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Spirit Possession, Sickness, and the Search for Wealth
of Nigerian Immigrant Women
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Abstract. – Possession cults often proliferate during times of
dramatic social and cultural changes (colonisation, evangelisa-
tion, war, etc.). The transitional and collective meaning of this
phenomenon received many interpretations. On the other hand,
not much attention was paid to the individual experience of
change, to doubt, and to contradictory attitudes often accom-
panying choices such as religious conversion or immigration.
This article addresses above all the following issues: 1) the re-
lationship between possession and modernity; 2) the logic of
possession and its unique ability to metaphorically catch com-
plex and contradictory experiences; 3) the specific gender issues
displayed by the nexus immigration/prostitution market through
the female, possessed bodies; 4) the dialectics generated by
possession among different idioms of daily life and embodied
experience. [Nigerian women, immigrant, Mammy Wata, pos-
session, commoditisation of bodies, cultural identity, medical
anthropology]
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1 Possession in the Realm of Modernity,
Immigration, and Transnational Scenarios

In recent years, numerous works have looked at
possession in urban and migratory contexts: among
those pertinent to the African context are, for ex-
ample, that of Corin (1976) in the Democratic Re-
public of Congo, Gibbal (1982) in Mali, Sharp
(1993) in Madagascar, Somer and Saadon (2000)
amongst Tunisian immigrant women in Israel, and
the most outstanding work of all, that of Rouch on
the Hauka in Ghana (“Les maîtres fous,” a film shot
in Accra in 1954). Less numerous are studies con-
cerning the relationships between possession and
migration in Europe and, in particular, in Italy.1

However, it seems relevant to us to throw light
on these events and these connections, especially
when one wants to investigate possession in its rela-
tionships to modernity (Behrend and Luig 1999), to
the places and subjects of production (Ong 1987),
to the challenges of “millennial capitalism” (Co-
maroff and Comaroff 1999b, 2000), or the worrying
expressions of what have been defined as “occult
economics” (Comaroff and Comaroff 1999a). The
analysis of such an interweaving contributes to the
dissolution of those models which made possession
a unitary concept, a contrivance whose sense and

1 Among the former are: Adouane 2001–02; Capone et
Teisenhoffer 2001–02; Halloy 2001–02; among the latter
are: Speziale e Passalacqua 1998.
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logic could be understood independently of other
processes equally conceived as unitary modes. Our
reflection starts from an opposite perspective. The
analyses of possession trance, both in the contexts
of origin and in migratory contexts, can be carried
out satisfactorily only by renouncing to talk about
possession “in the singular.” As many authors have
suggested, its expressions and meanings should be
seen as strictly embedded in the social and eco-
nomic dynamics of migration, globalisation, mar-
ket economics, and war conflicts. Dissolving the
conceptual unity of possession also means articu-
lating its logic in relationship to other “cultural”
phenomena, such as “witchcraft” or “traditional
medical systems.” In this way, possession becomes
itself the object of incessant redefinitions and ne-
gotiations through symbolic codes, which are often
contingent.

Our research began in 1997 at the Centro Frantz
Fanon in Turin,2 an ethnopsychiatric centre that
offers support to foreign immigrants affected by
psychological illness. The connection between mi-
gratory events and spirit possession became appar-
ent when several women of Nigerian nationality
were referred to our centre by other services be-
cause of “bizarre” illnesses. We mostly dealt with
women of the Igbo and Edo ethnic groups (the lat-
ter coming from Benin City), who were involved
in prostitution in Italy. Their “bizarre” illnesses do
not lend themselves to being captured satisfactorily
by clinical diagnoses and they have “resisted” pre-
ceding therapeutic treatment. Once these women
were welcomed in an appropriate setting, they re-
counted (often in their mother tongue) their expe-
riences and especially their previous participation
in a possession cult well-known as Mammy Wata,
which is widely practiced throughout the Gulf of
Guinea and sub-Saharan Africa.3 What aroused our
interest were the constant references made by these
women to symptoms, sensations, or experiences

2 The Centro Interdisciplinare Frantz Fanon, founded in 1996,
provides services of psychotherapy and counselling for for-
eigners (immigrants, refugees, victims of torture). The clini-
cal work is carried out mainly with the participation of “eth-
noclinical mediators.” The languages used in the course of
the interviews and concerning this work are Italian, English,
Pidgin, Edo, and Igbo.

3 The women we have met have sometimes referred to
Mammy Wata with the name of Olokun (Lord of the ocean),
a divinity of the Yoruba pantheon. But, as reported by other
authors, the use of terms such as voodoo, juju, Olokun,
Mammy Wata, ogbanje, or igbakwan, etc. is extremely
fluid, and the meanings attributed to each of these terms
do not always coincide. See also Nevadomsky and Rosen
(1988: 187–189). The description of the spirit njuzu in Zim-
babwe reproduces more than a few traits of the iconography
of Mammy Wata (Reynolds 1996: 158).

which could be traced back to their condition as
possessed and to those signs which the priests of the
cults of Mammy Wata or the Edo oracles recognise
as characteristics of the intervention, of the pres-
ence or, more generically, of a bond with Mammy
Wata. Were we in the presence of a particular “id-
iom of suffering” or were these testimonies reveal-
ing other problems?

2 Embodied Paradox

The expression “order in paradox” – coined by
Holmberg (1989) to describe the role played in a
Nepalese society by rituals and shamanism – of-
fers us an evocative image to introduce our discus-
sion on possession: an image of a phenomenon still
placed within unresolved questions, that results in
a remarkable proliferation of paradigms, and that
is capable of generating paradoxes – in its ritual
expressions and in the life of the possessed – which
challenge the common interpretative models. The
theoretical difficulty and the interpretative uncer-
tainty in the debate on possession issue from at
least two presuppositions. The first one consists
in the resistance of many scholars to abandoning
concepts and terms derived from psychology and
psychiatry. Both disciplines often consider the pos-
session cults as a traditional practice essentially
localised in non-Western societies. Moreover, in the
attempt to outline the anatomy of trance or of trance
possession, psychiatry and psychology remain ob-
sessed by the desire to construct a typology that
includes all the variants, all its expressions, and
by the constraint to produce diagnostic categories
that in many cases (even when defined as culture-
bound) violate the local sense of these experiences,
and thus the knowledge on which they are founded.
The presumed phenomenal contiguity or the struc-
tural identity that some authors have suggested be-
tween dissociation, multiple personality disorders,
and possession,4 refers in turn to a field of research
where ambiguities have been the rule. This has been
documented in frequent diagnostic errors made by
clinicians both in Western and non-Western coun-
tries, which we ourselves have often witnessed.
In commenting the book “The World of Ogbanje”
by Chinwe Achebe (1986), Ilechukwu (1991: 147)
remains “impressed,” like “any psychiatrist,” by
the analogy traced by the author – “without be-

4 Ian Hacking’s observations on trances and multiple person-
alities and the transformation of essential characteristic of
other cultures into “pathologies” are very pertinent to this
case too (1998: 230f.).
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ing aware of it” – between some psychiatric ill-
nesses (personality disorders, histrionic personal-
ity, mood disorder, borderline personality disorder,
or schizotype personality) and the characteristics of
ogbanje, a notion, which is closely connected to the
cult of Mammy Wata (see below). These analogies
between clinical categories and cultural categories
raise, once again, a common methodological prob-
lem. If indeed it is possible and useful to make
comparisons between culturally different manifes-
tations, these need to be drawn from the use of
transcultural methods, and not from the premises of
psychology or psychiatry alone. On the other hand,
the ambiguous frontiers of illness or cure, of evil or
“misfortune” in African society (Pool 1994), make
the comparison even more controversial. Here per-
haps are the roots of the second presupposition of
the origin of unresolved theoretical controversies
on the status of possession. In the 1960s Marie-
Cécile and Edmond Ortigues wrote:

The diviner, the hunter of witch doctors, the master of
ndöp [the ceremony of possession celebrated among the
Wolof and the Lebou of Senegal], know how to recognise
from certain signs if an individual has been “attacked” by
a witch, “worked” by a rival who uses methods of magic
or “followed” by a rab. Under the effect of a syncretism
which does not spare even the ethnologists, one can at-
tempt to speak in this case of a traditional “diagnosis”
of “illnesses” from the position of “healers” who use
“healing rites.” Rather than attempting to understand a
religious vocabulary, we translate it into a vocabulary
of a medical type which is apparently more respectable.
This medicalisation of the vocabulary has however some
inconveniences. It produces the confusion of genres . . .
and impedes our understanding of the concatenations
connecting one circumstance to another (Ortigues et Or-
tigues 1984: 237f.; our italics).

In his analyses of the “stratagems of therapeutisa-
tion,” Olivier de Sardan (1994) adopts a method-
ological perspective close to that of Ortigues. He
underlines the importance of an accurate linguistic
analysis in order to avoid interpretative ambiguities
that, for example, attribute a predominantly thera-
peutic purpose to the possession rituals. Moreover,
Olivier de Sardan refers to widely known ethno-
graphic data according to which “the prototype of
possession” and “the cast of madness” represent
events that the adept never confuses. Almost fifty
years ago, Métraux (1955) had already highlighted
this capacity to distinguish between the two classes
of phenomena. Similarly, de Martino had suggested
the elegant metaphor of the stairs to indicate how,
even when the psychopathological and the cultural
phenomenon meet on the same rung, their mean-

ings are very different and so are their destinations
(1977: 63).

Nevertheless, these widely shared warnings do
not solve the problem. What Ortigues called a “con-
fusion of genres” is not generated because the med-
ical vocabulary distorts what would be on the con-
trary a sequence of facts and experiences belonging
to the religious order, but rather because there is an
irreducible copresence of different semantic codes
or, in other words, of idioms, logic, and systems.
Such a copresence is made up of the possession
machine and it seems particularly evident in the
course of individual and social dynamics such as
those characteristics of migration. Therefore, the
errors of “therapeutic” or “political overinterpre-
tation” pointed out by Olivier de Sardan (1993,
1994) may arise not from mere misunderstandings
as much as from the impossibility of capturing
within a single model, in one kind of language,
the complexity of the rituals and the experiences
of spirit possession, and the different semiotics that
meet there. Moreover, the polysemous character of
possession, which is common to all rites, extends
well beyond the time of ritual and connotes the
totality of the experience of the possessed and of
their life. The “genres” (Ortigues et Ortigues 1984),
more than being “confused,” are exposed to the risk
of being neglected or obscured to the advantage of
just one genre (often the medico-psychological), to
which almost everything ends up being subjected.
If the psychological lens can lead to a real inter-
pretative misunderstanding, an analogous risk ap-
plies also to those anthropological analyses, which
situate possession solely within its religious di-
mensions, without adequately considering the role
of changes, which historical events (colonialism,
evangelisation, schooling) have produced in its cur-
rent configurations and in the representations of
the person at the background of such experiences.
The great difficulty for the scholar of possession
cults lies in building theories which appropriately
consider the role of all the different points of view
operating in the rituals and in the experiences of
possession (political, religious, psychological, eco-
nomic, therapeutic, aesthetics, and others). In this
regard, the cult of Mammy Wata discussed in this
article is exemplary because it crosses over fields
of heterogeneous meaning which are rooted in spe-
cific cultural universes context- and time-bound.
The observations reported by Alina Porrinis (per-
sonal communication) in her research among the
Igbo conducted in Imo State raise further questions.

Among the Igbo of Oguta (Imo State) Mammy
Wata and the ogbanje spirits are considered as
mmu. o. mmiri: spirits of the water that intervene in
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the life of the people. When Mammy Wata falls
in love with someone she starts to “disturb” (pos-
sess) the person. The possession can manifest itself
in madness, sickness, infertility, misfortune, or the
consecutive deaths of children. The cure consists, in
the majority of cases, in a ritual aimed at placating
the spirit.

Following some testimonies, Porrinis states that
the first step towards becoming a member of the
Mammy Wata cult can be the madness provoked
by being possessed by Mammy Wata. The madness
in this case is thought of as a sudden change of
character and a temporary loss of reason. The per-
son that becomes mad and temporarily loses control
can return to health only after an adequate ritual,
which often coincides with the initiation to the cult.
The followers of Mammy Wata interpret the rela-
tionship between Mammy Wata and the disturbed
person in terms of possession only during the first
phase, i.e., during the sickness due to the posses-
sion. During the rituals when all the members of
the cult get together, the experience of being in a
trance (nro. ) is interpreted as evidence of the ability
of a spiritually clean person to see and hear the
spirits. Moreover, it seems that amnesia, i.e., the
absence of the memory related to the experience
of being possessed, reflects the discontinuity pro-
duced in the identity of the possessed person. It
is a duty of those who have the “power” to share
what they see or hear during the trance with all
the other participants of the ritual. The members of
the cult interpret the ritual performance of trance as
the vision of the spirits and not only as possession
by the water spirits. The entranced person doesn’t
stop being him/herself and is never identified with
the spirit of Mammy Wata.

According to Porrinis some aspects call for at-
tention. In fact, it would appear that the experience
of possession is always related to a state of suf-
fering generally associated with the initiation ill-
ness that strikes the people who are “disturbed” by
Mammy Wata or by the possession of an evil spirit
(ogbanje).

Although the symptoms of possession by og-
banje spirits can be similar to those produced by
Mammy Wata, the possession by an ogbanje causes
a condition of suffering that always requires an
exorcism characterised by two moments: the ex-
pulsion of the spirit and a rite of propitiation that
includes a last offering to Mammy Wata. The dibia
(traditional doctor or diviner) can recognise dif-
ferent types of ogbanje: ogbanje of the water, og-
banje of the land, ogbanje that cause madness (ara)
or loss of money, ogbanje that create problems in
marriage, and ogbanje that cause the birth of the

“children that return.” Being mmu. o. ajo the ogbanje
are evil spirits – sometimes considered as children
or messengers of Mammy Wata – that “take by
force.” The possessed ceases to be him/herself, ap-
pears as a different person, is “disturbed,” and no
more recognisable because of the superposition of
the spirit onto him/herself. Such superposition pro-
duces the permanent identification of the spirit with
the person possessed, since the person becomes an
ogbanje. The ogbanje spirits are then responsible
for a condition of suffering that manifests itself
in the sign of a presence (that of the spirit) and
at the same time constitutes a pathology of which
one needs to be cured. The ogbanje spirits are re-
sponsible, hence, for a possession that does not
transform itself into ritual possession but instead
always requires a therapeutic intervention aimed
at the expulsion of the spirit. Here we can find a
clear expression of adorcism/exorcism dichotomy:
ogbanje would admit only the second solution.

More in general, the questions discussed in the
present work are similar to those raised by van Dijk
on the abuse of the term “voodoo” (van Dijk 2001).
They represent a premise for rethinking the experi-
ence of possession in a broader scenario than that
considered by other well-known researchers. We
propose to study possession in a scenario where
the dynamics of migration in a European coun-
try, the conflicts between host society and immi-
grants, and the problems accompanying the expe-
rience of prostitution can be seen clearly. Such an
experience is central to the biographies of the pa-
tients we have met, and it also represents an excel-
lent metaphor of relations between the dominated
and dominators, consumers and the consumed, de-
sire and power. It expresses in an exemplary man-
ner the contradictions connected to the obsessive
search for wealth and well-being portrayed ever
more frequently in the shared imaginary as some-
thing within everyone’s reach and easy to achieve,
almost magically.5

The economic profiles, and the contradictory ex-
istential trajectories witnessed by the women who
are the focus of our research, are revealed after all
as no less meaningful than the religious, psycho-
logical, or therapeutic profiles in understanding the
experience of possession (as much the “manifest”
as the “ordinary”: Boddy 1989). Only by deferring
constantly to such a context, we can perhaps suc-

5 “Making money from nothing” is the expression proposed
by Andrews in relationship to the pyramid schemes devel-
oped in Eastern Europe and in some sub-Saharan African
countries. The expression, taken up by Comaroff and Co-
maroff (1999b, 2000), seems more than ever appropriate in
the context of our reflections.
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ceed in interpreting correctly not only their experi-
ence of possession but also the often contradictory
sense of their religious membership, of the suspi-
cions of witchcraft frequently expressed in the con-
frontations with other conationals, and of the refer-
ences to voodoo rites or to attacks from vampires.
In fact, these accounts and the idioms in which they
are expressed speak of real conflicts, of relation
of force, of daily violence, and they become the
object of negotiations and manipulations according
to the circumstances, the places, and the interlocu-
tors (the police stations, the hospitals, the volun-
tary workers of communities who take them in, the
social workers whom they ask for financial help).
In the scenario we are evoking, the actions and
the discourses of these immigrant and possessed
women no longer appear deprived of reason, nor
can they be described as the expression of magic or
irrational thought, or as a symptom of a “religious
delusion.”6

3 Bodies between Empowerment, Desire,
and Commoditisation

Possession – defined as a means of creating com-
munication between human beings and the divine,
the living and the dead, men and women, one gen-
eration to the other (Lambek 1980, 1993) – is also a
complex machine-à-penser.7 In the context of clan-
destine migration, the condition of the possessed
represents a condition from where it becomes pos-
sible to think of the question of crossing borders,
of power and success, of illness, of alterity and
the Other. This question emerges not only in the
relationship between human beings and spirits but
also between worlds and local economies, on the
one hand, and signs and goods of foreign origin on
the other. Similar to the reflections about the phe-

6 There are many examples of political abuse of psychiatric di-
agnoses in colonial contexts (Beneduce and Martelli 2005).
Both for the most celebrated as for those everyday mis-
understandings which these Nigerian women are subjected
to, the observation of Mbembe could be valuable: “What
African agents accept as reasons for acting, what their claim
to act in the light of reason implies (as a general claim to be
right, avoir raison), what makes their action intelligible to
themselves: all this is of virtually no account in the eyes of
analysts” (2001: 7). On health issues among immigrants see
also Corin (1995).

7 The expression machine-à-penser has been borrowed from
Adler and Zempléni (quoted in Beneduce 2002: 137). The
arguments of Boddy on possession in the Sudan can also be
taken up in the context of our research: “it comments upon
and reorders quotidian meanings, unmasking their latent
indeterminacies and broadening them in light of women’s
particular concerns” (1989: 9).

nomenon of accusations of witchcraft,8 this new set
of questions allows us to think about the conflicts
between moral constraints and individual choices,
and the dialectical controversies regulating the pro-
cesses of accumulation, inequality, consumption,
and production.

The ambiguous relationships these young
women (immigrants and prostitutes) have with their
boyfriends and clients – where boundaries and
meanings are endlessly negotiated, in Nigeria as
well as in Italy (for the Philippines, see Ratliff
1999) –, with the mamans, with their families, and
even with the Pentecostal churches or the priests of
the possession cults (in the presence of whom they
have given their oaths) allow another dimension to
emerge: personal power and its exercise, a question
which recalls some of the problems examined by
van Dijk in the Dutch context. Van Dijk records the
necessity of not undervaluing the “capacity to de-
cide” of immigrant women involved in prostitution.
The authorities are, on the other hand, embarrassed
to admit this very “capacity”: “The very idea of the
possibility of voluntary action in this field . . . be-
came deeply resented in a pervasive ideology of po-
litical correctness” (van Dijk 2001: 573). Although
the experiences we gathered in the course of our
research converge in many ways towards similar
conclusions, they nevertheless call for a certain pru-
dence in using the notion of “choice” or “voluntary
action.”9 Immigrant women have to deal with the
dangers and uncertainty of their condition, with the
risks related to their health (in particular concerning
HIV infection and reduced fertility), and with the
anxiety generated by the scenarios of violence, sus-
picion, poverty, and death in their country of origin
(D. J. Smith 2001a, 2001b). Only by considering
the totality of these conflicts we can sense the spe-
cial totality of practices, of power relationships, and
of meanings which articulate the register of pos-
session in the migratory context. And it is no less
relevant to observe that the notions of reciprocity
and of power to decide (agency), or the capacity
to negotiate roles – evoked above all in reference
to the daily context where these women have to

8 Ashforth 1998; Comaroff and Comaroff 1993; Geschiere
1995, 2000; Fisiy et Geschiere 1993.

9 A specific programme (in its legislative form it is called
“article 18”) was launched in recent years to offer reception
and integration programmes to these women, even when
they stay without a permit in Italy (almost all the cases).
Denouncing their exploiters has, however, often generated
feelings of anxiety both for the possible reprisals in Italy
and for the indirect vengeance of harming families back in
Nigeria. On the fear of attacks by sorcery as a motive for
migration see Fisiy and Goheen (1998: 399).
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confront their partners or the institutional agents –
seem to find their structural equivalent in the regis-
ter of possession. Even while possessed by Mammy
Wata, they seem to be able to control, to a certain
extent, this relation, and to succeed in negotiating
their objectives and in articulating this bond within
other relationships. As it is in the logic of many
traditional religions in general, so it is in the cult of
Mammy Wata. In both cases we can say that “the
gods need men,” their existence depends on them
materially enough (Augé 1988).

What J. H. Smith (2001: 431) observed in Ken-
ya, regarding this “commoditized” relationship be-
tween women and majini spirits, is pertinent also
in the case of the Mammy Wata cult. Within a
scenario, which is articulated through seductions,
callings, and negotiations, the question of power is
stressed as much as that of its form and reproduc-
tion. In the cult of Mammy Wata the bond between
the possessed and the spirit is accompanied not
only by promises of well-being and of health, or
of the gift of being able to heal but also by images
of wealth, and by the dream of a luxurious life.
These images are allegories of a foreign power, of
the power of the colonies and of the Whites, whose
presence dominates the African imaginary (Monga
2000; Gondola 1999). As other researchers have
pointed out, through these events, a notion of power
emerges closely connected to the capacity to incor-
porate and tame those “emblems of alterity” which
are symbols and goods of the West (light skin, long,
smooth hair, sunglasses, cellular phones). Not by
chance, these symbols and goods are part as much
of the contemporary icons of Mammy Wata as of
the icons in flesh and blood that are her initiates.
Here we are dealing with a representation of power
rooted in the cultures of origin and in the his-
torical events which have marked them (primarily
the colonial period, evangelisation, urbanisation).
In this context, power is conceived as the capacity
to move across different worlds and territories, to
cross visible and invisible frontiers, to capture an
alterity in order to restrain, incorporate, and ex-
hibit it.10 Starting from these premises, it is not sur-
prising that there is a special coincidence between
“savage world” and “urban space.”11

10 Argenti 2001; Fisiy and Goheen 1998; Quaranta 2002.
11 In Sierra Leone, the temporary village where initiation is

carried out, is situated in the forest; it used to be called “little
forest,” and now it is called “Nairobi” (Bellman, quoted
in Argenti 1998: 760). In the city of Kinshasa, too, in the
imaginary of many adolescents and women, the search for
new identities should ease up the “integration into the space
of the Other, the West, appearing to them as the domain of
ultimate power and pleasure” (Devisch, quoted in Argenti

Mammy Wata is the goddess of the crossroads
(the expression is Jell-Bahlsen’s) and she is an ex-
cellent metaphor of this penetration into the “space
of the Other,” and of the compromises and negotia-
tions which come with it. In fact, the crossroads are
like the market places where one transits in a state
of uncertainty, where paradoxes and ambiguities
coexist and interact provisionally, and where dif-
ferent signs and meanings proliferate. In the cults of
possession – and in particular in the cult of Mammy
Wata – these aspects bring to light another dimen-
sion. When the experience of possession identifies
itself so closely with the search for personal power,
when the entry into a possession cult expresses
the “peak of desire for power,” a singular proxim-
ity emerges with that antisocial dimension which
certain authors recognise as one of the essential
characteristics of modernity: that which introduces
new and only apparently paradoxical profiles in a
phenomenon usually associated with a strategy of
socialisation and of cure (Augé 1982).

The desires and the conflicts generated by the
economical and symbolical postcolonial dynamics
are added to the problems noted here. While well-
being and prosperity were once believed to be re-
alisable within the community, they have now be-
come gradually accessible (at least in the terms of
the imaginary) by individuals and, in this case, by
women. It is not difficult to recognise that certain
possession cults seem to be in certain aspects in
perfect tune with the social processes that are char-
acteristic of modernity. In particular, the case of
Mammy Wata is coherent with a totally individual
register of wealth and prosperity. On the cult of
Mammy Wata, Frank (1995) observes how today
the wealth and well-being of the European – which
was once perceived as mysteriously associated with
and accessible to men who lived in conditions of
solitude (missionaries, traders, soldiers), and, there-
fore, in clear contradiction to the collective and
solidaristic model of well-being – have become co-
herent images with the new forms of wealth and
accumulation conveyed by the rhetoric of modern
capitalism. These same images have ended up be-
ing superimposed “naturally” on to the icon of a

1998: 759). This also reminds us of the theme of “rebel
woman,” widely diffused in the fiction of West Africa, where
the woman who is led by the foreigner to the city and no
longer to the forest, is described as a manipulator and, at
the same time, victim of her destiny, rich but a prostitute
(as in the novel of Cyprian Ekwensi, “Jagua Nana,” quoted
in Inyama 1992). Such versions can be defined as real social
commentary on the new forms of power and on the strategies
of domestication of this unknown and spasmodically desired
territory which is the city, and in particular the European city.
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divinity, who, not by chance, requires her disciples
not to enter into family constraints.12

Therefore, the immigrant women we have en-
countered experience the singular symbolic over-
lapping of a possession cult with the ideal of in-
dividual well-being and with the financial means
accumulated beyond the control of the family. Such
an overlapping is strongly intertwined with their ex-
periences on a social level (that of migration), on an
economic level (as prostitutes, or “sex workers”),
and on an emotional one (single women or women
involved in fragile and ambivalent relationships).

4 A Story of Suffering, a Disorder without
Name

Grace is a Nigerian woman who was born in Lagos
in 1963. She grew up in Benin City (Edo State),
in the family of her father (Urhobo group). She
is the fourth of twelve children.13 Her mother left
her husband’s house when he remarried. Grace was
brought up by her paternal grandmother, together
with her other brothers and sisters. Grace was her
first husband’s second wife; she had two children
from him. The first child was born when she was
18 years old; the second was born with an unspec-
ified malformation and died after a year (“he was
as small as a baboon and breathed badly,” she told
us in one of the first meetings). Grace attributes
the death of the child to the intervention of her
mother-in-law who was suspected because during
the pregnancy she had made her drink something
of an unknown type. From her second marriage she
had another daughter (who should be about twenty-
four today).

In 1990, Grace’s father died apparently from a
stroke. In the same year, the economic problems of
the family pushed her to leave the country going
to Italy. In 1995, her mother died from illnesses
which Grace maintains to be the same from which
she herself has begun to suffer in Turin: swelling of
the legs, nervousness, a thick and swollen tongue

12 Although elaborated in another context, the considerations
by J. H. Smith on the majini cult are also valid in the
case of Mammy Wata: “. . . the jini is the epitome of the
commodity fetish discussed by Marx . . . , a purchased thing
which appears to produce wealth out of nothing . . . In
short, majini invade those places that symbolize modernity”
(2001: 432f.).

13 Grace is the fourth daughter, preceded by the firstborn son
and two older sisters. On the number of Grace’s children,
as in the rest of her whole biography, we have received
sometimes contradictory information; there seem to be three
children currently alive.

which makes it difficult even to speak. Grace’s
mother had converted to Christianity years before
and in her final days prayed intensely that her
daughters would not suffer the same health prob-
lems. It seems that almost all the members of her
family trace the death of the mother to the fact
that she remained Christian in spite of the fact that
she had been told on numerous occasions to re-
turn to practices of the traditional religion. In the
same year of her mother’s death, Grace converted
to Christianity and became a fervent member of a
Pentecostal church.

In Italy she worked for a year as a prostitute.
Currently she has a legal permit to stay in Italy
and she has a job. For about a year she lived with
an Italian man (probably a client who then became
her boyfriend), with whom she still has a relation-
ship, although they meet less frequently. Today she
has a stable relationship with her second husband,
a Nigerian who has recently arrived in Italy. She
would like to have more children with him. How-
ever she has not yet been able to achieve this goal.

Clinical History

At the end of 1997, Grace was admitted to a Piedmont
hospital following a collapse preceded by dizziness and
the sensation of “enlargement” of the stomach. The di-
agnosis with which she was discharged states that she
suffered of anaemia and metabolic illnesses. Grace ar-
rived at the Centro Frantz Fanon in January 1998. She
was sent by a health information service for immigrants
that she consulted for gynaecological problems (a pre-
sumed pregnancy, pain in the uterus, inflammation of the
vagina). The tests revealed a uterine fibroma and a vagi-
nal infection, but because of the symptoms she presented
(she was anxious and depressed) she was advised to have
a psychiatric consultation.

Her complaints were about “something which moves
through the body, as if there is something that wants to
eat my head.” She had burning sensations at the spine,
swellings in the legs and feet, heavy eyes (“as if they have
been shaken from somewhere”), sensations of water run-
ning uninterruptedly along her head and neck, feelings of
heat, and vomiting. She was afraid that her muscles “may
be dying.” She feared having contracted the HIV virus
during her past experience of prostitution and she was
afraid that she was no longer fertile. The first symptoms
seem to have appeared already by the end of 1991. She
remembered being ill at the age of fifteen when she was
in Nigeria (the symptoms in that case were especially
nausea, loss of strength, loss of appetite, and swelling in
the legs). According to Grace, the pain she suffered more
recently was closely related to her arrival in Italy. The
first episode dated from that period. When she climbed
the stairs she felt a sensation of heat in her chest; she spit
blood mixed with saliva. This problem lasted for about
two weeks. She said that during this period she started
having “heavy thoughts,” and among her other worries
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were those of being deported by the police. From 1994
onwards she began to feel irritating itchiness along her
body (from her feet to her head). Again at that time,
during a sexual intercourse, she felt a strong pain in
her abdomen and she had the impression that something
was moving in her stomach. After that, even during her
menstrual period, she continued to have this irritating
sensation as if something was moving from her feet up
to her head. Grace thought of it as a “worm.” More re-
cently (at the end of 1999), she asked us if the worm
she felt slipping all along her body might be due to her
past experiences as a prostitute. Other Nigerian women
complained about the same problem. She described an
episode of confusion which happened during the same
period and which seems evocative of a crisis of trance.
During a moment of collective prayer at her house, Grace
began to shake and to experience muscular spasms, loss
of saliva, and loss of consciousness. At the end of the
crisis (her sister was present as well) she vomited a great
deal and spat out very dark saliva. She said that God
“wanted to take out the black (the dark) which I have
inside” and which could have been caused by smoking
cigarettes. Some weeks later, new elements appeared in
her discourse. She maintained that the origin of her prob-
lems can be attributed to a Nigerian woman to whom
she owed money. She described herself as a victim of
this woman (“she is a witch,” Grace says). The economic
problems quickly took up the therapeutic scene. In this
case the salient reference made by Grace was to the debts
incurred in order to get to Italy and from which she was
still not free.

In the course of a meeting, the therapist (one of the
authors of this work) made reference to the sensations
often ascribed to water which runs along her body, by
asking her if in Nigeria she had ever heard of Mammy
Wata. Grace smiled. After an initial moment of reticence
and of disappointment (“The white doctors do not believe
in these things”), she told of having practised the ritual
of Olokun (Mammy Wata) twice. The first time, in 1989,
lasted only three days and it was carried out because it
would bring good fortune to the commercial activity she
had just undertaken (selling rice). The second time, in
1990, the ritual lasted seven days (not ten, as foreseen,
given its extremely high cost). Grace was in Lagos,
where she had begun to suffer from loss of appetite and
weight, insomnia, and swelling in the legs. Her paternal
aunt (a priestess of the Olokun cult) had let her know
through a message that she should return immediately to
the village if she did not want it to be already too late
(alluding to the danger of death that was hanging over
her). Grace went to her aunt and told her about a dream
she had had. After the divinatory response, the aunt and
another priestess organised the ritual.

In the course of the ceremony, the divinity which
chose Grace as her disciple was identified as Ete Okò,
a term which indicates either a type of “algae which
spreads rapidly on the river and swallows, covers, and
destroys all that it finds,” or a “boat.” Grace said this
divinity is very powerful and that very few women call
on her in the course of the rite (“There would only be five

in all Benin City”). She told of having made divinations
in Italy in the early period, even in the church she used to
go to. She remembered having indicated to other women,
followers of Olokun, the necessity of making sacrifices at
the shrine of the deity.

Grace said she never completed the whole ritual,
neglecting to fulfil two essential steps of the final part of
the ceremony aiming at revealing her new membership
(one of these ritual acts consists of going around the
market dressed in white and with a basket, piled up with
gifts, on her head to make her recognisable as a daughter
of Mammy Wata). Since the last ritual, Grace no longer
honoured her altar and she did not know if during her
absence her relatives had done so. A little while after
her arrival in Italy, she had asked her family to burn the
ritual objects, following the request made by the pastor
of the Pentecostal church she was attending. However,
the family refused to do so in her absence fearing the
consequences of this act. Recently, Grace had asked her
sister to send her some of the ritual objects from Nigeria
so that she could wear them here in Italy (an anklet and
a necklace). These objects never arrived. During one of
the meetings, Grace said that she wanted to make peace
again with her shrine; she intended to “leave the Church
and to return to her real work.”

In 1999, Grace told us of having practised a ritual in
honour of Mammy Wata along a tributary of the Po River
in Turin. A few nights later, she dreamt of her father and
of some priestesses of Olokun. She greeted them in the
ritual manner, “as one must do in these circumstances.”
After about two months, she dreamt of yam and a bunch
of bananas. Grace said that a person who “knows how to
read these things” has told her that the dream meant that
she is pregnant. We suggest that the dream could also
stand for some offers Grace made to Mammy Wata. At
that point, she told us of a second dream she had in the
course of the same night. In the dream she sung a song
whose words are: “remember not to forget the conversa-
tion we have begun and the things we have done.”

We met Grace again at the Centro Frantz Fanon in the
spring of 2001. She had returned after a period of absence
of several months, in the course of which she had been to
Nigeria. There, she had been to an azën (a term which
Grace translates as “witch doctor”), who had told her
during a divination that she “is not a woman,” but a being
that is “half woman and half fish.” According to the div-
ination’s response, Grace is the bride of a spiritual hus-
band (obaname) who paid a dowry for her. Grace asked
where this money had ended up, given that her father had
never received any of it. The only answer the azën gave
was that she should go to the river and give to the water
a sum that he would establish; moreover, she should go
to the river in order to take her baby ogbanje objects and
to destroy them (see note 18). But Grace was afraid and
did not do what she was told to do. When we asked her
about the reasons for her rebellion, she showed on the
one hand her rancour and claimed the right to be angry
with Mammy Wata for all that she made her go through
(“If she is angry with me, so am I angry with her”); on
the other hand, she expressed great fear of falling into
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the water, of being drawn down into its depth without
being able to come up again (“What if I fall and I can no
longer come up again? Since I was a child” – she tells us
– “I have always been afraid of going close to the river”).

Grace also told us of a dream that her daughter,
who was then a medical student, had one night when
they were sleeping together in Nigeria. In the dream the
mother became Mammy Wata and was immersed in the
depths of a river, surrounded by every kind of wealth;
from the doorstep, Grace was calling her daughter asking
her to come and meet her. Grace’s daughter, waking with
a jolt and frightened, had asked her mother to account
for her nature once and for all (“But what is it that’s
happening to you? You aren’t a woman,” she said to her
mother); she then refused to continue sleeping with her,
and for the whole night Grace was unable to make her
come back to bed. Grace asked us what happened that
night (“I don’t know what is happening to my body”).
The therapist asked her again if her legs still feel heavy
when she wakes up. Grace said that in the morning before
she is able to walk she has to wait for some minutes,
because it actually feels as if her legs would not be
able to keep her upright, as if her legs are not ready to
walk.

In the following pages we would like to examine
some aspects of this experience. First of all, the
analysis of her experience of possession will fo-
cus less on more familiar dimensions of posses-
sion (such as psychic dissociation, modifications of
the state of consciousness, ritual amnesia, somatic
illnesses, premonitions of being called) and more
on the body and the territory it crosses. The latter
are to be understood as places of uncertainty and
danger where experiences, symptoms, and percep-
tions move between different strategies of objecti-
vation, recognition, and control. These places are
where the presence of Mammy Wata and the ex-
perience of being “acted on” become moments of
crisis and menace (Cartry 1988; Izard 1985). Sec-
ondly, it seems important to analyse the nature of
the bonds and constraints existing not only between
spirit and possessed but also between their world
and that of the nonpossessed. How do the possessed
and the nonpossessed relate to each other in their
daily life? How do the different logics addressed by
their behaviour and experiences interact with one
another? Finally, what remains is to question the
notion of human nature as it emerges from these
experiences and discourses.

5 Thinking Alterities, Playing with Agencies,
and the Risk of Being “Other”

To become a divinity, to announce its coming
through your own body, to be this very divinity

and lend your own voice to it, to require that others
recognise in that body alone the divinity or the spir-
its and no longer the particular man or woman who
was present in that same place, in that same body
until a moment before (Leiris 1989), this means
to make another intentionality manifest, namely,
to make other willing actors and desires emerging
from this paradoxical identification. Perhaps not
all has yet been said of this constraint to the in-
teraction with alterity which the possessed incar-
nates through her life. To begin with, let us think
of the many paradoxes that possession seems to
promote.14 It seems to be important to question
our assumptions about the meaning of an experi-
ence which projects itself on to other dynamics and
conflicts, and permeates the “life world” of disci-
ples, the representation of selfhood, and their future
projects well beyond the time of ritual. In fact, the
ritual scenario of possession, the meanings and the
values of belonging to a cult, assume new mean-
ings when they are incorporated within other events
such as migrating to Europe. In this context, pos-
session rituals interweave with other experiences:
the challenges of solitude involved in migrating; the
worry of being the object of envy for any economic
success which comes about; the constant concerns
with illness, sterility, or death; the anxiety of a body
which feels defeated.

By inverting the almost obvious assumed se-
quence (that imagines unconscious and inexpress-
ible desires, or other conflicts, as the hidden
“cause” of possession on the one hand, and the
corresponding ritual as the “solution” for the indi-
vidual and for the group to these conflicts and these
desires, on the other hand), we attempt to interro-
gate the opposite trajectory of this experience. In
other words, what changes in the history of the pos-
sessed when there is a perennial bond with a spirit?
What is the sense of the many and irreversible
transformations whose permanence is witnessed by
the body as well as by other living signs, when
these “signs” themselves migrate to other contexts?
What possibility (and limits) arises from what is not

14 Among the many paradoxes of possession, here we mention
two of them: a) the extraordinary (the “numinous”) becomes
repetitive and expected, called to participate in daily life;
b) the body is not a temporary repository of the divinity
or the spirit nor is it a simple shrine; it is the same body
structure which is modified and this mutation is often last-
ing, because in many cases possession is “a permanent state,
given once and for all” (Vincent 1971: 108). With regard
to a possession cult in southern Italy, De Martino used the
expression of “celestial husband” and “mystical weddings”
to define the bond between the possessed woman and Saint
Paul (1996: 74f.).
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always or only a contact with supernatural powers
through prayer or sacrifice but rather an explicit
“contract” (Frank 1995: 335) sealed in the body of
the possessed?15 How does the person redefine (re-
shape) her projects once she discovers to be “mar-
ried” to the spirit of the waters? These questions
need to be raised in order to unveil the (often vio-
lent) dynamics at work when there is competition
between different models of the person, of the psy-
che, and of suffering (the medico-psychological,
the religious and moral models of a Christian kind
which invoke or allude to an exorcistic strategy,
and the model of reciprocal possession and of al-
liances).

As the experience of Grace shows in an ex-
emplary manner, the response to these questions
must be found within the contexts in which pos-
session takes place; in our case, within migratory
dynamics. As already stated, such dynamics can
profoundly influence the sense of that experience
and its unfolding. As a matter of fact, the meaning
of the symptoms and the degree of pertinence of
gestures and ritual practices can change or vacil-
late. Such oscillation can be clearly witnessed in
the phrases and discourses of our patients when
they talk with much reticence about their illnesses
and experiences, about the interpretations they have
been given in Nigeria, the crises of possession, and
the participation in the cult of Mammy Wata by
always adding at the end of their telling phrases like
these: “I do not believe it, I’m Christian, my family
has been Christian for a long time.” We are allud-
ing to a field of particularly complex forces, where
not only the content of a “belief” interacts with a
person grappling with her doubts, but also where
questions and choices between contradictory bonds
and belongings intersect with each other. Moreover,
these contradictions and intersections are enunci-
ated in the presence of a Western interlocutor in
the role of a therapist. In the course of migration
and of the experience of prostitution, the sense of
relation with a spirit – with Mammy Wata – and the
presence of illnesses, which is no longer explica-
ble through only one specific register, can become
the terrain for a more dramatic doubt. Here we
are alluding to the possibility of a radical doubt;
or, better, to a real epistemological rupture that
can break the ontological complicity operating un-
til now between human beings and divinity, living
beings and objects, bodies and spirits. Such rupture,
such uncertainties, which are favoured by the cul-

15 On these issues see Szombati-Fabian and Fabian 1976; Sal-
mons 1977; Drewal 1988; Gore and Nevadomsky 1997; Jell-
Bahlsen 1997.

tural dynamics and by the migratory experience (as
demonstrated by the history of Grace and of other
women we have met) can be approximated to the
notion of “crisis of presence” (De Martino 1977,
1995), to the terror of seeing the limits of their own
body dissolved in a metamorphosis whose times
and meaning are not controlled; in other words,
more literally, to the anxiety of no longer being in
this world.

Our hypothesis is that, far from the symbolic
and limited to ritual contexts where the “initiation
illness” is revealed and where the actual “spiritual
companions” have been recognised and named, the
experiences of possession – at least for some of
the possessed – can be extremely persistent, in that
their bodies become living and conflicting memo-
rials of an inextinguishable debt. As Frank (1995)
points out, though it is not in any way dangerous
during a collective ceremony to experiment with
possession, it can be dangerous when it is done
individually, in secret.16 In the latter case, sliding
into the mould of insanity instead of that of posses-
sion, into the idiosyncratic register of alterity rather
than of socialisation, seems to be more in relation
to the absence of a social and symbolic fabric than
to the impossibility or the possibility of recognising
and naming the responsible spirit. When practiced
individually, possession lacks a common moral dis-
course, which allows to govern and to objectify the
meaning of these experiences and of the peculiar
perceptions of a “double body” by situating them
within a network of shared memories and roles. In
this case the expression “the work of culture” is
particularly appropriate (Obeyesekere 1985, 1990).

6 Placing Women, Children, and Spirits

While the ritual activity takes on complex meanings
and merits consideration because it finds ways of
reproducing itself in different forms – even in the
contexts of migration – it seems to us just as im-
portant to analyse those aspects and events which
might appear banal but nonetheless reveal a diffi-
cult attempt to reconcile contradictory belongings
and worlds. Misty Bastian (1997), in her research
among the Igbo (southeastern Nigeria) and in her
accurate analysis of the cult of Mammy Wata, has
referred to these expressions of possession as or-

16 One day Grace made a sacrifice to Mammy Wata on the
banks of a river near Turin. In a moment particularly fraught
with tension she seemed to stumble and almost fell. Later,
this fall was interpreted by Grace as a bad omen, and the
experience considerably accentuated her uneasiness.
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dinary. Moreover, she has extended the notion of
“possession” even to those phenomena in which the
entire ritual structure is not necessarily present.

In the introduction to her work, Bastian suggests
to extend the study of the relationships between
spirits and human beings beyond the experiences
classically defined as “possession,” “shamanism,”
or “mediumship.” In particular, she is referring to
those experiences in the course of which, although
we cannot talk about being “possessed by spirits,”
meaningful bonds between the human world and
the world of spirits are nonetheless interwoven.
The logic underlining these bonds is essentially
the same as that on which the constraints of al-
liance and of relationship amongst human groups
are founded. She reports the examples of child
spirits (ogbanje, “returning child”; abiku, “born to
die”) and of women-fish. The latter are “daughters”
of Mammy Wata, women who were born under the
sign of beauty and are lovers of well-being,17 or
women who refuse maternity, marriage, and other
forms of social bonds.

Mammy Wata – who is the generally female
spirit of the waters (although it is common to
talk about “spiritual husbands” as well) – and og-
banje – who is the incarnate spirit – are closely
related phenomena. On the one hand, the follow-
ers of Mammy Wata would be the most suit-
able to “cut ogbanje,” that is, to break for good
that bond and the inauspicious cycle of birth and
death in which children, spirits, and family mem-
bers are caught. On the other hand, the daugh-
ters of Mammy Wata are themselves “onye og-
baanje mmili (water ogbaanje person)” (Bastian
1997: 125), therefore, child-spirits who have fought
against death during infancy by resisting to calls,
temptations, and to the incessant molestation of
companion-spirits of the waters. In this way, in the
course of life they become persons with a double,
ambivalent, and at the same time ambiguous nature.
They are spirits of the waters entrapped in a body
and obliged to live among human beings. They are
bodies that can transform themselves into fish or
into other animal forms. They are spirits and human
beings at the same time, but they are neither the one
nor the other. After all, they are like the representa-
tives of a third gender, properly unclassifiable and
in a certain sense “monstrous.”

Previous research has shown how priests or
priestesses of the Mammy Wata cult can be iden-
tified as ogbanje persons (or persons who have suf-
fered from an “ogbanje illness”). Ilechukwu quotes

17 “-Li uwa” is literally the one who wants “to eat the world,”
who wants only to enjoy herself.

a specialist and writes that “Ogbanje problems and
mamiwater problems are the same. Ogbanje, [the
specialist] thinks is the old form of presentation of
a spiritual bond. There is now no need to search
for Iyiuwa [or ‘bond stone’] but to satisfy the de-
mands of the spiritual ruler of this world – Satan.
. . . Mammy Wata is an agent of Satan” (1990–
91: 25f.). In the same study (49), the author con-
tinues:

Patients, their families and the healers, especially the
Igbo ones, are unanimous in their view that ogbanje
now manifest as Mammy Wata problems. The healers
in particular see no difficulty in reconciling the two
phenomena. Things have changed. Western medicine has
reduced infant and child mortality and now, they reason,
the modus operandi has changed.

In recent years these categories and the related
ritual practices have been overlapping and were
somehow confused, to the point that a patient can
participate in an ogbanje ritual (to locate the “bond
stone”),18 or in a Mammy Wata ritual or, further
still, in both rituals without the social agents in-
volved perceiving either contradiction or confu-
sion. Although in a more recent work Gore and
Nevadomsky (1997: 68) have brought this relation
to light, they stress the existence of local variants
which cannot always be led back into a single
schema:

In Uga [Anambra State, Nigeria], Ogbanje are deceased
children reborn to the same mother. They are wayward
and difficult. Mrs. Umenze defines two kinds of Ogbanje:
children from the rivers and children from the Niger
River or the sea. Treating river children is easy, but
Niger River or sea children must be initiated as priests/
priestesses of Mammy Wata and then married to the sea.
In Umuohiagu . . . , on the other hand, Ogbanje is also
recognised as a problem, but there is not a connection
between Ogbanje and Mammy Wata.

Constantly overlapping references to both phenom-
ena have emerged even in the narratives of the
women we have met. If we were to order their dis-
courses on “illness” and its causes by a temporal
scan, we would sketch out the following sequence:
women like Grace, who have complained of ill-
nesses and problems of different types (the pres-
ence of worms, tingling sensations, their precarious
economic state, sterility, loss of work), after the
indications of an oracle or of a priestess who has

18 It is a common procedure that the spirit-children place all
the things which bind them to the world of their companions
under the earth, near a water course: “There is an emphasis
on the existence of a ritual bond object called Iyiuwa (‘life
contract’)” (Ilechukwu 1990–91: 20).
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interpreted these problems as signs of callings by
the spirit of the waters, had participated in a ritual
of Mammy Wata in Nigeria, thus becoming fol-
lowers of the cult. Moreover, right from their early
years, some members of the family (the mother, the
grandmother, a paternal aunt) or a specialist (often a
native doctor) had recognised them as ogbanje chil-
dren.19 Some of them, after having converted to a
Christian church, had interrupted their participation
in the cult even before leaving for Europe. In the
course of this sequence other scenes and rituals (of-
ten described as “voodoo”) accompany, under the
threat of violence, the clandestine migration and the
contraction of debt in relation to the subsequent ac-
tivity of prostitution. Bastian’s expression “embod-
ied spiritual warfare” (1997: 123) can be applied
here too because it effectively condenses these con-
frontational relations between spirits and bodies.

We will take up only two of the numerous in-
terpretations of the cult of Mammy Wata: a) on
the one hand, as it has been mentioned above,
in recent years psychopathological interpretations
have proliferated. This kind of interpretation tends
to categorise the behaviour of the followers of
Mammy Wata as a symptomatology of a hysterical
kind, articulated through unresolved Oedipal con-
flicts and strong feelings of guilt (Wintrob 1970;
Ogrizek 1981–82), or through the expression of a
disturbed relationship between parents and children
(Ilechukwu 1990–91). b) On the other hand, in
a perspective very different from the medicalizing
ones, Szombati-Fabian and Fabian (1976) attribute
to the cult the possibility of marking in single in-
dividuals historical identities and events, “cultural
memories,” power relationships, and precise social
dynamics. In this perspective, Mammy Wata in-
carnates repressed desires such as the “prohibited
White Woman” and, more generally, the desire to
possess the same well-being as the White Man.

We will try to integrate these reflections with
the data we gathered in our research. The women
we work with have been considered “ill” and di-
agnosed – in the hospitals where they have been
admitted – as affected by serious “psychotic disor-

19 A young Edo woman reported as a proof of her identity as
an ogbanje child the fact that she heard voices calling her
by name. These voices had on the other hand accompanied
her for a long period of her life: Joy remembered that since
her childhood in Nigeria, she heard them calling her name.
Her mother, to avoid the worst, told her never to answer
these calls. The patient, in the course of a stay in hospital
for a syncope, underwent a psychiatric examination because
of her serious anxiety disorders. Through vague disorders,
events of illness, references to infancy, or to ritual practices
one glimpses the long and tiring identity negotiation of
someone who is “suspended” between multiple worlds.

ders.” At the same time, they are immigrant women,
caught in the identity flattery of being like the
White (obsession in the use of whitening creams),
caught up in the network of processes of social
mimesis. Moreover, these women are followers of
fraternities who have had experiences of possession
and share this knowledge or, to say it better, the
power of a knowledge. Taking on a historical per-
spective, we can add that the cult of Mammy Wata,
her icon, her changed ceremonial expressions, and
the bonds it forges in relationship with other cul-
tural constructs (ogbanje, for example), constitute
a particularly effective modality to classify, “se-
lect,” and control the world of alterities, even of
those represented by the social and cultural changes
introduced by colonial medicine and missionary
education, by migration and the market economy,
and by the transformation of the constraints of
family ties.

Drewal observes that the cult of Mammy Wata
can be considered an exemplary case of what Wag-
ner “calls the invention of culture, an ongoing
process of creating one’s reality, of constructing
meaning out of experience. . . . Like anthropolo-
gists, Mammy Wata devotees ‘study’ others – over-
seas visitors – and generalise them from impres-
sions, experiences, and other evidence as if they
were produced by some external ‘thing’” (Drewal
1988: 160).20 In this sense, this spirit of the waters
recalls in a single image the economic order (“she
brings monetary riches and wealth”), the religious
one (“she is a spirit of the watery underworld”), the
therapeutic one (“she gives troubles to the chosen
persons”), the social order (“she has no children,
no family of any kind and her devotees are out-
side the kinship system”) and the cultural one (“as
a foreigner she provides alternatives to the estab-
lished cultural avenues”) (Drewal 1988: 161). Here
we have an excellent example of what Marie-Cécile
and Edmond Ortigues would call a “confusion of
genres.” It is precisely through this superimposi-
tion of the evoked discourses that Mammy Wata
continues to exercise her symbolic role contributing

20 Another Nigerian woman, from the area of Worri (on the
delta of the river Niger) and admitted to a psychiatric ward
of a Turin hospital, expressed her fear that “Dracula” could
harm her. The evocation of characters from European liter-
ature reminds us of what Bastian writes (1993: 151) on the
recurring references to vampires and witches in the Nigerian
press. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, the iconogra-
phy of Mammy Wata (Mamba Muntu) is massively present
in comics, in drawings on prisons’ walls, or on Web sites, in-
terweaving itself with the discourses of Christian churches,
superimposing itself on negative figures (“revenants,” evil
spirits, Satan) or taking on the opposite traits which are
decidedly positive.
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to the construction of the reality of the people she
“chooses” as followers, to the interweaving of dif-
ferent registers, and to the legitimisation of “novel
modes of action” (Drewal 1988: 161).

We think that the most appropriate theoretical
strategy to adopt does not separate these and other
divergent interpretations, and, at the same time, it
questions, e.g., why the mythic-ritual complex does
not “reintegrate” these crises (or at least not with
the same degree of efficacy) in the context of mi-
gration. Furthermore, we believe it to be crucial to
analyse the sense of a belonging, which, although
not in absolute terms, remains nevertheless mostly
female.

7 Notes on “The Problem of Women”

The cult of Mammy Wata produces a real multi-
plication of the possible due to the ambiguity of
the discourses and practices that seems at times to
be followed intentionally by the participants of the
cult. It is appropriate to take up some hypotheses
that in recent years have been formulated around
the problem of the “different nature” of woman and
of her greater proximity to the “savage”.

Edwin Ardener (1972) was one of the first to
raise the question of the different nature of woman.
He formulated the controversial equation “woman :
nature; man : culture.”21 In analysing a Bakweri
ritual (Western Cameroon), which is in many ways
analogous to that of Mammy Wata with the image
of the woman-siren (liengu)22 and the reference
to the spirits of the waters, Ardener suggests the
following hypothesis: the “problem of woman” lies
in the fact that she will insist on living in that
space which for men is the space of the wild, at
the margins of the untamed territories such as the
forest, the woods, the sea.

Other authors have taken up this perspective.
Sherry Ortner (1974) assumes the question which
entitles her work as well, “Is Female to Male as
Nature Is to Culture?”, in order to explore the
condition of the subordination of women and the
place of woman in the society. Although the au-
thor recognises a culturally constructed dialectic
in the “proximity” of woman to nature (“the cul-
ture/nature distinction is itself a product of cul-
ture”), she nevertheless maintains that this equation

21 The article by Ardener develops along two lines, one
methodological, and the other analytical-theoretical. Here
we take into consideration only the second.

22 Other references to this cult are reported by Eric de Rosny
(1981, 1996).

is ubiquitous and that woman finds herself, for the
most, occupying “an intermediate position between
culture and nature” (1974: 84–86). This interme-
diate position could produce, among other things,
a “symbolic ambiguity” characteristic of the female
condition. From such ambiguity issues the fact that
the woman could place herself (or be placed) within
and outside culture, becoming at the same time the
source of contradictory and ambivalent metaphors
and meanings.

However, Nicole-Claude Mathieu (1973) ex-
presses strong reservations about such hypotheses.
The generalisation of the condition of female sub-
ordination to the male is, in the first place, inap-
propriate (and there is no lack of counter exam-
ples calling for a rearticulation of such a model in
a more flexible manner: see Matory 1993). More-
over, according to Mathieu, assuming the equation
“woman = nature” would mean theorising the bio-
logical “culturality” of man and the biological “nat-
urality” of woman (as if placing them on an imag-
inary biological scale, a woman would be “more
natural” than a man).23 According to the author,
the same ritual analysis of liengu authorises other
readings: while it shows the “straying” of woman
into the wilderness territories, it also offers the
evidence of a will to socialise the savage world,
bringing it under control and promoting negotiation
with it.24 According to Ardener, naturalising the
identity between untamed or natural world, on the
one hand, and female world, on the other, entails
the risk of considering other connections as obvious
and not worthy of further reflections, like the con-
nection aimed at explaining the fact that possession
is most often female.25 A further reflection imposes
itself. When the places and the meanings of “wild”
change,26 – remembering that this word today is
associated less with the world of the forest and
more often with that of the metropolis and urban
contexts, the model of the woman as “physiologi-
cally” closer to the wildernesses of nature and to its
rhythms changes. Finally, there are more than a few
cases where the opposition between inhabited and
domesticated world of the village, on the one hand,

23 Such an approach would lead us to neglect that the
“‘reproductive’ force . . . does not only concern women . . .
Fecundity, in numerous societies, is also the business of
men” (Mathieu 1973: 108).

24 “This rite, like many others, ‘treats with’ the wild” (Mathieu
1973: 109).

25 On naturalisation of the reasons why possession is preva-
lently a female experience see Nathan (1986).

26 We record, moreover, that not only culture but also history
contributes to the construction and delimitation of wilder-
ness, and the colonial history of Africa has exercised a deci-
sive role in this issue as well (see Neumann 2001).

Anthropos 101.2006

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2006-2-429 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.217.60, am 09.05.2026, 12:42:54. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771%2F0257-9774-2006-2-429


442 Roberto Beneduce and Simona Taliani

and external world where meetings and exchanges
take place with the other, present inverted roles be-
tween men and women (to the former belongs the
relationship to the Foreigner, to the Other, and to
the latter the control of the “domesticated” space of
home and the village) (Boddy 1989).

Starting from these positions it seems to us that,
if the discourse of possession remains problematic
for the male-female couple, so does the relationship
between “human” and “not human” and the sta-
tus of the incarnate spirits we have discussed here.
“Figure-limite” par excellence (Zempléni 1985),
the daughters of Mammy Wata or the ogbanje chil-
dren impose themselves, after all, as entities, as
problematic existences because they oblige us to
rethink the relation between women, men, and chil-
dren who are totally human, and women, men, and
children who are incomplete in the sense that they
are not completely human. The latter are incom-
plete because the time of their socialisation has not
come yet – as, in the case of the children, with the
time for weaning – or because the socialisation has
not definitely “cut” the bonds with the world of
spirits – as it happens for other similar notions such
as the nit ku bon in Senegal, or the “cord-children”
in Cameroon.

Such representations put into question borders
and categories, they make identity fluid and cre-
ate new territories, new bodies, in which different
logics and registers (the male and the female, the
human and the nonhuman) come into confluence,
not without conflict. In this regard, Mammy Wata
is, once again, an exemplary figure: female spirit
but at the same time “spiritual husband”; mother
and husband together; spirit incarnated in attractive
bodies that move around in market places, amongst
people; woman-fish or siren who, by virtue of this
duplicity, represents a sort of third gender never
reducible only to the human nor to the nonhuman,
neither male nor female, neither of the world of the
living nor of that of the dead. The life of these be-
ings, which we have learned to recognise under the
skin of immigrant women and prostitutes, seems
dominated by uncertainty and doubt, because it can
suddenly break off and resist any attempt of a cure.
Many of the women we have met often referred to
the fear of not knowing any longer how to control
this alterity. This fear expresses, again, the ambiva-
lent nature of these relations, where the relation-
ships of force can change signs at any moment, and
the possibility to exist remains suspended between
success, failure, or illness, between life and death.
In a moment of serious crisis, including even the
risk of suicide, a Nigerian woman confirmed it in
her own words: “You cannot understand . . . I am

really different. People like me don’t eat . . . If I
must die, it’s better not to wait.”

Referring to similar issues and, in particular, un-
derlining the uncertainty which distinguishes the
identity of such cas-limite, Zempléni (1985: 25)
speaks of “degree zero” of identity (in the case
of the children nit ku bon, possessed by ancestral
spirits, rab, or themselves ancestral spirits, enfants
échangés). The nature of these children would ges-
ture always and only towards itself, as if these be-
ings represented the inverse of a human person,
and along with it, the Other, the foreigner by def-
inition. An aspect no less meaningful and no less
contradictory is that the nit ku bon children, like
the daughters of Mammy Wata, are generally per-
ceived and described as hard-headed protagonists
of events and completely in control (“subjects”) of
their own existence.

8 Border’s Bodies, Bodies as Borders

A boundary is not the point at which something
stops . . .
A boundary is the point from where something
begins to be present.

(Igbo proverb)

Our discussion about the more ordinary dimensions
of possession and its expressions within migratory
phenomena started off by putting into question the
claim of a conceptual unity of possession (Col-
leyn 1996). We then attempted to follow a trajec-
tory similar to the one Geschiere (1995) and other
researchers have traced in their reflections on the
notion of witchcraft in Africa.27 Such a notion is
examined in its “everydayness” and in its intricate
relationships to modernity. It incorporates in its im-
ages and practices the changing forms of power
and violence, of accumulation and individualism,
of conflict and solitude. The profiles we have illus-
trated (the antisocial dimensions of power sought
by the followers of Mammy Wata, the search for
an individual well-being indifferent to family con-
straints, the conception of personal power as the
capacity to incorporate alterity) recall some of
the profiles recognised in contemporary forms of
witchcraft in Africa. We believe that, beyond the
connections to processes of modernity brought to
light both in possession and in sorcery (Comaroff
and Comaroff 1993), the frequent references of the
women to the logic and the phenomenology both of

27 “Our understanding will advance when ‘witchcraft’ is ana-
lytically dissolved into a larger frame of reference” (Crick,
quoted in Pool 1994: 16).
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sorcery and of possession need further explanation.
In order to investigate this kind of experiences, we
make use of the “embodiment paradigm” (Csordas
1990) and its recent developments.

The literature makes explicit references to the
nexus between witchcraft and possession (J. H.
Smith 2001: 433). More particularly, de Boeck
makes explicit reference to this nexus with regard
to children accused of witchcraft in Kinshasa
(Democratic Republic of Congo). In the history
of Esther, a girl accused of being a witch, the
connection between witchcraft and Mammy Wata
became particularly evident (de Boeck 2000: 44).
At the same time, witchcraft and possession – both
figures of the frontier implicated in the strategies
of distancing one’s self from family bonds and
of searching for a personal power on the part of
women or adolescents28 – overlap almost naturally
in the experiences of the Nigerian women we have
met in Turin. In the recall of events preceding
migration, or in the interpretation of illnesses and
daily problems, their words slide imperceptibly
and continually from the register of possession to
that of witchcraft and vice versa.

Although these experiential and conceptual ter-
ritories are sometimes considered separate, they ac-
tually share a common logic: that of contract and
of infinite debt, that of slavery and of dependence.
Moreover, the power and the force hidden in the
game are, in both cases, characterised by an irre-
ducible ambivalence, which the discourses and the
interpretations of sorcery on the part of the mis-
sionaries almost never managed to understand or
tolerate. A further aspect justifies this parallel: it
is the analogous theory of action which underlies
these phenomena, a theory which is connected to
specific conceptions of power and to no less precise
representations of the individual (the possibility of
doubling, of metamorphosis, etc.). Finally, through
new “affiliations,” both witchcraft and possession
produce a dangerous breach in family and social
bonds.

For an immigrant woman “to individualise one-
self” can signify “to force herself to think” of the
spirits which live within her, or of the trajectory
of initiation started years before following an ill-
ness or a misfortune, in new terms and especially
in reference to her own current projects of wealth
and power. Far from the sound of drums, from the
dances, from the hierarchy of the brotherhood, in
the absence of a ritual time articulating the times
of crisis and negotiating the forms and meanings

28 “In Kinshasa to become a witch is certainly a means to
realise such independence” (de Boeck 2000: 50).

of the suffering, other logics can break in (for ex-
ample, those of competition, of suspicion, and of
envy). When the ritual action is reproduced in soli-
tude, in the uncertainty of its real power and, es-
pecially, in the terror accompanying the experience
of “dubious signs” (Barthes quoted by Szombati-
Fabian and Fabian 1976: 14), it risks becoming a
reiteration of gestures whose symbolic values are
mitigated or reproduced with difficulty. It becomes
mere simulacra whose efficacy is more difficult to
reaffirm once there is no possibility to socialise
that incarnate alterity, to share that “daily theatre”
which is possession, as it is for those algae and
corals which lose the brilliance and harmony of
their movements once they are left on the beach by
the sea. Therefore, as the vicissitudes of many im-
migrant women have shown, it is not surprising that
it is precisely when the dreams related to Mammy
Wata become more frequent, when there are more
signs revealing her presence in their own bodies,
or when more decisive calls come from their own
country and family as a reminder of the belonging
to the cult, that the swarming of the “worms”29

becomes more insistent and the illnesses become
more troublesome or distressing. This situation
makes the report of the illness and the search for a
cure oscillating towards biomedicine, amongst the
meanings, values, and images of their condition of-
fered within the scenario of the host country.

Though possession represents an ordinary, wide-
spread, and common experience (Sharp 1993),
it nevertheless remains crucial because it consti-
tutes for the women we have met a social prac-
tice that encourages certain kinds of actions, dis-
courses, contrasts, and emotions. This very practice
is particularly appropriate to articulate the prob-
lems posed for the individual by displacement,
loneliness, and the challenges of modernity.30 By
recognizing the “ordinary” dimension of posses-

29 On this “illness entity” in West Africa, cf. Olivier de Sar-
dan (1998); see also Bierlich (1995) and Wenzel Geissler
(1998). “Worms” are a good example of embodied metaphor.
Here again we find a particular expression of metaphors’
functioning, and we can see how individuals try to cre-
ate new meaning in social interaction by (cultural or indi-
vidual) metaphors. Finally, we should remember what Kir-
mayer says on “politics of metaphors” and medical authority
(1992: 340).

30 In order not to remain prisoner of a “meta-narrative” (En-
glund and Leach 2000), we stress that here we are using the
term modernity especially as an equivalent of “contempo-
raneity,” and that we make ours the definition put forward
by Geschiere, who proposes the use of the term modernity
“in the sense of an ideal or even of a never fulfilled myth of
the autonomy of the individual, a scientific approach which
renders the world ever more transparent, but also the access
to the new technology and to consumer goods” (2000: 18).
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sion as the most complex trait to interpret and, at
the same time, as its original cipher, we can move
successfully from an anthropology of possession to
an anthropology of the possessed. By this we mean
an anthropology which derives from the experi-
ences, biographies, and accounts of the possessed
the structure and meaning of possession.

A second consideration concerns the subjective
experience of possession which we have been able
to gather in the accounts of the women we have met
at the Centro Frantz Fanon. Possession by spirits
of the waters, or by divinities from the religious
pantheon of the Igbo, Yoruba, Ibo, etc. is a fa-
miliar experience among the Nigerian immigrant
women in Italy, but since it is no longer carried out
in its original context, it is caught in other dilem-
mas, promises, or uncertainties, thus becoming at
the same time foreign and “uncanny” in the psy-
choanalytic sense of the term. The relation with a
spirit, which assumes in some cases the forms of a
perennial alliance, conflictual and ambivalent as it
might be (a marriage with a “husband” or, in other
cases, with a “spiritual wife”) situates possession
among the exemplary forms of bonds to alterity,
or better of realisations of possible alterities. The
case of another patient gives an example of these
difficult relationships.

Princess, a young Nigerian woman of royal
origins temporally out of the prostitution scene, re-
ported her dizziness, heart palpitations (which were
“inexplicable” from the medical point of view),
and strange and worrying sensations (“someone
seems to arrive suddenly and unexpectedly and to
push me, making me fall”). One day, she showed
us a scar on her right arm to prove that she is the
reincarnation of a maternal great-grandmother.
She was offering a testimony as simple as it was
peremptory of what we can define “cultural, incar-
nated memory.” In fact, this small mark on her arm,
that trivial scar, was speaking about her origins,
her biography (which did not begin, however, on
the day of her birth), the history of her lineage,
and of her conflicts (that great-grandmother was
repudiated by her husband because she could not
give him a son). That little scar was a testimony:
a theory of the person, and of his/her making. That
sign became, finally, the occasion to speak of an
invisible world and of a difficult membership to
sustain. When she was a child, her playmates and
neighbours perceived her as a “strange” child and
called her igbakwan, which gave her more than
a few problems. The paternal grandmother is a
renowned priestess of Olokun (Mammy Wata), and
every three years she celebrates a festival which
brings hundreds of people even from quite distant

villages in search of a cure. In this ceremony,
her mother and sister participate as protagonists
and Princess videotaped it. She later brought the
tape to one of our meetings. Princess watches this
ceremony with great uneasiness, because she “does
not believe in it” and never wanted to be made
a devotee of the cult. When she arrived in Turin,
some Nigerian immigrant women “recognised” her
as an igbakwan/ogbanje, which brought back the
old uneasiness of her childhood (for the notions
of Igbakwan, ogbanje, and Olokun, useful insights
are in the novels of Sole Woyinka, Ben Okri and
Chinua Achebe). Such an experience becomes
tolerable for an individual only as long as precise
obligations and strange relationships are accepted.

We have to consider the expression of a fur-
ther paradox, that of a reciprocal incorporation (or
if preferred of a reciprocal possession), which is
sometimes described in the literature as “ieroga-
mia,” “family ritual,” “fusion and consecration.”
Narrating this uncanny experience is at the same
time a way by which people try to give meaning
to this incorporation and to tame their “troubling”
dimension.31 Whatever this bond signifies, and to
whatever extent it interweaves with other relations,
other experiences (those of suffering and loneli-
ness, or of exploitation and prostitution), it remains
a venture with an uncertain outcome of which we
have only begun to trace possible unfolding. We
think that, within this scenario, the suffering of
their bodies, their uneasiness assume a more com-
prehensible and more “perspicuous” (Wittgenstein
1953: 122) profile. In order to understand this pro-
file the psychiatric categories have little pertinence.

As pointed out earlier, it is important to recog-
nise the mimetic value entrusted to the body. The
iconography of Mammy Wata has a complex geo-
graphical origin. It seems to have come from In-
dia and, then, to have been transmitted throughout
Africa by the Europeans. If, on the one hand, her
more recent stylistic evolutions (beside the serpent
and the woman-siren sunglasses, cosmetic prod-
ucts, and other symbols of vanity and of power are
gradually added) represent an excellent matrix of
mimetic effects, on the other hand, it constitutes an
exemplary witnessing of that game of mirrors and
of complementarily characterizing the interplay of
cultural dynamics.32 But mimesis does not mean

31 Garro 2003. Generally on illness narratives see Good 1994;
Kleinman 1988.

32 “Remarkably, this image symbolized the exotic Other for
two vastly different cultural areas in the world: she was
a mysterious, sensuous Oriental snake charmer for Euro-
peans, but a European water spirit for Africans!” (Drewal
1988: 170).
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mere reproduction nor simple imitation: by virtue
of its own power, it somehow transforms the object
of mimesis, making it different (grotesque, for ex-
ample, or even more potent), adding “supplemen-
tary” meanings.33 Finally, it seems to be impor-
tant to associate to the notion of mimesis that of
metamorphosis (metamorphosis of a body, a real
ever-present event, as the history of Grace testifies
well). We can assert with Fardon that in the case
of these women at the centre of our reflections,
“metamorphosis crucially informs . . . expectations
of the possible. While endorsing the boundaries of
categories, metamorphosis questions the stability
of category membership” (1990: 42).

In the events we have encountered, and begin-
ning from a body incessantly buzzing, possession
seems thus to indicate an urgent need to reaffirm
a conflictual identity which is both a bond and a
memory that have become laborious to sustain (to
represent, or better to “carry out,” in the sense Vic-
tor Turner [1982] recognised in the etymology of
the verb to perform). The methodological options
we are alluding to allow, in their totality, to avoid
the risk of essentialising the notion of “the African
person,” and to bring the attention back to the con-
crete “exercise of existence,” to the “meaningful
acts” these individuals carry out in their daily life
(Kaphagawani 2000; Mbembe 2000, 2001). Once
again, through this trajectory we take up the invita-
tion of de Martino (1977, 1996) to apply in research
the systematic and interweaving analyses of the re-
lationships of force, sense, and concrete existence
in which all these express themselves.

Furthermore can we avoid a consideration of the
role of the common condition of the women we
have met: the fact that this study deals with women
who have shared, for a more or less extensive pe-
riod, a specific experience, whose meaning can-
not be disregarded in the comprehension of their
possession, that of being women who have pros-
tituted themselves, whose body has been a body
possessed, or better dispossessed, taken in the di-
alectic of the sexual imaginary of the host society,
submitted to blackmail and menaces or to the ma-
nipulation which has been superimposed on them,
from time to time, in the moral and medical dis-
courses. A body which has been captured by the
logic of mimetic adherence, which strains to realise
dreams of wealth and power of ambiguous expres-
sions, which expresses desires, identity, and hege-
monic motives, shared at least in part, by that com-

33 Argenti 1998; see Bayart (2000) on the concept of “extraver-
sion,” that well meets in many cases the biographies of im-
migrants we met in the Centro Frantz Fanon.

plex economic, narrative, and social figure which
in Western Africa goes under the name of “market
mammies” or “Mammy Benz.”

The subjugation of the bodies (and of female
bodies, in particular), underlined by Kasfir (1998)
as one of the main characteristics of the Mammy
Wata cults, cannot operate among these women
in the customary forms nor according to a regime
which reasserts the exercise of a socially recog-
nised power (the possessed as “respected agents of
power”; Colleyn 1996). Their condition as clandes-
tine immigrant women, besieged by envy of their
compatriots and united by temporary bonds with
their friends-clients, makes every strategy aimed at
gathering and accumulating economic capital and
“symbolic capital” (Bourdieu 1972) contradictory
and at the same time uncertain. This subjugation
can now move along the unexpected lines of a stub-
born illness and resistance to therapy, in the silence
of an interior monologue made up of dilemmas and
anxiety (Beneduce 1999). Having said this, even
the usually recognised mnemotechnical value of the
ritual of possession raises another reflection about
memory. In fact, when it can no longer be shared,
speaking of “memory” becomes in the end less le-
gitimate. The body can indeed be the place of an
incarnate memory, which is obsessively revisited,
endlessly interrogated, in solitude, being by now
distant from that social sense which connotes the
forms of possession described by Stoller (1994),
Makris (1996), and Lambek (1993). In these cases
it is made into “moral practices” of a cultural and
collective memory. The body, the body-capital of
our patients, is interrogated in its slightest mur-
murs, in its unusual symptoms, in the spasmodic
search for a “value” (even in the economic sense
of the term), for a response to its own obsessions
with identity; a body which, even when revealing
a possible “sense,” makes itself again a bond-body
because it is tied to the incarnated spirit, to the dif-
ferent forms of belonging, to those bonds of which
one seeks in vain to take leave and towards which
one has contracted a debt as singular as it is inex-
tinguishable. According to Low (1994: 157), bodily
experiences are metaphors able to mediate the rela-
tionships between Self and culture. In our patients
we can easily recognise that body not only sym-
bolically mediates these relationships: it expresses
their crisis, their continuity, and their ruptures. With
their symptoms and uneasiness, the bodies of these
possessed women – who are at the same time un-
certain of the meaning and value of this experience
– are also the particular expression of a struggle
for power whose definition is not exhausted in that
of material possession but extends to the ability to
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“nominate others as equal or unequal, animate or
inanimate, memorable or abject, discussant or dis-
cussed” (David Parkin, quoted in Sharp 1993: 8).

R. Beneduce (author of paragraphs 1–3, 8) and S. Taliani
(author of paragraphs 4–7) thank Nicolas Argenti and
Stefania Pandolfo who read the first version of the article
for their suggestions and comments.

References Cited

Achebe, Chinwe
1986 The World of the Ogbanje. Enugu: Fourth Dimension

Publishers.

Adouane, Soraya
2001–02 La pratique du vodou haïtien à Paris. Psychopatholo-

gie africaine 31: 69–92.

Ardener, Edwin
1972 Belief and the Problem of Women. In: J. S. La Fontaine

(ed.), The Interpretation of Ritual. Essays in Honour of
A. I. Richards; pp. 135–158. London: Tavistock Publi-
cations.

Argenti, Nicolas
1998 Air Youth. Performance, Violence, and the State in

Cameroon. The Journal of the Royal Anthropological
Institute 4: 753–781.

2001 Kesum-Body and the Places of the Gods. The Politics of
Children’s Masking and Second-World Realities in Oku
(Cameroon). The Journal of the Royal Anthropological
Institute 7: 67–94.

Ashforth, Adam
1998 Witchcraft, Violence, and Democracy in the New South

Africa. Cahiers d’Études africaines 38/150–152: 505–
532.

Augé, Marc
1982 Génie du paganisme. Paris: Éditions Gallimard.
1988 Le Dieu objet. Paris: Flammarion.

Bastian, Misty L.
1993 “Bloodhounds Who Have No Friends.” Witchcraft and

Locality in the Nigerian Popular Press. In: J. Comaroff
and J. Comaroff (eds.); pp. 129–166.

1997 Married in the Water. Spirit Kin and Other Afflictions of
Modernity in Southeasthern Nigeria. Journal of Religion
in Africa 27: 116–134.

Bayart, Jean-François
2000 Africa in the World. A History of Extraversion. African

Affairs 99: 217–267.

Behrend, Heike, and Ute Luig (eds.)
1999 Spirit Possession. Modernity and Power in Africa. Ox-

ford: James Currey.

Beneduce, Roberto
1999 Scritture del corpo, memoria e mimesi nei processi mi-

gratori. Il de Martino. Bollettino dell’Istituto Ernesto de
Martino 9: 79–91.

2000 Entre plusieurs mondes. Discours, acteurs et pratiques
de la possession en Afrique. Paris. [Thèse de Doctorat
en Anthropologie et Ethnologie, EHESS]

2002 Trance e possessione in Africa. Corpi, mimesi, storia.
Torino: Bollati Boringhieri.

Beneduce, Roberto, and Pompeo Martelli
2005 Politics of Healing and Politics of Culture. Ethnopsychi-

atry, Identities, and Migration. Transcultural Psychiatry
42/3: 367–393.

Bierlich, Bernhard
1995 Notions and Treatment of Guinea Worm in Northern

Ghana. Soc. Science & Medicine 41: 501–509.

Boddy, Janice
1989 Wombs and Alien Spirits. Women, Men, and the Zār

Cult in Northern Sudan. Madison: The University of
Wisconsin Press.

Bourdieu, Pierre
1972 Esquisse d’une théorie de la pratique. Paris: Seuil.

Capone, Stefania, et Viola Teisenhoffer
2001–02 Devenir médium à Paris. Apprentissage et adaptation

dans l’implantation d’un terreiro candomblé en France.
Psychopathologie africaine 31: 127–156.

Cartry, Michel
1988 Dal villaggio alla boscaglia o il ritorno della questione.

In: M. Izard e P. Smith (eds.), La funzione simbolica;
pp. 246–267. Palermo: Sellerio Editore. [1979]

Colleyn, Jean-Paul
1996 Entre les dieux et les hommes. Quelques considérations

atypiques sur la notion de culte de possession. Cahiers
d’Études africains 36/144: 723–738.

Comaroff, Jean, and John L. Comaroff
1999a Alien-Nation. Zombies, Immigrants, and Millennial

Capitalism. Bulletin du Codesria 3&4: 17–27.
1999b Occult Economies and the Violence of Abstraction.

Notes from the South African Postcolony. American Eth-
nologist 26: 279–303.

2000 Millennial Capitalism. First Thoughts on a Second Com-
ing. Public Culture 12/2: 291–343.

Comaroff, Jean, and John L. Comaroff (eds.)
1993 Modernity and Its Malcontents. Ritual and Power in

Postcolonial Africa. Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press.

Corin, Ellen
1976 Zebola. Une psychothérapie communautaire en milieu

urbain. Psychopathologie africaine 12/3: 349–390.
1995 Cultural Frame. Context and Meaning in the Construc-

tion of Health. In: B. Amick, III et al. (eds.), Society
and Health; pp. 272–304. New York: Oxford University
Press.

Csordas, J. Thomas
1990 Embodiment as a Paradigm for Anthropology. Ethos 18:

5–47.

De Boeck, Filip
2000 Le “deuxième monde” et les “enfants-sorciers” en Répu-

blique démocratique du Congo. Politique africaine 80:
32–57.

De Martino, Ernesto
1977 La fine del mondo. Torino: Einaudi.
1995 Storia e metastoria. Lecce: Argo.
1996 La terra del rimorso. Milano: Il Saggiatore.

Anthropos 101.2006

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2006-2-429 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.217.60, am 09.05.2026, 12:42:54. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771%2F0257-9774-2006-2-429


Embodied Powers, Deconstructed Bodies 447

Drewal, Henry J.
1988 Performing the Other. Mammy Wata Worship in Africa.

The Drama Review 32/2: 160–185.

Englund, Harri, and James Leach
2000 Ethnography and the Meta-Narratives of Modernity.

Current Anthropology 41: 225–248.

Fardon, Richard
1990 Between God, the Dead, and the Wild. Chamba Interpre-

tations of Religion and Ritual. Washington: Smithsonian
Institution Press.

Fisiy, F. Cyprian, et Peter Geschiere
1993 Sorcellerie et accumulation, variations régionales. In:

P. Geschiere et P. Konings (éds.), Itinéraires d’accumu-
lation au Cameroun; pp. 99–131. Paris: Karthala.

Fisiy, F. Cyprian, and Mitzi Goheen
1998 Power and the Quest for Recognition. Neo-Traditional

Titles among the New Elite in Nso’, Cameroon. Africa
68: 383–402

Frank, Barbara
1995 Permitted and Prohibited Wealth. Commodity-Possess-

ing Spirits, Economic Morals, and the Goddess Mami
Wata in West Africa. Ethnology 34: 331–346.

Garro, C. Linda
2003 Narrating Troubling Experiences. Transcultural Psychi-

atry 40/1: 5–43.

Geissler, Paul Wenzel
1998 Worms Are Our Life. Part 1: Understandings of Worms

and the Body among the Luo of Western Kenya. An-
thropology & Medicine 5/2: 63–80; Part 2: Luo Chil-
dren’s Thoughts about Worms and Illness. Anthropology
& Medicine 5/2: 133–144.

Geschiere, Peter
1995 Sorcellerie et politique en Afrique. La viande des autres.

Paris: Karthala.
2000 Sorcellerie et modernité. Retour sur une étrange compli-

cité. Politique africaine 79: 17–32.

Gibbal, Jean-Marie
1982 Tambours d’eau. Journal et enquête sur un culte de

possession au Mali occidental. Paris: Le Sycomore.

Gondola, Didier
1999 La sape des mikilistes. Théâtre de l’artifice et représen-

tation onirique. Cahiers d’Études africaines 39/153: 13–
47.

Good, Byron J.
1994 Medicine, Rationality, and Experience. An Anthropo-

logical Perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Gore, Charles, and Joseph Nevadomsky
1997 Practice and Agency in Mammy Wata Worship in South-

ern Nigeria. African Arts 30/2: 60–69, 95.

Hacking, Ian
1998 L’âme réécrite. Étude sur la personnalité multiple et les

sciences de la mémoire. Le Plessis-Robinson: Institut
Synthélabo. [Orig. 1995]

Halloy, Arnaud
2001–02 Un candomblé en Belgique. Traces ethnographiques

d’une tentative d’installation et ses difficultés. Psycho-
pathologie africaine 31: 93–126.

Holmberg, David
1989 Order in Paradox. Myth, Ritual, and Exchange among

Nepal’s Tamang. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Ilechukwu, Sunny T. C.
1990–91 Ogbanje/Abiku. A Cultural-Bound Construct of

Childhood and Family Psychopathology in West Africa.
Psychopathologie africaine 23: 19–59.

1991 Review of Chinwe Achebe 1986. Transcultural Psychi-
atric Research Review 28: 141–148.

Inyama, Nnadozie
1992 The “Rebel Girl” in West African Literature. Variations

on a Folklore Theme. In: R. Granqvist and N. Inyama
(eds.), Power and Powerlessness of Women in West
African Orality, pp. 109–121. Umeå: Printing Office of
Umeå University.

Izard, Michel
1985 Le sexe des ancêtres. Journal des africanistes 55: 85–

92.

Jell-Bahlsen, Sabine
1997 Eze Mmiri Di Egwu, The Water Monarch Is Awesome.

Reconsidering the Mammy Water Myths. In: F. E. S.
Kaplan (ed.), Queens, Queen Mothers, Priestesses, and
Power. Case Studies in African Gender; pp. 103–134.
New York: The New York Academy of Sciences. (An-
nals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 810)

Kaphagawani, Didier N.
2000 Some African Conceptions of Person. A Critique. In:

I. Karp and D. A. Masolo (eds.), African Philosophy
as Cultural Inquiry; pp. 66–79. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press.

Kasfir, Sidney Littlefield
1998 Elephant Women, Furious and Majestic. Women’s Mas-

querades in Africa and the Diaspora. African Arts 31/2:
18–27, 92.

Kirmayer, Laurence J.
1992 The Body’s Insistence on Meaning. Metaphor as Presen-

tation and Representation in Illness Experience. Medical
Anthropological Quarterly 64/4: 323–346.

Kleinman, Arthur
1988 The Illness Narratives. Suffering, Healing, and the Hu-

man Condition. New York: Basic Books.

Lambek, Michael
1980 Spirits and Spouses. Possession as a System of Com-

munication among the Malagasy Speakers of Mayotte.
American Ethnologist 7: 318–331.

1993 Knowledge and Practice in Mayotte. Local Discourses
of Islam, Sorcery, and Spirit Possession. Toronto: Uni-
versity of Toronto Press.

Leiris, Michel
1989 La possession et ses aspects théâtraux chez les Éthio-

piens de Gondar. Paris: Fata Morgana.

Low, Setha M.
1994 Embodied Metaphors. Nerves as Lived Experience. In:

T. J. Csordas (ed.), Embodiment and Experience. The
Existential Ground of Culture and Self; pp. 139–162.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Anthropos 101.2006

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2006-2-429 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.217.60, am 09.05.2026, 12:42:54. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771%2F0257-9774-2006-2-429


448 Roberto Beneduce and Simona Taliani

Makris, G. P.
1996 Slavery, Possession, and History. The Construction of

the Self among Slave Descendants in the Sudan. Africa
66: 159–182.

Mathieu, Nicole-Claude
1973 Homme-culture et femme-nature ? L’Homme 13/3: 101–

113.

Matory, J. Lorand
1993 Government by Seduction. History and the Tropes of

“Mounting” in Oyo-Yoruba Religion. In: J. Comaroff
and J. Comaroff (eds.); pp. 58–85.

Mbembe, Achille
2000 À propos des écritures africaines de soi. Politique afri-

caine 77: 16–43.
2001 On the Postcolony. Studies on the History of Society and

Culture. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Métraux, Alfred
1955 La comédie rituelle. Diogène 11: 26–49.

Monga, Yvette Djachechi
2000 Dollars and Lipstick. The United States through the Eyes

of African Women. Africa 70: 192–208.

Nathan, Tobie
1986 Hystérie ou possession. (Prolégomènes à une théorie eth-

nopsychanalytique de la conversion hystérique.) Revue
de Médecine Psychosomatique 27/5: 11–21.

Neumann, Roderick P.
2001 Africa’s “Last Wilderness.” Reordering Space for Polit-

ical and Economic Control in Colonial Tanzania. Africa
71: 641–665.

Nevadomsky, Joseph, and Norma Rosen
1988 The Initiation of a Priestess. Performance and Imagery

in Olokun Ritual. The Drama Review 32/2: 186–207.

Obeyesekere, Gananath
1985 Depression, Buddhism, and the Work of Culture in Sri

Lanka. In: A. Kleinman and B. Good (eds.), Culture
and Depression. Studies in the Anthropology and Cross-
Cultural Psychiatry of Affect and Disorder; pp. 134–
152. Berkeley: University of California Press.

1990 The Work of Culture. Symbolic Transformation in Psy-
choanalysis and Anthropology. Chicago: The University
of Chicago Press.

Ogrizek, Michel
1981–82 Mami Wata, les envoûtées de la sirène. Psychothéra-

pie collective de l’hystérie en pays Batsangui au Congo,
suivie d’un voyage mythologique en Centrafrique. Ca-
hiers O. R. S. T. O. M., Série Sciences Humaines 18:
433–443.

Olivier de Sardan, Jean-Pierre
1993 La surinterprétation politique. Les cultes de possession

hawka du Niger. In : J.-F. Bayart (dir.), Religion et
modernité politique en Afrique Noire. Dieu pour tous et
chacun pour soi; pp. 163–213. Paris: Éditions Karthala.

1994 Possession, affliction et folie. Les ruses de la thérapisa-
tion. L’Homme 131: 7–27.

1998 Illness Entities in West Africa. Anthropology & Medicine
5/2: 193–218.

Ong, Aihwa
1987 Spirits of Resistance and Capitalist Discipline. Fac-

tory Women in Malaysia. Albany: New York University
Press.

Ortigues, Marie-Cécile, et Edmond Ortigues
1984 Œdipe africain. Paris: L’Harmattan.

Ortner, Sherry B.
1974 Is Female to Male as Nature Is to Culture? In: M. Z.

Rosaldo and L. Lamphere (eds.), Women, Culture, and
Society; pp. 67–87. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Pool, Robert
1994 On the Creation and Dissolution of Ethnomedical Sys-

tems in the Medical Ethnography of Africa. Africa 64:
1–20.

Quaranta, Ivo
2002 Potere, corpi e sofferenza nel regno di Nso’. Un’analisi

antropologica dell’AIDS nelle Grassfields del Camerun.
Torino. [Unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, University of
Turin]

Ratliff, Eric A.
1999 Women as “Sex Workers,” Men as “Boyfriends.” Shift-

ing Identies in Philippines Go-Go Bars and Their Signif-
icance in STD/AIDS Control. Anthropology & Medicine
6/1: 79–102.

Reynolds, Pamela
1996 Traditional Healers and Childhood in Zimbabwe.

Athens: Ohio University Press.

Rosny, Eric de
1981 Les yeux de ma chèvre. Sur les pas des maîtres de la nuit

en pays Douala (Cameroun). Paris: Librairie Plon.
1996 La nuit, les yeux ouverts. Paris: Éditions du Seuil.

Rouch, Jean
1954 Les maîtres fous. [Film]

Salmons, Jill
1977 Mammy Wata. African Arts 10/3: 8–15, 87–88.

Sharp, Leslie
1993 Possessed and Dispossessed. Spirit, Identity, and Power

in a Madagascar Migrant Town. Berkeley: University of
California Press.

Smith, Daniel Jordan
2001a “The Arrow of God.” Pentecostalism, Inequality, and the

Supernatural in South-Eastern Nigeria. Africa 71: 587–
613.

2001b Ritual Killing, 419, and Fast Wealth. Inequality and the
Popular Imagination in Southeastern Nigeria. American
Ethnologist 28: 803–826.

Smith, James H.
2001 Of Spirit Possession and Structural Adjustment Pro-

grams. Government Downsizing, Education, and Their
Enchantments in Neo-Liberal Kenya. Journal of Reli-
gion in Africa 31: 427–456.

Somer, Eliezer, and Meir Saadon
2000 Stambali. Dissociative Possession and Trance in a

Tunisian Healing Dance. Transcultural Psychiatry 37:
580–600.

Speziale, Fabrizio, e Elisabetta Passalacqua
1998 Stati “sottili” di coscienza nei rituali sûfi dhikr e shish. Il

caso della confraternita Khalwatiyya di Firenze. Antro-
pologia Medica 6–7: 171–188.

Anthropos 101.2006

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2006-2-429 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.217.60, am 09.05.2026, 12:42:54. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771%2F0257-9774-2006-2-429


Embodied Powers, Deconstructed Bodies 449

Stoller, Paul
1994 Embodying Colonial Memories. American Anthropolo-

gist 96: 634–648.

Szombati-Fabian, Ilona, and Johannes Fabian
1976 Art, History, and Society. Popular Painting in Shaba,

Zaire. Studies in the Anthropology of Visual Communi-
cation 3: 1–21.

Turner, Victor
1982 From Ritual to Theatre. The Human Seriousness of Play.

New York: Performing Arts Journal Publications.

Van Dijk, Rijk
2001 “Voodoo” on the Doorstep. Young Nigerian Prostitutes

and Magic Policing in the Netherlands. Africa 71: 558–
586.

Vincent, Jeanne-Françoise
1971 Divination et possession chez les Mofu, montagnards du

Nord-Cameroun. Journal de la Société des Africanistes
41: 71–132.

Wintrob, Rudolph
1970 Mammy Water. Folk Beliefs and Psychotic Elaborations.

Canadian Psychiatric Association Journal 15: 143–174.

Wittgenstein, Ludwig
1953 Philosophical Investigation. Oxford: Basic Blackwell.

Zempléni, András
1985 L’enfant Nit Ku Bon. Un tableau psychopathologique

traditionnel chez les Wolof et les Lebou du Sénégal.
Nouvelle Revue d’Ethnopsychiatrie 4: 9–42.

Anthropos 101.2006

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2006-2-429 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.217.60, am 09.05.2026, 12:42:54. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771%2F0257-9774-2006-2-429


https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2006-2-429 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.217.60, am 09.05.2026, 12:42:54. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771%2F0257-9774-2006-2-429

