Dybbuk/Dibbuk – Proposed Entry for the Encyclopaedia of Occultism and Parapsychology 

Introduction/Summary
In the Jewish Diaspora, a “dybbuk/dibbuk” (plural “dybbukim”) is the soul of the deceased which attaches itself to a living person. Dybbukim are a manifestation of the global phenomena of spirit possession found in most cultures and religions. Etymologies of dybbuk link the phenomena to both traditional Judaism and, particularly, to European Jewish folklore from the 17th century. As with other forms of spirit possession, explanations of dybbukim based on psychology and the social sciences have been advanced. The word entered the Western cultural lexicon after it became the title of a widely translated and produced Yiddish play called “The Dybbuk” in the 1920s, adapted in to a highly acclaimed film in 1937. Although there have been few accounts of actual dybbuk possession in the modern period, dybbukim still possess the contemporary popular imagination, and there have been quite a number of recent academic studies.

Phenomenon of Spirit Possession
The Encyclopaedia of Occultism and Parapsychology (2001) defines possession as “an altered state of consciousness in which the conscious personality of the individual is replaced with that of another personality, commonly thought of a possessing spirit entity”. In the Abrahamic monotheistic religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam, possession is generally regarded as a negative phenomenon and is closely linked to the ritual of exorcism: the religious practice of evicting demons or other spiritual entities, such as a dybbuk, from the host person. Spirit possession is closely allied to beliefs about the afterlife, and the consequences of sins or evil deeds in a context of religious cosmology. Nevertheless, the phenomenon has been increasingly cast as a social construct, with women and marginal groups most often the subject of possession, reflecting their status in traditional societies. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Etymologies and Meanings
According to Gershom Scholem in the Encyclopaedia Judaica (2007) the word dybbuk was first referenced in the 17th century and derived from the spoken language of German and Polish Jews. The term refers to the possession of a living person’s body by the soul of a deceased. The act of spirit attachment to the body - “dibbuk me-ru’ah ra’ah” (“a cleavage – or adherence - of an evil spirit”) or “dibbuk min ha-hizonim” (dibbuk from the outside”) - became the name of the spirit itself. Whilst “dybbuk” does not appear in Talmudic or Kabbalistic literature, the verb “davok” (“cleave”) is found widely in the Kabbalah where it refers to the attachment of a generic evil spirit to a living body. 

Jewish Religious Traditions
The Encyclopaedia of Religion (2005) states that: “Whilst cases of spirit possession are found in Jewish sources dating back to antiquity, the scattered references in ancient rabbinic literature are followed by a millennium of silence”. However, articles collected by Goldish (2003) indicate that many scholars believe the practice of exorcism exhibited considerable historical continuity. What is agreed is that by the 16th century, spirit possession underwent a significant resurgence and evolution in Jewish thought, especially associated with the Safedian Kabbalist Rabbi Isaac Luria (1534-1572). His work provides the first accounts of possession by the transmigratory souls of the dead and has been explored in depth by Jeffrey H Chafes (2005). According to Chafes: “Spirit possession, both benevolent and malevolent, emerges as perhaps the most characteristic form of religiosity in early modern Jewish society.” Moreover, he goes on to suggest that “…at least some of the women identified as spirit possessed may have been visionaries and clairvoyants venerated by segments of the community”. By contrast, later descriptions of possession – notably amongst Hasidic Jews - tend to focus less on the spirit or victim, and more on the exorcisms of famous rabbis.  

Diaspora Cultural History
A combination of beliefs found outside Jewish communities, particularly in the shtetls of Eastern Europe, during the 16th and 17th centuries, together with popular Jewish folklore influenced by the Kabbalah gave rise to the dybbukin phenomena; which some have compared to the witch hunts of Christendom in the same period. The increasing trend to identify the soul of the dead as the source of spirit possession reflects the growing prominence the doctrine of re-incarnation in the Judaism of that period. Dybbukin become synonymous with the spirits of the deceased who are neither laid to rest, nor permitted to transmigrate, because of sins committed during their lifetimes, and therefore seek refuge in living bodies. In the social context, sins of belief – including folk-scepticism or unlearned disbelief in traditional doctrines and authority - seem to have been widely regarded as a cause of dybbuk possession. Approximately eighty accounts of dybbukim are recorded between the 17th and late 20th centuries.

Psychology and Social Sciences
With the development of psychology, anthropology and other social sciences in the 19th century, the global phenomena of spirit possession was increasingly subject to reductionist scrutiny, and the behaviours of the possessed more often ascribed to mental illness, including hysteria and schizophrenia. Scientific methods also facilitated extensive international case comparison, and the physical symptoms of dybbuk possession were found to correlate closely with those of so-called spirit intrusions found in other cultures, including epileptic collapse, unnatural strength, and xenoglossia. Repressed or deviant sexuality, for instance in the adoption of a male persona, was frequently cited as a contributory factor in spirit possession.

Modern Literature and Film
The term dybbuk was made famous by the Jewish Belarusian ethnographer and author S Anksy (Shloyme Zanvl Rappoport 1863-1920) in his play “The Dybbuk”, or Between Two Worlds”, originally written in Russian between 1913-16, and later translated by Ansky in to Yiddish. The play depicts the possession of a young woman by the malicious spirit of her dead lover following her marriage to another man, and the exorcism of the dybbuk by a rabbi. Ansky had previously led an ethnographic commission to a western region of Imperial Russia that was home to a large number of Jewish communities. He was impressed by stories he heard of a local sage, the Hasidic Rabbi Samuel of Kaminka-Miropol (1778 -1843), who was said to have been a master exorcist of dybbukim. “The Dybbuk” was not performed during Ansky’s lifetime, but became a canonical work of Hebrew and Yiddish theatre. A 1937 adaptation is generally regarded as one of the finest examples of Yiddish film.

Contemporary Popular Culture
Dybbukim have undergone a resurgence of interest in wider popular culture in the late 20th and early 20th centuries, most recently in “The Possession”, an American supernatural horror film released in 2012, whose story is based on the contemporary real life tale of a wine cabinet allegedly haunted by dybbuk.  The director also cited films such as “The Exorcist” as an inspiration and his work is also based on child possession. However, recent interest in dybbukim has not been confined to fictional accounts. The ultra-Orthodox Israeli rabbi David Batzri has conducted several dybbuk exorcisms since the late 1990s, footage of which has been posted on the Internet.

Recent Academic Scholarship
In addition to regular manifestations of dybbukim in popular culture, scholarly interest in the phenomenon has also undergone something of a contemporary renaissance. As well as the historical anthropology of Jeffrey H Chajes referred to above, the anthropologist Yoram Bilu has conducted extensive research in tracing the history and psychology of dybbuk possession, and Agnieszka Legutko has focussed on the literary representation of dybbukim. Legutko uses “the metaphor of dybbuk possession as a key to modern Jewish identity, focusing on the evolution of the.…trope in twentieth- and twenty-first century Yiddish, English, Hebrew, and Polish language Jewish literature and culture”. Finally, Rachel Elior has returned to the original sources of dybbukim: Kabbalistic metaphysics and their manifestation in the folk culture of the 17th century Jewish Diaspora.
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