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Abstract: Trance possession in African rituals is of a complex nature, inexplicable by a 
single perspective or discipline.  Because of its nature, studying trance rituals requires a 
comprehensive interdisciplinary approach.  Different approaches are compared and 
reviewed, and it is evident that multiple disciplines are required to compensate for each 
other.   



Rhythm-induced trance is one of the many documented modes of altered states of 

consciousness (Vaitl, D. et al. 2005).  It has been subject to much scrutiny in Western 

disciplines, and often coincides with spirit possession in sacred African dance rituals.  

Spirit possession, where one experiences spirits controlling his/her mind and body, is a 

common feature in cultures worldwide (Duijl, M.V., et al. 2010, Neher, A. 1962).  It is 

comparable to dissociative symptoms categorized in the DSM-IV, where an individual 

experiences a major disruption in consciousness and identity.  Though it is well known 

that trance possession occurs frequently in ceremonies, a comprehensive explanation of 

the phenomenon doesn’t exist.  Instead, there are isolated perspectives in the fields of 

psychology, ethnomusicology, neurology, psychobiology, anthropology, and social 

psychiatry.  Because of the complex and esoteric nature of study in trance states, a single 

perspective is not enough.  An interdisciplinary approach of such a subject is both 

necessary and beneficial to an overall understanding of the phenomenon. 

 The context of trance possession varies between different ceremonies and 

cultures.  Steven M. Friedson (1996) describes in detail his experience in Malawi with the 

Tumbuka people, a Bantu speaking group known for their expertise in healing. Their 

healing rituals are characterized by all-night sessions with continuous drumming and 

singing.    A learned healer is commissioned to facilitate these sessions, and oversees 

spirit possessions occurring in the group.  Friedson describes the ritual as follows: 

This kind of spirit-possession trance [in which the conscious will is taken over by the spirit] 
usually occurs during the treatment phase, when the particular drum modes are sounded.  
Following homeopathic principles, the drum modes resonate with the particular mode of the 
vimbuza spirit, heating it past a critical threshold into the world of living.  It is during this 
musical treatment that the vimbuza take over the personality of the patient and “come out,” 
expressing themselves through the vimbuza dance.  (p. 114) 

  



 A possession ritual in Liberia superficially looks quite different.  Wittkower 

(1970) describes a ceremony he witnesses that lasts only a couple of hours.  It is much 

more based in Christianity, where congregates dress in all white, chant psalms after 

possession, and claim to be in contact with God.  The rhythm on the drum is monotonous, 

and doesn’t use specific modes as in the Tumbuka ceremony.  What this ceremony does 

have in common with the former is the trance state itself.  People convulse, dissociate 

from themselves, and feel a loss of conscious control.  While an anthropological 

perspective may account for the contextual differences, it does not explain the 

neurological mechanisms behind the trances.  On the other hand, while neurology may 

explain the trance states in terms of anatomical processes, it does not tell the cultural 

significance of these events.   

 In order to advocate for an interdisciplinary approach in the study of trance states, 

different disciplinary approaches will be presented and compared.  Shortcomings in each 

field will be pointed out, in addition to the information brought forth by these fields.  

After these perspectives are presented and compared, it will become evident that no 

single approach is sufficient, and that the subject requires these disciplines working 

together to understand such a phenomenon.  Trance states will be used in the context of 

African drumming rituals both for the sake of keeping discussion concise and to keep the 

subject music-based.   

 One of the earlier investigations into trance-inducing drum ceremonies was 

carried out by Andrew Neher (1962), who interestingly enough, also advocates an 

interdisciplinary model between anthropology and biology.  He states, very generally, 

that trance states are the result of drumming’s effects on the central nervous system.  The 



point is made that multiple frequencies of drums activates multiple neural pathways and 

compares this to light stimulation.  Rhythmic light induces similar brain patterns to 

drumming, where brain waves respond to amplitude and frequency of the stimulus 

(visual/auditory driving).  Brain wave frequency is noted to be in between 8 and 13 

cycles per second, varying between individuals, but constant in the individual himself.  

Several ceremonies in Africa are noted to have rhythmic frequencies between 7 and 9 

cycle per second, possibly corresponding to brain wave frequencies.  The rhythms in 

these ceremonies often are slowly increased, eventually matching everyone’s individual 

brain frequencies.  Neher also points out that stress increases the release of adrenaline 

and decreases blood glucose, resulting in the release in adrenochrome, a substance 

chemically related to hallucinogens.  He concludes that results in laboratory studies and 

trance rituals are congruent, indicating that an impact on the nervous system is what 

drives the trance state. 

 Though Neher stresses the work of anthropology, he admits that he neglects 

cultural issues, such as: “how is the behavior pattern to this stimulus modified by the 

culture? (p. 158)”  He proposes an interesting neurobiological take on the subject matter, 

but overlooks cultural significances and attitudes on trance ceremonies.    Others 

postulate that Neher completely fails to attend to the significance of the cultural context 

surrounding the trance states (Rouget, G. 1977).  The fact that trance states can be 

induced without drums contradicts Neher’s findings, and further requires investigation 

involving a more social emphasis. 

 An indication that social contexts do play a vital role in trance possession is seen 

by comparing those who have experienced possession to people who have not (in the 



same context).  A psychiatric study in Uganda tested the hypothesis that people with 

spirit possession would report more potentially traumatizing events than their control 

group (Duijl, M. et al 2010).  This position was based on previous longitudinal studies 

and the idea that potentially traumatizing events have been linked to later dissociative 

symptoms.  Also, the study was based on anthropological observations that spirit 

possession occurs more often in underprivileged groups (O’Connel 1982).  The 

researchers found that people with spirit possession in reported dissociative symptoms, 

while the control did not recognize any symptoms.  In turn, t-tests showed that there 

those with spirit possession reported more potentially traumatizing events in their pasts 

than control groups.  52.9% of the spirit possession group reported a serious injury, while 

only 7% of the control group experienced serious injury.  Other differences, higher in the 

spirit possession group, included being close to death, torture, murder of family members, 

forced separation of family, and lack of food or water.  The results of this study point out 

interesting patterns in social context involving spirit possession, but fail to explain why 

potentially traumatizing events are linked to possession.   

 A possible explanation into the social context’s role in development of trance 

possession may take form in psychodynamic qualitative research (Wittkower, E.D. 1970).  

It is noted that possession states have much in common with hypnotic states, including 

the fact that both are short term, are induced by someone else, result in the reduction of 

the superego, and often are marked with retrograde amnesia.  The trance state, as in the 

hypnogogic state, involves reversion to the infantile stage and formation of a libidinal tie 

between the inducer and the one experiencing the state.  Object relations theory also 

comes in to play, where the reverted individual relates to people and things as objects that 



provide nourishment, satisfaction, and protection.  In relation to trance possession, the 

individual may see good spirits and shamans as good objects providing protection and 

introject them, i.e. internalize and identify with them.  Bad spirits are in turn bad objects 

and the individual will attempt to externalize them.  The overall basis for the inducement 

of the trance possession, according to the psychodynamic perspective, is that the 

individual deals with strife by entering a state of submission in order to gain security and 

rid themselves of superego pressures (guilt, anxiety).  This provides a sound explanation 

for the aforementioned Uganda study, because the subjects in the study may have 

engaged in trance possession to psychically deal with trauma.  While the psychodynamic 

perspective provides a sufficient theoretical background to explain some of the 

psychology behind trance possession, it fails to take into account that these possession 

ceremonies involve the whole body as well as the mind.  There are undoubtedly 

neurological processes behind the trance state, and the dancing involved in the rituals is 

too significant to ignore.   

 Dancing may have a significant impact on the inducement of a trance state (Duijl, 

M.V., et al. 2010).  Respiratory sinus arrythmia, or the synchronization between 

respiration and movements affecting heart rate, influences baroceptors, which is a type of 

mechanoreceptor in the cardiovascular system.  This in turn leads to the diminishment of 

cortical arousal.  Theta waves in the brain will increase, similar to brain activity of 

individuals in a trance state.  This shows that trance possession is not only a function of 

the mind, but most likely includes the whole body.  Therefore, neurological and 

psychiatric investigation is incomplete studying these states.  Biological investigation 

must be paired with neurological investigation. 



 The neurobiological approach to explaining the trance state posits that the state is 

the result of highly focused attention (Castillo, R.J. 1995).  This same focusing of 

attention relates to hypnotic trances and meditative states.  Castillo (1995) relates 

neurobiology to culture in a unique way by stating that trance behavior is learned by 

cultural cues formed in neurological networks.  This is based on the idea of plasticity and 

long term potentiation (LTP) in neural networks.  LTP is the continuous activation of 

neural networks that strengthen and reinforce cognitive processes.  Different states of 

consciousness activate different sets of neural networks, or tunings, made possible by 

LTP.  These alternative tunings “can be seen as alternative uses or alternative behaviors 

of mind-brain” (p. 26).  In this interpretation, trance possession is not translated as a 

reduction in brain activity, but rather as an alternative brain function.  This is comparable 

to REM sleep, where the brain shows patterns of working thought despite an individual 

being asleep and not fully conscious.  This relates to culture in that people involved in 

possession rituals have learned and practiced the brain tunings required for activation of 

trance states.  Castillo embraces rather than rejects Neher’s idea of auditory driving, 

incorporating the principle into the idea of focusing attention.  Drumming is the stimulus 

that an individual uses to focus and evoke trance tunings.  This theory benefits from its 

comprehensive and integrative nature, and should be used as a model for further research 

in the field. 

 Certain limitations exist across all the fields and approaches of studying African 

trance possession.  For one, Africa is a pretty big continent.  As mentioned before, 

cultural and social contexts play a significant role in the evocation of trance possession.  

The problem is that there are hundreds upon hundreds of different cultures and 



subcultures across millions of square miles.  In addition, many of the ethnic groups and 

tribes in Africa overlap into different countries.  The Tumbuka people mentioned at the 

beginning of this paper span across Malawi, Zambia, and Tanzania.  The idea of a 

neurobiological researcher carting across these countries and cultures is preposterous.  On 

top of this, a neurobiologist or psychologist not aware of the cultural norms and nature of 

these groups would pose a huge disadvantage. 

 Being an outsider poses problems in any situation.  Even in physics, an observer 

will affect the particles he/she is observing, known as the observer effect.  While 

Friedson (1996) was studying the Tumbuku in Malawi, he was identified as a Mzungu, 

part of a long line of white European intruders.  Wittkower’s (1970) field study of 

possession rituals in Liberia was limited in that native services were off limits for white 

people, which is why he observed the institutionalized Christian service.  This type of 

study requires much sensitivity into the context of other cultures and even sometimes 

necessitates abstention from studying a certain group.  In the case where a researcher is 

allowed to live amongst a certain ethnic group, it is important that he/she knows as much 

as possible about the culture and customs of the group.  A person with expertise in 

biology only may not have this advantage.   

 Another setback in studying trance possession rituals is that the process is 

unobservable in a laboratory.  Though certain techniques and features may be replicated 

in a controlled setting, a laboratory setting cannot possibly account for all the intricacies 

and elements of a ritual.  This poses problems for a researcher confined to a laboratory 

setting.  While ethnomusicologists and anthropologists are more likely to conduct 

investigations in the field, neurologists and psychobiologists may be subject to this 



restriction.  The disadvantage for field researchers, however, is having the certain tools 

and control that an experimental researcher will have.   

 One element in the field study of the Tumbuku people that the other researchers 

failed to determine was the involvement of substances in the actual trance possession 

rituals.  Friedson (1996) describes an event where he asks to smoke a ceremonial 

cigarette during one of the ceremonies.  Though it didn’t seem to have hallucinatory 

effects, it did affect his acoustical perception.  He felt “close” to the drums and 

experienced a collapse of perceptual distance.  This is an advantage for Friedson, an 

ethnomusicologist, because by being involved in the ceremony he was aware that this 

cigarette was being used.  He wasn’t able to determine, however, what was in this 

cigarette and how it affected him on a biological level.  This was because he lacked the 

tools that were necessary for investigating the cigarette.   

 Finally, there are limits in our knowledge and understanding of the human brain.  

Though many theories have been put forth, such as the “tuning” of neural networks, they 

are difficult to test empirically.  New theories are coming out often to debunk previous 

ones and there is no absolute true theory to human brain science.  What happens is that 

we progress more into understanding certain features of the brain, and different 

phenomena (like trance possession) are understood better with these theories.  This is 

why neurology and psychobiology is essential to the overall study of trance possession.    

 Studies in trance and African possession rituals continue to be analyzed and 

supported or refuted.  As one perspective is set forth, a completely new one follows.  

Trance possession is a complex and intricate process that requires all of these 

perspectives to be produced and reviewed.  Though many pieces of research from 



different fields exist, it is important to integrate them so that our understanding is more 

comprehensive in nature.  A meta-analysis should be published in pursuit of this 

comprehensive analysis.  It will be in this way that the significance of cultural context 

meets explanation of neurological processes; where psychological mechanisms are in 

reference to social significance; where biological mechanisms are understood 

psychically; and so forth.  From there, more integrative approaches will follow. 
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