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Ritual practice

COMMUNITY GROUPS AND LOCATION

Community groups

Zār rituals are predominantly practiced within community

groups that have limited access to education and

awareness, where traditional beliefs remain deeply

ingrained. These groups often include women facing

psychological or social distress, who turn to Zār as a

coping mechanism. This practice tends to thrive in areas

with minimal exposure to modern education and religious

knowledge, highlighting the intersection of cultural

traditions and societal development. Despite its decline,

Zār is still somewhat practiced in many regions of Sudan,

maintaining its role as a cultural and social outlet. The

songs performed during Zār rituals, rich with rhythm and

emotion, have also transcended their original context and

are sometimes sung during other women-only occasions,

reflecting their enduring influence on Sudanese cultural

traditions.

Practitioners

The Sheikh of Zār, deputies, and assistants, who can be

both men or women. the shaikh/a usually of older age

Purpose / Use

The ritual is usually practiced for healing psychological,

emotional and physical illnesses.

Knowledge / Skills

Practicing Zār requires knowledge of ancestral spirits,

ritual chants, music, and symbolic offerings. The Sheikha

of Zār must possess strong leadership skills, deep cultural

understanding, and the ability to mediate between the

spiritual and physical realms. Training is often informal,

passed down through mentorship and active participation

in ceremonies.

Transmission

The knowledge and practice of Zār are transmitted orally

and through active involvement in rituals. Aspiring

practitioners learn by assisting experienced Sheikhas and

gradually taking on responsibilities. However, the lack of

formal documentation and growing societal skepticism

threaten the continuity of this tradition.

Tools, Equipment, Services

Zār rituals rely on specific tools and materials, such as

ceremonial drums, incense burners, perfumes, and

traditional garments. These elements create an immersive

atmosphere that facilitates spiritual engagement and

reinforces cultural identity.

HISTORY

The origins of Zār are debated, with influences traced to

Ethiopian, Nubian, and Red Sea cultures. It gained

prominence during the Turkish-Egyptian rule in Sudan

and adapted over centuries, flourishing during the Anglo-

Egyptian Condominium. Today, Zār stands as a symbol of

Sudan’s rich cultural heritage, reflecting a complex

interplay of history, spirituality, and resilience.

INTRODUCTION

Zār, also known as "The Red Wind," is a traditional

spiritual and cultural practice deeply rooted in Sudanese

society, with origins believed to trace back to Abyssinia

(Ethiopia). It involves rituals designed to heal individuals

believed to be possessed by spirits, addressing

psychological and social stresses. Over time, Zār has

spread across various regions, including Asia, Africa, and

the Arab world, adapting to local cultures and gaining

enduring popularity.

Cultural Value:

Zār holds immense cultural significance as a folk healing

practice and a form of spiritual expression. It serves as a

coping mechanism for individuals, particularly women,

under social and psychological pressures. Beyond healing,

Zār fosters community bonding and serves as a repository

of ancestral and cultural knowledge, blending spiritual

beliefs with communal identity.

Associated Practices:

Zār rituals involve summoning spirits or ancestors

through singing, dancing, offerings, and the use of specific

tools like incense, perfumes, and ceremonial drums.

Celebrations often include feasts and gatherings, with

participants assuming roles such as the Sheikha of Zār,

assistants, and food preparers. Ritual variations, known as

“Khiyoot” (threads), cater to different spirits, incorporating

foods, music, and attire specific to the spirit’s cultural

origins.

Cultural Expressions

Expression

VIABILITY

Threats:

The Zār ritual is in decline due to the overall increase in

societal awareness, particularly regarding its exploitative

aspects and questionable spiritual basis. The rise of

religious knowledge has contributed significantly to the

reduction in its practice, with many viewing Zār as

incompatible with islamic religious teachings. Additionally,

the education of women has empowered them to seek

alternative solutions for psychological and social

pressures, moving away from traditional rituals that often

perpetuate cycles of financial and emotional strain. This

shift, while contributing to the decline of Zār, also reflects

a broader societal transformation toward more informed

and autonomous approaches to well-being.

Natural Resources used

Zār rituals rely on natural and cultural resources,

including incense, specific foods, perfumes, and

ceremonial drums. These elements are integral to

creating the sensory experience that is central to the

practice, reflecting a deep connection to the environment

and local traditions.
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