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Looking for the effects of trauma through the lens of mental health issues is no new approach, especially in the study of refugee communities in Europe and the United States. Anthropologist Celia Rothenberg’s academic focus has been the trauma of occupation among Palestinian villagers in the West Bank. Her approach, however, is novel. She uses experiences of spirit possession to uncover social dynamics that remain largely hidden in everyday discourse. 

Her monograph Spirits of Palestine is the product of participant observation in Artas, a Palestinian village where she collected jinn possession stories that were frequently told and retold, without ever having witnessed an instance of spirit possession herself. She leaves aside theological issues, but chooses a smaller number of jinn stories and interprets them in detail, exploring the themes that arise in the stories and putting them into their larger social context. After covering basic local knowledge and beliefs about jinn (ch. 2), there is an emphasis on stories told by women and their implicit messages in the areas of moral norms and the effects of the Israeli occupation of the West Bank (ch. 3-4). One chapter incorporates less public possession stories by Artasian men in the context of the occupation (ch. 5). 

Rothernberg’s approach is hermeneutic in that she interprets the stories as text. For example, when analysing the story of Nura, an unmarried woman well past marriage age in Artasian expectations, Rothenberg explores a wide range of contextual aspects: generally accepted marriage practices; the role of a girl’s marriageable age and reputation; cultural notions of cleanliness; the politics of occupation, the first intifada, and their impact on education, economy and the people’s psychology; changes in Palestinian society including work opportunities for women; appropriate roles and skills for women in village life. She concludes that in local explanations, the problem of Nura’s singleness is due to a jinn, while broader factors are not taken into consideration by villagers (p. 57). Her interest, then, is not in the question whether the jinn stories are ‘true’. Her methodological assumption is the Thomas theorem, namely that if villagers define situations as real, then they are real in their consequences. As a result, she aims to explore the stories’ meanings for the lives of Palestinian village people. To her, jinn narratives are “a subjugated discourse” in relation to “the more powerful discourses that are typically publicly upheld and defended as ‘natural’ or ‘right’” (p. 8). Jinn possession stories are an area of life in which implicit social developments are made explicit. The “symbolic significance of the jinn” gives insight into villagers’ social circumstances (p. 2).

Apart from simply bringing to light the social circumstances that villagers find themselves in, she sees jinn stories as a means of implicit critique of social norms and political events. To give an example, in Samira’s story, the author sees a critique of the work that married women are expected to do. Due to their busyness, women cannot focus on God which makes them more vulnerable to attacks by jinn. In another case study Zahia, a possessed women says a few words in Hebrew, which is interpreted by her surroundings as a clear sign that she must be possessed, as Artasi women don’t know the Hebrew language. The author notes that in this social context men are more positive towards learning the Hebrew language of their perceived oppressors than women. While men exhibit their Hebrew skills with pride of being able to financially benefit from their occupiers, Rothenberg argues that “Artasi women understand their lack of knowledge of Hebrew as resistance” to the foreign force (p. 92). While these differences are “rarely stated directly”, they “become more explicit in stories of the jinn”. The fact that a jinn speaks Hebrew, then, is an indirect critique of men’s positive attitude towards learning the language. Rothenberg concludes that Zahia’s case study is an example of “an implicit discourse on power in which women comment on the dictates and paradoxes of both village life and the Israeli military through the idiom of possession by a Jewish jinn” (p. 93). The different forces of power at play are made explicit in the fact that a village woman’s body is taken over by an external agent, the jinn.

In her treatment of the literature, Rothenberg is critical of some of the previous approaches to the study of spirit possession. She argues strongly against the notion that possession is a misinterpretation on the side of the villagers of some kind of mental illness. In contrast, she agrees with Crapanzano that possession is “an idiom for articulating a certain range of experience” which is different to the “internalised […] psychological idiom of the Western world” but instead allows for the expression of possession’s “external and public significance” (Crapanzano 1977: 10). She also opposes Lewis’ interpretation of possession as deprivation theory, namely “thinly disguised protest movements directed against the dominant sex” (Lewis 1975) because (1) it ignores the fact that possession does not always lead to change in women’s lives, (2) “the jinn do not always work in women’s favor”, and (3) the theory sees women as manipulative liars (p. 129). Rothenberg agrees with Boddy that deprivation theory ignores the complexities of jinn possession as well as the “‘fact’ of the spirits themselves [which are] a locally meaningful belief” (p. 130).

Throughout the book, however, she does not explore the breadth that Crapanzano’s definition calls for. Whilst she does mention reasons for possession which are not connected to some social problem, all her case studies are focused on social problems, making it relatively easy to read her interpretation of possession stories as idioms of distress in which undamaged persons consciously or unconsciously act out of their own interests. Her tendency to read jinn stories as acts of subtle resistance further plays into this criticism. Kalpana Ram’s critique of Lewis’ work equally applies to Rothenberg’s approach: women and men are strategically employing the act of possession towards their own ends. While in Lewis’ case this activity is not only interested by also conscious, Rothenberg nevertheless displays possession narratives as a means of subtle resistance towards social injustices: the stories are “one more ‘stratagem’ employed by the marginalised” (Ram 2013:82). The focus of analysis is instrumental which is typical for a focus on resistance. By avoiding to address ontological questions about the ‘reality’ of jinn, Rothenberg ends up treating statements that are intended as literal as if they were metaphorical.

[bookmark: _GoBack]In the final chapter 6, the author concludes that “the schism between what is and what should be is often keenly felt and expressed through stories of the jinn” which create a space for what is taken for granted to be “critiqued, probed, revealed, and challenged” (p. 123, 125; italics in the original). This reading of the place of jinn in Artasian social structure allows her to offer two contributions to the study of spirit possession in the context of moral norms. Firstly, belief in jinn makes the divide between public and private space “largely meaningless” (p. 126), as villagers believe themselves to be observed by spirits at all times and never in a truly private space. This raises the question whether the public-private distinction is only relevant in cultures that presume all reality to be material and the boundaries of individual persons to be clearly demarcated. Secondly, spirit possession allows for the externalising of responsibility to a foreign agent who carries the blame for the transgression. As a result, the moral code of the social group is left intact while mistakes are “minimized and covered up” and the individual person left undamaged (p. 63). These two insights in the working of Palestinian social structure may have wider implications and deserve further study.
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