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ABSTRACT

The concept of "nerves" has received considerable

attention in scholarly literature. Scholars agree that the

concept represents an idiom of distress -- i.e., a

culturally recognized and accepted means by which

individuals can communicate their pain and sUffering to

significant others. In the dissertation, I make use of

ethnographic data, including case histories of IInerves II

sufferers, to examine the extent to which this conclusion

applies to the Sicilian-Canadian IInerves" complex. My

findings are consistent with the views expressed by other

researchers.

The phenomenon, however, is much more complex: it

does not serve solely as a means of expressing distress.

Among Sicilian-Canadians the concept can be manipulated, in

both medical and non-medical situations, to generate a

number of alternative messages. My second goal in the

dissertation, then, is to examine the many meanings people

attach to the term within the context of Sicilian-Canadian

belief and action. I argue that the "nerves" idiom also

operates as an effective impression management technique.

Individuals can make use of the concept to promote or

maintain a positive image of themselves within the
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community. At a more general level of analysis, the

phenomenon allows Sicilian-Canadians to voice their dis-

cont.entmer.t with certain aspects of the immigration

experience. As part of this discussion I examine how these

alternative messages are linked to the "language of

distress".

Since other folk concepts may also serve as idioms of

distress, I have created a classificatory model that allows

me to compare and contrast "nerves" with these other

phenomena. The model contributes to our understanding

distress idioms by facilitating both intra- and cross

cultural comparison. Finally, the dissertation addresses the

implications of my findings for both the general study of

"nerves", and the provision of health-care to Sicilian

Canadian patients. The work, then, has both a theoretical

and an applied focus.
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CH.l: INTRODUCTION

The concept of stress has received considerable

scholarly attention. Yet, as 1 will demonstrate shortly,

this attention has not generated a consensus concerning the

nature of the phenomenon. The concept is plagued with

controversy. Recent stadies, however, indicate that an

understanding of the stress complex must include a

consideration of socio-cultural factors (Lumsden 1981:

Pollock 1988: Vingerhoets & Marcelissen 1988).

Anth~opOlogists have contributed to this discussion by

examining various aspects of the phenomenon. One very

current area of research is the study of nerves.

Davis and Low (1989: xi: see also Low 1985, 1988)

define "nerves" as "a popular illness category and idiom for

emotional and social distress that exhibits similar symptoms

in a variety of cultural settings". Given this definition,

the concept represents what Nichter (1981) would refer to as

an idiom of distress a culturally recognized and

acceptable means by which members of a particular group

communicate and interpret the experience of some kinds of

sUffering.

My primary aim in the dissertation is to accomplish

the following goals. First, I will examine sicilian-canadian
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conceptions of lInervesll as an idiom of distress. The

phenome~on, however, is much more complicated; it does not

serve solely as a mean~ of expressing distress. For this

reason, my second goal is to discuss the many other

meanings attached to the term within the context of

Sicilian-Canadian belief and action. Third, I will create a

classificatory model thct will allow me to compare and

contrast "nerves" with ,,)ther phenomena such as the evil eye.

Once I have achieved these goals, I will address the

implications the ~crk raises for both the general study of

"nerves", and the provision of health-care to Sicilian

Canadian patients.

I believe this type of study is necessary for the

following reasons:

(1) Although a number of studies have examined the concept

of "nerves", "a wider sample of European and New World

countries need to be studied to fill out the ethnography

of nerves" (Davis & Guarnaccia 1989: 9). The study of

1fnerves" among Italian-speaking peoples has received

very limited attention (see Chapman 1971; Cronin 1977:

Ragucci 1981). To my knowledge, this will be the first

study to examine Sicilian-Canadian conceptions of

"nerves". Therefore, my work will help fill the vacuum

and provide information that can be used at a later date

fer cross-cultural comparison purposes.
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(2) In an earlier study dealing with Sicilian-canadians, I

linked the evil eye to stress (Migliore 1981). I now

feel that it is important to follow-up that study with

an examination of another stress-related phenomenon.

(3) Among sicilian-canadians the "nerves" idiom serves a

number of purposes. People make use of the concept in a

variety of contexts, including non-medical contexts. By

examining the various ways that Sicilian-Canadians

employ the concept, we can begin to move away from a one

dimensional, medical or health-related, view of

"nerves". This, in turn, will allow me to build upon

previous work to further our knowledge of the phenome

non. I see my work as a direct response to Low's (1989:

92) suggestion that "research on nerves would benefit

from a more detailed examination of the term and its

implicit meanings". An understanding of these implicit

meanings is essential because, although the linguistic

label and the symptomatoloqy is similar, the ideas the

concept evokes may differ significantly from society to

society (Low 1985).

(4) The development of a classificatory model will

facilitate future study by providing a basis for the

systematic, intra- and cross- cultural examination of

SUffering, and the way it is communicated and explained

to others.
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I obtained the data necessary for my study through

field research among members of the Sicilian-Canadian

community in the Hamilton-Wentworth region of Southern

ontario. There are approximately 20,000 Sicilian-Canadians

residing in this region. The community consists primarily of

individuals who were either born in, or can trace their

ancestry to, the town of Racalmuto, Sicily, Italy. I

obtained additional background information during a brief

field trip to Racalmuto in 1983.

As a sicilian-Canadian who, until recently, resided

in the Hamilton area, I have many kinship and friendship

links with my informants. My investigation of "nerves",

then, involves what scholars have labeled as "auto

ethnography" (Hayano 1979, 1982) or "native anthropology"

(Jones 1~70~ Nakhleh 1979~ Sharma 1988) i.e., an anthro-

pological study of one's own people. I will address some o~

the advantages and disadvantages of conducting this type of

investigation in the following chapter.

I began to engage in anthropological fieldwork within

the community in 1977, and to investigate health-related

issues in the early 1980s. My initial research experience in

medical anthropology involved a study of the Sicilian

canadian "evil eye" complex (MA thesis). Although the

dissertation deals with a different topic, I will make use

of previous experience, including the ideas and the research

techniques that I developed in my earlier work, as a
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foundation to inform the study of t1nerves".

The bulk of the data relevant for the investigation

of "nervestl was obtained between 1982 and 1986. The specific

techniques I employed to collect this data include:

participant observation; conversations with various members

of the Sicilian-canadian community; extended, open-ended

interviews with forty key informants; and, the collection of

forty-five case histories of individuals suffering from

"nerves"-related complaints. As part of the investigation, I

interviewed both laypersons and traditional healers. In

fact, I worked as an apprentice with one particular healer,

Don Gesualdo (a pseudonym), over a period of several years.

Through these means, I was able to gain detailed,

qualitative data concerning Sicilian-Canadian conceptions of

health, illness, and "nerves".

In the process of data collection, and later in

interpreting that data, I employed a modified symbolic

interactionist perspective. Symbolic interactionism, as well

as a number of other approaches, builds on Max Weber's

(1864-1920) notion that "individual perceptions of the

social structure (not the social structure itself) determine

individual social interaction" (Teevan 1982: 8, emphasis in

original). The perspective, however, borrows heavily from

the social psychology of scholars such as George Herbert

Mead (1863-1931). Traditionally, symbolic interactionists

have focused on the role of "meaning" in the process of both




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































