
LIISA HOPEAVUORI

FOLK-RELIGION IN NORTtt-ttEST PAKISTAN (SOUTH-WAZIRISTAN)

A fíeld study of magical practices and of sone synbols in oarriage
cerenonies*

Durirrg the three years I ¡ras vorking in North-West Pakistan Dy post ¡ras

Eainly in T-ank, a suall torr¡¡ Bouth from Bannu. People of that area are

ooetly Pathãne, their language being dialects of PashÈo. In the tor¡r
reeides a small Christian oinority r¡hich had nigrated from the Punjãb and

is therefore Punjãbi-speaking. rn the villages torrards DEra temail Khan

(central to¡¡n of the district) a local mixture of Pr¡ûjãbi, called
DErawãlÏ, ia spoken.

As ny knowledge of folk-tradition is collected from the patients coming

to our hospical and belonging to these different groups (in addition
the nomads, called fun¿nda, cøing from Afghãnistãn every winter) , and

fron the local r¡omen workÍng Ín our hoapital ae dãit€, my aim lras to
analyee and etudy further different cooponents in the folk-religion of
thaÈ area (the people of oany ieolated villagee in tribal areaE, as also
the Afghãn nonads, have reÈained much of their old traditiona conpared

eith the Eore ttnoderntt people of the to¡¡ne). Tt¡at task, anyhow, ie huge

and requiree more fíe1d survey; so I rrill leave most of the background

asíde here and describe aome of the religious pract,icea, and their
functions ín the couunity.

1o begin with the magicr I dare Bay that being Muslin meana for oany

people in thoee reoote villagesl hardly oore than havÍng got nelr ndeg
for deitiee in their pa¡rtheon, new spelle; the technics being nuch the
aaoe aa 4000 yeare ago. The popularity of different ki¡rde of nagical
objects showa the need of an illiterate Dån for a very concrete religion.
fbe a¡ulete2, inscribed ¡¡ith the potent veraee froo the holy Book (in
Qurrãn Èhere are epecial veraes ueed for healing, protection etc.) give
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trtore poner r¡tren carried with or placed on that very place shich neede

healing or protecting (for instance in childbirth on wmanra abdomen).

Since Èhe fear3 of evil spirita and the evil eye is great, especially

with regard Èo sûall children4 who have not yeÈ been initiated inÈo any

social group (ae weII ae Èo other pereoos at Èhe transitional periode

of their lives), a nevrborn baby5 is equipped with charroe and talismans:

An amulet tied around the neck, a red thread or cloth around the head

and the wrists, even strings made of sr0å11 glaes pearle and tassele

placed between Èhe fingers. If a child is very PretÈy, a line of eoot

Ís drawn on hig cheek. Lanp-black or antinony lsurmd6 ie aleo used

around Èhe eyes (it is said Co heve sme medicinal proPerties as ¡sell).

Evil spirits are believed to cause illnesses, for instance epilepsy

and menÈal disorders. sone persons Èhey corment during the darkest

night, especÍally bet¡¡een midnight and three a.m. Those believed to

be possesaed are avoided, since thíe bad rûh ca¡ atÈack a person nearby.

A tree may also be a dr¡elling-place for an evil spirit, under iÈs shade

you will get ill or even die.

An ordinary man cannot heal the posseseed oner nor hinder an evil
spirit (old peopleT h..r. more Polter than thê others), thia work being

done by a special practitioner called faqîn (naguË in ancient Persia).

Ttre kno¡rledge of a fakfr is kept secret' and is taught by neane of

special initiation rites to a novice. The ritee include sitting for
forty (40) days and nights n¿ked on a bed, concentrating, inside a

magical ring, ieolated thus frcm evil spirits and from l'omen. (These

rites s¡rubolize the death of t,he novice'8 old self and hie being raised

to the olher world above this profane one during this transitíon¿l period,)

Thus he gets the power and ekill for practieiog the knowledge of light'
nlt'i|n (which is considered lca effective) and the black knowledge'

l<ãîñ'¿ln.

These praccitioners oake amrlels, ta'Û13, as they are called, and give

inetructions for different purposes. For inetancer to get somebody to

fall oadly in love with you, hide a ta'urlg under the fireplace in his

houae, or get hi.u to eåt or drink it, and he will follor¡ you like a dog.

Besidee benevolence, a ta'Vla can tr¡reother effects, as ¡¡hen a r¡ooan

of a reoote villeteS haatily left the hoepital ¡¡ith her ner-born baby,
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¿nd on inquiring why, we heêrd Èhat aûother r¡om¿n who had just ¿rrived

for delivery wae wearing a epecial ta'utíg containing eeven needles; Èhe

effect would be the miscarriage or deach of seven other babies' and

protection for the one of its carrier.

Effective nagical objects are made for the prosperity of somebody's own

household, but aleo to bam an eneny, to destroy his harveet (by burying

the object in his fietd), co drive away peace fron his house (by hiding
the object under çhe fireplace) . A ta'üíã can be cooked, nixed in food

or beveragee and eerved to a peraon, for instance, in order to get hin
to go nad or Èo become your enerny! (In ehis dualistic world one

apparently needs to have ¿n eobodinent of t,he evil powere, perhape for
channeling one ts aggreesione in an accepted way in the comunity. )

Beaides the fireplace, thints like a bit of flesh, ¿ clod of earth
and needlee can be placed aÈ an enemy'e door or ineide the wallsg, or
in some corr¡er of the courtyard, lhe former things obviously being

meanÈ to work by initiating the trånsforûration of the enemy ts body

(likewise che fleeh of every living being in his poseession) into dust,
whiLe the needles apparenÈly areused as symbolic neapons against hin.

When digging Èhe effective object under the threshotdlo, it possibly
affects the polrers of fertility in the underground world.

The connection betveen the living and the dead is conmonly maintained

in the cult of the tombs of saints (zíyãtaÐlL. thi" cult ie practised
by all classes and differenÈ retigious groups of the conmunÍty. The

ueual reason for vísiting a tonb is sterility. The rilee include prayer

and the bringing of food, and a gift to a possible warden of the tonb.

After a chÍld rs birth, a second visit ie paid for thanksgiving, and a

piece of cloth is hung up on a aÈake at ûte tøb ae a mark of fulfillnent.
Besides fertility, the tombe are vieited for recovery, and for other
neede also.

Aa the connection between nan and nature is very "Io".12, everything
that grons (including hairs, naile etc.) can be ueed as a nagical
object. Here and there a sacred tree is secretly worshipped. Bven the
ctothl3 v¡hich tribal ¡romen use for their dreaaeg hae eolely floral úotifs.
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And then to the marriage: Some detaile Ín the cermoniee drew my

attent,ion to the question of what actually lies behind the rítee.

Concerning the bridegroomrwhy doee he n "".14 Èhat special kind of
head-dress (see Figure 1) which is preeewed in the fanily? lûren he

hides his real face, what is he representing wiÈh this glittering nask

and ebining white clothee? One explanation of couroe ie to hide hin fron
the evil eye and other hsnoful powers at Èhie ímportant mooent of
transition. The drunsl5 a¡¡d the fore-dancer (called hijm - a hint of
separation) rvho aloost fell dor*rn in ecstaey, the shootíng, and the
blessingl6 or protectÍrg gesture of an elder lady of the family, could
all mean driving away evil powersrand opening a gafe and prosperous lray

into the young manrs future life ae a epouse.

I dont t, find this interpretaÈion sufficient though. Why does the bride-
grooo, who had hardly ever been riding 

"r.1ier17, since he is a menber

of Èhe poor and despised Christian group, leave the church after the
ceremonies riding on a horse? His frienda are intoxicated with blnry,
p"op1.18 sing and dance rejoicingly. To my mÍnd, and referring to Indo-
European nythology and folk-lore, this young man lift.ed above others
with his radiant appeårance s¡mbolizee a solar deity. The dress of the
groom is called éAn'ñlî, Cãr. meaning a lion, but since I am not quite
sure about the correct loca1 pronuncistion and etymology of the word in
this contexÈ, I leave the linguistical point here, but refer to the
s¡mbolic use of the lion, known Èothe Pathãns "1"o19. Thus the head-

dress possibly s¡mbolizes lionrs hair or rays of che s,r.20, but it can
be decorated wÍth other figures also (here stars), coononly used ¿s

s)'mbols for deitiee of Heaven (see Figure 2).

As for the bride, the customs of hiding her under a piece of c1oth21,
apparent weakneso, neeping, and caeting down her 

"y""22, as well as

bringing her away after the cereoonies unnoticed (especially on the
occasion of a Punja-b-originated Christian wedding), have the neaning of
protection at thie critical tine (we oust Ëake into consideraÈion the
prevalent ptfu sylten aleo). But when we think about the careful and

costly preparationc; bathing her in perfued ¡raÈero, anointing with
fine vegetable-oila, decorating23 h.r "ith 

precioue jewets and gold
(eilver relating to the moon and thus to fertility, ie ueed as a bridal
ornamentation by nmade, but, not in customåry local r¡eddinga), dreecing
and painting her in the apecial tradÍtional way (red being the colour of
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lífe, but aleo Èhat of the deity of Darn, in tlindu oythology) r and

fina11y24 her being lifted up (at least at Paçhãn weddings)' Èo be

adoired by other people of her sex, all these ere rites nhich are

pr¿ctised when worehipping deities.

I donr t deny that people acting like thia probably have no idea of the

origina of their cuatoma (who among the ordÍnary people in Finland

realises thaÈ I bride carrying a ooet beautiful bunch of flolrers to

the sltar in our churches is, rrithout being aware of it herself, acÈing

accordirig to a very old fertility rite; the deity, the eacrificer and

the sacrifice being all combined in her). But the devotional attitude,
ningled of couree with oany other hunan feelings at occasions like this,
Èe1le about the function theee cereooniee have in the comunity, a6 I
already eaid, people need concrete thinge for their devotion.

Notee
tI 

"r gr"t"fut to Mrs. Anne Huoetila r¡ho has helped me ln collecting
this oaterial. The following descriptive notes refer to alidee, all but

No. 11 taken ín and around fãnk.

1) Village women drawint lrater, ¡¡ith children (eone of, theo vieibly
wearing enulete).

2) Children of a tribal area. Some hâve silver containers (ueed for
verses of Qurrãn) hanging down froo the neck.

3) Village children, eone of then covering their faces in fear when
being photographed.

4) Parrínda children, the boy wearing girlts dress (wíth mirror-¡ork).
5) A new-born baby, equipped with red stringe for protection.
6) A child vièh aunm, arou¡rd the eyee .
7) Village elders.
8) The $oúan who fled with her baby for fear of Èhe needle- ta'uiZ.
9) Woments courtyard in a village houee of a rich Paçhãn l¿ndownãr.

f0) At the door of a houee in Tãnk. Hougee are fortified irith high
walle and strong gaces.

¡) A z¿lArú flaggãd-with pieces of cloth, beside the site of old
Harappä.

l2)and 13). t{ooen and children io their 'rflowery" clothee.
14) Village brídegroom dressed in éAn'ñTî, his friende satuting hin

lrith their guns.
15) On the way ¿o the bridegroomts hme, fore-dancer, Èhe dtumers

aod a flautíet opening the way for the proceesion.
16) The bridegroom at hone ¡¡ith the gun¡ûen and elder ladies of the

f aoily.
17) A Chrietian bridegrooo aioilarly dreeaed, after the cerenonies

on horseback surrounded by hie friende.
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fB) Ttre drr¡mers and the dancers.
19) A skilfully carved lion figure above the main entrance of a naçhãn

house in Tãnk.
20) Bridegrooå, hie head-dreas decorated with Btars (eong other itens).
21) At a christian narriage, Èhe bride is covered with plain white

cloth.
22) A Pathãn bride, with her head bowed, under an enbroidered veil.
23, PreeånÈation of the richly decorated bride, nith custoúary jenelry

ofl.
24) The bride lifted up to be adnired, under a apecial baldachin.
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1

Figure 2. A Chrietian bride-
groøt g head-dreee decorated
nith Btats. The main colour
being eilver, arouod the stars,
in the rgarlandet' red end dark
green are ueed.
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