husband’s case, Hermelinda did
make and maintain valuable political con-
tacts.

About f{ive years ago, according to
Hermelinda, the state branch of the PRI party
issued a directive encouraging districts to ap-

point women to local PRI committees. One of

the district officials, who had met Herme-
linda, convinced her to serve on the commit-
tee by suggesting that in so doing she might
meet people who could assist in solving her
hushand’s case.

The other woman to hold office in San Mi-
guel, Elena, is one of three members of the
Committee of the Parents of Schoolchildren.
Committee members are responsible for han-
dling the money raised by the school cooper-
ative and negotiate requests for repairs and

services made by the teachers. Twice a year
the committee meets with all the parents to
announce projects for the school and discuss
problems arising between parents and teach-
ers.

The presidente municipal appoints the
members of the committee who have, in the
past, been men. Women are active, however,
in auxiliary roles relating to fundraising,
planning school festivals, and maintaining
school facilities. In addition, as parenis of
schoolchildren, women have always attended
the twice annual meetings held by the com-
mittee. Elena’s appointment to office stem-
med from her public protest at one of these
meetings. The protest occurred because the
teachers had convinced committee members
that mothers should work two days a year at
the school cleaning the bathrooms and
sweeping the floors. Mothers who refused to
work, they argued, should be fined. The plan
was protested vociferously, and Elena took
the floor to argue this point with the presi-
dent of the committee. She said:

[f we have the money, then why do you not use
it to pay a girl to come to the school in the
mornings to clean up? There are many young
girls who need the money. Why do you expect
the mothers to spend their time cleaning up
like servanis? We have to care for our own
homes and children [irst.

Other women shouted their agreement, and
the president said he would consider the idea.
In the meantime, Elena canvassed the com-
munity and urged mothers not to go to the
school when it was their turn to clean. Many
of the women Elena visited in turn convinced
their husbands that the work being asked of
them was demeaning. As a result both men
and women started to oppose the plan. The
president of the committee had to call an-
other meeting and at that time suggested that
Elena join the committee to devise a plan for
cleaning the school. The parents agreed, and
Elena set up a plan whereby all the parents
came to the school collectively twice a year in
alternating groups to do a general cleaning of
the facility. For the remainder of the year
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Elena hired two local girls to clean on a daily
basis. The plan satisfied everyone, and Elena
continues to serve on the committee,

These two cases represent very different
but equally unusual paths to civil service.
Even though women can legally hold civil
posts in San Miguel they find it difficult to do
so since they often lack the skills valued in
civil servants. The only two women to hold
civil office in San Miguel are women who,
through a combination of unusual circum-
stances, did acquire some of these valued
skills.

Yet, because women are active participants
in the religious system we cannot assume that
their exclusion from civil service represents a
lack of interest or ability, nor can we assume it
results from conlinement to a domestic
sphere. Rather, women’s exclusion from civil
service is the complex outcome of a number
of specific political and historical develop-
ments both within and outside the commu-
nity. Spanish colonial authorities and later
the Mexican national government created an
administrative domain where men were [a-
vored for service. Additional socioeconomic
changes led to conditions favoring men’s
travel outside the community and promoted
their greater access to formal educational sys-
temns. As these skills obtained by men became
increasingly important for election to civil of-
fice, they began to dominate in these posts.
From a community-wide perspective, the im-
plication for women is apparent. To the ex-
tent that the civil sphere is assuming increas-
ing importance over the religious in
regulating community affairs, women are
being deprived of opportunities to hold com-
munity posts.

CONCLUSION

The data presented in this paper indicate that
what appears on the surface to be a division in
San Miguel between the domestic roles of
women and the public roles of men is, in-
stead, a manifestation of a more complex
division emerging between the community-
oriented religious sphere and the ex-

tracommunity-oriented political sphere. Be
cause men dominate in the extra-communi
sphere, it often seems they control all th
public roles of importance in San Miguel. Yet
obviously they do not. 1 would argue tha
many ethnographic descriptions of a dome
tic/public division in postcontact societ
may actually depict this more complex split in:
orientation between community and ex
tracommunity institutions brought about b
the penetration of state-level systems into for:
merly autonomous or semi-autonomous
areas.

The penetration of the state, as anthropol:
ogists like Reiter (1975) and Sacks (1974
1976, 1979) document, is accompanied by
major political and economic transformations
within local communities. State officials usu
ally recruit men for public works projects and:
military service because of their greater mo-
bility and physical strength, and because they
are more easily exploited than women who
must care for children. In the absence of men
the duties of domestic work and local subsis-
tence fall to women. This division between
women's production [or family use, and
men’s corresponding involvement in social;
production, provides the basis for a sexual di
vide-and-rule policy in state-level systems
(Sacks 1974:221). The effect of this policy, ac-
cording to Sacks, has been to convert the pro
ductive role differences between men and
women into a system of differential worth’
such that men become social adults while
women are seen as domestic wards (Sacks
1974:221). As domestic wards, women’s deal-
ings with the public sphere are necessarily re-
stricted, and they must depend on men to
mediate for them with the larger ex
tradomestic system of authority. Thus, al
though women in many state-level systems
may exercise considerable amounts of power
within the community, states are still prone to
deny women's authority by excluding them
from formal positions of importance in deal-
ing with extracommunity officials. While the.
policies of the state have acted in general to
promote the ties between men and state offi
cials, this pattern of participation is by no
means universal. Klein's (1980) work with the

Tlingit of Alaska shows how specilic historical
conditions act, in some situations, to provide
women with the opportunities to accrue the
skills and positions necessary for extra-
cominunity service.

The tendency of many anthropologists to
assume that differential patterns of male and
female participation necessarily reflect a do-
mestic/public division is misplaced. Such rea-
soning fails to recognize the amount of varia-
tion that exists in the roles associated with
both local and extracommunity institutions.
Only by moving beyond the domestic/public
model can researchers begin to focus on role
relationships in order to specify both the de-
rerminants behind, and consequences of, par-
ticular patterns of sexual participation.

NOTES

Acknowledgments. This is a revised version of a
paper originally presented in a symposium enti-
tled, “Problems of Bias in Feminist Fieldwork,"” or-
ganized by Mari Clark and Nancy Scheper-Hughes
for the 81st Annual Meeting of the American An-
thropological Association in Washington, DC, De-
cember 1982, The funding for the collection of
these data was provided by the Shell Foundation. |
thank the people of San Miguel for their coopera-
tion. 1T am indebted to Naomi Quinn for her en-
couragement and advice in all phases of the re-
search. I would also like to thank Ernestine Fried],
Jim Miwchell, Bonnie Nardi, Jean O'Barr, Karen
Sacks, Carol Stack, Carol Smith, and seven anony-
mous reviewers for comments on earlier versions
of this material. I acknowledge, however, that theiv
ideas may not agree with my own as presented
herein.

1. See the work of Reina (19606) on the religious
systemn in a Guatemalan community for an ex-
ception to this general trend.

2. The research community is located in the Val-
ley of Oaxaca, Mexico. In accordance with an-
thropological precedent, the name of the
community has been changed to protect in-
formant confidentialiry. Similarly, informant
names have been changed in order to guaran-
tee their anonymity.

3. The religious cargo system in San Miguel
today conforms in structure to what De Walt

4,

[
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(1975) labels the “faded” type and what Smith
(1977) labels the “truncated” type. A more de-
tailed description of cargo organization can
be found in Mathews (1982).

Theoretically, all these 61 religious posts are
filled annually, which would lead to a total of
183 offices over the three-year study period.
In actuality, however, 38 were Alled annually
while another 24 were only hlled once over
the course of the study. Consequently, there
were 138 religious posts filled over the three-
year period.

In the civil sphere, 14 offices were filled only
once, by election, during the three-year study
period. Another 15 were filled three separate
tirnes by annual appoinument. In two addi-
tional cases, the offices were not appointed
annually, but rather the same two individuals
held these posts throughout the three-year
stucly period. Thus the total number of posts
to be filled over three years was 61.

T used two rating scales, the Evaluated Partici-
pation Scale (EP) and the Index of Status
Characteristics (ISC), to assess the socioeco-
nomic status of households in San Miguel.
The methodology is adapied from Warner et
al. (1960). The goal of the EP technique is the
empirical discovery of what people mean by
the descriptive terms they use when talking
about different social strata (Warner et al.
1960:35). T used open-ended interviews with
20 informants to elicit relevant terms and
phrases for social class. Community members
talked about three major strata and two sub-
strata based on household standing i the
community or calegoria. In the interview con-
rext, informants often cited households as ex-
amples for each of the social categories. After
constructing a model of the social system, T
asked a panel of five informants to sort index
cards with the names of all community house-
holds inta the relevant categories. I tested this
model with data from an identical task done
by a separate panel of five informants.

After completing this work, I next con-
structed an Index of Status Characteristics de-
signed to yield an objective assessment of so-
ciceconomic status that enables the analyst to
determine what is meant in socioeconomic
terms by community-derived categories of sta-
tus. [ used four status characteristics including
occupation of household head, household
landholdings, house type, and location of
household. I had a panel of informants rate
each household in the community on each
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characteristic, using a scale from an excellent
rating of 1 to a poor rating of 7. Each score
was then weighted to reflect the relative im-
portance of each characteristic in the determi-
nation of status by community members. The
composite rating score was then matched to the
previous placements of households into emically
derived status categories by informants to pro-
duce an overall picture of sociceconomic sta-
tus in the community {(see Mathews 1982 fora
more detailed account of methodology).
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Divine Connections: The Mansin

and Her Clients

Laurel Kendall

This order is recruited from among hysterical
and silly girls as well as from women who go into
it for a livelihood or for baser reasons.

—H. N. Allen, Some Korean Customs

Excerpied with permission from Laurel Kendall, Sha-
nians, Heusewives, and Other Restless Spivits: Women in Ko-
rean Ritual Life (Honolulw: University ol Hawaii Press,
1985}, pp. 54-85.

The magistrate said, “Alas! 1 thought mulangs
were a brood of lars, but now 1 know that there
are true mulangs as well as false.” He gave her
rich rewards, sent her away in safety, recalled
his order against witches, and refrained from
any maltters pertaining to them for ever after.

—1Im Bang, from “The Honest Witch”

The mansin’s house is much like any other
country residence. She hangs no sign outside.
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Women seek out the mansin’s house by word
of mouth or on the recommendation of kins-
women or neighbors. Once inside, a client
makes herself comfortable, sitting on the
heated floor. She should feel at home in the
mansin’s inner room, for the place resembles
her own. The room where Yongsu's Mother
divines could be the main room of any pros-
perous village home, crammed with the stuff
of everyday life. Here are cabinets full of
clothes and dishes, a dressing table with a
neatly arranged collection of bottled cosmet-
ics, an electric rice warmer, and a television
set decorated with an assortment of rubber
dolls and pink furry puppies.

THE GODS AND THEIR SHRINE

Yongsu's Mother's shrine, tucked away be-
hind the sliding doors of the one spare room,
resembles a rural temple. Gilt-plaster Bud-
dha statues sit on the front altar. Bright
printed portraits of Yongsu’s Mother’s gods
hang on the walls. Incense burners, brass can-
dieholders, aluminum fruit plates, water
bowls, and stemmed offering vessels clutter
the main and side altars. Each utensil and the
three brass bells above the altar all bear the
engraved phrase “Grant the wish of)” fol-
lowed by the name of the client. These are
clients’ gifts. The mansin advises a client to se-
cure a particular god’s good offices with ap-
propriate tribute. One incense burner and
water bowl bear my name. Yongsu's Mother
told me, with some embarrassment, that the
Buddhist Sage and the Mountain God re-
quested gifts since T was doing my research
through their will. She told a soldier's wife
worried about her husband’s fidelity and a
young wife worried about her husband’s job
prospects Lo dedicate brass bells. She told an-
other young wile to dedicate a water bowl be-
cause the Mountain God has helped her hus-
band. Other clients gave the mansin her drum
and battle trident, her cymbals and knives,
her robes and hats, all the equipment she uses
to perform kut [the most elaborate Shaman
ritual]. She stores this equipment out of sight
under the alar. Like the shrine fittings, each

of these accoutrements bears a client’s name:
A shrine littered with bells, water vessels, and
incense pots advertises a successful mansin. In
the early morning the mansin burns incense
lights candles, and ofters cold water inside the
shrine. Clients leave incense and candles, and
the mansin echoes their requests in her ow
prayers.

A mansin’s shrine is called a god hall
(sindang) or hall of the law (pdpiang), a Bud:
dhist term. In casual conversation Yongsu's
Mother calls her shrine the grandfathes
room (harabdjitii pang). When 1 first visited
her, T mistook the unmarked plural and
thought she was renting a spare room to an
older man. “Grandmother” and “grandfa-
ther” are honorific, but not excessively for-
mal, terms. In Korea all old men and all old
women, by virtue of the status white hair con:
fers, are politely addressed as grandfather
and grandmother. Gods also carry a faint

connotation of kinship. Although both power’

and position set gods (silfydng) above ances-
tors (chosang), some gods, ke the Chons'
Great Spirit Grandmother, are also known
ancestors. They are grandfathers and grand-
mothers writ large, Whether venerable dis-
tant kin or generalized venerable elders,
Yongsu's Mother owes her gods respect and
good treatment. Her gods are not distant;
awesomme beings; with a common term of ad
dress, she brings them close. She dreads their
anger and anticipates their will, but she alsg
expects them to help her, as a Korean child
looks to a grandparent for small indulgences.

Standing before the gods in her shrine,
Yongsu's Mother assumes the self-consciously
comic pose of a young child, head slightly
bowed, eyes wide with pleading. Speaking in
a high, soft voice, she says, “Grandfather,
please give me some money. I'm going to the
market,” She takes a bill from the altar and
stuffs it into her coin purse. “I'll be right
back,” and she brings her hands together and
nods her head in a quick bow.

Yongsu's Mother originally kept her gods
in a narrow storage alcove off the porch and:
renied her spare room. She began to suspect
that the gods disliked the alcove when she,
her son, and her roomers’ child were all sick
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at the same time in the middle of winter. One
night her dead hushand appeared in a
dream. He boldly marched into the spare
room while its occupants were in Seoul
Yongsu’'s Mother yelled at him, “You can’t go
in there when people are away. They'll think
you're going to take something.” Her hus-
band answered, “This is my room. I'll give you
the rent money.” Yongsu's Mother continued
to quarrel with her husband until she woke
up-

The very next day, her roomers an-
nounced that they were moving to Seoul.
Someone else wanted to rent the room imime-
diately, but Yongsu's Mother said that she
would have to think about it. That night she
dreamed that all of the grandmothers and
grandfathers in her shrine left the alcove and
followed Yongsu's Father into the spare
room, calling as they passed, “We'll give you
the rent money, we'll give vou the rent
money.”

She told her dream to the Chatterbox
Mansin who agreed that Yongsu's Mother
must make the spare room into a shrine.
Therealter, she prospered as a mansin. Her
grandmothers and grandfathers gave her the
rent money.

This incident is typical of Yongsu's
Mother’s ongoing tug-of-war with her grand-
mothers and grandfathers. Her gods do well
by her, but they are even more demanding
than her clients’ gods. She intended to give a
kut every three years for their pleasure, but
after a prosperous early spring, they made
her ill to let her know that they wanted an an-
nual kut. The next year, in the fall, she gave
the grandmothers and grandfathers special
feast food (yot'am) before her stepdaughter’s
wedding. The gods were angry because she
hit the hourglass drum and roused them but
did not give them a kut. Her luck was bad for
several months. She purchased fabric to make
new robes for the General and the Warrior,
and gave another kuf the following spring.

Like many children from Enduring Pine
Village, her son Yongsu goes to the private
Christian middle school in Righteous Town.
The fees at the school are minimal and admis-
sions relatively open, but pressure to convert

is high. The gods in the shrine do not like
Yongsu's daily brush with Christianity. They
make his thoughts wander in school. He says
he feels an urge to rush home. Yongsu's
Mother told the principal that Yongsu's fam-
ily had “honored Buddha from long ago,”
and asked him to understand that Yongsu
cannot become a Christian. Then she went to
her shrine, hit the cymbals, and implored her
grandmothers and grandfathers: “Please un-
derstand, please forgive. Yongsu has to getan
education. Let him go to that place until he's
gatten his education,”

THE DESCENT OF THE GODS

A mansin engages in a battle of wills with the
gods from the very beginning of her career. A
woman is expected to resist her calling and
struggle agamnst the inevitable, but village
women say that those who resist the will of the
gods to the very end die raving lunatics.
Strange, wild behavior marks a destined
mansin. Yongsu's Mother describes the strug-
gle:

They don’t know what they're doing. They vell,
“Let’s go, let’s go!” and go running out some-
where. They snatch food from the kitchen and
run out into the road with it. God-descended
people swipe things and run away. They sirike
at people and shout insults.

If 1 were a god-descended person and my
husband were hitting me and calling me crazy
woman, I'd shout back at him, "You bastard!
Don’t you know who [ am, you bastard?” Thar's
what the Clear Spring Mansin did. Then she sat
beside the road talking to the chickens. So
funny!

The destined mansin, or god-descended per-
son (naerin saram), can experience a variety of
symptoms. According to Yongsu’s Mother,

It’s very difficult for them. They're sick and they
stay sick, even though they take medicine. And
there are people who get better even without
taking medicine. There are some who can’t eat
the least bit of food; they just go hungry. There
are some who sleep with their eyes open, and
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some who can't sleep at all. They're very weak
but they get well as soon as the gods descend in
the initiation Kut. For some people the gods de-
scend gently, bus for others the gods don't de-
scend gently at all. So they run around like
crazy women.,

Although the destined mansin acts like a
“crazy woman,” Yongsu's Mother makes a
distinction between the god-descended per-
son (naerin saram) and someone struck tem-
porarily insane (mich’ida) by angry household
gods or ancestors. “You just have to see them
to tell the difference. Insane people look like
they're in pain somewhere. The god-de-
scended person wanders here and there sing-
ing out, “I'm this god, I'm that god.”” The
mansin exorcise insane people as swiftly as
possible in a healing kut for fear that the pos-
sessing spirits will torment their victims to
death. The mansin Aourish knives and flam-
ing torches, threatening, cajoling, and plead-
ing with the offending spirits, urging them to
depart (Kendall 1977a). In the initiation Aut
for a god-descended person (naerim kut), the
Initiating mansin invites the gods to complete
their descent and allow their chosen one to
dance and sing as a mansin,

A woman often endures considerable an-
guish before her initiation. The Chatterbox
Mansin’s story is typical. She was a young ma-
tron when the gods descended, a first son’s
wife living with her mother-in-law. She had al-
ready produced two healthy sons. Her hus-
band was away in the air force when she began
to exhibit bizarre behavior, She would wander
about, talking in 2 distracted fashion. Wor-
ried, her mother-in-law sent for Charterbox's
stster, but when the sister arrived, Chatterhox
was sitting in the main room, calmly sewing.
She said that every night an old woman—a
grandmother—came and asked her to go

wandering about with her.

Her sister thought that if Chatterbox was
normal enough in the daytime and only be-
haved strangely at night, she would be all
right soon enough. But a few days later, Chat-
terbox came back to her natal home, clap-
ping her hands together and shrieking like a
Iunatic. She looked like a beggar woman in

torn clothes. Her hair was a tangled mag
down her back and her face was filthy. Whe
her mother-in-law came to take her bac
home, she just sat on the porch and:
screamed. They tried to pull her up, but he
legs stuck fast to the wooden boards of th
porch. She asked for some water and poure,
it all over her body. That night she wandere
away. She went into a house and stole a Bud.
dha statue. When her family asked her wh
she did this, she said, “Twas told to do it.” Fo
two weeks she went about clapping her hand
and pilfering small objects. Then she disap
peared completely.

Her family thought she was dead. Much
later they heard that she had become the ap
prentice spirit daughter of the Boil-face
Mansin, a great shaman (kin mudang) in the
next county. The Boil-face Mansin had taken:
her in, inittated her, and was training her to
perform kut. Over the years she learned
chants, dances, and ritual lore. :

During Chatterbox’s distracted wander-
ings her mother-in-law began divorce pro-
ceedings. The woman never lived with her
husband again and was forbidden to see her
children. But when sorrow overwhelmed her;
she would go to the school and, from a safe
distance, watch her sons playing in the school
yard. A quarrel with his stepmother prompted
the oldest son to search out Chatterbox in the
countryside. After the boy's flight her sons vis-
ited her every summer. s

Chatterbox prospered as a mansin and
built up her own clientele. She broke with her
spirit mother after a bitter fight, claiming the
shaman overworked and underpaid her.
Today, some twenty years after the gods' ini-
tial descent, no trace of the haunted young.
matron remains. Well dressed in Western-
style clothing, Chatterbox walks through the
streets of the county seat where she has just’

purchased a new house. Today people in the
area consider her a “great shaman” and her
own spirit daughter accuses her of stinginess.
By her own admission, Yongsu's Mother
had an ecasy experience as a god-descended
person, Widowed after only two years of mar--
riage, she was left with two stepchildren and -
her own small son. She worked as a peddler, :

one of a limited number of occupations open
to a woman who must support a family. At the
end of the mourning period, she wentto a Rt
at Chatterbox’s shrine, _

During an interlude in the kut, women
danced the wmugam in the Chatterbox
Mansin's costumes to amuse their personal

ardian gods and bring luck to their fam’x-
Jies. The Chatterbox Mansin told Yc_)ngsu 5
Mother to use the mugaem and dance for suc-
cess in her precarious business ventures. As
Yongsu's Mother remembers it,

[ said, “What do you mean ‘use the mugam 7 It's
shameful for me to dance like that.” Bug the
Chatterbox Mansin kept saying, “It'll give you
luck. You'll be lucky if you dance.” 5o I put on
the clothes and right away began to dance
wildly. 1 ran into the shrine, still dancing, and
grabbed the Spirit Warrior's flags. [ f.tarte'd
shouting, “I'm the Spirit Warrior of the Five Di-
rections,” and demanded money. All of the
women gave me money. I ran all the way home.
My heart was thumping wildly. I just wanted to
die like a crazy woman. We talked about it this
way and that way and decided there was no way
out. So the next year I was initiated as a mansin.

Although Yongsu’s Mother's possession
was sudden and unique in its relative painless-
ness, there had been suggestions throughout
her life that she would become a mansin.' In
her early teens during the Korean War, she
was fingered as a member of a right-wing
youth organization and arrested by North
Korean soldiers just before their retreat.
Taken on the march north, she made a bold
escape on the same night that the Mountain
God appeared to her in a dream and said,
“It's already getting late.” _

In late adolescence she had frightening
hallucinations. The little Buddha statue a
friend brought her from japan burst into
flames in the middle of the room. She
watched her mother’s face turn into a tiger’s
face. She wandered about at night, drawn to
the stone Buddha near a neighborhood tem-
ple. Her mother held a healing kui. During
the kut the girl fell asleep. Awhite-haired cou-
ple appeared and gave her a bowl of medici-
nal water to drink. When she woke up, she
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told her dream to the mansin, who was
pleased. The mansin asked her to become her
spirit daughter and be initiated as a mansin,
but she and her mother refused. _
Years later, on her wedding night, her sis-
ter-in-law dreamed that the new bride was sit-
ting in the inner room hitting a drum. Over:
head, on a rope line, hung all of the gods
clothes, as if a kuf were in progress. Later,
when her husband was fatally ill, Yongsu's
Mother went to a mansin’s shrine for an exor-
cism. She set out her offerings and the mansin
began to chant, but when Yongsu's Mother
went to raise her arms over her head and bow
to ground, her arms stuck to her sides as if
someone were holding them down. She could
not budge them. It was destined that her hus-
band would die and she would become a
mansin. There was nothing she could do
about it ‘
Yongsu's Mother was a young widow awash
in economic difficulties when the gods de-
scended. The Chatterbox Mansin was sepa-
rated from her husband but living with her
mother-in-law, the woman who would later
insist on divorce. I am reluctant to speculate
on the two initiates’ subconscious motiva-
tions, but Harvey (1979, 1980) suggests that
severe role stress propels women like the
Chatterbox Mansin and Yongsu's Mother
into god-descended behavior. It is true that,
as mansin, such women stand above the social
and economic constraints imposed on a
proper Korean wife, and as mansin, they wear
the gods’ costumes and speak with the gods
authority. But whatever 'personal and eco-
nomic gratification she enjoys, the mansin and
her family pay a price. Shamans were listed,
under the occupational classification system
of the Yi dynasty, among the despised "mean
people” (ch'dmmin) along with butchers, for-
tune-tellers, roving players, monks, and fe-
male entertainers. According to one early
missionary, “Sometimes the daughter of a
genteel family may become a Mootang,
though this is rare, as her people would
rather kill her than have her madness take
this form” (Allen 1896, 164).
Like the female entertainer, the ki.s‘ae;zg,
the shaman engages in public display, singing .
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and dancing. An element of ambiguous sexu-
ality wafts about the mansin’s performance. In
folklore and literature mudang are portrayed
as “lewd women,” and so they are often per-
ceived (Wilson 1983). The mansin Cho Yang-
ja told Ch'oe and Chang that the county chief
had come to her home on the pretext of hav-
ing his fortune told and had then insisted on
sleeping with her. Disgusted, she contrived an
escape. Thereafter all was coldness between
the mansin and the county chief {Ch’oe and
Chang 1967, 32-33).

The mansin play to their female audience,
but when the supernatural Official sells “lucky
wine,” the costumed mansin roams through
the house seeking male customers. The men
have been drinking by themselves in a corner
of the house, as far removed from the hut as
possible. Now they emerge, red faced, and
the bolder of their company dance a few steps
on the porch. Men buy the Official’s wine and
tease the mansin, flourishing their bills in
front ol her face before securing the money in
her chestband. An audacious man may uy to
tweak the mansin’s breast as he secures his bill.

The mansin is caught at cross purposes. By
her coy, flirtatious performance, she encour-
ages the men to spend more money on wine.
But as a woman alone, she must defend her-
self from harassment and protect her reputa-
tion. Yongsu's Mother was resourceful.

Tt doesn’t happen so much anymore, but when 1
first started going to kuf, men would bother me.
We were doing a bl at a house way out in the
country, and I was going around selling the
Official's wine. Some son-of-a-bitch grabbed my
breast. I put out my hand so the drummer
would go faster, then brought my arms up quick
to start dancing. | knocked that guy against the
wall. Afterwards, he asked me, *What did you
mean by that?” T said, "Oh, that wasn’t me, it
was the honorable Official who did that.” Other
times, I'd be drumming and some guy would
say, “Auntie, where is Uncle? What is Uncle
doing now?"” and go on like that. I'd reach out
to beat the drum faster and slap the guy with
the drumstick.

At the hut for the dead, performed outside
the house gate, men gather off to the side.
They gaze at the mansin garbed like a princess

who sings the long ballad tale of Princess Pari;
rapping the drum with elegant flicks of her
wrist. My landlady told me of a famous
mansin, now aged, who was once a beauty,
“When she did the hut for the dead, it would
take forever. This one would carry her off on
his back, and that one would embrace her.”

To the exemplar of Confucian virtue, th
mansin offends simply because she dances in
public. When an officer from the district po:
lice station tried to stop a kut in Enduring
Pine Village, he threatened to arrest the
mansin because “they were dancing to drum
music and students were watching.” The
moral education of the young was thereby im-
periled. An envelope of “cigarette money™ fi-
nally silenced this paragon.

It would be a distortion to paint the mansin
[ knew in northern Kydnggt Province as social
pariahs. Since she has no husband, Yongsu’s
Mother’s house is a favorite gathering place
[or village women. In their leisure moments

they drop by to chat about the latest school:
fee, the inept village watch system, the new :

neighborhood loan association, or simply to
gossip. Even the wife of the progressive vil-
lage chief, though she disdains “supersti
tion,” seeks out the company of the articulate,
loquacious maensin. Yongsu's Mother is a fa-
vorite guest at birthday parties. She gets the
singing started and makes people laugh. She

can sometimes be persuaded to bring her:

drum so the women can dance.

But Yongsu's Mother lives under the:

shadow of potential insult. Village people say,

“Not so many years ago, even a child could

use blunt speech [panmal] to a shaman.? Al-
though this is no longer true, when tempers
flare Yongsu's Mother’s occupation is still
flung in her face. Yongsu's Mother and the

widowed Mr. Yun were great friends. Village: .

gossips expected them to marry. Mr. Yun's

daughter-in-law rankled at the possibility. -

She finally exploded in a fit ol rage, shrieking
at Yongsu's Mother, “Don’t come into my
house! I don’t want a shaman to come into my-
house! It’s bad luck il a shaman comes into
your house.” Pride wounded to the quick,
Yongsu’s Mother avoided the Yun family and
there was no more talk of marriage.

After her stepdaughter’s marriage Yong-
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su's Mother was anxious lest the groom dis-
cover her occupation. She did only one hasty
New Year Rite for a client on the second day
of the New Year since she expected a visit
from the newlyweds on that day. She dreaded
the thought of them walking in and catching
her banging her cymbals in the shrine.

The Chatterbox Mansin's sister-in-law
found her own children dancing in time to
the drum rhythm during a kut. She slapped
themn soundly, then howled at her miserable
fortune to have married into a shaman’s
house. Since this was all in the family, and the
Chatterbox mansin is never at a loss for
words, whatever the circumstance, she
snapped back, "Well then, you knew thiswas a
shaman’s house. You didn’t have to marry my
brother and come to live here.”

The mansin shares in the ambiguous status
of other glamorous but morally dubious fe-
male marginals, the actress, the female enter-
tainer, and the prostitute. Like the others, she
makes a living, often a comfortable living, by
public performance in a society where so-
called good women stay home. But the mansin
is neither an actress nor a courtesan. She is
the ritual spectalist of housewives. The good
women who stay home need her. She came
from their midst, lives like them, and speaks
to their anxieties and hopes.

The gods who have claimed a woman as a
mansin leave her one lingering shred of re-
spectability. It is well known that only by vir-
tue of divine calling is she a shaman, and that
is a compulsion fatal to resist.* Her neighbors
assume that she did not want to become a
mansin. She tells her story to clients, describes
how she resisted the call with the last ounce of
her strength and succumbed only after con-
siderable suffering and in fear for her very
life. . ..

WOMEN WHO COME TO THE
MANSIN'S HOUSE

A shaman’s divination (mugdri) is the first step
in any ritual therapy. Women like Grand-
mother Chon come to the mansin’s house
when they suspect that malevolent forces lurk
behind a sudden or persistent illness or do-

mestic strife. In Yongsu's Mother's shrine 1
heard reports of inflamed lungs, an infected
leg, fits of possession “craziness,” alcoholism,
and dreamy, wandering states of mind. One
woman, afflicted with this last complaing,
feared that she was god-descended, but
Yongsu's Mother laughed off her worries and
divined more commonplace godly displea-
sure as the source of her problems. Other
women who came to the shrine worried about
their husbands' or sons’ career prospects, or
about sudden financial reverses. Should the
husband switch jobs? Would the son receive
his security clearance to work in Saudi Ara-
bia? Thieves had broken into the family rice
shop, what did that presage? Other women
were anxious that adulterous husbands might
abandon them. Some had only the vaguest
suspicion that their spouses had “smoked the
wind,” but one young woman was certain that
her husband took the grain his mother sent
up from the country and shared it with his
mistress. One woman, caught in a compro-
miising position by her enraged spouse, had
fled to the mansin in fear of life and limb. And
still other women asked about wayward chil-
dren, stepchildren, or grandchildren whose
transgressions ranged from mild rebellious-
ness to Christian zealotry, petty theft, and de-
linquency. A mother-in-law asked how she
should deal with a runaway daughter-in-law.
A daughter-in-law who had fled home asked if
she should divorce her husband. An older
woman wondered if she should join a married
son’s household. . . .

The mansin chats with the women belore
fetching the divination tray. Sometimes the
women begin to discuss their anxieties before
the actual divination, but these are usually
long-standing clients. Clients who come to
the mansin for the first time tend to hold back
and see how much the mansin can uncover in
the divination.

The mansin brings in the divination tray,
an ordinary low tray of the sort used for meals
in any Korean home. The tray bears a mound
or rice grains, a handful of brass coins (imita-
tions of old Chinese money), and the brass
bell rattle a mansin uses to summon up her vi-
sions.

“Well now, let's see,” says the mansin, set-
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tling down to a kneeling posture behind her
tray. The client places a bill under the pile of
grain on the tray. At Yongsu's Mother's shrine
in 1977 and 1978, this fee was usually five-
hundred or a thousand won. Now the mansin
shakes the brass bells beside her own ear and
chants, asking the gods to send “the correct
message.” She receives a message for each
member of the client's family, beginning with
the client’s hushand if he is alive. She an-
nounces each subject’s name and age to the
gods, tosses her coins on the tray, and spills
handfuls of rice grains until the Great Spirit
Grandmother speaks and sends visions,

Coin and rice configurations hint at the
chient’s concerns. A broad spread of coins be-
speaks quarrels between husband and wife or
parent and child, or betrays financial loss. A
long line of coins broken by one or two soli-
tary coins at the end tells of someone leaving
home, a change of employment, a death, or
the inauspicious influence of an ancestor who
died far from home. A few grains spilled on
the foor caution linancial prudence; the cli-
ent should postpone switching jobs or buying
a house.

The mansin describes a situation and asks
for confirmation. “Your husband has a cold or
something, is that it?” “Your thirteen-year-
old daughter doesn't get along with her fa-
ther, is that right?” The mansin develops the
theme, weaving her visions together with her
client’s information. With more tosses of coins
and grain, the Great Spirit Grandmother
sends more specilic visions. “I see a steep em-
bankment. Is there something like that near
your house?” The woman and her neighbor
nod affirmation. “Be careful of that place.”
To another woman, “Your daughter has two
suitors. One is quite handsome. The other is
exiremely clever but also very meticulous.
Since your daughter isn't especially clever
hersell, she’ll have a better life if she marries
the second suitor, but she must watch her step
and scrupulously manage her house.”

Sometimes she sights the discontented
gods and ancestors of her clients’ households.
“Is there a distant grandfather in your family
who carried a sword and served inside the pal-
acer” “Did someone in your family die far

from home and dripping blood?” She circles
in on the supernatural source of her client’
problems and suggests an appropriate ritua

to mollify a greedy god’s demands or send a-
miserable and consequently dangerous soul

“away to a good place.”

For a housewife to evaluate the skill of an’,
individual mansin and trust her diagnosis, she:
must know the supernatural history of her:
husband’s famiiy and of her own kin. And if:

the mansin 15 convinced that there was g
grandmother who worshiped Buddha,” or “a
bride who died in childbirth,” she tells her cli-

ent, “Go home and ask the old people, they’

2]

know about these things. . . .

SEEING THE YEAR'S LUCK

During the first two weeks of the lunar year, "
women crowd the mansin’s house to “see the-
year's luck” (dlvén sinsurdl poda). The New

Year marks a fresh, auspicious start for cach
houschold. A woman therelfore gets a prog-

nosis on each member of her family. if nox--

ious influences threaten someone in her
charge, she can “"make them clean™ by per:

forming simple rituals under the first full |

moon.
This is the peasants’ winter slack season

and the women are in a holiday mood when .

they come to the mansin’s house. Most arrive
in groups. Waiting their turn, they bunch to-

gether in the hot-floor inner room. If the wait -
is long, they play cards, doze, or listen to-

other divinations. They sigh sympathetically

for the woman whose divination reveals an

adulterous husband, unruly child, or pitiable
ghost. They coach the young matron who
does not yet know the vocabulary of women’s
rituals. Not for them, the confidennal atmo-
sphere of the Western doctor's or analyst’s of-
fice. The confessional’s anonymity is missing
here. The women enjoy each other’s stories
and accept each other’s sympathy.

A woman, as a matter of course, receives
divinations for her husband, herself, living
parents-in-law, sons, unmarried daughters,
sons’ wives, and sons’ children. Many women,
however, pay an extra hundred or two hun-
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dred won for the fortunes of those whose ties
stretch outside the woman’s “family,” the
family she enters at marriage and represents
in the mansin’s shrine. Some women ask about
a married daughter, her husband, and their
children, or about other natal kin. During
New Year divinations in 1978, one woman
asked about her own mother, brother, and
prother’s wife, another about her own elder
sister. Yongsu's Mother teased, “What do you
want to know about them for?” but provided
the divinations. Women acknowledge their
concern for mothers, married daughters, and
siblings, but 1t costs more, an extra coin or two.

in the New Year divination the mansin pre-
dicts dangerous and advantageous months,
warns against potentially dangerous activi-
ties, and suggests preventive ritual action.
The following condensation of Yongsu’s
Mothers New Year divination for a seventy-
year-old widow is an example.

My seventy-year-old lady, you shouldn’t go on
long trips; you must be careful now, Your chil-
dren will receive succor; someone will come
with aid in the seventh or eighth month. You
will have some good news in the third or fourth
month.

Your thirty-nine-year-old son should not visit
anyone who is sick [since in this horoscope year,
he is vulnerable 1o noxious infhiences]. His
thirty-five-year-old wife should be heedful of
things other people say about her. Their nvelve-
year-old son should be exorcised with five-grain
rice left at the crossroads and by casting out a
scarecrow stuffed with his name [because he has
acquired an accretion of noxious influences and
his year fate is bad]. The eight-vear-old daugh-
ter will be lucky but you should burn a sering of
pine nues, one for each year of her life, and ad-
dress the moon on the night of the first full
moon.

Your thirty-five-year-old son is troubled with
sorrow and regret, but his lack is changing.
There is no trouble between husband and wife,
nothing to worry about there. Their seven-year-
old child has a cold or something, This is a dan-
gerous time for him so they must guard him
carefully. Your unmarried thirty-year-old son
doesn’t even have a girl friend, but next year his
prospects will improve. He should marry when
he’s thirty-ovo. He'll succeed in life when he's
thirty-five or thirty-seven.

The scarecrow, five-grain rice leflt at the
crossroads, and pine nuts burned under the
moon are minor rituals performed on the ff-
teenth day of the lunar year. The first full
moon marks the end of the New Year holi-
days, a time when women immunize a threat-
ened [amily member, usually a child, against
noxious influences lurking in the vear’s for-
tune. When the wmansin’s visions reveal a
swarm of noxious influences on the road, a
growing splotch of red, she tells the child’s
mother or grandmother to leave five-grain
rice at a crossroads, then wave it over the
child’s head and cast it out. A mother must
warn her child to be especially mindful of traf-
fic. When the mausin sees swimming fish, she
tells the woman to write the child’s name, age,
and birthdate on a slip of paper and wrap the
paper around a lump of breakfast rice on the
maorning of the fifteenth. The woman throws
the packet into a well or stream saying, “Take
it, fish!" She substitutes the rice for a child
with a drowning fate.

The mansin also cautions that children
should not swim, go fishing, or climb moun-
tains in certain months. Here the women
sigh, “How can I do that?” The mansin tells
the housewife which family members, accord-
ing to the particular vulnerability of their year
horoscope, must disdain funerals, feasts, or
visits to sick friends. She advises switching a
sixty-first birthday celebration to a more aus-
picious month. She predicts the compatibility
of a son’s or daughter’s lover or a match-
maker's candidate. She determines when “the
ancestors are hungry and the gods want to
play,” and advises these families to hold kut
carly in the new year. The early spring is a
busy season for the mansin, . ..

Awoman goes to the mansin with some am-
bivalence. She assumes the mansin will discern
a supernatural problem and suggest ritual ac-
tion. Rituals, be it an inexpensive exorcism or
an elaborate hut, require cash. Hangil's
Mother told me, "I don't go to the mansin's
house anymore. They always tell you to do
things that cost money, and I can’t afford to
do that. I'm just like a Christian now, only I
don’t believe in jesus.” Though some women
are cynical, Hangil's Mother is not. She ad-
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vised me on the rituals I should perform for
my own spirits and was almost invariably
among the women watching a kut in Yongsu's
Mother’s shrine. A divination is the essential
first step in a mansin’s treatment, but the
whole process may stop here. Whenever
Yongsu's Mother counseled a woman to dedi-
cate a brass bell or sponsor a ritual, the client
would almost always say, “I'll have to talk it
over with my hushand,” or “I'll have to see
what the old people say.” At home she weighs
the potential benefits against the household
budget. A woman told me, “They say we
ought to do a kuf because a grandmother ol
this house was a great shaman, but it takes too
much money.” Some women decide to wait
and see if their problems will improve over
time. There was, for example, the woman
who said,

Years ago, I went to a mansin in Righteous
Town. Someone told me she was good, so 1
went to her by myself. My husband was losing
money and IHeltuneasy. The mansin said, “Do a
hut,” but I didn't.

Others are satisfied with the mansin’s actions
on their behalf:

I was sick last year. I felt exhausted and my
whole body ached. I went to the hospital for
treatment and that took a lot of money. ...
After the exorcism I got better.

or:

We did a ket two years ago for my eldest son. He
drank too much and had pains in his chest., He
took Western medicine, but that didn’t work,
The Brass Mirror Mansin did a ka and he got
better, so he didn't have to go to the hospital.

Some of the women were reluctant to attrib-
ute a successful cure directly and exclusively
to the mansin’s efforts, “The mansin did an ex-
orcism and my daughter took medicine; she
recovered.” There are also clients who claim
total dissatisfaction with the mansin’s cure. Ey-
eryone in the Song family’s immediate neigh-
borhood knew that the entire household of
the minor line became Christian when their

healing £ut did not cure the son's acute head
aches. He recovered slowly over the next fey
months. Another woman said that sh
stopped bcelieving when she learned that sh
had cancer of the womb. On the other side of
the ledger was a young woman who, year
ago, had prayed to the Christian god to spar

her ailing parents. They died and she

stopped believing. Now she was sponsoring
kut. Other women wonder if the kut th
mansin advised might have saved an afflicted:
family member:

Three years ago, [ went to a mansin I'd hear
was good. Twent for my husband who was par:
lyzed. The mansin did an exorcism and told us:
to do a kut. We didn't do the kut, and my hus
hand died.

or:

My son died when he was sixteen vears old. v
should have gone to a mansin, but we didn't
There was something wrong with his thigh. 1
seemed fine from the outside. We couldn't sce
anything wrong and neither did the hospital
We went to the Western hospital and the hospi
tal for Chinese medicine. . . .

HOUSEHOLD TRADITIONS
AND WOMEN’'S WORK

Women go to mansin’s shrines and to Bud-
dhist temples as the ritual representatives of.
their families and households. They sponsor
hut in the shrine and in their own homes, but:
never in other houses. Other houses have:
their own house gods. A bond like an electri-
cal connection links the mansin’s house to the
housewife’s own dwelling. When clients leave:

alter making offerings in the shrine or spon-

soring a kut there, they give no farewell salu-
tation. The mansin carefully reminds new cli-
ents of this necessary breach of etiquette, and
tells the women to go straight home. A
woman brings blessings from the shrine di-
rectly to her own house lest they be lost along
the way. The woman leaves the shrine without
a farewell and enters her own home without a
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greeting. Salutations mark boundaries and
rransitions; they are inappropriate here.

Any womatt, old or young, married or sin-
gle, can visit the mansin’s house and receive a
divination, but the fan'gol [regular customer]
who make seasonal offerings in the shrine
and sponsor kut are female househeads, the
senior women in their households. Commen-
surate with their temporal responsibilities,
they come to the shrine on behalf o_F htis-
bands, children, and retired parents-in-law.
Some tan'gel are young matrons, but others
are grandmothers whose concerns stretch be-
ond their own households to their married
sons’ households. They pray on behall of
sons, daughters-in-law, and grandchildren.
Sometimes a worried mother brings her own
daughter to the mansin. Occasionally mothers
press their married daughters to hold a kuf or
perform a clandestine conception l'i_tual, and
mothers often pay an extra fee to include a
married daughter's household in their divina-
tions. A mother’s concern for her own daugh-
ter might suggest pity for the suffering shared
by all women, but it also suggests a mother’s
assumed ability to aid all of her children, even
those who have left the ritual family she rep-
resents in the shrine. . ..

In the ideal flow of tradition, a daughter-
in-law continues her mother-in-law’s relation-
ship with a particular mansin. The mansin’s
spirit daughter inherits the shrine and the old
mansin’s clients or her clients’ daughters-in-
law. In practice, the relationship is far more
flexible. The daughter-in-law sometimes fa-
vors a wmansin close to her own age over the
white-haired mansin her mother-in-law pa-
tronized. A spirit daughter may not enjoy the
rapport her spirit mother had with clients.
Some women switch mansin when they are dis-
satisfied with a diagnosis and cure. Other cli-
ents, like the Songs who converted to Chrisu-
anity, stop visiting mansin altogether out of
disappointment or because of diminishing re-
turns. Other women said they stopped going
to the mansin’s shrine because their present
lives were “free of anxiety” (uhwani dptla).
Yongsu's Mother said, “When things are ﬁnt_e,
people don't do anything. When someone 1s
sick, when they lose money, or when there’s

trouble with the police, then they do things
like exorcisms and kut.”

Yongsu's Mother acknowledges her role as
a specialist. The women who seek her services
share with her a rich lore of belief and prac-
tice aimed at securing the health, harmony,
and prosperity of households. At the new year
or in time of crisis, she helps them order their
world. Across her divination table, ordinary
women’s concerns and stories mingle with the
painful tales of a shaman's destiny.

NOTES

1. Pyongyang-mansin, one of Harvey’s infor-
mants, reports a similar experience (Harvey
1979:109).

. Like the Japanese language, spoken Korean
sentence endings are shorter or longer de-
pending on the relative status of the speaker
and the addressee. Adults use blunt endings,
panmal, when addressing children, and chil-
dren use them when addressing dogs.

3. There are hereditary mundang families in the
southernmost provinces, Whether by birth or
divine will, the point is the same: The female
religious practitioner does not voluntarily as-
sume her role.
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of Mothering and Loving
in Haitian Vodou

Karen McCarthy Brown

Mama Lola is a Haitian woman in her mid-fif-
ties who lives in Brooklyn, where she works as
a Vodou priestess. This essay concerns her re-
lationship with two female lwa, Vodou spirits
whom she “serves.” By means of trance states,
these spirits periodically speak and act
through her during community ceremonies
and private healing sessions. Mama Lola’s
story will serve as a case study of how the
Vodou spirits closely reflect the lives of those
who honor them. While women and men rou-
tinely and meaningfully serve both male and
female spirits in Vodou, I will focus here on
only one strand of the complex web of rela-
tions between the “living” and the Vodou
spirits, the strand that connects women and
female spirits. Specifically I will demonstrate
how female spirits, in their iconography and
possession-performance, mirror the lives of
contemporary Haitian women with remark-
able specificity. Some general discussion of
Haiti and of Vodou is necessary before mov-
ing to the specifics of Mama Lola’s story.
Vodou is the religion of 80% of the popula-
tion of Haiti. It arose during the eighteenth
century on the giant sugar plantations of the
French colony of Saint Domingue, then
known as the Pearl of the Antilles. The latter
name was earned through the colony’s veneer
of French culture, the reknowned beauty of
its Creole women, and most of all, the pro-
ductivity of its huge slave plantations. Haiti is

Reprinted with permission from Nancy Falk and Rita
Gross (eds.), Unspoken Worlds: Wemen's Religious Lives
(Belmone, Calil.: Wadsworth Publishing Co.), pp. 235-
245. The main ideas in this article are developed further
in a chapter of Mama Lola: Vodou Priestess in Brooklyn
{Berkeley: University of California Press, 1491).

Mama Lola and the Ezilis:

Themes

now a different place (it is the poorest country
in the Western hemisphere) and Vodou, un
doubtedly, a different religion from the on
or ones practiced by the predominantl
Dahomean, Yoruba, and Kongo slaves origi
nally brought there. The only shared lan
guage among these different groups of slave
was French Creole, yet they managed befor:
the end of the eighteenth century to band to
gether (most likely through religious means
to launch the only successtul slave revolution
during this immoral epoch. As contemporary
Haitian history has made amply clear, a su
cessful revolution did not lead to a free and
humane life for the Haitian people. Slave
masters were quickly replaced by a succession
of dictators from both the mulatto and black
populations.
Haitians started coming to the United
States in large numbers after Frangois Duval-
ler took control of the country in the late
1950s. The first wave of immigrants was made
up of educated, professional people. These
were followed by the urban poor and, most
recently, the rural poor. All were fleeing
dead-end lives in a society drenched in cor-
ruption, violence, poverty, and disease:
There are now well over one-half million Hai-
tians living in the U.S. .
Alourdes, the name by which I usually ad-
dress Mama Lola, came to New York in 1963
from Port-au-Prince, the capital of Haiti and
a city of squalor and hopelessness where she
had at times resorted to prostitution to feed
three small children. Today, tventy-five years
later, Alourdes owns her own home, a three=
story rowhouse in the Fort Greene section of
Brooklyn. There she and her daughter Mag-

gie run a complex and lively household that
varies in size from six people (the core family,
consisting of Alourdes, Maggie, and both
their children) to as many as a dozen. The
final tally depends on how many others are
living with them at any given time. These may
be recent arrivals from Haitl, down-on-their-
luck friends and members of the extended
family, or clients and members of the ex-
tended family, or clients of Alourdes’s Vodou
healing practice.

Maggie, now in her thirties, has been in the
United States since early adolescence and
consequently is much more Americanized
than her mother. She is the adult in the family
who deals with the outside world. Maggie
does the paperwork which life in New York
requires and negotiates with teachers, plumb-
ers, electricians, and an array of creditors. She
has a degree from a community college and
currently works as a nurse’s aide at a New
York hospital.

Most of the time Alourdes stays at home
where she cares for the small children and
carries on her practice as a manbo, a Vodou
priestess. Many Haitians and a few others
such as Trinidadians, Jamaicans, and Domin-
icans come to her with work, health, family,
and love problems. For diagnostic purposes,
Alourdes first “reads the cards.” Then she
carries out healing “work” appropriate to the
nature and severity of the problem. This may
include: counseling the client, a process in
which she calls on her own life experience and
the shared values of the Haitian community
as well as intuitive skills bordering on extra-
sensory perception; administering baths and
other herbal treatments; manufacturing talis-
mans; and summoning the Vodou spirits to
“ride” her through trance-possession in order
that spiritual insight and wisdom may be
brought to bear on the problem.

Vodou spirits (Haitians never call them
gods or goddesses) are quite different from
deities, or even saints, in the way that we in
North America usually use those terms. They
are not moral exemplars, nor are their stories
characterized by deeds of cosmic or even he-
roic proportion. Their scale (what makes
them larger than life though not other than
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it) comes, on the one hand, from the key exis-
tential paradoxes they contain and, on the
other, from the caricature-like clarity with
which they portray those pressure points in
life. The fwa are full-blown personalities who
preside over some particular social arena,
and the roles they exemplify contain, as they
do for the living who must fill them, both pos-
itive and negative possibilities.
Trance-possession within Vodou is some-
what like improvisational theater.! It is a deli-
cate balancing act between traditional words
and gestures which make the spirits recogniz-
able and innovations which make them rele-
vant. In other words, while the character
types of the lwa are ancient and familiar, the
specific things they say or do in a Vodou ritual
unfold in response to the people who call
them. Because the Vodou spirits are so flexi-
ble and responsive, the same spirit will mani-
fest in dilferent ways in the north and in the
south of Haiti, in the countryside and in the
cities, in Haiti and among the immigrants in
New York. There are even significant differ-
ences from family to family. Here we are con-
sidering two female spirits as they manifest
through a heterosexual Haitian woman who
has lived in an urban context all her life and
who has resided outside of Haiti for a quarter
of a century. While most of what is said about
these spirits would apply wherever Vodou is
practiced, some of the emphases and details
are peculiar to this woman and her location.
Vodou is a combination of several distinct
African religious traditions. Also, from the be-
ginning, the slaves included Catholicism in
the religious blend they used to cope with
their dilficult lives. Among the most obvious
borrowings were the identifications of African
spirits with Catholic saints. The reasons why
Alrican slaves took on Catholicism are com-
plex. On one level it was a matter of habit.
The African cultures {rom which the slaves
were drawn had traditionally been open to
the religious systems they encountered
through trade and war and had routinely bor-
rowed from them. On another level it was a
matter of strategy. A Catholic veneer placed
over their own religious practices was a conve-
nient cover for the perpetuation of these fre-
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guently outlawed rites. Yet this often cited
and too often politicized explanation points
to only one level of the strategic value of Ca-
tholicism. There was something deep in the
slaves’ religious traditions that very likely
shaped their response to Catholicism. The
Africans in Haiti took on the religion of the
slave master, brought it into their holy places,
incorporated its rites into theirs, adopted the
images of Catholic saints as pictures of their
own traditional spirits and the Catholic calen-
dar as descriptive of the year's holy rhythms,
and in general practiced a kind of cultural
judo with Catholicism. They did this because,
in the African ethos, imitation is not the sin-
cerest form of flattery but the most efficient
and direct way to gain understanding and le-
verage.

This epistemological style, exercised also
on secular colonial culture, was clearly illus-
trated when I attended Vedou secret society®
ceremonies in the interior of Haiti during the
1983 Christmas season. A long night of thor-
oughly African drumming and dancing in-
cluded a surprising episode in which the
drums went silent, home-made fiddles and
brass instruments emerged, and a male and
female dancer in eighteenth-century costume
performed a slow and fastidious contradans.
So eighteenth-century slaves in well-hidden
places on the vast sugar plantations must
have incorporated mimicry of their masters
into their traditional worship as a way of ap-
propriating the masters’ power.

I want to suggest that this impulse toward
imitation lies behind the adoption of Catholi-
cism by African slaves. Yet I do not want to re-
duce sacred imitation to a political maneuver.
On a broader canvas this way of getting to
know the powers that be by imitating them is
a pervasive and general characteristic of all
the African-based religions in the New World.
Grasping this important aspect of the way
Vodou relates to the world will provide a key
for understanding the nature of the relation-
ship between Alourdes and her female spirits.
When possessed by her woman spirits, Al-
ourdes acts out the social and psychological
forces that define, and often confine, the lives
of contemporary Haitian women. She appro-

priates these forces through imitation. In th
drama of possession-performance, she clar
fies the lives of women and thereby empowe
them to make the hest of the choices and roleg
available to them. :
Sacred imitation is a technique drawn from’
the African homeland, but the kinds of pow
ers subject to imitation shifted as a result of
the experience of slavery. The African rel
gions that fed into Haittan Vodou addressed
full array of cosmic, natural, and social force
Among the African spirits were those prima
ily defined by association with natural ph
nomena such as wind, lightning, and thun
der. As a result of the shock of slavery, t
lens of African religious wisdom narrowed t
focus in exquisite detail on the crucial arena
of soctal interaction. Thunder and lightning,
drought and pestilence became pale, secon
order threats compared with those posed b
human beings. During the nearly 200 years
since their liberation from slavery, circum
stances in Haiti have forced Haitians to stay
focused on the social arena. As a result, the
Vodou spirits have also retained the strong
social emphasis gained during the colonial
period. Keeping these points in view, I no
turn to Alourdes and two female Vodou spi
its she serves. They both go by the name Ezil
The Haitian Ezili's African roots are mult
ple.? Among them is Mammy Water, a power:
ful mother of the waters whose shrines are
found throughout West Africa. Like moving
water, Ezili can be sudden, fickle, and violent;
but she is also deep, beautiful, moving, cr
ative, nurturing, and powerful. In Haiti Ezili
was recognized in images of the Virgin Mary
and subsequently conflated with her. The va
ious manifestations of the Virgin pictured in
the inexpensive and colorful lithographs
available throughout the Catholic world even-
tually provided receptacles for several diffe
ent Ezilis as the spirit subdivided in the New
World in order to articulate the different d
rections in which women’s power Howed.
Alourdes, like all Vodou priests or pries
esses, has a small number of spirits who ma
ifest routinely through her. This spiritual ¢
terte, which differs from person to perso
both defines the character of the healer and

sets the tone of his or her “temple.” Ezili Dan-
tor is Alourdes’s major female spirit, and she
is conflated with Mater Salvatoris, a black Vir-
gin pictured holding the Christ child. The
child that Dantor holds (Haitians usually
identify it as a daughter!} is her most impor-
tant iconographic detail, for Ezili Dantor is
above all else the woman who bears children,
the mother par excellence.

Haitians say that Ezili Dantor fought
fiercely beside her “children” in the slave rev-
olution. She was wounded, they say, and they
point to the parallel scars that appear on the
right cheek of the Mater Salvatoris image as
evidence {or this. Details of Ezili Dantor’s pos-
session-performance extend the story. Ezili
Dantor also lost her tongue during the revo-
lution. Thus Dantor does not speak when she
possesses someone. The only sound the spirit
can utter is a uniform “de-de-de.” In a Vadou
ceremony, Dantor’'s mute “de-de-de” be-
comes articulate only through her body lan-
guage and the interpretive efforts of the gath-
ered community. Her appearances are thus
reminiscent of a somber game of charades.
Ezili Dantor’s fighting spirit is reinforced by
her identification as a member of the Petro
pantheon of Vodou spirits, and as such she is
assoctated with what is hot, fiery, and strong.
As a Petro spirit Dantor is handled with care.
Fear and caution are always somewhere in the
mix of attitudes that people hoid toward the
various Petro spirits.

Those, such as Alourdes, who serve Ezili
Dantor become her children and, like chil-
dren in the traditional Haitian family, they
owe their mother high respect and unfailing
loyalty. In return, this spiritual mother, like
the ideal human mother, will exhaust her
strength and resources to care for her chil-
dren. It is important to note here that the sac-
rifice of a mother for her children will never
be seen by Haitians in purely sentimental or
altruistic terms. For Haitian women, even for
those now living in New York, children repre-
sent the main hope for an economically viable
household and the closest thing there is to a
Buarantee of care in old age. The mother-
child relationship among Haitians is thus
strong, essential, and in a not unrelated way,
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potentially volatile. In the countryside,
children’s labor is necessary for family sur-
vival. Children begin to work at an early age,
and physical punishment is ofien swift and se-
vere if they are irresponsible or disrespectful.
Although in the cities children stay in school
longer and begin to contribute to the welfare
of the family at a later age, similar attitudes
toward childrearing prevail.

In woman-headed households, the bond
between mother and daughter is the most
charged and the most enduring. Women and
their children form three- and sometimes
four-generation networks in which gifts and
services circulate according to the needs and
abilities of each. These tight family relation-
ships create a safety net in a society where
bunger is a common experience for the ma-
jority of people. The strength of the mother-
daughter bond explains why Haitians identify
the child in Ezili Dantor’s arms as a daughter.
And the importance and precariousness ol
that bond explain Dantor's tighting spirit and
hiery temper.

In possession-performance, Ezili Dantor
explores the full range of possibilities inher-
ent in the rmotherchild bond., Should
Dantor's “children” betray her or trifle with
her dignity, the spirit's anger can be sudden,
fierce, and uncompromising. In such situa-
tions her characteristic “de-de-de” becomes a
powerful rendering of women'’s mute but dev-
astating rage. A gentle rainfall during the fes-
tivities at Saut d'Eau, a mountainous pilgrim-
age site for Dantor, is readily interpreted as a
sign of her presence but so is a sudden deluge
resulting in mudslides and waflic accidents.
Ezili's African water roots thus flow into the
most essential of social bonds, that between
mother and child, where they carve out a web
of channels through which can flow a
mother’s rage as well as her love.

Alourdes, like Ezili Dantor, is a proud and
hard-working woman who will not tolerate
disrespect or indolence in her children. While
her anger is never directed at Maggie, who is
now an adult and Alourdes’ partner in run-
ning the household, it can sometimes sweep
the smaller children oif their feet. T have
never seen Alourdes strike a child, but her
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wrath can be sudden and the punishments
meted out severe. Although the suffering is
different in kind, there is a good measure of it
in both Haiti and New York, and the lessons
have carried from one to the other. Once,
after Alourdes disciplined her ten-year-old,
she turned to me and said: “The world s evil.
... You got to make them tough!”

Ezili Dantor is not only Alourdes’s main fe-
male spirit, she is also the spirit who first
called Alourdes to her role as priestess. One
of the central functions of Vodou in Haiti, and
among Haitian emigrants, is that of reinforc-
ing social bonds. Because obligations to the
Vodou spirits are inherited within families,
Alourdes’s decision to take on the heavy re-
sponsibility of serving the spirits was also a
decision to opt for her extended family (and
her Haitian identity) as her main survival
strategy.

It was not always clear that this was the de-
cision she would make. Before Alourdes came
to the United States, she had shown little in-
terest in her mother’s religious practice, even
though an appearance by Ezili Dantor at a
family ceremony had marked her for the
priesthood when she was only five or six years
old. By the time Alourdes left Haiti she was in
her late twenties and the memory of that mes-
sage from Dantor had either disappeared or
ceased to feel relevant. When Alourdes left
Haiti, she felt she was leaving the spirits be-
hind along with a life marked by struggle and
suffering. But the spirits sought her out in
New York. Messages from Ezili and other
spirits came in the form of a debilitating ill-
ness that prevented her from working. It was
only after she returned to Haiti for initiation
into the priesthood and thus acknowledged
the spirits’ claim on her that Alourdes’s life in
the U.S. began to run smoothly.

Over the ten years | have known this fam-
ily, I have watched a similar process at work
with her daughter Maggie. Choosing the life
of a Vodou priestess in New York is much
more difficult for Maggie than it was for her
mother. To this day, I have yet to see Maggie
move all the way into a trance state. Posses-
ston threatens and Maggie struggles mightily;
her body falls to the floor as if paralyzed, but

she fights off the descending darkness that
marks the onset of trance. Afterwards, she is -

angry and afraid. Yet these feelings finally did
not prohibit Maggie from making a commit-

ment to the manbo’s role. She was mitiated to
the priesthood in the summer of 1982 in a.;

small temple on the outskirts of Port-au-
Prince. Alourdes presided at these rituals.
Maggie’s commitment to Vodou came after
disturbing dreams and a mysterious illness

not unlike the one that plagued Alourdes:

shortly alter she came to the United States.

The accelerated harassment of the spirits also
started around the time when a love affair
brought Maggie face to face with the choice of

living with someone other than her mother.
Within a short period of time, the love affair

ended, the illness arrived, and Maggie had a

portentous dream in which the spirits threat-
ened to block her life path until she promised
to undergo initiation. Now it is widely ac-
knowledged that Maggie is the heir to
Alourdes’s successful healing practice.

Yet this spiritual bond between Alourdes
and Maggie cannot be separated from the so-
cial, economic, and emotional forces that
hold them together. It is clear that Alourdes
and Maggie depend on one another in myr-
iad ways. Without the child care Alourdes
provides, Maggie could not work. Without the
check Maggie brings in every week, Alourdes
would have only the modest and erratic in-
come she brings in from her healing work.
These practical issues were also at stake in
Maggie's decision about the Vodou priest:
hood, for a decision to become a manbo was
also a decision to cast her lot with her mother:
This should not be interpreted to mean that
Alourdes uses religion to hold Maggie against
her will. The affection betveen them is genu-:
ine and strong. Alourdes and Maggie are
cach ather’s best [riend and most trusted ally:
In Maggie’s own words: “We have a beautiful
relationship . . . it's more than a twin, it's like.
a Siamese twin. ... She is my soul.” And in
Alourdes’s: “If she not near me, 1 feel somes
thing inside me disconnected.”

Maggie reports that when she has prob-
lems, Ezili Dantor often appears to her in
dreams. Once, shortly after her arrival in the;
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United States, Maggie had a waking vision of
Dantor. The spirit, clearly recognizable in her
gold-edged blue veil, drifted into her bed-
room window. Her new classmates were cru-
elly teasing her, and the twelve-year-old Mag-
gie was i despair. Dantor gave her a
maternal backrub and drifted out the win-
dow, where the spirit's glow was soon lost in
that of a corner streetlamp. These days, when
she is in trouble and Dantor does not appear
of her own accord, Maggie goes seeking the
spirit. “She don't have to talk to me in my
dream. Sometime I go inside the altar, just
look at her statue . . . she says a few things to
me.” The image with which Maggie converses
is, of course, Mater Salvatoris, the black vir-
gin, holding in her arms her favored girl
child, Anaise.

It is not only in her relationship with her
daughter that Alourdes finds her life mir-
rored in the image of Ezili Dantor. Ezili Dan-
tor is also the mother raising children on her
own, the woman who will take lovers but will
not marry. In many ways, it is this aspect of
Dantor’s story that most clearly mirrors and
maps the lives of Haitian women.

in former days (and still in some rural
areas) the patriarchal, multigenerational ex-
tended family held sway in Haiti. In these
families men could form unions with more
than one woman. Each woman had her own
household in which she bore and raised the
children from that union. The men moved
from household to household, often continu-
ing to rely on their mothers as well as their
women to feed and lodge them. When the big
extended families began to break up under
the combined pressures of depleted soil,
overpopulation, and corrupt politics, large
numbers of rural people moved to the cities.

Generally speaking, Haitian women fared
better than men in the shift from rural to
urban life. In the cities the family shrank to
the size of the individual household unit, an
arena in which women had traditionally been
in charge. Furthermore, their skill at small-
scale commerce, an aptitude passed on
through generations of rural market women,
allowed them to adapt to life in urban Hait,
where the income of a household must often

be patched together from several small and
sporadic sources. Urban women sell bread,
candy, and herbal teas which they make
themselves. They also buy and re-sell food,
clothing, and houschold goods. Often their
entire inventory is balanced on their heads or
spread on outstretched arms as they roam
through the streets seeking customers. When
desperate enough, women also sell sex. They
jokingly refer to their genitals as their “land.”
The employment situation in urban Haiti,
meager though it is, also favors women. For-
eign companies tend to prefer them for the
piecework that accounts for a large percent-
age of the jobs available to the poor urban
majority.

By contrast, unemployment among young
urban males may well be as high as 80%.
Many men in the city circulate among the
households of their girlfriends and mothers.
In this way they are usually fed, enjoy some
intimacy, and get their laundry done. But life
is hard and resources scarce. With the land
gone, it is no longer so clear that men are es-
sential to the survival of women and children.
As a result, relationships between urban men
and women have become brittle and often vi-
olent. And this is so in spite of a romantic ide-
ology not found in the countryside. Men are
caught in a double bind. They are still reared
to expect to have power and to exercise au-
thority, and yet they have few resources to do
so. Consequentily, when their expectations
run up against a wall of social impossibility,
they often veer off in unproductive directions.
The least harmful of these is manifest in a na-
tional preoccupation with soccer; the most
damaging is the military, the domestic police
force of Haiti, which provides the one open
road toward upward social mobility for poor
young men. Somewhere in the middle of this
spectrum lie the drinking and gambling en-
gaged in by large numbers of poor men.

Ezili Dantor’s lover is Ogou, a soldier spirit
sometimes pictured as a hero, a breathtak-
ingly handsome and dedicated soldier. But
just as often Ogou is portrayed as vain and
swaggering, untrustworthy and self-destruc-
tive. In one of his manifestations Ogou is a
drunk. This is the man Ezili Dantor will take
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into her bed but would never depend on.
Their relationship thus takes up and com-
ments on much of the actual life experience
of poor urban women,
Ezili Dantor also mirrors many of the spe-
cifics of Alourdes’s own life. Gran Philo,
Alourdes’s mother, was the first of her family
to live in the city. She worked there as a
manbo. Although she bore four children, she
never formed a long-term union with a man.
She lived in Santo Demingo, in the Domini-
can Republic, for the first years of her adult
life. There she had her first two babies. But
her lover proved irrational, jealous, and pos-
sessive. Since she was working as hard or
harder than he, Philo soon decided to leave
him. Back in Port-au-Prince, she had two
more children, but in neither case did the fa-
ther participate in the rearing of the children.
Alourdes, who is the youngest, did not know
who her father was until she was grown. And
when she found out, it still took time for him
to acknowledge paternity.
In her late teens, Alourdes’s fine singing
voice won her a coveted position with the
Troupe Folklorique, a song and dance group
that drew much of its repertoire from Vodou.
During that period Alourdes attracted the at-
tention of an older man who had a secure job
with the Bureau of Taxation. During their
brief marriage Alourdes lived a life that was
the dream of most poor Haitian women. She
had a house and two servants. She did not
have to work. But this husband, like the first
man in Philo’s life, needed to control her
every move. His jealousy was so great that Al-
ourdes was not even allowed to visit her
mother without supervision. (The man
should have known better than to threaten
that vital bond!) Alourdes and her husband
fought often and, after less than two years,
she left. In the years that followed, there were
times when Alourdes had no food and times
when she could not pay her modest rent but,
with pride like Ezili Dantor’s, Alourdes never
returned to her husband and never asked him
for money. During one especially difficult pe-
riod Alourdes began to operate as a Marie-
Jacques, a prostitute, although not the kind
who hawk their wares on the street. Each day

she would dress up and go from business tg
business in downtown Port-au-Prince looking:
for someone who would ask her for a “date,”
When the date was over she would take what
these men offered (everyone knew the rules);
but she never asked for money. Alourdes had
three children in Haiti, by three different
men. She fed them and provided shelter by
Juggling several income sources. Her mother
helped when she could. So did friends when
they heard she was in need. For a while, Al
ourdes held a job as a tobacco inspector for
the government. And she also dressed up and
went out looking for dates,

Maggie, like Alourdes, was married once.
Her husband drank too much and one eve-
ning, he hit her. Once was enough. Maggi
packed up her infant son and returned to her
mother’s house. She never looked back
When Maggie talks about this marriage, nov
over for nearly a decade, she says he was a
good man but alcohol changed him. “When'
he drink, forget it!"” She would not take the.
chance that he might hit her again or, worse;.
take his anger and frustration out on their:
son. i

Ezili Dantor is the mother—{ierce, proud,
hard-working, and independent. As a reli-
gious figure, Dantor’s honest portrayal of th
ambivalent emotions a woman can feel to-
ward her lovers and a mother can feel toward
her children stands in striking contrast to the
idealized attitude of calm, nurture, and ac-
ceptance represented by more standard in
terpretations of the Holy Mother Mary, a-
woman for whom rage would be unthinkable
Through her iconography and possession- -
performances, Ezili Dantor works in subtle.:
ways with the concrete life circumstances of
Haitian women such as Alourdes and Maggie. .
She takes up their lives, clarifies the issues at
stake in them, and gives them permission to
follow the sanest and most humane paths

Both Alourdes and Maggie refer to Ezili Dan-
tor as “my mother.” :

Vodou is a religion born of slavery, of
wrenching change and deep pain. Its genius:
can be traced to long experience in using the
first (change) to deal with the second (pain).
Vodou is a religion in motion, one without

canon, creed, or pope. In Vodou the ancient
African wisdom is preserved by undergoing
constant transformation in response to spe-
cific life circumstances. One of the things
which keeps Vodou agile is its plet?lgra of
spirits. Each person who serves the spirits has
his or her own coterie of favorites. And no sin-
ole spirit within that group can take over and
ijay down the law for the one who serves.
There are always other spirits to consult,
other spirit energies to take into account.
Along with Ezili Dantor, Alourdes also serves
her sister, Ezili Freda.

Fzili Freda is a white spirit from the Rada
pantheon, a group characterized by sweet-
ness and even tempers. Where Dantor acts
out women's sexuality in its childbearing
mode, Freda, the flirt, concerns herself with
love and romance. Like the famous Creole
mistresses who lent charm and glamour to co-
fonial Haiti, Ezili Freda takes her identity and
worth from her relationship with men. Like
the mulatto elite in contemporary Haiti who
are the heirs of those Creole women, Freda
loves fine clothes and jewelry. In her posses-
sion-performances, Freda is decked out in
satin and lace. She is given powder and per-
fume, sweet smelling soaps and rich creams.
The one possessed by her moves through the
gathered community, embracing one and
then another and then another. Something in
her searches and is never satisfied. Her visits
often end in tears and frustration.!

Different stories are told about Freda and
children. Some say she is barren. Others say
she has a child but wishes to hide that fact in
order to appear {resher, younger, and more
desirable to msn. Those who hold the latter
view are fond of pointing out the portrait ofa
yvoung boy that is tucked behind the left elbow
of the crowned Virgin in the image of Maria
Dolorosa with whom Freda is conflated. In
this intimate biographical detail, Freda picks
up a fragment from Alourdes’s life that hints
at larger connections between the two. When
Alourdes was married she already had two
children by two dilferent men. She“yanted a
church wedding and a respectable life, so she
hid the children from her prospective in-laws.
It was only at the wedding itself, when they
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asked about the little boy and girl seated in
the front row, that they found out the woman
standing before the altar with their son al-
ready had children.

Alourdes does not have her life all sewn up
in neat packages. She does not have all the
questions answered and all the tensions re-
solved. Most of the time when she tells the
story of her marriage, Alourdes says Hatly:
“He too jealous. That man crazy!” But on at
least one occasion she said: “Iwas too young.
If I was with Antoine now, I never going to
leave him!” When Alourdes married Antoine
Lovinsky she was a poor teenager living in
Port-au-Prince, a city where less than 10% of
the people are not alarmingly poor. Women
of the elite class nevertheless structure the
dreams of poor young women. These are the
light-skinned women, who marry in white
dresses in big Catholic churches and return to
homes that have bedroom sets and dining
room furniture and servants. These are the
women who never have to work. They spend
their days resting and visiting with t‘rlends
and emerge at night on the arms of their men
dressed like elegant peacocks and affecting
an air ol haughty boredom. Although
Alourdes’s tax collector could not be said to
be a member of the elite, he provided her
with a facsimile of the dream. It stifled her
and confined her, but she has still not entirely
let go of the fantasy. She still loves jewelry and
clothes and, in her home, manages to create
the impression, if not thf:. fact, of wealth. by
piling together satin furniture, velvet paint-
ings, and endless bric-a-hbrac. _

Alourdes also has times when she is very
lonely and she longs for male companion-
ship. She gets tired of living at the edge of
poverty and being the one in charge of such a
big and ungainly household. She fecls the
pull of the images of domesticity and nuclear
family life that she sees everyday on the televi-
sion in New York. Twice since 1 have known
her, Alourdes has fallen in love. She 15 a
deeply sensual woman and this comes
strongly to the fore during these times. She
dresses up, becomes coquettish, and caters to
her man. Yet when describing his lovable
traits, she always says first: “He help me so
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much. Every month, he pay the electric bill,”
and so forth. Once again the practical and the
emotional issues cannot be separated. In a
way, this is just another version of the poor
woman selling her “land.” And in another way
it is not, for here the finances of love are
wound round and round with longing and
dreams.

Poor Haitian women, Alourdes included,
are a delight to listen to when their ironic wit
turns on what we would label as the racism,
sexism, and colonial pretense of the upper-
class women Freda mirrors. Yet these are the
values with power behind them both in Haiti
and in New York, and poor women are not
immune to the attraction of such a vision.
Ezili Freda is thus an tmage poor Haitian
women live toward. She picks up their dreams
and gives themn shape, but these women are
mostly too experienced to think they can live
on or in dreams, Alourdes is not atypical. She
serves Freda but much less frequently than
Dantor. Ezili Dantor is the one for whom she
lights a candle every day; she is the one Al-
ourdes turns to when there is real trouble. She
is, in Alourdes’ words, “my mother.” Yet 1
think it is fair to say that it is the tension be-
tween Dantor and Freda that keeps both rele-
vant to the lives of Haitian women.

There is a story about conflict between the
two Ezilis. Most people, most of the time, will
say that the scars on Ezili Dantor's cheek
come from war wounds, but there is an alter-
native explanation. Sometimes it is said that
because Dantor was sleeping with her man,
Maria Dolorosa took the sword from her
heart and slashed the cheek of her rival.

A flesh and blood woman, living in the real
world, cannot make a final choice between
Ezili Dantor and Ezili Freda. It is only when
reality is spiced with dreams, when survival
skills are larded with sensuality and play, that
life moves forward. Dreams and play alone
lead to endless and fruitless searching. And a
whole life geared toward survival becomes
brittle and threatened by inner rage. Al-
ourdes lives at the nexus of several spirit ener-
gies. Freda and Dantor are only two of them,
the two who help her most to see herself
clearly as a woman.

To swmmarize the above discussion: The .

Vodou spirits are not idealized beings re

moved from the complexity and particularity -

of life. On the contrary, the responsive and

flexible nature of Vodou allows the spirits to :

change over space and time in order to mir-
ror people’s life circumstances in consider-

able detail. Vodou spirits are transparent to -
their African origins and yet they are other -

than African spirits. Ancient nature connec-
tions have been buried deep in their iconog-
raphies while social domains have risen to the
top, where they have developed in direct re-

sponse to the history and social circumstances |
of the Haitian people. The Vodou spirits -
make sense of the powers that shape and con-
trol life by imitating them. They act out both .
the dangers and the possibilities inherent in

problematic life situations. Thus, the moral
pull of Vodou comes from clarification. The

Vodou spirits do not tell the people what

should be; they illustrate what is,

Perhaps Vodou has these qualities because

it is a religion of an oppressed people.
Whether or not that is true, it seems to be a

type of spirituality with some advantages for -

women. The openness and flexibility of the

religion, the multiplicity of its spirits, and the
detail in which those spirits mirror the lives of
the faithful makes women’s lives visible in -
ways they are not in the so-called great reli-

gious traditions. This visibility can give
women a way of working realistically and cre-
atively with the forces that define and confine
them.

NOTES

1. I use terms such as possession-performance

and theater analogies in order to point to cer-

tain aspects of the spirits' self-presentation
and mteraction with devotees. The terms
should not be taken as indicating that priest-
esses and priests simply pretend to be spirits
during Vodou ceremonies. The trance states
they enter are genuine, and they themselves
will condemn the occasional imposter among
them.

2. In an otherwise flawed book, E. Wade Davis

does a very good job of uncovering and de-

scribing the nature and function of the \"odgu
secret societies. See The Serpent and the Rain-
bow (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1985).

5. Robert Farris Thompson traces Ezili to a
Dahomean “goddess of lovers.” Flash of the
Spirit: African and Afro-American Avt and Philos-
ophy (New York: Random House, 1983), p.
191.

4. Maya Deren has drawn a powerful p_orlrai[ of
this aspect of Ezili Freda in The Divine Horse-
men: The Living Gods of Haili (New Paltz, N.Y .
Documentext, McPherson and Co., 1983), pp.
13745,

FURTHER READINGS

Brown, Karen McCarthy. “The Center and the
Edges: God and Person in Haitian Vodou.” The
Jowrnal of the Interdenominational Theological
"Center 7, no. 1 (Fall 1979).

. “Olina and Erzulie: A Woman and a God-

dess in Haitian Vodouw.” Anima, Spring 1479,

“Systematic Forgeuing, Systematic Re-

Gender and Divinity in Shaker Life and Belief 373

membering: Ogou in Haiti.” In Afriea’s Ogun:

Old World and New. ed. by Sandra T. Barnes.

Bloomington, Ind.: University of Indiana Press,

19838.

. “Alourdes: A Case Study of Moral Leader-

ship in Haitdan Vodou.” In Saints and Virtues,

ed. by John 5. Hawley. Berkeley, Calif.: Univer-

sity of California Press, 1987. .

. “Afro-Caribbean Spirituality.” In Caring
and Curing: Health and Medicine in the Weslern
Religious Traditions, ed. by Lawrence Eugene
Sullivan. New York: Macmtllan Press, 1988,

. “The Power to Heal: Reflections on
Women, Religion and Medicine.” In Shaping
New Vision: Gender and Values in American Cul-
fiere. Ann Arbor, Mich.: UMI Press, 1987. )

Deren, Maya. Divine Horsemen: The Living Gods of
Haiti. New Paltz, N.Y.: Documentext, Mc-
Pherson and Co., 1983.

Metraux, Alfred. Voodoo in Haiti. New York:
Schocken Books, 1972, 3
‘Thompson, Robert Favris. Flash of the Spiril: African
and Afro-Amervican Avi and Philosophy. New York:

Random House, 1983,

Blessed Mother Ann, Holy Mother
Wisdom: Gender and Divinity

in Shaker Life and Belief

Marjorie Procter-Smith

Can Christians speak of God the Creator and
God the Savior in any terms but male? “I be-
lieve in God, the Father Almighty, maker of
heaven and earth; and in Jesus Christ his only
Son, our Lord.” “Glory be to the Father and
to the Son and to the Holy Ghost.” These
phrases, recited or sung by generations of
Christians, make it clear that the traditional
Christian emphasis rests on a male God and

Original material prepared for this text,

his divine male son. Centuries of Christian
doctrine, ritual, prayer, and song have re-
peated and developed the Father-Son imag-
ery so thoroughly that it is difficult for many
to imagine Christianity using any other lan-
guage. When some contemporary feminists
propose calling God Mother or imagining a
woman Christ, they are often r1chculed.0_r ac-
cused of abandoning the Christian tradition.
But in fact 200 years ago a Christian sect
known as the Shakers spoke of God as Mother
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and believed that their founder, Ann Lee, was
the second coming of Christ in female form.
This essay discusses who the Shakers were,
why they used female language for God, and
how that language related to the roles and
lives of women in the community.

WHO ARE THE SHAKERS?

In 1774, nine English passengers disem-
barked at New York harbor after a seventy-
nine-day voyage from Liverpool. The passen-
gers were Ann Lee, a prophetess and
religious leader from Manchester in England,
and her eight followers (six men and wo
women). These voyagers had been members
of a group known in England as “Shaking
Quakers.” One of many small sects who
prophesied the imminent end of the world
and return of Christ to earth, the Shaking
Quakers were chiefly known in England for
disrupting church services with their ecstatic
speech, singing, and prophesying.

When Ann Lee joined the group, they were
guided by a charismatic woman, Jane
Wardley. However, sometime around 1770,
Ann Lee had an extraordinary religious expe-
rience, which propelled her into prominence
among them. She later described this experi-
ence in language borrowed from her own ex-
perience of childbirth:

Thus I labored, in strong cries and groans to
God, day and nighu, till my flesh wasted away,
and I became like a skeleton, and a kind of
down came upon my skin, until my soul broke
forth 1o God; which I felt as sensibly as ever a
woman did a child, when she was delivered of
1f.

As aresult of this experience of new birth, Lee
was favored with ecstatic visions of God and
Jesus, Heaven and Hell. In the course of these
visions, it was revealed to Lee by Jesus Christ
that the “sin which is the root of all evil” is sex-
ual intercourse, even within lawful marriage.
Ann Lee’s witness against “the doleful works
of the flesh,” an insistence on absolute celi-
bacy, became one of the central tenets of

Shaker faith and a foundation for the devel-
opment of Shaker community life.
Armed with these powerful heavenly vi-

sions, Lee claimed authority as leader of the :
group and convinced her followers of the ne--
cessity of resettling in America, where new
misstonary fields lay open to them. Once in-

America, Ann Lee and her small group set-

tled in the wilderness of New York state ina |
village called Niskeyuna (now Watervliet,
New York, near Albany} and began to gather

new believers in Lee's message.

Lee taught that perfection was possible in
this life, provided one “took up a full cross,” :

which meant, practically speaking, willing-
ness to confess all known sins to a Shaker

leader (either Mother Ann or someone desig-
nated by her); to accept a celibate life, regard-
less of marital status; and to live a sinless life

after the manner of Christ.

The term “Shaker” was a derisive one,
given by non-Shakers who observed the ec-

static religious behavior of Ann Lee and her
followers. Typical Shaker worship included
shouting, leaping, dancing, whirling about,
singing in unknown tongues, and falling into
trances. Prophetic announcements and ges-
tures were common, and Shaker worshippers
thereby gained access to the spiritual world.
Lee's visions, however, were exceptional.
To the observer, she appeared strange, other-

worldly, and perhaps a bit frightening. One:

early follower remembered seeing Lee

sit in her chair, from early in the morning, until
afternoon, under great operations and power

of God. She sung in unknown tongues, the -

whole of the time; and seemed to be wholly di-
vested of any attraction to material things. All
her sensations appeared to be engaged in the
spiritual world.” '

Lee reported that her visions during such pe-:

riods included face-to-face conversations with
God and with Jesus, visions of Heaven and
the saints, and harrowing views of the sulfer-
ing of the damned in Hell. In particular she
described her relationship with Jesus as espe-
cially intimate:

I have been walking in fine valleys with Christ,
as with a laver. . . . Christ is ever with me, both
in sitting down and rising up; in going out and
coming in. If I walk in groves and valleys, there
he is, with me; and I converse with him as one
friend converses with another, face to face.”

She also referred to Christ as her husband,
her “Lord and Head,” who preempts the au-
thority of any human man. Lee's earthly hus-
band, who had accompanied her to America,
had not found Shaker doctrine and life satis-
factory and apparently left the group early
on.
At first Lee and the other leaders of the
group advised new converts Lo return to their
families and live in peace and holiness with
them, an evangelical strategy that often
seemed to work, because many of the first
converts to Shakerism in America were mem-
bers of a few large New England families.
However, by 1782 or so necessity was conspir-
ing with religious disposition to encourage
the development of communal living, at least
in a rather informal way. Clusters of Believers
(as Shakers preferred to call themselves)
began pooling their financial resources to
provide support for poorer families and to
provide food and lodging for traveling
Shaker missionaries and visitors who gath-
ered to hear the Shaker message.

When Ann Lee died in 1784 the remaining
leaders recognized that for their movement
to survive they needed to establish a more for-
mal order and structure for living the Shaker
life. Lee’s successor, James Whittaker, began
the process of organizing Believers into com-
munities on the basis of common ownership
of property and goods, or “joint interest.”
This process of “gathering into order” was
continued by Whittaker's successor, Joseph
Meacham, and his associate and successor,
Lucy Wright. o '

Shaker communities, organized into units
called “families,” were constructed in part to
replace the natural families that celibate
Shakers were required to give up. All mem-
bers were called “brother” or “sister,” with
those in leadership designated as “elders”
and “eldresses.” Each family had two elders
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and two eldresses who held spiritual authority
over the brothers and sisters; two deacons
and two deaconesses who were responsible
for the material well-being of the family (pro-
viding for food, clothing, upkeep of buildings
and grounds, and so forth}; and several trust-
ees, who handled all business dealings with
the “World,” as non-Shakers were called.!

Overall, there have been eighteen major
Shaker communities and several smaller and
short-lived ones. During the middle of the
nineteenth century the Shakers reached their
peak membership of perhaps as many as
6,000. Membership began to decline soon
after this, however, and now only a very few
individuals remain.®

SHAKER RELIGIOUS LANGUAGE

Shakerism grew in a religious environment in
which many Christians believed in the immi-
nent return of Jesus Christ to earth. This mil-
lennialism, as it is called, predisposed people
to expect miraculous signs of various kinds.
For example, on May 19, 1780, settlers clear-
ing land in New England burned off brush
and trees, and the resulting smoke hid the
sun, making the day as dark as night. Terri-
fied New Englanders, seeing birds and farm
animals go to sleep as if it were night and re-
membering apocalyptic Biblical prophecy
about the sun becoming “black as sackcloth,”
cried, “The day of judgment is come!” During
Ann Lee’s missionary journey through New
England between 1781 and 1783 she and
some of her followers saw a particularly spec-
tacular display of the Northern Lights. One
commented that the lights were “a sign of the
coming of the Son of Man in the clouds of
heaven.” Although Ann Lee rejected this in-
terpretation, clearly Shakers shared the gen-
eral disposition of people to look for “signs
and portents.” .
Likewise, millennialist expectations pre-
disposed people to look for prophets and
visionists. In such a milieu, then, Ann Lee’s
extraordinary visions and prophecies, her
singing in unknown tongues, and astonishing
messages about sin and perfection aroused
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intense interest. The extravagant singing and
dancing in Shaker gatherings and the charis-
matic presence of Ann Lee combined to con-
vince many New Englanders that the Second
Coming was upon them.

In this religious context, believers con-
cluded that Ann Lee had been the instrument
of initiating the millennial church and had
opened to the world the possibility of a life of
Gospel perfection. The official name of the
Shakers was the United Society of Believers in
Christ’s Second Appearing, also sometimes
called the Millennial Church.

Some of the earliest Shaker theological
works are explicit that Ann Lee herself is the
one “in whom Christ did visibly make his sec-
ond appearance.”” Ann Lee and jesus Christ
are described in parallel terms as embodi-
ments of the Christ-Spirit:

The man who was called Jesus and the woman
who was called Ann, are verily the two founda-
tion pitlars of the Church of Christ.”

Fundamental to this interpretation of Ann
Lee as parallel to Jesus is Lee’s own claim to
have been married to Christ.

Another important element in the devel-
opment of Shaker religious language is the
title by which most Believers addressed Ann
Lee during her life and remembered her after
her death: “Mother” Ann. Perhaps because
Lee was older than many of her American
converts and because of the emotional attach-
rmeni Believers feilt for Ann Lee, the title of
“Mother” became synonymous with Ann Lee,
and Shaker documents routinely assume that
the reader will know that any reference to
“Mother” is a reference to Ann Lee.

Although Lee is often remembered as a
rather stern mother who chastised her errant
children and spoke sharply to them, she is
represented predominantly as a loving
mother who gave birth to her children in the
faith, who labored over them and for them,
and who guided them in the faith. A Shaker
hymn expresses this idea:

Born by our Mother, we were led,
By her our infant souls were fed;

And by her suff rings and her toils
She broughr salvation to our souls.”

Thus, Jesus and Mother Ann were Believers'
“Gospel Parents,” as described in this hymn:

Qur Father and our Mother

Have borne us in the birth,

Their union is together,
Redeemed from the earth:

We children born, are not forlorn,
But like cur Parents dear,

We've overcome the wicked one,
And reign in Zion here. 10

Having worked out the theological signifi-:
cance of Ann Lee as Mother and as Second.
appearing of Christ, Shakers turned their.
thoughts to the question of God. Unlike the
theological development of an understand-:
ing of Ann Lee, which was based on personal
experience of her as their spiritual mother,’
the Shaker doctrine of God was largely based.
on intellectual conviction. .

The reasoning went something like this: If
Ann Lee is our Mother and she is the female’
embodiment of the Christ-Spirit, then she
holds a parallel position to Jesus as the first.
and male embodiment of the Christ-Spirit, If
Jesus as the Christ reveals God the Father to-
humankind, then Mother Ann must also re-
veal God, and the God she reveals must nec-:
essarily be God the Mother. A major Shaker.
theological work puts it this way:

The first appearing of Christ, in the simplest
terms of language, is the Revelation of the Fa-,
ther, and the second appearing of Christ is the
Revelation of the Mother; but for the subject’
under consideration we have preferred the title,
“The Revelation of the Holy Ghost,” as the
most forcible and striking of all other scripture
terms."'

This Mother-Holy Ghoest God whom Ann Lee-
was said to reveal was later called Holy'
Mother Wisdom, who was said to reign with.
God the Father in heaven, as described in this

hymn:

Long cre this fleeting world began
Or dust was fashioned into man,
There Power and Wisdom we can view,
Names of the Everlasting Two.

The Father’s high cternal throne

Was never fill'd by one alone:

There Wisdom holds the Mother’s seat
And is the Father's helper-meet. .

Shaker theologians regarded their dual Fa-
ther-Mother God as logically superior to the
trinttarian God of more traditional Christian
theology. “As every individual on the world
sprang from a father and a mother, the con-
clusion is self-evident, that the whole sprang
from one joint parentage,” argued Shaker
theologian Benjamin Seth Youngs in 1808. It
makes more sense, he reasoned, to talk ahout
a God who is male and female than a God who
is all male. Ridiculing “defective” trinitarian
doctrine, Youngs wrote:

First the Father, second the Son, and third the
Haoly Ghaost; He proceeding from Father and
Son . . . withour the attribute of either Mother
or Daughter . . . and [they] finally look [or the
mystery of God to be finished in the odd num-
ber of three males. . . . Where then is the corre-
spondent cause of the woman's existence?"

The cause of woman'’s existence, Shakers be-
lieved, had been revealed by Mother Ann, a
Mother God, who shared God the Father's
throne and represented “wisdom” to God the
Father's “power.”

Beginning in the 1830s a period of intense
internal revival affected all the Shaker com-
munities and brought the image of God the
Mother into prominence in Shaker experi-
ence. Beginning with trance-like experiences
similar to the ecstatic worship of the earliest
days of Shakerism, the revival swept through
all of the communities and lasted for more
than ten years. Believers once again sang
heavenly songs in unknown tongues, leaped
and whirled about uncontrollably, and fell
into trances in which they saw and spoke to
long-dead Shaker leaders, including Mother
Ann, Father William Lee (Ann Lee's brother},
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Father Joseph (Meacham), and others. This
period became known as “Mother Ann’s
Work,” because it was believed that Mother
Ann, seeing the loss of vitality in the faith of
her children, had sent them this revival.

Most notably, certain Believers claimed to
have been chosen as “instruments” of various
heavenly beings, usually angels, who deliv-
ered messages from Mother Ann and other
heavenly denizens to Believers. For the most
part these claims were accepted by the leader-
ship and by the members, and their messages
were received with great respect and awe "' A
disproportionate number of these instru-
ments were women.

During the height of the revival, between
1840 and 1843, Holy Mother Wisdom made a
series of visits to the communities in the per-
son of a female instrument. Sometimes the
visits lasted several days and included individ-
ual interviews by Holy Mother Wisdom of
each member of the community. These visits
were carefully prepared for by periods of fast-
ing, prayer, confessions of sin, and intensive
cleaning of the grounds and buildings. The
visit normally concluded with Holy Mother
Wisdom bestowing her “mark” on the fore-
head of each Believer or granting them some
similar spiritual blessing. One contemporary
observer remembered Holy Mother Wisdom
concluding the visit with these words:
“Around thy head I place a golden band. On
it is written the name of me, Holy Mother
Wisdom! the Great Jehovah! the Eternal God!
Touch not mine anointed!”*"

SHAKER WOMEN

Shaker women had before them the example
of Ann Lee. On the one hand, she was ex-
traordinarily gifted: prophetess, visionary,
bride, and companion of Christ; teacher;
judge; and loving but strict spiritual mother.
On the other hand she shared the experi-
ences of many of the women who were drawn
to Shakerism: She was poor and illiterate; she
had been married to a man she described as
“very kind, according to nature,” and had
given birth to four children and had seen
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them all die in infancy; she had suffered per-
secution for her religious beliefs; and she had
struggled to make a living and survive in a
new land. Lee's exceptional ability to infuse
with religious meaning her own struggles and
sufferings as a woman provided a rich re-
source to her female followers who shared
many of her experiences.

Later theological speculation interpreted
Ann Lee as the Second Christ, an object not
only of loving memeory but also a figure of cos-
mic significance: one of the two “foundation
pillars” of the Church, the Daughter of God,
the Mother of All Living, the Revelation of
God the Mother. Shaker women had not only
the memory of a spiritually powerful woman
who was like them in many ways, but they also
had access to a positive, powerful female
Christ and a loving Mother God.

The loving Mother God came to be known
as Holy Mother Wisdom and was presented to
them materially in the form of a woman
visionist. During the visitations of Holy
Mother Wisdom each woman and man in the
community received at the hands of a woman
a gift directly from God, the mark of Holy
Mother Wisdom, and heard from the mouth
of a woman words of judgment or blessing.
Although female instruments did not always
speak only in the name of Holy Mother Wis-
dom or Mother Ann, the strength of the
communities” beliel’ in these figures legiti-
mated women’s exercise of their prophetic
gifts in general.

Shaker women's more temporal gifts were
also legitimated by Shaker community struc-
tures. The development of a centralized and
tightly structured leadership after the “gath-
ering into order” might have excluded
women, after the pattern of many other reli-
gious movements founded by women. Indeed
leadership did not automatically pass to other
women on Ann Lee’s death. On the contrary
Lee was succeeded by two men before a pat-
tern of female leadership was established with
the appointment by Joseph Meacham of Lucy
Wright as “Mother” of the entire sect along-
side himself as “Father.”

At first there was considerable resistance to
Mother Lucy's leadership from male Shakers
who were offended by the idea of a woman in

a position of religious authority over them
and many people left the community in pro
test. However, the pattern of dual male and®
female leadership was established and re
mained the norm for all Shaker communities
This requirement gave Shaker women’
greater access to positions of religious leader
ship than women in most other Christian:
groups. Appointment to eldress of a commu
nity meant the opportunity to exercise tem
poral and spiritual leadership, greater re
sponsibility, and chances to travel to other
communities.

At the same time along with the advan-
tages of the Shaker theological and commu-
nal systern for woman came some disadvan
tages. The theological interpretation of Holy
Mother Wisdom, for example, depended a
great deal on popular nineteenth-century
views of “women's sphere” and the “cult o
True Womanhood.”'* Holy Mother Wisdom
was described by one Shaker writer as “en
less love, truth, meekness, long forbearance,
and loving kindness ... the Mother of all
Godliness, meekness, purity, peace, sincerity,
virtue, and chastity.”’” Although in theo
such virtues were to apply to all Shakers, in
fact they were associated with women primar-
ily, even divine women. '

The Shaker communal system provided
opportunities for leadership for women, butit
did so in the context of a strictly hierarchical
system in which leaders were not elected but
appointed by their superiors, and virtually ab-
solute obedience to the leaders was expected.
Work in the communities was rigidly divided,
with women largely confined to traditional
“women's work™: food preparation, clothing:
manufacture and maintenance, and house-
hold maintenance. This pragmatic division of
labor was interpreted as being of divine ori-
gin, and Shaker women were advised that
true freedom for them lay in remaining
within “woman’s sphere.”

CONCLUSIONS

It is striking how many contemporary fem
nist religious issues are found in the history of -
Shakerism. Contemporary feminists have

challenged mainstream rel_igious groups to
expand women’s oppartunities for religious
jeadership, to reconstder the use of exclu-
sively male language about God and Christ,
and to develop religious language that draws
on women'’s experience. From an examina-
tion of Shaker history we may see a Christian

oup that struggled to preserve women's re-
ligious leadership, that worshipped God as
Mother as well as Father, and that drew some
of its central religious terms from women'’s
traditional childbearing and household work.

Most radical of the Shakers’ ideas about
women and religion, and most startlingly
contemporary, is their grasp of the connec-
tion between an exclusively male representa-
tion of God and a male-dominated society.
Antoinette Doolittle, editor of the Shaker

journal Shaker and Shakeress from 1875 to

1875, observed, “As long as we have all male
Gods in the heavens we shall have all male
rulers on the earth.”'® They also insisted that
the recognition of the female in deity was es-
sential to women'’s social and religious eman-
cipation, and they were unflinching in their
criticism  of male-centered theology and
church.

However, their answer to their critique of
male-centered religion was a highly dualistic
system based on the fundamental difference
between men and women. In this opposi-
tional system women's “sphere” was diametri-
cally opposed to that of men, and it left
women in the same place reserved for them
by conventional wisdom. Although redeemed
Shaker women were spiritually superior to all
unredeemed women and men, women by na-
ture were understood to be more sinful than
men. Indeed, this greater sinfulness of
women necessitated, in part, the Second
Coming of Christ in female form. A Shaker
hymn says,

As disobedience first began

In Eve, the second part of man

"The second umpet could not sound
Ti second Eve her Lord had found.!*

“Second Eve” here refers to Ann Lee, whose
Lord 15 Christ.
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The questions these limitations of the
Shaker system raise are several and are now
being dealtwith in contemporary feminist cri-
tiques of religion. First, there is the question
of valorizing women's traditional experience,
Such valorization recognizes that the work
women have done for eons—care of children,
care of households, concern for maintenance
of human relationships—is the work of world-
construction and world-maintenance, and as
such it is religious work. The risk of such valo-
rization, as the Shaker history shows, is that it
reinforces the cultural notion that such work
is women's sole work and that it is solely
women's work. Such a view restricts womnen’s
access to other kinds of work and suggests
that men need not concern themselves with
such work, a bifurcation that feminism has
taken some pains to correct.

Second, the Shaker story raises questions
about essentialism. Is there some essential fe-
male character or virtue? Some Shaker theo-
logians assumed that there was such a thing
and that they knew what it was. Both argu-
ments that female character is essentially
flawed or sinful and that female character is
essentially nurturant, loving, and caring claim
such knowledge, and both views can be found
not only in Shakerism but in other religions as
well. Some contemporary feminists have chal-
lenged such claims about women, insisting in-
stead that while women share some oppres-
sions  in common as women, women's
experiences are diverse and complex and
cannot be simplified into claims of innate evil
or innate goodness.

Third, the Shakers demonstrate both the
difficuldes of preserving and perpetuating
strong female leadership and the value of
having the example of a female founder as a
living memory in the community’s life. The
Shaker’s most effective methed of ensuring
the continuation of female leadership, how-
ever, was their ideological system, which de-
manded equal leadership by men and women
and recruited and developed strong women
for leadership positions. Without such struc-
tural demands even the memory of Ann Lee
would not have sufliced to preserve women's
religious leadership.
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NOTES

1. Testimonies of the Life, Character, Revelations and
Duoctrines of owr Ever Blessed Mother Ann Lee, and
the Elders With Her (Hancock, MA: J. Talcou
and J. Deming, Junrs., 1818}, p. 47.

. 1hbid,, p. 200.

. Ibid,, p. 211.

. For further information on the Shakers’ busi-
ness dealings, see Fdward Deming Andrews,
The Community Industries of the Shakers (Univer-
sity of the State of New York, 1933; New York
State Museum Handbook No. 15).

5. The actual peak population of Shaker com-
munities is disputed. Compare Edward Dem-
ing Andrews, The People Called Shakers (New
York: Dover Publications, 1953), p. 224; Pris-
cilla J. Brewer, Shaker Communities, Shaker
Lives (Hanover, NH: University Press of New
England, 1986), p. 156; and Willam Sims
Bainbridge, “Shaker Demographics 1840-
1900: An Example of the Use of U.S. Census
Enumeration Schedule,” Jowrnal For the Scien-
tific Study of Religion 21 (1982), p. 355.

6. At present the Shaker communities of

Sabbathday Lake, Maine, and Canterbury,

New Hampshire, are the only oceupied com-

munities.

Testhmonies (1818), p. 2

. Benjamin Seth Youngs, The Testimony of
Christ's Second Appearing (Albany: The United
Society, 1810, Second Edition), p. 440.

9. Seth Y. Wells, compiler, Millennial Praises
(Hancock, MA: Josiah Talcout, 1813}, p. 105.

10. Ibid., p. 35.

11, Youngs, p. 537.

12, Wells, p. 1.

13. Youngs, p. 454.

14. Shaker manuscript collections such as those
found at the Western Reserve Historical Soci-
ety, the Shaker Museum at Old Chatham,
New York, and the Archives and Manuscript

e U3 D

OO:--E

Division of the New York Public Library have

large numbers of recorded gift drawings and:
messages from this period, most of them by

women.
15. David R. Lamson, Two Years’ E\p(’ncn(e;imong_

the Shakers (West Boylston, MA: Published by

the Author, 1848}, p. 95.

16. See Ballnm Welter, “The Cult of True Wom.

anhood,” American Quarierly 18 (1966), Pp
151-174.

17. Paulina Bates, The Divine Book of Holy Wisdam
(Cante[bun NH: n.p., 1849), p. 661.

18. “Address of Antoinette Doolittle, Troy, NY,"

March 24, 1872," The Shaker 2.6 (June 187‘3},
p- 43,
19. Wells, p. 250.
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All human reproductive behavior is culturally
patterned. This cultural patterning includes
menstrual beliefs and practices; restrictions on
the circumstances in which sexual activity may
occur; beliefs and practices surrounding preg-
nancy, labor, and the postpartum period; un-
derstandings and treatment of infertility; and the
significance of the menopause. While research
on human biological reproduction has been
dominated by medical concerns such as normal
and abnormal physiological processes, an in-
creasing anthropological literature addresses re-
production as a sociocultural process. Biological
reproduction refers to the production of human
beings, but this process is always a social activity,
leading to the perpetuation of social systems anc
social relations. The ways in which societies
structure human reproductive behavior reflect
core social values and principles, informed by
changing political and economic conditions
(Browner and Sargent 1990:215).

Much of the available anthropological data
on reproduction prior to 1970 is to be found

within ethnographies devoted to other subjects.
For example, Montagu analyzed concepts of
conception and fetal development among Aus-
tralian aborigines, and Malinowski wrote about
reproductive concepts and practices among the
Trobriand Islanders (Montagu 1949; Malinow-
ski 1932). Several surveys of ethnographic data
on reproduction were compiled, such as Ford's
(1964) study of customs surrounding the repro-
ductive cycle or Spencer’s (1949-1950) list of
reproductive practices around the world.

In the past twenty years anthropologists have
sought to use cross-cultural data from pre-
industrial societies to help resolve women’s
health problems in the industrialized world
(Oakley 1977; Jordan 1978). For example,
comparative research on birth practices has
raised questions regarding the medicalization of
childbirth in the United States. Anthropologists
have also involved themselves in international
public health efforts to improve maternal and
child health around the world. In addition, an-
thropological research has helped to clarify the
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