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1. Researcher's name and contact details:
Katharina Schubert
Turnerstr. 31
69126 Heidelberg
Germany
Phone/fax: + 49-(0)6221-339166
e-mail: katharina.schubert@gmx.de

2. List of publications and unpublished sources:
Unpublished sources:
M.A. thesis: “Besessenheitskulte im afrikanischen Islam. Vergleichende Untersuchungen
zur Religion der Swahili und der Hausa”, University of Bayreuth, 2003
Major dissertation: “The Swahili Spirit Complex. A Descriptive and Analytical Study
with Special Reference to the kibuki Spirits”, University of Edinburgh, 2001

3. Dates and precise locations of field and archival research:
1999 - August/September in Zanzibar Town
no archival research
reading of secondary literature: 2000/2001, 2002/2003

4. Name of country and region to which the following data relate:
United Republic of Tanzania and Republic of Kenya
The Swahili area stretches along the entire Pacific Ocean coast from northern Kenya to
southern Tanzania, but does not extend inland. The old traditional cities are all built on
small islands just off the mainland.
The cities of Zanzibar Town and Mombasa are the most frequently studied locations in
the context of spirit possession as these two cities were also the major centres before and
during the colonial era.

5. Population(s) with which your research is primarily concerned, including an
outline of the range of ethnic affiliations, language distributions, approximate
population size(s) and density(ies), and rates of literacy:
Swahili, Swahili language

Ethnic affiliations: Bantu people in East Africa
Trade partners: Arabs, Persians, Indians, English, Germans, diverse “Hinterland”
ethnicities (Nyamwezi, Nyakyusa, Maasai, Mijikenda, Somali, Oromo; these are partly
Muslims, partly traditional religionists)
The Mombasa Swahili have a close reciprocal relationship to their Mijikenda neighbours.

Population size and density: 5 million total in Tanzania, Kenya and surrounding countries
(SIL ethnologue). The Swahili traditionally live in cities, towns and villages along the
coast, so there are densily populated centres and thinly populated areas in between (or
more often areas populated by other ethnic groups, e.g. Mijikenda, Zaramo and others).

Literacy: Tanzania 85% (SIL Ethnologue) (this is literacy in Swahili); Kenya: 45%
(literacy in English); additionally many Swahili read and write Swahili in Arabic script,



this is often taught in rural Koran schools and during urban higher Islamic education.

6. Nature and extent of state and/or church involvement across the region in the
running of local affairs (including education, public health, law and order, roads
and infrastructure, agriculture, housing, benefits, etc.):
Tanzania is a former socialist state: state is involved in almost everything: state-run
schools, hospitals, police,  infrastructure,  telecommunication (phones, radio, TV). Many
and frequently visited Qur'an schools and a few madrasas and institutions of Muslim
higher education exist.
The judiciary is statal, but family law is handled in traditional Muslim courts (in the
Swahili areas). Agriculture and housing are partly statal and partly private (privatisation
of former state run estates und Ujamaa-villages).

Kenya was always had a capitalist economy. None the less, most schools, infrastructure,
health institutions, etc. are statal, though the private sector is larger than in Tanzania. The
judiciary is statal, with family law being handled in Muslim courts (in the Swahili areas).
Many and frequently visited Qur'an schools and a few madrasas and institutions of
Muslim higher education exist. Agriculture and housing is organized on a
private/traditional basis.

7. General features of non-state political organization (including details of all types
of local groups, for instance based on residence, kinship/ descent, cult membership,
shifting alliance, etc. and the ways in which these are managed):
Neighbourhood groups are based on kinship and residence; they are managed by the
eldest and most respected men. This respect is usually accorded on the basis of kinship.
These groups are typical particularly in Mombasa and Lamu.

Womens associations are organised within neighbourhoods.

Islamic Sufi groups are led by a sheikh, the most respected and learned Muslim scholar,
who is a charismatic leader. Sufi groups are divided into male and female subgroups. A
female sheikha leads the womens' group.

The spirit possession cult groups include both sexes. They are centred around a male or
female leader. They are sometimes specialized according to spirit type, but this is not
always the case. Kinship or other affiliations play no role in these groups.

8. Nature and extent of involvement in cash economy:
The involvement of the Swahili in cash economy is high. It has long been so because of
their long-distance trade with the Arabs and Persians.

9. Nature and extent of subsistence-oriented activities:
The Swahili live traditionally in towns and cities, where subsistance economy plays no
major role, though many towns people have small fields in the countryside. The Swahili
in the villages do have a subsistence oriented economy, but also sell a large part of the
harvest to the city dwellers. Fishing is very important source of food, while the main
crops are maize, rice and vegetables/fruit. The most important plant among all Swahili is
the coconut palm which is commonly an indicator of wealth.

10. Patterns of ownership and distribution of material resources (inlcuding details of
any arrangements for pooling, inheritance, exchange, barter, etc.):
Patterns of ownership and distribution of material resources are typical of patriarchal
Muslim societies. Swahili society is also a strong class society, with the eldest and
noblest town lineages forming the highest rung and the ex-slave and immigrant



population the lowest. Swahili with Arab and Persian descent are distinct, too.
The Swahili are traditionally long-distance traders. So financial organisation is typical of
that of other Arab or African traders.

11. Brief account of documented history/ archaeology (including major events/
processes such as invasion, colonization, resettlement, rebellion, demographic
change due to technological changes, disease, homicide, etc.):
The begin of the settlement of the East African coast by Swahili is dated to the 8th and
9th centuries  A.D.. This is also seen as the date of the emergence of the Swahili
themselves. The Swahili have Bantu and Oromo origins, the now mythically shrouded
country of their origin is called Shungwaya and lies in southern Somalia.
The Swahili coast was always (since ancient times) involved in long-distance trade to the
Arabian peninsula. So when Islam appeared there, it spread immediately with the traders
to the Swahili coast. The emergence and migration of the Swahili together with the
acceptance of Islam form the formative period of the Swahili up to the tenth century.
Islam initially was the elite religion of the traders. It only became popular in the 18th and
19th centuries.
The Swahili founded spread southwards and founded many town settlements. The 14th to
16th century mark the great time of  Kilwa, a city in southern Tanzania.
The Swahili traded with Arabs and Persians, sometimes also directly with Indians and
Chinese merchants. The main trade goods were ivory and slaves in return for cloths,
china, spices etc.
Over time the slave tribes and Arab trading partners were incorporated into the Swahili
society, making it a highly diversified society. The Swahili language has a large Arab
vocabulary.
In the 15th and 16th century the southern African Zimba coming from the mhinterland
and the Portuguese coming from the sea devastated many Swahili cities and interrupted
the trade on the southern coastline. Several Portuguese forts remain to this day. Trade
moved northwards and Mombasas heyday began. The 17th and 18th centuries are the
classical period of Swahili history and literature. It is also the time of the downfall of the
city of Lamu that allegedly succombed to luxury and corruption.
In the early 19th century the Omani finally conquered the coastal cities and made
Zanzibar their capital, marking the rise of this formally small town. Zanzibar became the
capital of the Sultanate of Zanzibar in 1840. In 1856, the ruler seceded from Oman. The
sultans expanded trade and bagan building spice (esp. clove) plantations which led to
bitter land reforms and an increased need for slaves. The sultans of Zanzibar traded not
only with Arab countries, but also increasingly with France, Britain and the US.
During the late 19th century the British and Germans gained control over the coast,
marking the beginning of colonial hegemony. Mainland Tanganyika was to be German,
while Zanzibar and mainland Kenya were to be British. After WWI, Britain took over
mandatory rule of Tanganyika as well.
In 1961 Tanganyika gained independence and Zanzibar and Kenya followed in late 1963.
Early 1964 a revolution took place in Zanzibar during which the sultans were overthrown
and many noble families were exiled in bloody clashes. A few months later, Zanzibar and
Tanganyika united to form the United Republic of Tanzania.

12. Details of named religious traditions (e.g. churches, local cults, shamanism, etc.)
in the region, and extent of involvement/ distribution among populations
distinguished under question '5':
The Swahili are Muslims, adherence to Islam lies by over 95%. The Swahili are mostly
Sunnis of the Shafi'i madhhab. They practice orthodox and Sufi-type Islam. But there are
also other schools. The Omanis on the Swahili coast are Ibadites, while many Indians are
Isma'ilites. These scholls of Islam coexist peacefully and share a multiple judiciary.
The spirit possession cults are not regarded by the Swahili as religion (only Islam is).  So



all spirit cultists are also Muslims. Usually, people do not join the spirit cults of their own
free will.
There are very few Swahili Christian converts, the big Christian communities along the
coast are made up of the immediate neighbours of the Swahili (e.g. Mijikenda) and
immigrants/labour migrants, the ex-slaves on the contrary are Muslim and Swahili. The
neighbouring populations of the Swahili are partly Muslims, though only since about one
or two centuries, partly Christians and partly traditional religionistes.

13. Scale of religious traditions (approximate numbers of members in the locality/
region for each tradition listed, also given as a proportion of total population):
The Sunni Shafi'i school of the traditional Swahili holds the clear majority along the
coast line (i.e. in total numbers we're talking of several million persons).
The Shi'ite-Isma'ilite Indian traders and the Kharijite-Ibadite former Omani ruling
dynasty form a minority of probably less than ten percent of the Muslim population along
the coast.

Spirit possession and spirit related illnesses are recognized by almost the total population,
but only around 1-10% (according to the region, village of city etc.) take part in cult
activities. Each group comprises 20 adepts on average and there might be one or two
groups in a village and many groups in a city depending on its size.

(Islamic rituals etc. will not be described in detail and not referred to from now on,
because it is not directly relevant to the activities of the cult groups, but it is important to
understand that the cult members are Muslim and the society aheres to Muslim values
and ideals.)

14. Patterns of religious affiliation (e.g. based on kinship, residence, occupation, etc.)
People join the spirit cults according to the vagaries of illness. There is no pattern of
affiliation based on kinship, residence or occupation. Although spirit illnesses often do
tend to run in families, there is definitely no clear line of inheritance.

15. For each named religious organizaton, list all varieties of rituals locally
performed and by whom in relation to those cases for which have reasonably
detailed information (where appropriate, indicate what the rest of the range - on
which you lack detailed information - is roughly like):
The rituals performed by spirit possession cult groups are:
1) Divination/divinatory possession trance induced in the patient to discover the afflicting
spirit: it is performed by the patient under the guidance of the healer/cult group leader.
2) Initiation of the patient as an adept into the cult group: a) for “pagan” spirits (i.e. if a
so-called “pagan” spirit is afflicting the spirit), b) for “Muslim” spirits (i.e. if a so-called
“Muslim” spirit is afflicting the patient). The initiation is also a healing ritual during
which the patient is cured of his or her illness. This ritual is performed by the entire cult
group including the patient/initiate, the cult group leader/healer and the adepts with an
audience of curious people looking on.
3) Yearly celebrations: the timing adn performance of this ritual varies very much from
locality to locality along the Swahili coast. It may coincide with celebrations before or
after Ramadan, the birthday of the Prophet or traditional new year festivities. This ritual,
too, is performed by the entire cult group.

Islamic ritual comprises the daily prayers, the Friday sermon in the mosque, fasting
during the month of Ramadan, the Sufi trance rituals, the celebration of the Prophet's
birthday, pilgrimage to Mecca and the local accompanying 'id al-adha celebration etc.
The entire population takes part in these rituals (only the Friday sermon is mostly
restricted to men).



16. For each ritual listed, on which you have detailed information, describe the
procedures typically performed indicating any elements likely to raise levels of
physiological arousal (e.g. sensory/ emotional stimulation):
1) Divination: the form of the divination depends very much on the locality along the
Swahili coast. Its aim is to discover a spirit is causing the illness symptoms in a patient at
all and if yes which one it is. This is important for determing the procedures of the cure.
Divination can be done by any healer, not only spirit healers. The first divination is
usually ramli, the interpretation of sticks thrown by the diviner. If it is a spirit, a second
divination may follow before the initiation proper is performed. This involves the patient
falling into trance when s/he is possessed by the spirit, encorporating it and acting as a
medium for it. The spirit should then reveal its name and its identity as “pagan” or
“Muslim”.

2) Initiation: In the belief of the Swahili spirits exist as separate invisible entities with
names, families, different religions, ethnic identities and other human characteristics.
They can cause illness in humans when angered with or without reason. The cure is to
pacify the particular spirit harming the particular patient which can be achieved through
the initiation into a spirit possession cult group. For the initiation the entire cult group
assembles (usually at the healers house), all members having undergone treatment and
initiation for a spirit illness at some point themselves. Initiations involve the trance of
most cult group members as well as that of the patient so it is a very highly strung and
emotional ritual. An audience is almost always present and contributes to the excitement.
The cult members are dressed according to their spirits wishes, usually in some
combination of red, white and black and they often have dishevelled hair. Drums,
tamburines or other musical instruments are played with a pronounced and constant
rhythm. The cult members sing songs lead by the cult group leader inviting the spirits to
come and take possession of their mediums. Incense is inhaled and the cult members
dance rhythmically until they fall into trance and the spirits appear through them. The
beginning of the trance is marked by piercing screams or low groans of the mediums as
well as wild and uncoordinated movement. As soon as the spirit appears the mediums
become quiet while the spirit begins speaking and acting through them. During this time
the patient/initiate is covered in a cloth and undergos emotional turmoil due to all the
strange and frightening noises and going-ons. The aim of the initiation is to persuade the
spirit to mount into the patients head and to agree then to stop harming him/her. This
means the patient has to fall into trance and then let the spirit talk through him/her. This
usually occurs during the third or seventh day of the initiation (the cult members
assemble and fall into trance with little variation each day). The spirit gives his/her name
and family and promises to leave the patient alone on the condition that s/he receives a
generous offering and is called to mount his/her medium at regular intervals, e.g. when
the patient is a regular cult group member performing at the initiations of new patients.
The healer often falls into trance him/herself to coax the offending spirit to talk. Then the
offering is made, according to the stipulations of the spirit, all spirits/mediums take part
in the festive meal and then the spirits depart. The patient is considered to be healed and
is brought home to be re-integrated into the household.

The differences between initiations for “pagan” and “Muslim” spirits are not structural
but symbolical.
a) the intiation for “pagan” spirits usually lasts seven days. The spirits wear red and black
and carry traditional arms. They demand traditional foods as offering and usually act in
ways considered impure by Muslim standards, e.g. may drink alcoholic beverages or
even the blood of the animal slaughtered as offering. Drums accompany the songs of the
cult group. This type of initiation is called ngoma ya pepo (“drum/dance of the spirits”,
ngoma is the usual word for any type of traditional ritual or secular dance accompanied



by drums).
b) The initiation for “Muslim” spirits usually lasts only three days. The spirits wear white
caftans, like Muslim men wear for the Friday prayer and carry swords, if possible. They
demand Arab sweetmeats as offerings. They like citing verses from the Qur'an and
singing pious songs. Only tambourines may accompany the songs for Muslim spirits
because all other instruments are forbidden for Muslim rituals (e.g. congragational prayer
or Sufi meetings). This “Muslim” initiation is normally called dhikri after the Sufi ritual
of remembrance of God that is the model for it, but apart from some outward appearances
it has little in common with it.

3) yearly ceremonies: Some groups have a particular day in the year on which they
perform a spirit dance without an intitiation. It is sometimes held before or after the
fasting month of Ramadan, sometimes it is linked to the traditional New Year's festival of
the Swahili. Its duration can vary, though the songs, the trance and the excitement due to
the spirits manifestation is essentially the same.

17. In relation to each ritual listed, indicate whether informants' accounts of these
would be based primarily on recollection of specific performances or on scripts for
typical procedures:
I would not know, not having done specific fieldwork myself. Judging from the literature,
one's own initiation would probably be remembered as a singular event, whereas the
rituals performed for other initiates would tend to blend together to a script after several
performances as a regular cult member.

18. For each ritual listed, indicate typical frequencies of exposure per relevant
category of individual (e.g. child, initiated male, post-menopausal woman, etc.) as
(a) participant (indicating nature of role, e.g. initiator, candidate, master of
ceremonies, assistant, etc.) and (b) observing non-participant:
The healer/cult group leader participates in all rituals.
The patient/initiate is a participant during divination and initiation rituals.
The initiated members/cult adepts take part in the initiations and yearly celebrations.
Both men and women of all ages (though not children) can be initiated, but generally
women predominate clearly in the cult groups. Some cult group members  have special
functions for the preparation or during the performance of the ritual, e.g. the acquisition
and preparation of the offering or the control of the finances; these functions can be
hierarchically ranked (this is especially the case in the cities in contrast to the villages). In
addition, a few members will not call their spirit to mount them, but stay awake to take
care nothing happens to those in trance, that they don't hurt themselves or others and
awake them from their trance if they get out of control. These assistants can vary among
the members.
The closest personal assistant/s to the healer will also be present at divinations to do any
necessary odd jobs. This person is usually a trainee healer.
Observing non-participants can watch the iniations and the yearly celebrations. They split
into two groups: those who come near to the actual ritual and may at times fall into trance
themselves, although they are not initiated members (they are woken up again
immediately by the assistants); and those who skirt the edges of the ritual ground when it
is out in the open (and not inside the healers house) - they are afraid of the spirits and run
away terrified when the spirits come running at them.

19. For each ritual listed, indicate whether your characterization of 'typical'
procedures is based on informants' descriptions or direct personal observations, or
both. Indicate likely degree of variance of ritual procedures (a) among informants'
descriptions and/or (b) in performances observed directly:
The descriptions given in the previous answers are based both on informants' descriptions



(as described in the ethnographical literature) and to a small degree on my own
observation. The descriptions specifically refer to rituals in Mombasa, Zanzibar Town
and a southern coastal village. Generally, the variance of the procedures can be very
great, depending on the region of the Swahili coast, whether it is a city or a village,
whether the healer specializes on a particular spirit type or not. The procedures have
changed a bit also over time, even in the 150 years or so this cult has been known to
European observers. Differences can lie in the duration of the rituals, they can be as short
as one afternoon only. The paraphernalia will vary as will the songs to some degree. The
cult groups can have ranked assistants, but does not always do so, the female-male ration
may vary from 50-50 to women only, the healers/leaders can specialize on spirits or even
a particular type of spirit, but they can also be general Muslim healers. The predominant
type of spirit also varies. The distinction between “Muslim” and “pagan” spirits is upheld
everywhere, but the sub-types which are conceptualised according to surrounding ethnic
groups or important local (often historical) socio-political features depend on the locality,
e.g. the “Comorian” spirits are only found in Zanzibar where there is large immigrant
community of Comorians, whereas the “Galla” spirits are only found to the north of the
Swahili territory near the Somali border and the “tambourine” spirits again are found
mainly in Zanzibar reflecting the dominance of Arab-Omani culture in the former capital
of the territory.

a)  I have no direct information on the differences in the accounts of various types of
informant.

b) The rituals of any one particular cult group will vary according to the needs and
possibilities of those present. But I have no very detailled information on this point, as I
have done no research myself.

20. For each ritual listed, distinguish between (a) any procedures common to
different rituals but not to any non-ritual activities; (b) any procedures common to
both ritual and non-ritual activities); (c) any procedures unique to the ritual in
question:
a) The offering of food to the spirits can be likened to the Muslim offering of food during
great celebrations, but the Muslim halal-rules of slaughtering do not apply in the case of
offerings to spirit.
The (part-)seclusion of the patients in the healer's house is common to traditional
initiations (e.g. of girls in puberty).
The chanting, playing of tambourines and ecstatic trance is common to Sufi rituals of
remembrance (dhikr).

b) The playing of drums is typical for most traditional rituals as well as for secular
dances.
Also the use of sents has a symbolical meaning during rituals, while it is a very common
practice to perfume clothes, rooms, persons etc. on a day-to-day basis.

c)The mediumistic trance, i.e. the communication with “visible”, embodied spirits is the
most specific ritual activity within the spirit possession complex.
Ritual healing performed through trance is also unique.

21. For each ritual listed, indicate whether any particular experience(s) of
involvement is / are remembered in the long run (e.g. in the course of a lifetime) as a
distinctive episode (or set of episodes).
I have no information on this point.

22. For each ritual listed, recount in general terms the content of any exegetical



commentaries that exist (if none exist, please indicate):
Divination is a way of finding the cause of an illness, i.e. if it is nature, witchcraft, or a
spirit. If it is a spirit, the spirit type has to be identified at the same time to be able to
perform the correct the healing/initiation ritual. During divination the patient may fall
into trance and is then considered to be possessed by the afflicting spirit. The words she
or he utters then, especially the name of the spirit, are considered to be the words of the
spirit, as the human medium has no will of her or his own at that moment. The spirit
“climbs to the head” of the medium, when it wants to speak. The healer tries to encourage
this with the help of his/her own spirit/s, either by falling into trance him/herself and
becoming a medium, too, or by telling the spirits what to do. The spirit is asked to refrain
from harming the patient and is offered the initation ceremony including food offerings
as a recompence.

The iniations are seen primarily as healing rituals during which the spirit that is causing
harm to the patient/initiate is enticed to show itself and to agree to stop inflicting the
patient. This is achieved by playing the spirit's favourite songs to call it and by giving
generous offerings according to its wishes. Again all actions and words uttered by
mediums and the patient during trance are interpreted as those of the spirits sitting “in the
heads” of the human beings. Spirits like to “sit” on their “chairs”( their human mediums)
because they like being in the human world. That is also why they afflict humans in the
first place: then they able to gain a new “chair” after the initiation. Spirits and humans
take up a personal and lifelong relationship after an initiation. The person has to make
small offerings regularly and has to offer his/her body at other intiations to be inhabited
by his/her spirit, whereas the spirit refrains from harming the person further and
sometimes even helps him/her gain social or economic benefits.
The differences in the iniations are based on the two main spirit types, “Muslim” and
“pagan” spirits. They were both created by Allah and will have to stand before him on
Judgement Day, just like human beings, as it is mentioned in the Qur'an (sura 72, “The
jinns”). If the religion of the spirits is disregarded by the humans during rituals, they will
be angered further and do more harm to the patient.
If a spirit fails to rise to the head of a patient or refuses to say its name, it is deemed
thoroughly evil and has to be cast out completely, i.e. exorcised. The patient then has no
lasting relationship to that spirit. If that fails, the illness of the patient is considered
incurable or it is then attributed to different source entirely and cures against witchcraft or
the evil eye will be tried out. Hospital treatment usually precedes any traditional healing
of spirits or witchcraft, traditional herbal remedies again will often precede the hospital.

The yearly celebrations are held for various reasons, again depending on the locality.
Wherever the traditional New Year's festival exists (which are very few places), the spirit
dance is held then. The spirits are rampant and have to be contained in any possible way,
the best of which is possession trance. In other places, the Muslim month of Ramadan is
celebrated. During the month of fasting the spirits themselves disappear to hold their own
fast and no initiations may be held during that time. But before or after that month the
spirits are often very highly strung and so a dance is held to honour them at that time. The
same holds for the celebrations of the Prophet's birthday. The spirits want to honour him,
too, and so a possession ritual is held for them, allowing them symbolically to take part in
the human festivities (spirits are not allowed to enter normal Muslim celebrations by the
orthodox leaders).

23. For each exegetical commentary, indicate likely origin(s) (e.g. spontaneous
exegetical reflection (SER) triggered by interview; SER triggered prior to interview,
indicating likely triggers where possible;  authoritative verbal source (e.g. priest,
shaman, etc.); non-authoritative verbal source (e.g. non-specialist exegete with no
special access to other-worldly knowledge); textual source (specify); other origins?;



combinations of origins? etc.):
All exegetical commentaries stem from mostly from authoritative verbal sources,
including both the normal mediums and the healer. The exegetical commentaries are
more or less fixed in the spirit songs, though detail may vary greatly from location to
location. Non-specialists have very vague ideas about the working of the spirit world.
Specific information on the classification and the preferences of the spirit sub-types
present in the particular locality is often SER triggered by interview. There are no textual
sources other than the songs.

24. Indicate how widely and uniformly distributed and how stable over time each of
the exegetical commentaries listed are likely to be:
These very general exegetical commentaries listed above are spread over more or less the
entire Swahili territory and have also been stable over time. The variations in form and
content over time and space, as already mentioned, lie in the description of the sub-types
and the differences in ritual procedure and paraphernalia needed for the specific sub-
types. One element of ritual procedure which used to be wide-spread and was even
included in the rituals for “Muslim” spirits, was the necessity for the patient or all
mediums to drink some of the blood of the animal slaughtered as offering. This ritual
element has either vanished completely or is substituted for symbolical actions of
drinking. Only in some villages does the drinking of blood survive.

25. Detail any standard forums for the transmission of ritual exegesis (e.g. sermons,
secret meetings, etc.):
Talks with the healer, neighbours and family members at one's own initiation form the
first important source for information. The initiated cult adepts will gather further
information on the ritual exegeses during the irregular rituals held at the healer's house
for other initiations.  In these instances, I suppose, further information will be gained by
listening to and learning the spirit songs. Knowlegde of the spirits, their stories and their
wants is mainly “embodied” knowledge that is acquired by performing the rituals, acting
as a medium to the spirits and experiencing the embodied spirits in other cult adepts.

26. Indicate the approximate frequency with which each individual is typically
exposed to each exegetical commentary:
They are exposed to each exegetical commentary irregularly. It depends entirely on the
healer's pracitice and numbers of patients. Some healers perform short initations with
only a few trance sessions, but then he or she  will usually perform several initiations per
month with the regular adepts in attendance. The cult group members of healers who
perform long initiations are exposed to more trance and singing sessions per initiation,
but generally to fewer initiations per year.
The unitiated population has access at least to parts of the initiations and make an
inquisitive audience.
Everybody is continually exposed to neighbourly chit-chat on spirit-illnesses and healers,
a very important venue for the dissemination of exegetical commentaries. This fits in
with the highly informal nature of all exegetical commentaries on spirit illnesses and
possession.

27. For each named religious tradition, describe the general nature of any traditions
of doctrine and/or narrative that exist (indicating, as appropriate, any distinct
'genres' of narrative):
Spirit narratives, i.e. the names, backgrounds and preferences of the individual spirits and
spirit types, are (more or less) fixed in the spirit songs. The most common form of
“narrative” is the bodily enactment of the spirits and their histories during possession.
Stories about the spirits usually centre around dramatic and unexpected meetings with
spirits unconnected to spirit possession or around the spirit illnesses of one's self or other



people.

I do not know how the initiated talk about their relationship to the spirits. General jobs
performed for the spirits, e.g. offerings, name giving etc., seem to be mentioned like any
other duty to God or humans.

28. Indicate the sources to which these doctrines/ narratives owe their authority
(noting, as appropriate, how this may differ also by genre):
The songs are taught by the healers and the elder initiated members to the young ones.
The texts themsleves have no known author.
The informal narratives are told by healers, the initiated members and general population.
They need little authority to be spread.
29. Indicate how widely and uniformly distributed and how stable over time each
tradition of doctrinal/ narrative transmission is likely to be (noting, as appropriate,
how this may differ also by genre):
Few of the songs or narratives are stable (in detail) over place or time. They can be so,
but are also open to variations by the local healer and the population who experience their
daily interference in their lives. Just as the spirits themselves come and go and shift from
place to place, so do their songs and narratives. Their existance, their power over humans
and their basic types are never altered.

30. Detail any standard forums for the transmission of doctrine/ narrative (e.g.
sermons, secret meetings, etc.):
see question #25.

31. Indicate the approximate frequency with which each individual is typically
exposed to various forms of doctrine/ narrative:
see question #26

32. Describe the structuring principles of doctrinal discourse:
There is no doctrinal discourse in the strict sense. Knowlegde of the spirits is mainly
embodied and enacted knowledge. The spirits are experienced rather than put in the form
of doctrines. Knowledge is passed on through initiation and through the presence at other
ritual performances.

33. Identify any ritual procedures that are written down (indicate sources and who
refers to them and how frequently):
No written sources are used by the spirit possession cult groups, nor are published texts
refered to.
There are of course some songs that have been recorded, transcribed, translated and
published by a few researchers, e.g. Giles (1989), Nisula (1999), Khamis (o. J.)
(unpublished), Topan (unpublished PhD, London), Racine (1998). These authors, as well
as Larsen (1998a) and Purpura (1997), include detailed ethnographic descriptions of the
ritual procedures in their publications.

34. Identify any ritual procedures that are recorded digitally or on tape (indicate
sources and who refers to them and how frequently):
None (with the exception perhaps of private recordings in the possession of the
researchers to which I have no access).

35. Identify any visual representations, songs, chants, or stories that include
descriptions or references to the ritual procedures:
The spirit songs may include vague references to the ritual procedings (e.g. possession,
illness, offerings), but no explicit descriptions exist.



36. Indicate any other external mnemonics that are used in stimulating recall for
ritual procedures prior to performances:
None.

37. In relation to each religious tradition listed, indicate the scale on which the
tradition as a whole is envisaged by members (e.g. local, regional, national,
international, etc.):
Spirit possession is always considered primarily as local because so much reference is
made to local culture. But the spirits themselves are considered to live and act throughout
the world, among people of all cultures and religions, but they are often ignored by these
or go unrecognised.

38. Indicate how each tradition listed is conceptualized as a whole by members (e.g.
as a group of known persons, as a conglomeration of general categories of persons
such as a group of 'nations', or as a single general category such as 'black brothers'
or 'God's elect', etc.)?
The spirit cult groups conceptualize themselves as a group of known persons. The only
group identity is that of a common history of spirit illness and the present-day tie to a
possessing spirit.

39. Where appropriate, identify discriminable tiers of religious organization in each
tradition (e.g. local, regional, national, international etc.) and indicate how widely
such tiers are recognized and invoked as markers of collective identity:
The groups are organised entirely on a local level. Some healers may have a better
reputation within a larger community (city, several villages) than others and the healers
meet sometimes as professional colleagues, but there is no organisational tier above a
single healer and his patients/cult group members.

40. In relation to each tradition, give details (where these exist) of the identity and
biography of a founding figure (historical or mythical), indicating how widely
known this information is:
There is no founding figure.

41. Describe the nature and relative intensity of cohesion among members of each
religious tradition (and, where appropriate, within each tier of the organization):
The cult groups are based within a neighbourhood, so most members have more or less
close neighbourly relationships among each other. During rituals cohesion is strong, due
to the excitement; but the spirits act out their spirit “friendships” and group identity
independently of the relations of their mediums. There seems to be hardly any group
identity beyond the rituals. Initiated members also do not have to take part in all rituals
and they may drop out entirely (if the spirit does not reinflict her or him with an illness).
In cities or in front of strangers, membership in cult groups is often kept hidden and
sometimes denied outright, often because it is thought backward or sometimes because it
is considered to be totally uninteresting for strangers.
Nisula does not talk of “cult groups” in Zanzibar at all, mainly because of the lack of
internal cohesion and doctrinal rigidity. He sees spirit possession entirely as an
“everyday” culturally based form of healing various illnesses.

42. For each religious tradition, provide a general description of the broad structure
of religious roles:
Hierarchy is fairly weak. It is centred around the male or female healer. Personal
assistants learn “on the job”. “Administrative” assistants (see below) are quite popular
following Sufi or socialist party models.



43. For each religious tradition, list and describe all specialist roles found locally (i.e
in the field location):
Healer: any healer specialised on spirit illnesses and their cure by possession is also the
leader of a cult group. He or she can also be a diviner, but does not necessarily have to be
so. If it is a male healer, he will most likely prefer to handle only “Muslim” spirits and
emphasize his Islamic specialist healing knowledge. Women healers will be less likely to
possess specialised Islamic knowledge, but they can offer the Islamic prayers for the
“Muslim” spirits none the less with the help of more learned assistants among the adepts.
The healers diagnose and treat spirit illnesses by prescribing herbal remedies as well as
performing the initiation-cum-healing ritual. The healers lead the ritual performance,
dictate the pace of the proceedings and bring it to a close. They know the spirit songs and
usually lead the singing, they communicate with the afflicting spirit and negotiate with it
about the offering in recompence for the healing. They also return the healed patients and
newly initiated adepts to their families after the termination of the ritual. They are also
conspicuous members of society, who are respected sometimes and sometimes avoided.
because of their close association with the spirits, esp. the “pagan” ones.

Assistants: The assistants vary considerably from location to location. Within some city
cult groups, e.g. in Mombasa, the hierarchy tends to be stricter and more formalized than
in other places. A healer always seems to have one or several personal assistants who live
in his or her household and are probably learning to be healers themselves. They assist
the healer during all rituals with any kind of minor job that needs doing either directly or
indirectly linked to the ritual. They also assist the healer in the preparation of the herbal
remedies. Then there are also other helpers at the rituals, including most essentially the
musicians. The musicians usually are, but do not have to be, initiated members of the cult
group. The other helpers are always initiated adepts; they are mainly responsible for the
welfare of those adepts who are possessd during the rituals and for the preparation of
refreshments and most importantly the offering at the end of the rituals. In some places,
like Mombasa, these helpers may have special, administrative functions allotted to them,
such as secretary, financial secretary, etc.

All other initiated members only serve as mediums for their spirits during the possession
rituals. They enable the spirits to manifest themselves in the human world and by this
they also help the patient/initiate to open himself/herself more easily to his/her own spirit.

All ranking is relatively informal and there are no sanctions attached to any of the roles.

44. Indicate what sorts of authority attach to these specialist roles:
The healer holds the highest and most general authority over the performance of the
rituals and the intercourse with the spirits (see also question #43). The healer is also the
administrative head of his or her cult group.
The other members hold authority according to their seniority of initiation and (where
applicable) rank. The members with administrative roles only have authority for their
specific assignments.

45. If there is formal or informal ranking of specialist roles, describe how this works
and indicate any grading of powers and jurisdictions:
Ranking, which is informal, follows the seniority of initiation. As the groups are so very
small, authority is hardly an issue, it is just a question of priorities and doing menial
tasks. There is no grading of powers or jurisdictions.

46. Identify any mechanisms for the monitoring and policing of doctrinal and ritual
orthodoxies (including any santions for non-conformity):



There are no sanctions and no monitoring of ritual orthodoxies. Only the ineffectiveness
of an initiation, due to a healer being unable to call or deal with the spirits, could be
considered as a way of ensuring ritual standards and proving the healers soundness.

47. Summarize what is generally believed about the direction and rate of spread of
each religious tradition historically, indicating the nature of any evidence to support
this:
The spirits are believed to come from all over the world, but nobody believes that the cult
does or should spread. It is typical for the Swahili and that is all there is to be said about
it. In some places, people have a feeling the spirits are moving away, while in others they
feel the spirits are on the increase.
Historically, no beginning can be made out. The foreign spirits referred to generally
correlate with population movements, e.g. migration, slavery, long-distance trade. The
Swahili spirit possession cult has expanded inland, along the same routes the Swahili
travelled for slave raids, parallel to the expansion of Islam, though not directly
interconnected with it. Details of the spirit lore are lost in these cases and the
Swahili/Arab types dominate. The spirits, their illnesses and the ritual cure through
possession trance are all considered entirely foreign by the new “victims”. Often Swahili
healers have to be consulted to cope with the new illnesses. The Swahili see possession
cults of other ethnic groups as a result of the limitless acitivity of the spirits, but not as
cultural or organisational extensions of their own spirit cult.

48. Indicate whether patterns of spread can be linked to proselytism on the part of
known individuals, to local migration, to contiguity of groups, or to other factors:
The spread of spirit possession and possession trance is caused by the contiguity of the
ethnic groups, local migration (due to trade and slave raids) and the expansion of Islam
and Swahili culture inland following pre-colonial and especially colonial politics. The
spirits are definitely not spread by proselytism, this woul not fit into the local concept of
them at all.

49. Indicate whether the process of spread leads to radical mutation of the tradition
from one place to the next, or if there is substantial continuity of practice and belief:
Spirit lore is reduced, the spirit types are usually not distinguished in the same fashion as
among the Swahili proper. The connection of illness, possession and cure is kept, as well
as the cultural connotations referring to necessary incorporation of foreign influences. As
the Swahili had to incorporate “Arabness” (among other things), the neighbouring groups
now have to incorporate (modern) “Swahiliness”.

50. Are exegeses/ doctrines/ narratives more susceptible to mutation in the course of
spread than are ritual procedures, or is it the other way around (or is neither the
case - if so, please elaborate):
Ritual structure and the basic narrative of the nature of the spirits is kept, whereas details
of spirit types and names, clothing, offerings, songs, music, narratives etc. depend on the
surrounding local culture and how these people see and depict the invading foreign
influences represented by the spirits.
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