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The following article is a suggested entry to the Encyclopedia of Religion. The Encyclopedia does not currently include an article specifically dedicated to ‘jinn’.







JINN

Jinn are non-human beings that are part of the cosmology of orthodox and folk Islam. In academia, jinn are mostly categorised as ‘demons’. The root of the word jinn is ‘j-n-n’ or ‘janna,’ which is Arabic for ‘to conceal’ (Ameen 2005). Invisibility and imperceptibility to human senses is central to the concept of jinn. In Islam, jinn are creatures who share many characteristics with human persons but have some stark differences in regards to their ability to appear in different forms and their physical strength as well as other powers. The origin of jinn is likely in pre-Islamic Arabia where jinn were associated with guardian spirits and desert beings hostile to humans. The Qur’an states that jinn were worshipped in pre-Islamic society.

This article provides an overview over different types of jinn before surveying the teachings regarding jinn in the Islamic Scriptures. In the last part, elaborations of beliefs in jinn in popular religion will be covered.


TYPOLOGY
Ibn Ibraheem Ameen (2005:32f) lists the different types of jinn as they appear in the Qur’an. According to him, an ‘aamir is a jinn who lives in houses with humans, an arwaah is a jinn who interacts with children, a shaytaan is an evil jinn, a maarid is worse even than a shaytaan, while an ifreet is the worst kind of jinn and possesses special powers. The ifreet’s powers extend to the ability to fly and extra-ordinary physical size and strength. Iblis is the name of the devil who is the leader of both shaytaan and evil jinn. While evil jinn are often referred to as shaytaan, they are better considered overlapping but separate categories.

In the Arabic world, ghul (linguistically connected to ‘destruction, death’) are believed to be shape-shifting jinn in desert places who lead travellers astray. The same can be said of si’lat except for the fact that when both ghul and si’lat are mentioned together, the latter commonly appear as female equivalents to the former. They are also said to reside in rubbish dumps and bathhouses. Ghul are not mentioned in the Qur’an, and their existence is specifically denied in one of the hadiths. Traditional African spirits, such as wadaado, mingis, saar, and borane, which appear in some of the ethnographic literature on Africa, are nowadays considered to be jinn. The concept jinn has become a generic term for spirits.

A type of jinn that has received little attention in academic literature, despite its mention in the Qu’ran and several hadiths, is the qareen. The word translates into ‘follower, companion’. A qareen is a human person’s spiritual twin. A qareen may help or harm its human host. It has been associated with the ability of prophets and soothsayers.


JINN IN THE ISLAMIC SCRIPTURES
In the Qur’an, jinn occupy a prominent place. Before humans were created from “dried clay”, jinn were made of “smokeless fire” or “the fire of scorching wind” (Quran 15:26-7, 55:14-15). Iblis, who is called a jinn, disobeyed God when he refused to bow down to Adam (18:50). The same verse also talks about Iblis’ “offspring”, indicating that jinn reproduce. God’s purpose for jinn is for them to worship their creator (51:56). They are accountable to God who will be judged according to their works. Jinn have received prophets who declared the message of Islam to them. The majority of jinn, however, rejected the prophets. On judgement day, hell will be “filled” with both “jinn and men” (11:119). Until then, “a great many humans” will be “seduced” by jinn into immoral ways (6:128-131). Hulusi (2006:68) concludes that for jinn, “deceiving the humans, dominating and taking them under their rule are all considered to be a success”. The Qur’an warns humans to seek shelter from the harmful whispers of jinn (114:1-6). Qareen are assigned to a human in order to turn him away from God’s revelations (43:36) but refuse to take responsibility for their actions (50:27). 

There are, however, believers among the jinn. The Qur’an recounts a group of jinn who overhear Qur’anic recitations, accepts its truth, and repents from their unbelieving ways (ch.72, entitled “The Jinn”). The jinn describe themselves as, “Some of us are righteous and others less so: we follow different paths,” indicating that there are a variety of religious affiliations among the jinn. In another chapter, a group of jinn turns to Islam and subsequently returns home as bearers of the message (46:29-31). Regarding their special abilities, the Qur’an states that jinn can take on various visible forms, possess extra-ordinary strength, are able to travel at very fast speeds, and have craftsman skills. Ifreet jinn built Solomon’s palace (34:12-13) and impressed the Queen of Sheba by bringing her throne to Solomon “in the twinkling of an eye” (27:38-40).

The hadiths further add to the Islamic understanding of jinn. One hadith tells of the prophet Mohamed reciting the Qur’an to a group of jinn and sharing in their meal (Bukhari 5:58:200). Other hadiths show that jinn reside in toilets (Bukhari 1:144), can gain knowledge of the future which they then share with human foretellers (Bukhari 2:23:422, 7:657), and attempt to keep humans from performing their duties of praying at the appointed times (Bukhari 1:452, 1:583, 4:492). Finally, a mention of the qareen in one hadith indicates that everyone has “an attache [qareen] from amongst the jinn”, but that the prophet Mohamed received good instructions from his qareen (Muslim 39:6757). 


JINN IN POPULAR RELIGION
Many aspects of belief in jinn cannot be attributed to primary religious sources, but stem from folk beliefs which are held by some and rejected by other Muslims. In the everyday lives of many Muslims, jinn receive more attention than any other spiritual being. In popular religion, jinn are similar to humans and live similar, though longer, lives. Jinn have a physical body which can be injured through impact. Al-Ashqar (2005) notes that “they eat, talk, sleep, urinate, defecate, have sex, form marriages, have children, build societies, engage in politics, wage war, love, hate, and die”. The world of jinn is a mirror to the human world. The worlds intersect through infrequent romantic relationships between jinn and humans.

Jinn are the dirty opposite of humans, embodying impurity and hence danger. Jinn are said to appear with goat’s hooves and a black tail, and prefer to live in dirty places such as bathrooms, graveyards, slaughterhouses, ruins, rivers, and dry river beds. The jinn’s special powers can be utilised to transport news, spy on people, and identify a sickness, but their presence is also connected to bloodshed and war. Certain dangerous places, such as mountains or roads with a high frequency of car accidents, may be considered residential areas of jinn. While possession by jinn is a minor theme in the Islamic Scriptures, popular religion accredits many sufferings to possession and offers a vast array of preventative as well as treatment methods. Possession is connected to accidentally hurting or killing an invisible jinn, negligence in performing religious duties, the use of dark magic, unreciprocated love, or the killing of an animal that is a permanent carrier of jinn such as the native East African maska cagalay lizard. Possession is heavily gendered and primarily associated with women (cf Giles 2005:431). Finally, a common belief is that jinn are active at night and sleep during the day, making jinn society a kind of evil mirror image to human society.
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