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and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese (‘Unspeakable Things Unspoken: 
Ghosts and Memories in the Narratives of African American 
Women’) both revisit the theme of sources for women’s history. 
Brereton shows how women’s lives, in which public and private 
were merged, are captured in their writings. This approach is par-
ticularly useful for examining aspects such as family, childrearing, 
sexuality, and health, on which conventional sources often remain 
silent. Fox-Genovese widens the ‘net’ of available sources further 
by exploring how Toni Morrison’s Beloved is able to capture the 
traumatic reality of motherhood under slavery in a way that Har-
riet Jacobs’ narrative, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, was 
not. Like Mathurin Mair, she locates motherhood’s humanizing 
potential as a source of resistance and cultural survival.

Rex Nettleford’s ‘Epilogue’ (‘Our Debt to History’) returns to 
Goveia’s contribution to Caribbean-centred history. When a few 
economically powerful nations can consign two thirds of the world 
to being the ‘Third World’, history—including, certainly, volumes 
such as this one—has a major role to play in reshaping not only 
the other social sciences but also the Caribbean’s future.

Camillia Cowling
University of Nottingham
United Kingdom
camilliainmadrid@hotmail.com

Frank J. Korom. 2003. Hosay Trinidad: Muharram Perfor-
mances in an Indo-Caribbean Diaspora. Philadelphia: Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania Press, 305 pp. ISBN: 0812218256.

Frank J. Korom’s Hosay Trinidad provides one of the most 
intriguing a� empts to date to address the complex dy-

namics of the Shi’i Muslim rituals of Muharram (performed in 
commemoration of the martyrdom of the Prophet’s beloved 
grandson on the plains of Karbala in 680 C.E.) on the trans-
cultural space of religious performances. Narrated with a nice 
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blend of theoretical insight and ethnographical evidence, this 
book studies the Shi’i ritual performances on the island of Trini-
dad, known by the natives as Hosay.

Since its importation from the subcontinent with the arrival 
of indenture Indian laborers in 1845, the ritual has become a 
signifi cant part of the polyethnic and multicultural landscape 
of the Caribbean island. Though for the most part, as Korom 
argues, the devotional religious ceremony has maintained an 
esoteric symbolic realm of redemption through performative 
acts of suff ering, Hosay provides an interesting example in how 
the Shi’i ceremony has evolved away from its Iranian and Indic 
subcontinental roots into a distinct Caribbean cultural event 
in the context of an ongoing processes of “decreolization” and 
movements against “standardization defi ned by the dominant 
class” (p. 9). Through a refl exive and creative interplay in re-
taining elements of an Indic religious past and accommodating, 
borrowing and blending with the cultural life of the host society, 
the Shi’i ritual of Hosay has become an important ingredient of 
the multicultural landscape of Trinidad.

With the total of 6 chapters and an insightful epilogue, Ko-
rom is successful to produce a comprehensive study of Hosay in 
reference to the historical background of the rituals in Iran and 
South Asia. He begins his study with a note on the theological 
notion of a “metahistorical phenomenon” (p. 1) that provides 
the ritual participants to identify with the suff ering of Husayn’s 
martyrdom on the plains of Karbala.  While applying the Turn-
erian notion of liminality, as an “annual rite of communal pas-
sage” (p. 2) fusing the community in a cycle of rebirth through 
ritual renewal, Korom highlights the theme of redemption as 
an underlying theological basis of Muharram performed on a 
historical and global scale. The brief introductory account of 
the rituals in their Iranian (Ta’ziyeh), South Asian (Muharram) 
and Trinadadian (Hosay) versions is impressive for its outline 
of discrepancies of practices in three diverse regional se� ings. 
In the particular case of Hosay, Korom constructs a conceptual 
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image of intimate/esoteric (bâtin) and public/exoteric (zâhir) 
spheres of ritual practice that present refl exive strategies for the 
natives to creatively respond to the host society while preserv-
ing a private domestic sphere. The implication of this inner and 
outer realm of ritual action highlights a meaningful medium for 
the Indo-Trinidadian population to resist standardization by the 
dominant culture in “consciously identifying concepts in Afro-
Trinidadian culture to parallel their own Indic-inspired ones as 
a method of tolerance and accommodation” (p. 9).

The fi rst chapter begins with a discussion of the political-
theological notion of “Kabala paradigm” in terms of a basic 
soteriological model for appropriate conduct on personal level 
as a method for the achievement of salvation, and as a way to 
oppose tyrannical rule. Here Korom provides a well-balanced 
account of Islamic history and Shi‘i theology. This erudite over-
view skillfully sets up the historical background of the rituals 
practiced in the Iranian and South Asian contexts for the follow-
ing two chapters. In perhaps the only cross-regional compara-
tive study of the rituals to date, chapters 3 and 4 demonstrate 
an impressive study of Shi’i ceremonies from the Persian form 
of Ta’ziyeh, or the so-called “Persian passion play”, to the South 
Asian form of Muharram, performed in Bengal and mainly in 
the Gangetic plain of north India. 

The most signifi cant contribution of chapters 2 and 3 is 
the acknowledgment of the carnivalesque feature of the per-
formances that has been largely ignored by other scholars. 
What Korom introduces here is an account of the ambiguities 
inherent to the ritual, manifesting both devotional ascetic and 
secular aesthetic performances in terms of festivity, parade, 
masquerade, playful competition and role-playing. Accord-
ing to Korom, the element of festivity provides an interesting 
backdrop to the performance of Muharram since it underscores 
how diverse ethnic and religious groups can participate in the 
ceremonies not merely for devotional mournful but also carni-
valesque purposes.
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Chapter 3 provides an intriguing overview of the historical 
development of the rituals in the multiethnic and multi-reli-
gious milieu of South Asia; while chapter 4 off ers a historical 
survey of Hosay in the Caribbean. This chapter’s historical 
overview spans over a hundred fi � y years of the East Indian 
population of the island, beginning from the plantation colonial 
era in 1845 until independence in the late twentieth century. 
Here, Korom traces the development of the Hosay not only in 
its form of unifying “ethnic identifi cation” (p. 107) as a creative 
synthesis between Hindu and Muslim elements, but also as a 
medium of shared diasporic traditions and a nostalgia for the 
homeland. 

The following chapter (5) is ethnographic in nature. With an 
up close and personal account of the rituals, the main focus here 
is on the social activities of the “yards”: neighborhood locations 
or family-based guilds that sponsor the rituals and actively par-
ticipate in the construction of its symbols. In Chapter 6, Korom’s 
shi�  of a� ention to the global awareness of his participants 
invites further reevaluation of the rituals. Here is the fi rst book 
that explores the impact of globalization in the crystallization 
of transcultural ritual spaces of Muharram. As Korom demon-
strates, the recent visit by the Shi’i missionaries from Canada 
and the U.S. to the Island has caused serious problems for the 
survival of Hosay as a religious diasporic tradition. Although 
facing possible changes of its carnivalesque characteristics due 
to pressures posed by the foreign orthodox religious groups, 
Korom argues that the very irreducible and defi ant character-
istic of the ritual should in fact bolster its ambiguities in form 
of an ongoing negotiable process in the ever-expanding fi eld of 
cultural contestation in the context of globalization.

On a critical note, the work suff ers from a major theoreti-
cal problem. This theoretical setback can be identifi ed with the 
use of the theological discourse of “redemptive suff ering” as 
an “underlying” emotional, experiential and subjective basis 
of the rituals. True that the element of soteriology is signifi cant 
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to Hosay, but it does not defi ne the rituals under a single and 
“central” heading of a “metanarrative” of redemption through 
personal suff ering as a “method for the achievement of salva-
tion” (p. 17). The application of the theological discourse of 
redemptive suff ering is misleading since it diverts a� ention 
away from other various signifi cant non-soteriological aspects 
of the ritual. In this respect, in-depth anthropological analysis 
of certain non-soteriological practices such as spirit-possession, 
witchcra� , evil eye and shamanism is neglected in favor of a 
theological discourse of “redemptive suff ering”. My main ob-
jection, however, is that there cannot be an “underlying” defi ni-
tion of Muharram, not only because its constituent performative 
and symbolic elements are historically specifi c, but also because 
the theological discourse itself is a historical product of certain 
discursive processes. 

It cannot be le�  unsaid that the work is inaccurate (or suff ers 
from editorial problems) with regard to the citation of historical 
dates, most seriously in reporting the date of the Travel report 
of Thomas Herbert. The account of the English traveler was 
wri� en in 1628 at the city of Isfahan, and not in “1698” (p. 41). 

For the anthropologists of Shi’i Islam, this book provides a 
new body of ethnographical fi ndings on the devotional rituals 
in their non-Asian context. What will be of greatest interest 
to readers of this work, however, is its interdisciplinary dis-
cussion of various topics, ranging from colonialism, cultural 
creolization, diaspora, ethnicity, globalization, nationality, race 
and tradition. Though I have touched on those themes that I 
believe of greatest importance for the Muharram ritual studies, 
many threats tie this work together. The relationship between 
rituals of competition and negotiation, devotional practice 
and theological doctrine, race and collective identity, cultural 
transformation and, above all, the construction of diaspora 
community is to mention only a handful of complex topics that 
the book covers. A theoretically rich work, well-argued, lucidly 
narrated; Korom is to be commended for having produced such 
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an original work in a fi eld that, so far, remains ethnographically 
underdeveloped and theoretically stagnated. 

Babak Rahimi
European University Institute
brahimi77@yahoo.com

BABAK RAHIMI

Richard Price & Sally Price. 2003. Cultures en Guyane: Les 
Marrons. Châteauneuf-le-Rouge: Vents d’ailleurs/Ici & Ail-
leurs, 128 pp. ISBN: 2-911412-22-2.

In August 1966 a young couple, Richard and Sally Price, trav-
elled by coracle up the Suriname River into the Surinamese 

interior to embark on their first anthropological fieldwork. When 
they arrived, and after the necessary negotiations, they hung up 
their hammocks in the village of Aboikoni, the paramount chief 
of the Saramaka. Their first visit lasted for two months, but there 
would be many more months of fieldwork to follow.

The ancestors of the Saramaka were slaves on the plantations 
of Suriname and escaped in the period between 1690 to 1760. The 
white plantation owners, mainly Dutch or French, and Portuguese 
Jews fleeing from Brazil undertook many expeditions to try to 
recapture their slaves, but were mainly unsuccessful. In the end 
(in 1762), they reluctantly had to close an agreement in which they 
recognized the Saramaka as ‘free negroes’, that they could live 
in the interior in whatever way they pleased and that they would 
receive annual gifts by which the government, in effect, paid ‘pro-
tection money’ to forestall raids on the plantations.

The Saramaka were not the only group of escaped slaves 
with whom the colonial government made agreements. Two years 
earlier (in 1760) the plantation owners signed an accord with 
the Ndyuka (also known as Aukaners) who lived in the east of 
Suriname. In 1767 a third group of Maroons, the Matawai, were 
offered a peace accord. At this point the government felt they had 
done enough because they continued to pursue the other groups 


