TRDL7107 Assignment 3		Aaron Moratz, Student ID 1703964
Literature Review


Literature Review on Spirit Possession in the Horn of Africa


The academic field of spirit possession is vast. Smith (2001) estimated that no less then 400 books and articles had been written on the subject, a number which has continued to rise. The field also reaches across several disciplines; it stands “at the chaotic intersection of anthropology, psychology, religion, sociology, history, medicine, and performance theory (Smith 2001: 203f). I will therefore have to limit myself in this literature review. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]My research is concerned with the spirit world and spirit possession in Somaliland, East Africa. I am primarily interested in the phenomenon of ‘love possession’ which I observed in my time in Somaliland since 2013, and which is also mentioned in the anthropological literature on Somaliland. The religious focus of this literature review is on the Muslim context and the spirit creatures called jinn who possess humans for a variety of reasons. The geographical focus is on the Somali people of the Horn of Africa. Finally, my theoretical focus is on phenomenological and hermeneutic approaches to spirit possession in the field of anthropology of religion, on which I aim to centre this review while comparing it to other approaches. Connected to this theoretical focus, I’m primarily interested in what could be called a focus on the ontology of spirits - whether they are ‘real’ or not - and how they can be thought of in the context of interpersonal experiences of possession, such as love or certain emotions.

Researching spirit possession in general, but even more so in a Somali context, must include a dialogue with I.M. Lewis, the “founding father of Somali Studies” (Hoehne and Luling 2010:1, cf Smith 2001: 204). In his central work, Ecstatic Religion (1989) Lewis argues that there are two kinds of possession cults: “central” cults are male-dominated and sustain the social order, while “peripheral” cults are female dominated and a means to challenge patriarchy. In an earlier article (1966), he deals directly with the Somali situation. He observes that Somali religious life “is concerned with the cult of Allah” which is “almost exclusively dominated by men” with women being “mere passive agents”. As a result, a peripheral possession practice developed. The primary context in which possession occurs is by frustrated love and passion, which involves emotions that are not usually openly expressed by Somalis. Possession is described as “entering” a person by their rejected lover. Taking into consideration women’s harsh living conditions, Lewis argues that spirits are “[entering] the ‘sex-war’” (1966: 315) as a means by which “women and other depressed categories exert mystical pressures upon their superiors in circumstances of deprivation and frustration when few other sanctions are available to them” (1966: 318).

There are two more works which I consider foundational to the field. Janice Boddy’s work on zar possession practices in Sudan critiques and develops Lewis’ approach. In Wombs and Alien Spirits (1989), she is also interested in gender roles and possession as resistance, but adds the element of embodiment, in that women embody a society’s moral norms which is why they are attacked by evil spirits that want to undermine these norms. Zar ceremonies are both acts of healing for the individual and the community, and challenges to male powers. Secondly, Vincent Crapanzano’s Tuhami (1980) introduced a self-reflexive approach to the study of spirit possession. Considering the subjectivity of Tuhami, his informant who would undoubtedly be considered to be mentally disturbed by standards of Western psychology, Crapanzano reflects on the truth of Tuhami’s tales of possession and relationships with spirits while at the same time beginning to doubt his own ability to “maintain ethnographic distance” (1980: 133).

In the following section, I will review contemporary works which are more specifically relevant to the area of my research, while at the same time mapping scholarly approaches to the topic. The first distinction that needs to be made is between works that are more theoretical in nature and those with an applied emphasis. In the Somali case, applied research in the area of spirit possession is conducted in the field of mental health, primarily among refugee communities, and published in articles. Studies often note that mental health is interpreted as possession, and offer an overview of symptoms, beliefs, and healing practices connected to spirit possession, with practical applications for mental health professionals (cf Molse et al 2010; Carroll 2004; Carroll et al 2007; Johnsdotter et al 2011). Marja Tiilikainen, while also involved in some of the mental health studies, moves towards a more theoretical perspective in her articles. Tiilikainen is the only anthropologist who has conducted major field work on spirit possession in Somaliland since Lewis. Her focus is on the emergence of Qur’anic healing practices with “’purely’ Islamic methods” which challenge traditional “saar rituals” and “can be seen as part of Somali modernity” (Tiilikainen 2010: 175-6, 180).

In the area of theoretical research (as opposed to applied), four approaches can be identified and illustrated with contemporary examples. The starting point is what Boddy labelled “instrumentality” (Boddy 1994), by which I understand an interest in the relevance of possession for society, as well as a critical attitude with the intention of fostering resistance. Celia Rothenberg’s monograph, Spirits of Palestine (2004) is an example for such an approach. The author searches stories about jinn possession for what they say about the social and political context people find themselves in. She discovers connections to moral norms, migration practices, and the Israeli occupation, as well as subtle critique of the patriarchy and the foreign oppressor. While her analysis is more detailed and more hermeneutic than Lewis’ deprivation theory - she does not only ask what possession offers a person but also what it says about society in general - the fact that all her case studies treat social problems make her work sound instrumentalist.
 
A second approach comes out of Boddy’s work and it taken further in Kalpana Ram’s Fertile Disorder (2013). Here, the focus is on the embodied aspects of possession. The instrumentalists’ assumptions of an intentional, largely conscious, and rational actor are questioned. Ram challenges the view that possessed women are either mentally ill or strategically employing the act of possession towards their own ends. Instead, she argues that the subject cannot be seen as “entirely whole” and unaffected by possession or inequality (2013: 83-4). Rather, the impact of possession on the body must be taken into account and analysed.

The third approach may be called a contextualising analysis of spirit possession. Ashforth (2005) summarises what he considers the problem of other approaches: “While this literature [on witchcraft as an idiom expressing other realities] has revealed much about African social life, it suffers from the singular defect … of treating statements that Africans clearly intend as literal, or factual, as if they were meant to be metaphorical or figurative” (2005: 114). Bettina Schmidt, in Spirits and Trance in Brazil (2016) suggests to treat possession as a deictic concept which needs careful contextualising. 

Such an approach does not necessarily limit its relevance to a particular situation; rather, a variety of explanations for possession may “contribute to furthering our understanding of the experience” (Schmidt 2016: ch.5). Her further emphasis on practice as opposed to belief opens the door for a phenomenological exploration of possession as a “phenomena unadulterated by preconceptions” (Heron 1992: 164). The move is from particularism to universalism, to “the things themselves” (Crotty 1998: 78ff), which is characteristic of the final approach. 

I give two examples which raise the question of the ontology of spirit possession, but not in the sense of categorising different kinds of possession. Rather, the interest is in the reinterpretation of the phenomena in a particular context. Morton Axel Pedersen’s, Not Quite Shamans (2011) offers an “ontology of transition” in Mongolia by which the uncertainty of the historical collapse of the socialist state was paralleled in the spirit world. He concludes that “the restless spirits simply were uncertainty as such; they were materializations, actualizations, instantiations, and condensations of the all-pervasive state of cosmological turmoil” (2011: 39). In other words, transition itself is a spiritual phenomenon. Ram’s work on possession in India offers an ontology of emotions. She argues that “tragic loss is not only an ordeal of the interior emotions; it also produces new creatures in the world” (Ram 2013: 86). She suggests that a “society that understands emotions as “ghosts” rather than as “psychology” comes closer […] to understanding the phenomenology of emotions” (2013: 105). It is along the lines of these studies’ phenomenological approach that the phenomenon of love possession in Somali culture can be freshly investigated.

Finally, after outlining the above approaches, a group of studies need to be mentioned which come from scholars from majority Islamic countries on the nature of jinn, possession and Qur’anic healing. The works by Al-Ashqar (1998), Hulusi (2006), Ibn Ibraheem Ameen (2005) and Rahman (2014) are some of the few works that have been translated into English. They all fall into the category of Islamic theological studies. There is no study done by Somali scholars. However, popular material such as films and stories (cf ‘The Marriage that happened between a Jinn and a Human’; ‘The Jinn Play’] are circulated widely via news websites and social media, indicating that the topic is relevant in popular culture.
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