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rely for succor and comfort, even less for social and economic secu-
rity. And upon all this was compounded the insult of governmental
insensitivity and petty corruption. He suffered the emotional shock
of a loved one’s death, the social loss of his future security and —
unable even to pay the fees for registering his son’s death — the
grinding humiliation of poverty.

This is a study of suffering in Afghanistan, It has been customary
for anthropologists to study religion as essentially a cultural or ideo-
logical phenomenon. Anthropologists commonly have tried to show
how a people’s culturally conditioned interpretations of suffering
direct them to certain forms of religious ritual and magical curing.
For such an approach the variables that critically “explain” the
diversity of religious forms are cuitural, Spiro, for example, subtitled
his book (1967) “a study in the explanation and reduction of suffer-
ing,” but scarcely mentions the actual conditions of suffering in Burma.
Similarly, Turner (1968) was not so concerned with the concrete cir-
cumstances of suffering among the Ndembu as with their cultural
orientation toward their suffering.

This paper has a rather different focus. It points out the real con-
ditions of suffering in order to suggest that suffering materially in-
fluences social relations. Cultural resources, i.e. systems of belief and
ritval, provide the toolkit for dealing with suffering, but suffering
itself, by its imperious presence in real life, makes these resources
desperately important. To the peasants of Afghanistan suffering is a
material condition strongly inducing them to seek efficacy through
the religious and magical services pro ided by religious specialists;
suffering, therefore, is one factor in maintaining a set of social relations.

This of course is not a novel argument,’ but it is presented as a
reminder that to explain religious belief and practice we must not
only look at cultural orientations but also at the actual conditions of
distress inducing people to look for religious answers and to pay for
religious services. Where we find people carrying on religious activi-
ties in earnest we are well advised to take note of stressful circum-
stances that may be incentives for religious observance. But suffering
in other cultures must be looked for. If the forms through which suf-

! An inspiration for this view of suffering has been Max Weber (see Gerth and
Mills 1958: 270-725). Belshaw (1967) presents & thorough and sympathetic descrip-
tion of economic hardships among the peasants of Fijl. I am grateful to Mary
Farvar for pointing out to me that while ip Egypt, Elizabeth Fernea (1970), despite
her educated disinclination, felt impelled by the nrgent sickness of her child lo
accept and use an amulet.

fering is expressed among another people are unfamiliar, certain
aspects of their suffering can evade us. It is easy to grasp that in our
own society people in many walks of life have problems; ethnocentric
notions may obscure our sensitivity to the kinds of burdens that
people in other cultures bear. We arc apt to suppose that if they do
not complain as we do, they must not suffer as we do.

Another reason for this study of suffering as an impingement on
social relations is that I want eventually to explain why religious
leaders in Afghanistan, “mullabs,” are so important. They are indeed
very important, Many of them are relatively well off by Afghan
standards and a few, the great “saints,” are wealthy by anyone’s
standards. They are also influential. Religious leaders are everywhere
highly esteemed, the most powerful of them being carefully respected
by the Afghan government. This respect is not without reason: the
power of mullahs was dramatically evinced in 1929 when an eminent
saint in the country, eventually with the support of many other reli-
gious leaders, instigated a popular insurrenction that overturned the
ruling monarch. :

Their influence has continued to be felt since then, though con-
tained by police control. In 1938 whea King Zaher Shah took meas-
ures to allow the veil to be removed from Afghan women, the secret
police quietly rounded up key religious figures and imprisoned them
for a time. Even so, despite four decades of growing government
control of religious Ieaders and two decades of Western secular in-
fluence in Afghapistan, mullah influence has not declined. In fact,
recently there has been a resurgence of religious fanaticism and a
corresponding rise in the power of mullahs,

There have been large demonstrations of mullahs in Kabul, the
most notable being against the use of a term of religious veneration
for Lenin in a government newspaper. Also, there have been a num-
ber of xenophobic acts of violence, probably induced by religious
tervor (cf. Dupree 19712). And in the last national election persons
associated with eminent mullahs and conservative religious interests
seem to have gained in numbers at the expense of modernist-secular-
istic candidates (cf. Dupree 1971b}). So a student of Afghanistan life
and affairs has good reason to ask what the factors are that make
religious personages important, why wealth flows to them, and why
their opinions exert so much influence.

There are a number of factors involved, of course, but the one 1
can describe here is the suffering common to the populace. If there
were space 1 would demonstrate that the sufferings of many people
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