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Abstract

The ritual practice of dialogue with the dead among
the Saoras, an indigenous community in Odisha,
India, provides a profound cultural framework for
understanding grief, guilt, and reconciliation with
loss. This ritual may be interpreted as a communal
form of psychotherapy from a Freudian perspective
that externalizes and symbolically resolves repressed
emotions. The Saora shamans, through trance and
spirit communication, mediate between the living and
the dead, allowing participants to articulate
unresolved conflicts, unexpressed guilt, and latent
desires toward deceased kin. This interaction
parallels Freud’s concept of the ‘talking cure’,
wherein speech and symbolic expression provide
cathartic release from unconscious tension. The
ritual’s dialogic structure enables the projection and
subsequent reintegration of the “lost object” into
consciousness, echoing Freud’s framework of
mourning and melancholia. Moreover, the collective
dimension of the ritual transforms private trauma into
shared experience, thus reconstituting individual
psychic equilibrium within a social matrix. The
expression of ambivalent feelings like love,
resentment, fear toward the dead is channelised,
thereby the ritual functions as a culturally sanctioned
mechanism for working through loss without
pathological fixation. When viewed through
Freudian theory, dialogue with the dead exemplifies
how indigenous healing systems enact processes of
transference, catharsis, and sublimation outside the
clinic. This paper argues that the Saora ritual, while
culturally specific, reveals a  universal
psychodynamic logic underlying the human
negotiation with death and memory. Furthermore,
situating this practice within psychoanalytic
discourse expands the understanding of therapy
beyond Western frameworks, emphasizing the
symbolic, affective, and social dimensions of healing.
The analysis thus bridges ethnographic observation
with Freudian theory to illustrate how ritual speech
can serve as both cultural performance and
psychological restoration.

In many societies, both traditional and
modern, death is not viewed as a complete separation
between the living and the dead. While the individual
ceases to exist biologically, their social identity
continues to hold significance within the community.
Death rituals, therefore, serve to sustain the
connection between the deceased and the living,
reflecting a conscious effort to remember rather than
forget. This is apparent particularly in traditional or
so-called primitive societies, where these rituals are
elaborate and deeply institutionalized, underscoring
the enduring cultural belief that the dead remain
integral to the social fabric. This reveals a paradox in
cultural understanding: although life ends, the social
presence of the dead persists (Mohanty 1).

Verrier  Elwin  provided  extensive
ethnographic documentation of the death rituals
practiced among the Saora community. In his
detailed account, he classified the sequence of
mortuary practices into four major categories: (i) the
Funeral, (ii) the Concept of the Soul House, (iii) the
Guar, and (iv) the Karja (340-341).

The Saora practice of communing with the
dead offers a riveting and integral analytical lens to
interpret the ritual not just as a religious or cultural
performance, but rather as a sophisticated, communal
mechanism for navigating grief and mitigating the
psychological pathology, which is identified as
melancholia from a Freudian perspective, as posited
in his seminal essay “Mourning and Melancholia”
(1917). The Saora ritual can be viewed as a well-
structured communal process consciously curated to
enforce healthy mourning and actively prevent
melancholia. It  externalizes the  internal
psychological drama Freud
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described. In Freud's melancholia, the lost
object is not abandoned; it is incorporated into the
ego and continues to haunt it from within. However,
in Saora cosmology, this is made literal and
manifested in the external realm, illustrating the spirit
of the deceased that has not properly departed. It
lingers, dissatisfied, and torments the living with
illness and misfortune. The complaints of the spirit
that it was not given a proper burial, is hungry, or
feels forgotten can be studied as the manifestation of
the unresolved ambivalence that the living felt
towards the deceased. These are the very reproaches
that, in Freud's model, a melancholic individual
would turn against themselves.

Furthermore, the externalization of the
melancholic conflict is evident. This is the most
crucial application. The Saora ritual takes the
internal, private, and silent suffering of melancholia
and transforms it into a public, external, and
vocalized drama. On the one hand, Freud's Model
reflects the internal, where the Superego is viewed as
harbouring anger for the lost object, which attacks the
Ego, which has identified with the lost object. This
leads to self-hatred and loathing. On the other hand,
the Saora Model highlights the external, where the
Spirit of the Dead (the externalized lost object)
attacks the living person or family (the ego). The
illness or misfortune is the symptom of this attack.

The guilt is no longer a corrosive internal
feeling (“I am a terrible person”). Instead, it becomes
an external problem to be solved (“The spirit of my
ancestor is angry with me, and I must appease it”).
This shift from an internal state to an external
problem is psychologically brilliant, as it makes the
issue manageable.

Additionally, the ritual is viewed as the
communal “Work of Mourning,” illustrating the
entire shamanic dialogue as an explicit performance
of the “work of mourning,” but on a communal level.
It makes the unconscious conscious, wherein the
Kuranmaran’s trance gives the source of the pain a
name and a voice. The community is no longer
suffering from an unknown affliction. They now
consciously know what the problem is, which
specific spirit is causing the issue, and why. This is
the first step in any therapy that entails identifying the
source of the conflict. Consequently, it includes
actively engaging the lost object, unlike the
melancholic who passively suffers; the Saora family
actively engages with the spirit through the shaman.
They negotiate, listen to their grievances, and
promise a resolution, often manifested through
offerings and sacrifices. This is the “work™: a painful
but necessary engagement with the reality of the loss
and the obligations that remain. Moreover, achieving

resolution and detachment remains the pivotal goal of
the ritual. This is achieved by satisfying the spirit,
thereby ensuring its journey to the underworld and
transforming it from a malevolent ghost into a
benevolent ancestor. This is the Saora equivalent of
Freudian “detachment.” Once the offerings are made,
the harmful bond is severed. The emotional energy of
the living is no longer pathologically tied to the
troublesome dead. The work is complete, and the
family is free from the spirit’s melancholic hold.

The Saora dialogue with the dead is a
sophisticated  socio-psychological method for
managing grief. It functions as a form of communal
therapy that predominantly helps to prevent
pathology by providing a clear, structured path for
mourning, as well as transforming internal conflict
into external drama, making abstract psychological
pain concrete and solvable, and also reaffirms social
bonds by requiring the entire family or community to
participate in the healing process.

This application subverts the individualistic
bias of Western psychoanalysis, highlighting how a
community can collectively perform the “work of
mourning” and ensure that loss leads to remembrance
and social cohesion, not to the isolating and self-
destructive abyss of melancholia. It asserts the
profound psychological wisdom embedded in this
ancient indigenous practice.

The main idea the practice is conveying is a
simple yet powerful point, which discusses the way
the Saora people of Odisha describe grief as not some
strange or “primitive” belief. It's a deep, universal
human experience that is also found in modern
Western literature and psychology. The core of this
experience is the frightening feeling that your love
for someone who has died can turn inward and start
to destroy you. The three key pieces of the argument,
as delved into by Piers Vitebsky, who uses three
examples to prove this point:

1. The Saora Belief: “Devoured by Those
Whom One Mourns”

It means clearly that for Saora, grieving isn't just
about sadness. It's a complex mix of love and fear.
They feel that the spirits of the dead, whom they love
and miss, can become dangerous and literally
“devour” or consume the living with misfortune and
illness.

2. The Western Literary Example: Jean Genet’s
Grief

The author provides a quote from the French writer
Jean Genet to demonstrate that this is not merely a
tribal belief. Genet is grieving the loss of his friend.
He becomes terrified that his powerful friendship,
with no one to receive it anymore, will become
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trapped inside him. He imagines it turning into a
“fire” that will “consume” him from within. The fear
expressed by Genet that of being “consumed” by the
“fire” of his own grief is conceptually homologous to
the Saora’s fear of being “devoured” by the dead.
This parallel suggests a shared underlying concern
regarding the total assimilation of the self by an
overwhelming external or internal force, with the two
examples functioning as variant metaphorical
articulations of the same psychological or cultural
dynamic.

3. The Western Psychological Theory: Freud's
“Mourning and Melancholia”

Furthermore, the argument proceeds that
Sigmund Freud provides the “technical” or scientific
explanation for this feeling. Freud’s famous essay
argues that there are two ways to grieve: normal
mourning, where one is sad because they have lost
someone, and pathological mourning, where one is
excessively sad or preoccupied with the loss.
Individuals accept the loss, work through the pain,
and eventually heal. The sadness is directed at the
world, which feels empty without the person,
whereas, in pathological Mourning (melancholia),
individuals are unable to let go of the memory of the
deceased one. The love and anger felt for the
deceased person get turned inward against oneself. In
this context, individuals don’t just feel sad; they feel
that they are worthless. Your grief essentially starts to
attack and “consume” your own identity. This is
viewed from a psychoanalytic perspective, the
intense, self-destructive feelings described by both
the Saora populace and Genet align with Freudian
concepts of melancholia. This diagnosis designates a
condition distinct from typical grief, wherein the
mourning process becomes pathological, manifesting
as a critical reduction in self-regard and a profound,
internalized hostility directed toward the ego.

This distinction is crystallized in a crucial
statement regarding the status of normal grief: “It is
well worth notice that, although mourning involves
grave departures from the normal attitude to life, it
never occurs to us to regard it as a pathological
condition and refer to it medical treatment” (Freud
243). This statement is pivotal because it legitimizes
the temporary, inhibitory state of mourning, provided
that the psychic process ultimately leads to
resolution. The efficacy of the Saora dialogue,
therefore, hinges on whether it acts as a cultural
mechanism that ensures this non-pathological
resolution.

The most defining quote for separating the two states
rests on the locus of the psychic suffering. In

mourning, the inhibition and loss of interest are fully
accounted for by the painful realization that the world
has been diminished by the object's absence.
Conversely, in melancholia, the suffering is
inexplicable to the observer because the pathology
has been internalized. This critical distinction is
articulated as: “In mourning it is the world which has
become poor and empty; in melancholia it is the ego
itself” (Freud 246).

All the above points aim to illustrate a single
prominent point. The Saora belief that the dead can
“devour” you is a powerful metaphor for a real
psychological danger in grieving. This same danger
is described in Western literature (Genet's
“consuming fire”) and is explained technically by
Western  psychology  (Freud's  “pathological
mourning,” where grief turns into self-attack). The
author uses these examples to show that the Saora s
understanding of grief is a sophisticated insight into
a universal human condition.

The author explains Sigmund Freud’s core
idea about why grieving is such a prolonged, slow,
and painful process. Freud argues that you can't just
“get over” the death of a loved one instantly. The
healing process is like a difficult and demanding job
that has to be done piece by piece, memory by
memory.

The Saora people, through the practice of
daily dialogues with the deceased, engage in a
continuous, complex negotiation of life, death, and
social relations. These interactions, mediated by a
medium in a trance state, allow the dead (sonum) to
speak through the medium’s mouth, with living
relatives acting as interlocutors. This practice is
central to Saora culture, despite their generally
positive demeanour, and serves as an “extremely
effective means for facing personal unhappiness by
bringing it into the open” (Vitebsky 25-26).

The context and function of the dialogues
are highlighted, wherein the occasions for these
dialogues are invariably linked to sacrificial rites,
occurring during funeral stages, illness diagnoses
(tedung kurans), subsequent cures (pirpir), and
seasonal harvests. While the formal objective is
divination, seeking knowledge about the cause of a
death or illness, the interactions extend far beyond a
retrospective quest. They actively mould the present
and the future by continuing familial conversations,
jokes, and disputes across the boundary of life and
death.

A core element of Saora belief is that all illness and
death are caused by the deceased (sonum). In their
attacks, the sonum seek to transfer aspects of their
own suffering or death experience to the living
victim. This is achieved by “eating the soul”
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(puradan jum-), a process of absorption intended to
cause a death analogous to that of the attacker. The
dialogues, therefore, are staged as a direct response
to these existential threats, offering a means to
discuss their operation and, through sacrifice, to
forestall their “consummation”; the complete
dissolution of the living person's soul.

Case Examples:

1. The Child’s Lament

The provided dialogue between a recently deceased
little girl and her grandmother exemplifies this
dynamic. The girl, speaking through the medium,
demands her lost possessions (nose-rings, necklaces)
and petulantly recalls harsh treatment from her
mother, who is present but too consumed by grief to
speak. Crucially, the deceased girl explicitly links her
death to an inherited, perpetuated illness (“My
mother came from Kond country, she gave it to me in
her womb... That illness was perpetuated on to me”).
The grandmother's appeals are centered on
preventing the child from perpetuating it onto your
mother and little sisters, a direct reference to the
sonum’s mechanism of transferring illness and death
by “eating the soul.” The exchange thus illustrates the
intense emotional labour involved in these rituals,
where the living must placate the demanding dead to
ensure the safety and health of the community
(Vitebsky 23-24).

To further substantiate the argument that the Saora
dialogues function as a cultural form of
psychotherapy against the threat of ego dissolution
and the “devouring” nature of the dead, the following
collected data, but a typical case, aligns with the
structure of the provided example:

1. Dialogue with a Male Ancestor (Data
collected from a local informant: Srinivas
Gamango, Location: Paralakhemundi, Gajapati
District, Odisha)

Context: A young boy is suffering from a prolonged
fever and wasting illness. The family has called a
medium (tedung kuran) to divine the cause. The
deceased's brother, an elder known for his thrift,
speaks through the medium.

Ancestor: [With a harsh cough] Where is that good
blanket [ was promised? You burned the ragged one!
Father: [Pleading] Elder, we bought a new blanket
just as the medium instructed, a fine one! We laid it
with your things.

Ancestor: [Angrily] Lies! I see only mist and tattered
cloth. Your son, that sickly one, is wearing my
strength. You keep the good things for the living and
leave us nothing.

Father: We have offered three goats! Three! And a
pig! How can you say we leave you nothing? Please,
Elder, release the boy.

Ancestor: [Sulkily] The goats were small. I want the
finest male buffalo from the western pasture. I am
cold in the Underworld, and that small one [the boy]
looks so warm, so full of vitality. I miss the sun. I take
his heat; it is only fair.

Grandmother: [Sighing] Oh, my son, don't you see
your own wife weeping? You are bringing ruin to the
house! You died hungry; now you make the living
starve with your demands!

Ancestor: 1 will cease when the buffalo is
slaughtered. If not, I will take the child’s soul
(puradan) fully. He will soon be digging here with
me, and he will understand what true cold is. I will
make him mine.

Father: We promise the buffalo, Elder. We will
sacrifice it tomorrow. Just give us a sign that you have
left the boy's soul whole.

Ancestor: [Calmly] Very well. See that you do. I feel
warmer already... [Departs]

1. Dialogue with a Deceased Sister (Data
collected from a local informant: Srinivas
Gamango, Location: Paralakhemundi, Gajapati
District, Odisha)

Context: The elder, surviving sister, is about to be
married. Shortly before the wedding ceremony, she
falls gravely ill with digestive issues and lethargy.
The family initiates a dialogue to diagnose the cause.
The deceased younger sister, who died unmarried a
year prior, speaks through the medium.

Deceased Sister: [Whining] Why are you preparing
such a feast? It’s too loud. All that dancing for her?
Father: [Firmly] Your sister is getting married, my
child. We must hold a feast. Did you not want
happiness for your sister when you were alive?
Deceased Sister: [Bitterly] She has a husband; I have
only this cold earth. She wears the new silk sari; I am
wrapped in dirty, rough cloth. She will bear children;
I was consumed by the loneliness.

Father: We gave you the finest burial goods! We
sacrificed a gonda (large pig)! Don’t you remember?
You are well-attended below.
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Deceased Sister: The gonda was small. The feast
you are preparing for her is what I truly want. All
those rich foods. I hunger for her joy. I will take her
appetite and her strength until she has nothing left for
the wedding.

Elder Sister: [Weakly, through tears] Sister, please, |
didn't mean to hurt you. I miss you every day. Just let
me have this day.

Deceased Sister: If you have no appetite, you have
no husband. Please have the cook set aside the largest
portion of rice beer and the fattest piece of buffalo
meat for me. Place it on my grave before the
ceremony. Only then will I release the churning in her
stomach.

Father: It is done! We swear by the Earth-Sonum, we
will double the portion. Let the ailment cease now.
Deceased Sister: [A sigh of contentment] Ah, that's
better. Now I can participate. But don't forget the
beer. [Departs]

These case examples demonstrate that the Saora
dialogues operate as a sophisticated, culturally-
embedded form of psychotherapy by externalizing,
confronting, and ritualistically managing existential
distress and the anxiety of loss.

The psychotherapeutic mechanisms described
function to manage and resolve complex grief and
anxiety within a community. The externalization of
grief and anxiety involves projecting the destructive,
assimilating feelings associated with loss (akin to
Freudian melancholia) onto the dead (sonum). The
sonum becomes the source of harm (illness, soul-
eating) rather than the living individual's internalized,
overwhelming grief; for example, the little girl
externalizes her childhood suffering and bitterness
onto her mother in the first case, and the father can
actively argue against the “cold, demanding”
ancestor in the second, rather than being paralyzed by
the guilt or fear of loss. The establishment of clear
boundaries occurs as the dialogues and subsequent
sacrifices create a transactional boundary between
the living and the dead, making the demands of the
sonum explicit (e.g., nose-rings, buffalo, a cure) and
negotiable, which prevents the loss from becoming a
formless, existential void; the grandmother’s
repeated injunction, “don't you perpetuate it,” is an
active effort to establish a barrier against the sonum’s
attempt to transfer suffering, while the promised
buffalo is the price of the boundary in the second
case, allowing the living to regain agency.
Furthermore, the controlled confrontation and
catharsis is achieved as the ritual provides a socially
sanctioned space for the living to express feelings
otherwise  forbidden (anger, frustration, or
demandingness) by directing them at the dead,
allowing for a collective catharsis that prevents

individual isolation in grief; the living can
vehemently argue with the dead, as the Father does
by saying, “How can you say we leave you nothing?,”
and the little girl’s petulance and accusations of
neglect are heard, validated, and ritually addressed,
discharging intense emotion. Finally, the restoration
of agency and control mechanism, which lacks an
explicit case example in the provided text, functions
by defining the problem (illness/death) as a targeted
attack by a sonum that requires a specific, actionable
response (sacrifice), thereby giving the living
community a script for intervention and restoring the
family's sense of control over a seemingly random,
overwhelming calamity.

This third example demonstrates the therapeutic role
of the dialogues in managing social jealousy and
assimilation that can persist after a family death. The
mechanism begins by externalizing envy and
resentment, where the living sister’s pre-wedding
anxiety, guilt over her good fortune, or subconscious
fear of a dead sibling's envy are projected. The
deceased sister becomes the vehicle for this socially
unacceptable emotion  (jealousy), which is
transformed into the life-threatening act of “taking
her appetite and her strength” (a classic sonum act of
“soul-eating”). This is coupled with addressing
unfulfilled life goals, as the deceased vocalizes her
unfulfilled life trajectory (“I was consumed by the
loneliness,” “She will bear children”), and this open
acknowledgment validates her suffering, fulfilling a
crucial aspect of the mourning process often left
unsaid by the living. Thereby, ritualizing
compensation  occurs when the  “illness”
(sickness/weakness) is directly tied to a specific
demand (the largest portion of the wedding feast).
The sacrifice (the food/beer) serves as a ritualized
form of compensation for the dead sister's suffering
and lack of a wedding. By satisfying her hunger (her
need for vitality and inclusion), the living sister’s
“stomach churning” is released. This transaction halts
the assimilating force of the sonum (who wants to
“take her appetite and her strength”) by assigning a
specific, definable share to the dead, thus marking the
boundary between the two states of being.
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