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‘A wonder-ful exposition that draws on a truly breathtaking range of scholarship and original analysis to posit as the beyond of gendered, classed and colonial oppression a domain of collective nonrational knowing. An inspirational and major contribution to new, ‘minor’ forms of psychology that seek neither to re-centre marginality, nor to close down the proliferation of resistant practice, but rather makes a call to reclaim women’s rituals and traditions to provoke new transnational political alliances and engagements.’

Erica Burman, Professor of Education, University of Manchester




‘This is a book to be read by all those who want to be challenged to think differently about contemporary capitalism. Not only will readers rethink dominant ways of knowledge but they will also be introduced to brujas, faeries, sorcerers, and other minoritarian knowledges and, simultaneously, learn new living relations. A feminist political project that readers will never forget.’

Veronica Pacini-Ketchabaw, Professor, Western University, Canada






FEMINIST SPIRITUALITY UNDER CAPITALISM

Industrial modernity’s worship of rationality had a profound effect on women’s ways of knowing, marginalizing them along with other alternate forms of knowledge such as the imagination and the unconscious. Feminist Spirituality under Capitalism discusses the importance of women’s spiritual knowledge throughout history and under the current socio-economic consensus. Within a critical analysis of the subjugation of certain knowledges, it investigates, in particular, the role that psychology and psychiatry have played in the repression of women. Aimed at students and researchers in the social sciences, the book will also appeal to anyone interested in critical psychology, politics, activism, and social change.

Kathleen Skott-Myhre is an associate professor in the Department of Psychology at the University of West Georgia. She teaches courses and supervises undergraduate and graduate students in feminist, clinical, postmodern, and critical psychology. Her research specializes in the psychology of feminist spirituality.
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PREFACE

Psychology today enchants many people; it operates as a form of knowledge that connects with something inside us that appears to express what is most authentic about the self. Psychology is intimately connected with sorcery and provides one way of grasping something magical about ourselves that then, at the same moment, escapes us. This enchantment happens in a world that turns our creativity into a series of commodities that circulate around the world completely outside our control. The paradox which haunts this book is that there are forms of spiritual knowledge about that self that descriptions of our psychology try to tap into, but which psychology as a discipline repeatedly betrays.

Once upon a time, before psychology, our mental lives were populated with hosts of magical beings that lived among us, tempting and taunting us on some occasions, shielding and supporting us on others. They were there outside us, reference points that we could collectively experience and share in, to explain how and why things went wrong with our lives and offering resources we could draw upon to put things right. Kathleen Skott-Myhre reclaims that history and shows how different it is to what we call “psychology” today, and she provides a compelling argument for why we must connect once again with this spiritual realm. But, more than that, she mobilizes critical theoretical resources that speak of our individual and collective agency as human subjects, agency as something that always already refuses attempts to fix us in place, to define what we are, and that subjects us to totalizing vertical regimes of scientific truth and societal control. These theoretical resources that revolve around the motif of the “nomad” are infused with a feminist sensibility which questions and transforms what witches and fairies tell us about what is “feminine” about ourselves. What has been shut out of capitalism and its help meet psychology over the centuries is thus returned to, and this radical collective spiritual knowledge of who we are comes to speak through this book.

When Marx pointed out that religion under capitalism was the “opium of the people”, it was to make a much deeper claim about our experience than simply to accuse those who go to church of being crack-addicts. What is often forgotten are the other aspects of Marx’s argument in which religion is characterized as the “soul of a spiritless condition”, as the “heart of a heartless world”. This is not a negative scornful critique, but one which values attempts of people to find meaning in a world which has been turned into a system of brutalizing economic calculation and competition between self-sufficient separate individuals, alienated from each other. In similar spirit, we can read the claim in Feminist Spirituality under Capitalism: Witches, Fairies, and Nomads as being that psychology today operates as opium of the people, but that sorcery is the force that enables us to speak of what psychology promises but then shuts out. With psychology, to the side and against it, inside psychology but working at the edges, redefining it not as a disciplinary apparatus but simultaneously as ancient knowledge and as new “minor psychology”, outwith the regimes of knowledge that speak of women but have so often silenced them.

Ian Parker
University of Leicester
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INTRODUCTION

Of fairies, feminism, and 21st-century capitalism


WHERE dips the rocky highland
Of Sleuth Wood in the lake,
There lies a leafy island
Where flapping herons wake
The drowsy water-rats;
There we’ve hid our faery vats,
Full of berries
And of reddest stolen cherries.
Come away, O human child!
To the waters and the wild
With a faery, hand in hand,
For the world’s more full of weeping than you
can understand.
Where the wave of moonlight glosses
The dim grey sands with light,
Far off by furthest Rosses
We foot it all the night,
Weaving olden dances,
Mingling hands and mingling glances
Till the moon has taken flight;
To and fro we leap
And chase the frothy bubbles,
While the world is full of troubles
And is anxious in its sleep.
Come away, O human child!
To the waters and the wild
With a faery, hand in hand,
For the world’s more full of weeping than you
can understand.

(Yeats, 1902)



When I was a young girl, I would often go with my mother to visit her mother. Of my two grandmothers, I remember her as being the most fun and mischievous. She let us get dirty, taught us how make mud pies, and she was the one who introduced fairies into my life. When we would arrive at her house she and my mother would cozy up in the living room to chat and Gramma would send us out into the backyard to search for the fairies that lived under the lilac bushes amongst the Johnny Jump Ups. I don’t suppose I will ever know why, but the magical appeal of hunting for fairies never left me. Perhaps it is because such stories permeated my family. My grandfather, my mother’s father, told me that the tiny anomaly on the tip of my ear was there because a pixie had bitten off a piece. My older sisters would often come into our room at night and tell my younger sister and me fantastic tales of fairy villages and the adventures of the fairy children that lived there. As we grew older my sisters and I compared notes about our experiences of knowing things that we couldn’t reasonably know about people and events that hadn’t happened yet. To the world surrounding us, these were childish fantasies to be left behind as we grew into adulthood. For me, however, these ways of knowing carried a deeper resonance, perhaps an echo of cultural memory. Maybe it was the ghostly remnant of Celtic women’s ways of knowing partially abandoned in my Irish family’s assimilation into the rationality and reason of the American middle class. These bits of alternate perception were tucked away in the realm of childhood and transmitted to each generation of children as play, easily dismissed but never truly abandoned.

Michel Foucault (1980) refers to ways of knowing that are dismissed by the dominant culture as subjugated knowledge. These ways of knowing are specifically those understandings of the world purposefully and sometimes forcefully elided, casually or incidentally passed over in the constructions of dominant ways of knowing in any given historical period. Such knowledge, practices, and modes of apperception are held locally and idiosyncratically by marginalized or subaltern groups subjected to the exclusionary colonial logic of ideological formations of singular truths or taxonomies and hierarchies of knowledge production. These are the ways of knowing that operate in contradistinction to the prevailing normative modes of social commerce and as such are quite often seen as either eccentric mildly mad notions, or in a more serious vein, mental illness or madness per se. Such socially prohibited and dangerous modes of apperception are often held in stories, myths, lived practices of bodily wisdom such as intuition or local practices such as idiosyncratic collective rituals or ceremonies within families or small groups.

Gregory Bateson (1972), in his investigation of schizophrenia, tells us that part of the force of schizophrenia is its ability to simultaneously affirm and deny any communication. He suggests that those identified as schizophrenic are placed in a situation where their local knowledge of familial and/or cultural knowledge cannot be directly commented upon without dire consequence. As a result the speech patterns of those identified as mad relies on scrambled code or metaphoric references. For example, rather than commenting directly on the internecine warfare between family members and the profoundly damaging effect on their emotional and psychological well-being, the identified schizophrenic talks about how the government is assaulting them through beaming rays into their heads. While much of the specifics relating to families and schizophrenia by Bateson and his colleagues has been dismissed as unfair to families and mothers in particular, the notion that scrambled and hyper-metaphorical communication might have to do with obscuring dangerous or threatening knowledge may still have some merit. It might well be, that what appears to be magical, playful, and trivial speech might reflect something more substantive at stake.

Gayatri Spivak (1988) has suggested that for those groups subjected to the logic and domination of colonialism, there is no capacity to speak and know oneself without that speech and knowledge being translated into the vernacular of the ruling class. Those groups, whose identity is defined by their difference from the colonizer, find their very capacity for self-articulation compromised. Spivak notes that this is even more profound for those identified with the feminine. She argues that the figure of woman is inherently defined within the ubiquitous frameworks of patriarchy by their alterity to the phallocentric tradition. This definition of woman as fundamental difference means that, regardless of class or race, it is impossible for the feminine to articulate itself without being translated into the phallocentric logic of a particular historical period or set of geographical coordinates. Spivak states:



Within the effaced itinerary of the subaltern subject, the track of sexual difference is doubly effected. The question is not of female participation in insurgency, or the ground rules of the sexual division of labor, for both of which there is ‘evidence.’ It is, rather, that, both as object of colonialist historiography and as subject of insurgency, the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If, in the context of colonial production, the subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is even more deeply in shadow…

(p. 287)



The capacity of women to articulate their lived experience of the world outside of the logic of patriarchy and phallocentrism is the focus of this book. I would propose that the world defined and proscribed by the masculinist dictates of the European and North American enlightenment and colonial projects have worked tirelessly to decenter and eviscerate women’s ways of knowing. This book will address the ways in which feminine non-phallocentric apperceptions of the world have been sustained over millennia through the use of ritual and oral traditions. I will argue for a revitalization of older traditions found in, what I will call, immanent feminist spirituality. This form of spirituality will be defined as those forms of knowing rooted in phenomenological, ecological, and collectivist practices and a politics of what Deleuze and Guattari (1987) call minoritarian knowledges. The book will examine a selection of beliefs and practices that may hold such knowledge including brujas, Voodoo, fairies, sorcerers, indigenous medicine, and witches as modes of experience and lines of flight that elude and challenge dominant ways of knowing.

In what follows, the ways of knowing found in the spiritual practices and wisdom of women across generations will be investigated as necessary antidotes to the current perversion of all living things that is global capitalism. This book will endeavor to valorize women’s spirituality as material political force in the regime of 21st-century capitalism. However, in order for these womanist ways of knowing to have political force, we cannot simply return to some romanticized, new age version of magic. Instead we have to seek the ways in which these modes of knowing have current political resonance within new modes of feminist and post-Marxist politics.

I will be arguing that the rise of reason and rationality under the philosophical thought of modernity and the social constructions of industrial capitalism have had a profoundly detrimental effect on women’s ways of knowing. These ways of knowing were marginalized along with other alternate forms of knowledge including the imagination and the non-rational unconscious.

A case in point is my earlier reference to fairies. Long relegated to the fantasy realm of children, and even then considered an anomaly of the Victorian period (Armitt, 2000), fairies have seldom been taken seriously by social scientists who investigate similar phenomenon in non-European cultures with far more enthusiasm. Dennis Gaffin (2012) points out that spiritual entities in European traditions have only recently become the focus of anthropological interest. However, even when taken under consideration by social science, fairies and other European spiritual beings are read symbolically through “rational, structural-functional, psychoanalytic and content analytic and symbolic approaches to… explain away religious or spiritual phenomena” (p. 1).

Fortunately, more recent developments in transpersonal social sciences have begun to offer new readings of phenomenon such as fairies. For example, Jerome Bernstein (2005) notes the possibility of what he terms “transrational reality” which he defines as:



Objective, nonpersonal, nonrational phenomenon occurring in the natural universe, information and experience that does not readily fit into standard cause and effect logical structure. These are the kinds of experience that typically are labeled and dismissed as superstition, irrational and in the extreme abnormal or crazy.

(pp. xv–xvi)



Concepts such as transrational realities open the capacities of a transpersonal approach to anthropology (and, I might note, psychology) where the experience of an encounter with a spiritual entity such as fairies is taken as phenomenologically worthy of serious consideration. In taking a transpersonal approach, we can find accounts as early as the early 20th century where the beliefs and encounters of Irish people are taken as indications of an alternate ecological relation to nature and God. These accounts engage Celtic spirituality in much the same way as other colonized peoples have been read in recent post-colonial literature as holding a legitimate, albeit radically different, cosmology than that proposed by traditional European religious or scientific systems of knowledge and belief.

Gaffin (2012) points out that fairies are considered by the Irish to be nature spirits, elemental beings of non-human origin, who enter and exit the corporeal world of humans. They can communicate with humans, and appear in various forms akin to humans or animals of various sizes and are considered to be a creation of the divine God. However, this relation with God is, as Phillips Stevens and Denice Szafran (2011) point out, horizontal not vertical and indicative of an older set of spiritual relations than contemporary accounts of the divine as constituting a hierarchical outside. Indeed, we might well describe this set of relations as immanent in the sense of being absolutely material, made up of alternate dimensions of reality but without a transcendent outside. In this regard, Bernstein (2005) refers to fairies and those who encounter them as transiting a kind of borderland. For those humans sometimes called “fairyfolk” who find themselves routinely transiting such a space, Gaffin suggests that they develop a borderland personality. Indeed, he suggests that the experience of fairyfolk engages polyphasic consciousness in which the act of seeing or sensing fairies allows humans to move across and through different modes of consciousness.

The question of consciousness under 21st-century capitalism is a complex and entangled set of relations (Starhawk, 1982; Stengers and Pignarre, 2001). I will propose throughout this book that any effective political project undertaken to provide an alternative mode of life to the current regime of capitalism must account for the role of conscious and unconscious modes of exploitation, appropriation, and conversely, liberation and revolt. Fairies and fairyfolk might well possibly offer a deeply phenomenologically rooted set of knowledge pertinent to the political contestations of contemporary capitalism.

In terms of the living relations implied in a phenomenological apprehension of the world, it would be hard to imagine a political project in our time that does not account for the deep incursions, erosions, and degradations of the ecology in which human beings are imbedded. In this regard, the relation to the world explicated in the view of fairyfolk towards the realm of fairies involves a profound sense of ecological entanglement. As Gaffin (2012) points out, fairyfolk see their relation to the nature spirits that are fairies as fundamentally respectful. Unlike many shamanic traditions that use the magic of living force for human ends, fairyfolk do not use fairies or fairy magic. Fairies are seen to be subject to nature alongside humans. Their purpose, according to Gaffin, is to “help humans to accomplish tasks and to understand the sanctity of nature and the closeness of God” (p. 33).

The question of an ecological understanding of the world will form a central theme across the chapters in this book. The entanglement of subjectivities both human and otherwise will comprise a key mode of analysis in understanding the ways in which alternate modes of immanent spiritual apprehension of the world hold the force of living alterity as an alternative to the current modes of understanding offered by neo-liberal ecological proposals and imperatives. Fairies and fairyfolk are one example of a horizontal set of relations that does not valorize humans but places us in a dynamic and complex relation with the world as it produces and is produced by all living force.

Such living force, as implied above, is made up of humans and other than human sets of relations. The relation of fairyfolk to fairies is rooted in just such an understanding of fairies as what the Ojibwe call other-than-human-persons (Gaffin, 2012). The relationship is casual and unremarkable, but always running in the background like nature itself. Fairyfolk and Celtic people see nature as an integral part of daily life. Gaffin (2012) tells us that, “For Celtic people nature… was a luminous and numinous presence which had depth, beauty and possibility… no real divide between this world and the other world of divine and spiritual beings” (p. 33).

Although fairies operate in the mundane realm of daily life, they also function in a borderland of alternate dimension. In Lucie Armitt’s (2000) recounting and reading of fairy stories, she notes the frequency with which humans are lured into another world with a very different sense of temporality. Indeed, it is an alternate sense of duration that sometimes makes it impossible to find the way back to the human realm.

Without a doubt, capitalism, as it has evolved, has fundamentally altered our sense of time (Casarino, 2003). From restructuring the cyclical patterns of agricultural time into the segmented minutes and hours of industrial production, we have now moved into the indeterminate abstract temporality of virtual global capitalism. Capitalism has fully abstracted time into what Deleuze (1992) discusses as a world of infinite deferral in which one is never capable of arriving anywhere or fully achieving anything. In such a world, we are subjected to a never regime of self-improvement and training in which we are never truly adequate to the needs of an ever-shifting system of control and domination. Like the borderland realm of the fairies it is extremely difficult to return from this world to the realm of material duration and the time of nature and living force.

However, the borderland temporality of the fairies is not an abstract realm of domination, but an indication of the possibility of eternal durations. It is a hint of the divine as immanent production. Such duration holds within it certain alternative modes of apperception that point to a transcendental material virtuality that is potentially liberatory. At a minimum, any mode of duration that operates in contradistinction to capitalist time might well be worthy of investigation.

For women, however, perhaps, it is the relationship of fairies to the feminine that comprises the most direct line into the realm of immanent feminist spirituality as political force. Armitt (2000) notes the ways in which fairies might be seen to express the force of the feminine as erotic charge as well as social and physical reproduction. She remarks on how the folds in fairies wings have been read in an analogous relation to the labia. The rise in fairy lore may well be an indirect expression of the subjugated force of female sexuality in historical periods and cultures where women’s ways of knowing are feared, particularly knowledge about sexuality and reproduction.

Later, I will explore the central contestation between modes of value rooted in patriarchy through, what Silvia Federici (2004) refers to as, primitive accumulation through the unwaged/unacknowledged force of female social reproduction. The long and obscured history of appropriation and control of feminine force and wisdom has often been centered on the female body. The figure of fairy wings as simultaneously sexed and unsexed (angels as well) might be read as just the kind of hyper-metaphorical articulation of the Celtic female as subaltern. The limitations imposed on the feminine articulation of sexual energy under historical and cultural forms of patriarchy produces women’s bodies as subaltern within the colonial force of masculinity’s gaze. The threat of the power of female sexuality, in the cycle of reproduction and as the force of erotic charge, has been viewed in masculinist social formations as a threat that must be contained and marginalized. In this regard, Kristeva (1982) tells us that,


Fear of the archaic mother turns out to be fear of her generative power. It is this power, a dreaded one, that patrilineal affiliation has the burden of subduing. It is thus not surprising to see pollution rituals proliferating in societies where patrilineal power is poorly secured, as if the latter sought, by means of purification, a support against excessive matrilineality.

(p. 77)



Indeed, Armitt (2000) points out how contemporary fairy stories, such as Elizabeth Baines’ The Birth Machine offers an incisive critique of how women’s ways of knowing operate in contradistinction to the appropriation by masculinist society of the birthing process. She argues such accounts offer a feminist critique of attempts by phallocentric political processes to control women’s bodies. Armitt contends that in this struggle for control of women’s bodies, fairies offer a rejection of the modernist imperatives of patriarchal ways of knowing rooted in the dominant figure of the father. Instead, fairies open the possibility of a return to the primacy of what Bracha Ettinger (2006) calls the matrixial borderspace.

For Ettinger (2006), the psychoanalytic centering of the phallus as the engine of subjectivity mistakes the primacy of the father socially as a genetic actuality. In fact, Ettingers proposes, it is the womb that we all share in common, not the phallus. Our primary affiliation is formed in the border relation of the mother and child in utero. It is this maternally derived set of matrices that is central to our subjectivity with the anxieties of phallic relations coming as a secondary overlay of social subjection. Fairies, as an entre to older sets of relations, that precede the dominance of patriarchy in colonial and capitalist modern formations, re-engage the force of the feminine as a particular kind of borderland rooted in the relations of sexual reproduction and the womb. These relations and their revolutionary force and brutal subjugation in different historical periods in different cultural articulations will be the subject of chapters to come.

I would argue that the notion of fairies as sheer alterity (Armitt, 2000; Gaffin, 2012) operates at a number of different registers.
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