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Abstract 

This article focuses on spirit possession during deliverance masses of a Pentecostal–Charismatic 

church in the Southern part of the Republic of Benin, shedding light on the entanglements between 

affect, imagination, and memory. Pentecostal–Charismatic churches in sub-Saharan Africa are 

characterized by a strong tendency to demonize witches and other local spiritual entities. Research has 

pointed out that the demonic idiom proposed by Charismatic churches is fundamental in providing the 

local imagination with new tools for understanding political and economic change. However, this 

paper posits the imagination as an embodied constituent of the real and aims at clarifying the 

conditions and processes through which it works, in correspondence with affects and memory. I argue 

that the practice of fighting demons and witches in the church elicits the emergence of the reality of 

such spirits as particular ‘things’ or subjects through experiences of possession grounded in affects, 

enskilment, memories and the imagination, thus opening up new possibilities for spirits to create the 

new real. 
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Ⅰ. Introduction 

During a sermon by a priest, one member of the congregation suddenly shouted in a sharp voice, 

“Mary is kneeling and begging for forgiveness!”; jumped from her chair; and knelt on the floor. Upon 

hearing this, the priest instructed everyone to kneel, ceased speaking himself, and knelt towards the 

altar. Following suit, the congregation descended from their seats and began to pray the rosary. While 

kneeling in prayer, I discreetly observed the woman who had shouted. She was often possessed by the 

demon during mass.1 

At this church, the expression “Mary begs for forgiveness” signifies “Mary begs for 

forgiveness from Daagbo [God in this church] on our behalf.” Unlike ordinary humans, demons, who 

are believed to see the spiritual realm, can also see God and Mary. From their position, the demon 

behaved as if it was directing not only the congregation but also the priest, leading everyone into prayer. 

While closing my eyes in prayer, I could not help but wonder why we were praying in accordance with 

the words of the demon that should be expelled. However, as I followed the repeated prayers, the 

experience gradually began to feel natural, and I was no longer bothered by it (25 February 2019). 

This is a description of an incident that occurred during a deliverance ritual in a Pentecostal–

Charismatic church2 in southern Benin, West Africa. The Pentecostal movement, which originated in 

the early 20th century, and its Charismatic offshoot, which draws from its currents, have undergone 

significant expansion worldwide and have rapidly gained influence in Africa, especially since the 

structural adjustments and democratization experienced by many African countries after the 1980s. 

What has been particularly emphasized in these churches in Africa is the fight against demons and the 

deliverance aimed at liberation from them. 

Deliverance is a claim and practice observed globally in the Pentecostal–Charismatic 

movement, but in West Africa, indigenous supernatural entities, such as “witches” and the marine 

deity/spirit “Mami Wata,” are considered “demons,” and efforts are focused on liberation from them 

[Gifford 2014: 112-4; Meyer 1999]. Moreover, in the practice of deliverance in churches, it is reported 

that people can be possessed by the spirits of witches, indigenous gods, and ancestral spirits in the 

form of “demons”. [Anderson 2006: 131-2; Newell 2007: 475-6]. 

This paper focuses on possession in the deliverance rituals of churches that have flourished within this 

                                                      
1 Subsequent interviews with this woman revealed that the “demons” she often experienced were 

witches—specifically, her deceased husband’s parents. 
2 The nomenclature of these churches is not standardized in studies, but they are often referred to as 

Pentecostal–Charismatic churches. In this paper, I will refer to churches characterized by large-scale 

gatherings and evangelism through media, particularly those that have increased in Africa since the 

1970s and 1980s, as Pentecostal–Charismatic churches. 

 



trend and examines the process and dynamics of the emergence of the presence of “demons” or 

“witches,” focusing on the relationship between imagination, the body, and memory. 

 

1. Narratives of Witchcraft and Imagination in Africa 

Since the 1990s, phenomena referred to as “occult,” including the increasing discourse on witchcraft, 

have been discussed, especially in relation to global political, economic, and social changes. The 

argument that witchcraft constitutes a local idiom for understanding misfortune or societal changes 

dates back to Evans-Pritchard’s study of the Azande people [2001]; however, recent discourse has 

aimed to encompass the various dimensions of occult narratives extending beyond closed communities, 

such as the spread of occult discourse to the national level, transcending regional politics [Geschiere 

1997, Ashforth 2005], and the evolution of witchcraft discourse through development practices 

facilitated by actors such as NGOs [Smith 2008]. Furthermore, arguments linking the rise of the 

neoliberal order, characterized by uncertainty, fluidity, and contradictions with the flourishing of occult 

explanations and practices, as opposed to secularization theories, which had previously viewed 

occultism as a symbol of backwardness, have opened up an understanding of witchcraft within the 

plurality of modernity [e.g. Austen 1993；Comaroff & Comarroff 1993，2001；Rasmussen 2001；
West 2005; Moore & Sanders 2001].3 

In the context of Africa, there is a tendency to depict the expansion of Pentecostal–

Charismatic churches as providing explanations for ongoing social transformations by responding to 

processes of modernity and offering novel visions [Corten & Marshall-Fratani 2001; van Dijk 2001]. 

For instance, Blunt [2004: 324] argues that the narrative articulated by Pentecostal–Charismatic 

churches, emphasizing “seduction by and deliverance from Satan’s imitations,” serves to explain in 

local ways global dynamics, such as currency devaluation accompanying International Monetary 

Fund’s structural adjustments in Kenya, as well as the influx of foreign goods. Similarly, Maxwell 

[1998: 365-9] contends that amidst the exacerbation of income disparities due to inflation and rising 

unemployment rates in Zimbabwe, the assertion by Pentecostal–Charismatic churches of “deliverance 

from the Spirit of Poverty” not only aids in comprehending the situation but also furnishes a framework 

for confronting the pressures of modernization. The image of the Devil is construed as a mediation 

between traditional and modern ways of life arising from people’s integration into a global political, 

economic, and religious arrangement [Meyer, 1996: 220]. 

This current of discussions—that is, treating supernatural beings as political and economic 

                                                      
3  Recent trends in African witchcraft studies, also known as modernity theory, are discussed 

extensively by Mizoguchi [2004] and Umeya [2017]. They are also widely discussed in Abe, Oda, and 

Kondo [2007]. 

 



explanatory vocabularies and interpreting them as critiques of the situation—has been criticized from 

various perspectives [Hamamoto 2007; Kondo 2007; Marshall 2009; Niehaus 2002; Ranger 2007], 

yet it remains influential. In the previous study of the same church on which this article focuses, the 

movement has been considered a “contestation” using the witchcraft imaginary to attract dissatisfied 

people with corrupt politics and churches after democratization in the 1990s [Tall 2015: 93-107]. 

However, conceptualizing people’s practices as contestation or resistance against society 

risks reducing witchcraft and supernatural entities to mere reflections of political and economic 

circumstances and events, serving only as idioms for understanding reality. As critiqued in the 

introduction of this special issue on social imagination, such a perspective diminishes these practices 

to mere templates that link the physical realm with thought, thereby treating witchcraft as if it were a 

“rhetorical device in well-rehearsed constructivist arguments” [Sneath, Holbraad, & Pedersen 2009: 

6-7]. Conversely, while criticizing such discussion to reduce practices to discourse, Mitsuru 

Hamamoto acknowledges the value in the Comaroffs’ arguments [1999, 2000], which situate the 

relationship between witchcraft and modernity as a matter of modes of consciousness and imagination 

[Hamamoto 2007: 128]. The imagination to which Hamamoto refers is not based on a dichotomy 

between the imaginary and real but is about the manner in which the real is presented to consciousness 

[2007: 130], constituting the real itself. 

According to Hamamoto, imagination is embedded within people’s practices towards the 

world—practices that adapt and tune to the world—supporting and being supported by these practices 

[2007: 134]. Such imagination is intricately and flexibly interlinked with the existential and material 

conditions that are both the objects and conditions of these practices. Changes and modulations of 

imagination occur unpredictably at the practical interface with material conditions and in the 

intersubjective space of communication with others. Hamamoto underscores the importance of 

clarifying how imagination captures people within specific social spaces and historical conditions and 

how its modulations occur [2007: 129-147]. Along these lines, to understand the modulations of 

imagination concerning witchcraft and spiritual forces, one should initially focus on practices that 

adapt and tune to the world. 

However, when considering practices, it is essential to note that they are not solely linguistic 

manifestations; they are also ongoing generative processes that are continually produced 

intersubjectively and are rooted in the body. Thus, there is significance in shedding light on the body, 

senses, and affect when exploring practices. Sense is not a private and internalized entity, as is often 

assumed in science or biology; rather, it is culturally constructed. It is acquired and developed through 

processes of socialization, encoding moral values and conveying social concepts [Geurts 2002; Howes 

(ed.) 2005]. 

Based on this understanding, sense is not merely the physiological reactions of individuals 

but also comprises elements that constitute and are constituted by the real. This is particularly crucial 



in ritualistic practices, whereby sense provides material for imagination and reinforces it in the face 

of the uncertainties inherent in magic [Iida 2012]. However, a gap still exists between the linguistic 

expressions that represent supernatural experiences, epitomized by phrases such as “chilling” and 

“eerie,” and the sensory experiences at actual sites of magic [Tsumura 2020: 383]. To examine how 

these are connected in practical situations, it would be beneficial to refer to not only sensory 

discussions but also debates on affect. 

The current in the humanities and social sciences known as the “affective turn” seeks to 

capture changes that constitute the social and examine these as transformations within ourselves, 

circulating through our bodies and our subjectivities and yet irreducible to the individual, personal, or 

psychological phenomena[Clough 2007: 3]. Influential in recent discussions on affect, Massumi 

[1995] distinguishes between emotions and affects, defining emotions as already manifested and 

affects as pre-naming, virtual intensities that are inherent in the body. In other words, affects are bodily 

reactions, such as increased heart rate or deepened breathing, which precede recognition as emotions.  

However, Andrea De Antoni and Paul Dumouchel [2017] observe that many discussions 

purporting to engage with affect theory tend to overemphasize issues related to emotions rather than 

perceptions, while the anthropological focus on the senses often overlooks affects and emotions. To 

overcome this, they propose the use of the term “feeling,” which encompasses both senses and 

emotions. They suggest an approach that analyses how the body feels in practice while being immanent 

in and moving with the world in correspondences with a variety of actors, including non-humans, and 

refer to this as practices of “feeling with the world” [De Antoni & Dumouchel 2017: 93]. This is not 

about “adapting” to the world but, rather, understanding that the world itself is co-generated through 

our interactions with it, emphasizing a recognition that we are actively participating in the world’s 

ongoing creation (see the introduction of the special issue).  

Thus, the world is continually changing and in the process of becoming, and imagination 

persistently operates within this flux. If there is modulation in the movements that continue to 

constitute the real, it implies a change in the correspondences between the body, affect, environment, 

and imagination. Thus, focusing on the feeling or affect as the origin points and following their genesis 

can also be seen as a way to apprehend the nature of the world’s transformations. 

 

2. Transformation of Supernatural Entities from a Christian Perspective 

The rapid proliferation of Pentecostal–Charismatic churches in Africa has brought about significant 

shifts in the realms of spirituality and imagination. Birgit Meyer [1999], who studied the 

transformation of Pentecostal churches in Ghana, discusses how indigenous supernatural beings, such 

as witches, have continued to exert influence within Christianity. She elaborates on how missionaries 

used local terms for gods or witches to translate “the Devil,” aiming to marginalize and eradicate 

concepts such as witchcraft. However, rather than diminishing these entities, the translation process 



incorporated them into the local biblical context, wherein they evolved over time to become central 

figure: “The Devil.” For people in Peki, the pressing daily necessity was more about exorcising 

demons or witches than connecting with God or sacred beings. This relationship between Christianity 

and witches is also noted in other regions of West Africa. For example, discussing Pentecostal–

Charismatic churches in Côte d’Ivoire, Newell [2007] argues that the church’s practice of combating 

witchcraft inadvertently sustains the existence of witches within Christianity. 

The studies above suggest that the growing fear of witchcraft in Africa alongside the rise of 

Christianity may not be a mere coincidence. In fact, Falen [2018: 133], who studied supernatural 

powers in Benin, reports that the expansion of Pentecostal churches accelerated people’s concerns 

about witchcraft. It may appear that the concept of witchcraft was merely incorporated into 

Christianity without changing its essence; however, in reality, as the church continues to combat 

witches as demons, the very nature of witches and perceptions of them are evolving. 

To delve into the details, it is necessary to consider the transformations brought about by 

Pentecostal–Charismatic churches in their practices involving spiritual entities. Discussing Pentecostal 

churches in Togo, Piot [2010: 53-76] argues that the narrative of breaking away from the past and the 

affect generated through practice are crucial reasons for their expansion. While Piot’s discussion tends 

to overlook the bodily perceptual aspects of affects, I agree that the exhilaration brought about by 

intense preaching, singing, and dancing in Pentecostal–Charismatic churches, along with the 

accompanying joy and pleasure, is one of the factors contributing to the church’s growth. Within 

Pentecostal–Charismatic churches, the practice of combating witchcraft also becomes an affectively 

charged endeavour that involves intense prayer and physical contact. 

One phenomenon gaining prominence in Benin is the possession of individuals by witches 

within churches. In Christianity, demons are understood to possess entities, so the fact that witches, 

who have been incorporated into the demons, are possessing people seems like a natural consequence 

of witches being demonized. However, in Africa, witches have not generally been recognized as 

possessing entities. Instead, they are typically perceived through hypothetical inference or abduction 

triggered by events that are considered unfortunate [Umeya 2018]. In Benin, an admission to being a 

witch usually occurs either when one is forcefully accused by others or as a confession on one’s 

deathbed [Falen 2018: 96-7]. Another method of determining whether misfortune is caused by 

witchcraft is through divination, which allows for questioning the god fa about the cause of the 

misfortune through the manipulation of objects. In other words, the phenomenon of witches directly 

possessing “victims of witchcraft” and confessing their own wrongdoing represents a radical 

transformation of the process from conventional witch detection to accusation. It has become a more 

bodily phenomenon, departing from the abduction and manipulation of objects. Such changes in the 

field demand the consideration of practices from the aspects of the body and affect. 

 



3. Transformation through Demonic Possession 

One of the changes resulting from the occurrence of possession by witches and other indigenous spirits 

within the framework of exorcism is the increased experience of individuals who have never been 

possessed suddenly being afflicted by evil spirits. In Benin, where the indigenous religion called 

Vodun, which involves possession by gods, coexists with Christianity, possession itself is not an 

uncommon phenomenon. However, it is typical of what Ioan Lewis [1985] terms “central possession,” 

which entails legitimate and moral possession by ancestor spirits, whereby individuals chosen for 

possession undergo a process of learning control within the society. Contrastingly, possession by 

witches within the framework of Christianity falls under Lewis’s classification of “peripheral 

possession,” which is often characterized by sudden and unexpected occurrences, representing a 

significant transformation in the individual’s bodily experience. Lewis notes that these phenomena 

primarily revolve around marginalized women in society and serve as tactics to control and protect 

from men within households or communities. Additionally, Janice Boddy [1989] suggests that these 

possessions empower women and become forms of anti-hegemonic social critique. However, viewing 

possession as a tactic may lead to perceiving it as mere performance and, from a perspective of 

resistance like Boddy’s, fails to fully grasp the nuances of possession behaviour. 

In response to such critiques, Keiya Hanabuchi [2005] rejects the notion of behaviour as a 

representation or proxy and instead advocates focusing on the bodily conditions themselves. 

Hanabuchi argues that possession behaviour becomes possible when viewed within a dynamic 

relationship, wherein the self becomes the other and the other becomes the self, fostering fluidity. 

While possession theory, which captures the relationship between possessing spirits and the possessed 

from the perspective of behaviour and interpersonal relations, is insightful, the possession under focus 

in this article is in a state of flux and generation. This is often sudden for the individual, lacks order, 

offers limited control, and is thus characterized by high uncertainty, distinct from the historical and 

organizational depth found in spirit possession on the Comoros islands. Hence, there is a need to focus 

on the process preceding the “behaviour.”  

Furthermore, there is a discussion of collective possession based on Ryoko Nishii’s theory 

of affect. Nishii’s position aims to describe possession phenomena not only as the possession of 

individuals but also as events produced by the meshwork of the arrangement of objects and shared 

concepts around them. However, while the accounts of successive possessions in schools in southern 

Thailand are intriguing, they embody a methodological difficulty, as the researcher was not physically 

present at the actual sites of possession, necessitating an external depiction of the events. The nature 

of possession as an entanglement, as discussed by Nishii [refer also to De Antoni 2017], could be 

further refined by starting from the researcher’s presence at the site of possession, thereby delineating 

the process through which possession emerges as a phenomenon from within the events themselves. 

What I attempt here is to place myself in situations in which existing concepts and bodies are in states 



of change to inherently describe this while feeling and moving with the people, objects, and 

environments, aiming to not only depict the nature of movements emerging within African 

Pentecostal–Charismatic churches but also reconsider possession from the perspectives of imagination 

and affect. 

 

II. Overview of the Research Site and Subject 

The ethnographic data in this paper are based on the experiences of attending deliverance masses at 

the “La Très Sainte Église de Jésus-Christ, Mission de Banamè” (hereafter referred to as the “Banamè 

Church”), a new Christian-based religious movement in southern Benin, continuously from January 

to March 2019 and in August of the same year, as well as interviews with the people attending these 

masses and those who have been possessed.4 Benin is a country that is located on the Gulf of Guinea 

in West Africa. The official language, which of the former colonial power, is French. French and the 

southern common language Fon are used as the survey languages. According to the Beninese National 

Institute of Statistics and Economic Analysis [INSAE 2016], in 2013, the percentage of the religious 

population nationwide was 48.5% Christian (Catholic 25.5%, Christian Celestial 6.7%, Methodist 

3.4%, other Protestant 3.4%, and other Christian 9.5%), 27.7% Muslim, 11.6% adherents of the 

indigenous religion Vodun, and 2.6% other traditional religions. This distribution varies by region, 

with the north having a majority of Muslims and the south having a majority of Christians and Vodun 

practitioners. The numbers of Pentecostal–Charismatic churches began to rise in Benin in the 1980s 

but flourished considerably after the country’s democratization in the 1990s. 

Against this religious backdrop, the Banamè Church, which separated and became 

independent from the Roman Catholic Church, was established in Benin in 2009 and grew rapidly. A 

distinctive feature of this church is the claim that a young girl, called a “Parfaite,” became “God” after 

being exorcised by a Roman Catholic priest. This “God” is referred to as “Daagbo” (meaning 

                                                      
4 The research was conducted with the consent of the cardinals and priests of the P Church, who were 

informed of the research purpose. They introduced me to the congregation at the beginning of mass 

and granted me permission to record. My friend and research assistant, Mr Roger Gandaho, often 

accompanied me to the deliverance mass. Fourteen possessed individuals were interviewed, with the 

possessing spirits being four sea deities/spirits (Mami Wata), eight witches, one Vodun deity, and one 

unknown. All 14 were women. This reflects the gender ratio within the deliverance mass itself. Gender 

differences and the types of possessing spirits are important themes in discussing possession in 

deliverance; however, they are beyond the scope of this paper and I will discuss it elsewhere. Here, I 

focus on the relationship between affect and imagination in the context of the mass. 

 



“grandfather” in Fon) 5 in the Banamè Church. While such claims are unique in Benin and have 

sensationalized the existence of the Banamè Church, the emphasis on deliverance as a means of 

liberation from gods of Vodun and witches, considering them demons, is a common stance shared with 

many other Pentecostal–Charismatic churches. Moreover, many ritual practices and deliverance in the 

Banamè Church inherit methods from the Charismatic movement in the Roman Catholic Church in 

Benin and can hence be considered a variant of Pentecostal–Charismatic churches. 

 

III. Deliverance in the Banamè Church 

Deliverance, which means “liberation” in French, is referred to as kàntúntún in the Fon language, 

meaning “to untie the knot.” What is bound is considered to be the soul or destiny, known as sέ. Sέ is 

bound within the spiritual realms of yɛsùmɛ̀ (spirit, dark, inside) and yɛtomέ (spirit, country, inside), 

which are invisible to the eyes of ordinary people. What happens in the spiritual real can directly affect 

the visible realm wèxò (bright, outside). The practice of deliverance can be described as liberating sέ 

from its bound state within the spiritual realm. 

Two main forms of deliverance masses exist in the Banamè Church. One is a large-scale 

assembly dedicated to deliverance, and the other is held at the parish level. Deliverance masses at the 

parish level often take place on days other than Sundays, when regular masses are conducted. The 

starting time varies depending on the church, but at the P Church located in the economic capital 

Cotonou, where I attended, it commenced at 9 a.m. every Tuesday. The duration of the mass varies 

depending on the number of people receiving the laying on of hands and the content of the mass, but 

typically lasts to 15 to 17 o’clock. The attendance fluctuates weekly, ranging from around 80 people 

to 200 people at peak times. 

Due to followers gathering for Deliverance masses from surrounding churches, not only 

those attending Sunday mass at the P church but also those from different parish churches were present. 

Unlike regular Sunday masses, which last for about two hours in the morning, attending Deliverance 

masses requires stronger motivation as it takes up an entire weekday. Therefore, it is natural for some 

participants to stop attending if their goals are achieved or if they feel no efficacy, resulting in a high 

turnover rate. 

Deliverance masses typically start with liturgical rites similar to regular masses, followed 

by the priest sprinkling holy water and laying hands afterward. Laying on of hands is a ritual where 

the priest lays hands on each followers individually to pray. During the laying on of hands ceremony, 

                                                      
5 The reason for referring to God as “grandfather” is explained in the Banamè Church as follows: 

because God is the father of Jesus Christ and Jesus Christ is the father of the people, God is considered 

a grandfather to the people. 

 



the number of individuals who fall into a possessed state or begin to convulse varies from day to day, 

but typically ranges from 15 to 40. Compared to the large-scale deliverance service I attended at the 

Banamé Church, the incidence of possession states among the congregants at a P Church mass was 

higher. The large gathering I attended lasted throughout the night and consisted of an estimated 5,000 

to 7,000 people, yet I observed only about 20 individuals entering a state of possession. At this large 

event, deliverance was conducted through the words of a Daagbo—a young girl who is considered 

divine in the Banamè Church—who was placed at the centre of the dome-shaped venue and spoke 

through a microphone. 

Herein lies a contradiction. In the Banamè Church, Daagbo, the “God” who descended upon 

the girl called Parfaite, is considered the most sacred being. Therefore, the priest, acting as an exorcist, 

claims to conduct deliverance using the power of Daagbo. In other words, because Daagbo is more 

powerful than the priest, it would be natural for more people to fall into a possessed state when 

deliverance is conducted by Daagbo. However, in reality, the opposite occurs, with more people falling 

into a possessed state when the priest conducts deliverance. How does this phenomenon, seemingly 

contradictory to doctrine, occur? 

Various differences in the ritual between large-scale assemblies and parish deliverance 

masses exist, but the major differences lie in the executor (Daagbo/priest), method (verbal 

exchange/direct physical contact), space (large dome/small chapel), and anonymity of the 

congregation (high/low). The executor, in this case Daagbo, is more powerful than priests, and the awe 

and excitement that accompany Daagbo are significant for the followers. Therefore, differences in the 

number of individuals possessed can be attributed to the laying-on-of-hands method, spatial conditions, 

and intimacy. This suggests that environmental factors and physical contact are more significant 

drivers of possession than awe, belief, or word, consequently rejecting arguments that reduce the 

phenomenon of possession to inner psychological effects, such as suggestion or hypnosis, and 

underscores the need to discuss possession as a phenomenon that arises from the correspondences of 

the body and the environment. 

 

Ⅳ. Enskilment of Possession 

1. Experience of “Falling” 

Entering into an unconscious state during the deliverance mass is simply expressed by followers as 

“falling” (j'àyǐ). “Falling” can occur during mass or when holy water is sprinkled, but most instances 

of “falling” are observed during the laying on of hands, when the priest makes direct contact with each 

person. In the interviews, most individuals first recount falling during these moments of direct contact. 

In P Church, the laying on of hands takes place after the mass, which is conducted by Priest 



Marcel6 alone or with Priest Jean as an assistant. The priest either stands at the altar at the front of the 

chapel or descends to the floor at the same level as the congregation. Then, similar to the Holy 

Communion process, people form a line in front of the priest. The line extends to the back of the chapel, 

and because not everyone can line up simultaneously, assistants direct which congregants should 

queue up. The priest then prays, touching the head or another part of each person in turn. At this time, 

some individuals may start to fall or begin flailing their arms and legs. 

 Possession by evil spirits is often described as “sudden and surprising,” with numerous 

individuals stating that they had seen others become possessed but had never anticipated experiencing 

it themselves. How, then, does the phenomenon of “falling” occur? Consider the case of a woman 

named Louise. On 15 January 2019, during the first deliverance mass I attended, Louise was probably 

the attendee who trashed about most conspicuously. She appeared to be in her late twenties to early 

thirties, had a slightly plump build, and wore a purple Bomba7. When she received the laying on of 

hands from the priest, she began to scream and thrash her limbs violently, prompting four male 

assistants to grasp her arms and legs, lift her, and carry her to the back of the worship space. They 

always stood ready behind those receiving hands-on prayers to support anyone who became agitated. 

When Louise was laid on her back on the floor, she continued to writhe apparently in agony, rolling 

towards the front and then back of the worship space. After a while, she became motionless. 

Sometime later, seemingly sensing something, the priest, who had been laying on hands at 

the front, left the people in line and walked back to where Louise was lying, placed his hand on her 

body, and began to pray. She then violently moved her limbs again, stood up, adopted a confrontational 

stance akin to a boxer’s fighting pose, and stared intently at the priest. This level of confrontation 

seemed unusual, drawing surprised exclamations from the onlookers. Undeterred, the priest placed his 

hand on her head and began to pray. As she started thrashing and screaming again, several male 

assistants restrained her by arms. 

Later (18 January 2019), visited her at her home. Louise lived in a tenement-like building 

near the church. She had married three years prior and was raising two young children while living 

with her husband’s family. Her mother-in-law had become a follower of the Banamè Church owing to 

the healing of her own brother-in-law’s illness, so Louise had stopped going to the Roman Catholic 

Church she had been attending and had started going to the Banamè Church. She attends the 

deliverance mass every week, only to accompany her mother-in-law, and has no particular health or 

relationship problems. The recent mass was her first experience of possession, and she was very 

surprised because she did not think it would happen to her. 

                                                      
6 The names in this paper, other than that of my friend and research assistant, Roger, are pseudonyms. 
7 This typical attire for Beninese women is made from a single piece of cloth. The top is T-shirt-like, 

and the bottom is wrapped like a skirt with a rectangular cloth. 



When I asked about her sensations on the day of the mass, Louise said that when Father 

Marcel’s placed his hands on her head, she felt air swirling around it, which she opined was probably 

a spirit, and then she immediately felt her body become heavy before she fell down. While possessed, 

she was unconscious, but when she woke up, she realized that everyone was looking at her, so she 

understood that a spirit had entered her body. After she awakened from possession, the cardinal8 also 

prayed for her. The cardinal said that the possessed spirit was Beelzebub, which is the name of a demon 

in the Bible, and Isabel, who is a character in the Bible. In the Banamè Church, Isabel is considered 

the same as the indigenous spiritual entity, the sea deity/spirit Mami Wata. Furthermore, when asked 

by the cardinal whether she had any issues with her husband, Louise responded that she did not. 

However, she conveyed that often when she requested something from someone, the individual would 

encounter burdens and completely forget her request. The cardinal reassured her that this situation 

would improve over time and advised her to pray and attend church regularly. 

When I inquired whether Louise had experienced anything unusual before becoming 

possessed, she recounted that since moving to her current residence about two months prior, she 

occasionally smelled perfume in her room in the evenings. She identified it as the scent of baby 

perfume, similar to what is used by a Mami Wata priest. Additionally, she sometimes felt someone’s 

presence when she was alone in her room. She also experienced unsettling sensations of someone 

being behind her when she was returning to her room from another, and when looking in a mirror, she 

felt as though someone was standing behind her. 

 

2. The Perspective of Enskilment in Possession 

It is essential to acknowledge that Louise did not attend the deliverance session to resolve any specific 

issue. Initially, she attended the Banamè Church following her mother-in-law’s recommendation, 

viewing the practices as akin to those of the Roman Catholic Church. She had little personal motivation 

to experience possession and perceived no resolution following the experience, challenging 

interpretations of possession as a means to symbolically integrate and resolve personal suffering 

through idiomatic expression [Overseercarala 1988: 142-150] or interpret rituals as avenues for “self” 

construction, dissolution, and reconstitution that yield therapeutic benefits [Kapferer 1979: 111]. 

Since 2000’s, studies have attempted to understand religion and possession from a cognitive 

science perspective, explaining divine presence through cognitive mechanisms that detect agents 

[Boyer 2008] and suggesting that intuitive mind–body dualism plays a hypothetical role in the 

transmission of possession concepts [Cohen 2008]. However, such cognitive science-based 

approaches, which presuppose learning within the domain of existing “mind” structures and 

                                                      
8 The Banamè Church is structured after the Roman Catholic Church, with the hierarchy including 

the pope, cardinals, and priests. 



constructed modules, have faced criticism for not starting with the development of unrealized 

cognitive modules [Ingold 2001]. In her research on Cuban spirit possession, Diana Espírito-Santo 

[2012] builds on Ingold’s critique to propose viewing the process of spirit possession as a result “not 

of information transmission but of guided rediscovery” [Ingold 2001: 138], conceptualizing it as an 

enskilment process that trains individuals to pay attention to the particularities of the spirit world 

through their imagination and senses [Espírito-Santo 2012: 255]. Here, skill is not merely a bodily 

technique but the capacity for perception and action within the environment [Ingold 2000: 5], and 

enskilment refers to the process of fine-tuning one’s practical orientation towards the environment 

through engagement with others’ actions [Ingold 2000: 37]. 

However, in Louise’s case, as she herself stated, she did not anticipate possession; therefore, 

the emergence of Mami Wata was not a result of conscious enskilment. Moreover, during the 

possession, the spirit was not explicitly identified as Mami Wata. Nonetheless, it can be posited that 

this spirit was perceived as Mami Wata due to the workings of imagination. Louise’s identification of 

the spirit as Mami Wata was not only based on the cardinal’s assertion but also aligned with her 

embodied memory. Prior to possession, Louise sensed a presence indicative of Mami Wata, a common 

manifestation associated with this entity, perceived in various forms and often through scent or a sense 

of the presence. In Fon, “scent” is termed “wan,” with the expression “to smell something” being “e 

hwέn wan.” Olfactory perception in Fon is closely linked to emotions of affinity or aversion; for 

instance, “to love” is expressed as “yǐ wan nú mɛ” (to accept someone’s scent), while “to hate” is 

conveyed as “gbέ wan nú mɛ” (to refuse someone’s scent). Scent thus serves as a sensory metaphor 

representing an individual. The presence that Louise experienced emerged as “Isabelle/Mami Wata” 

through its association with a specific perfume scent. Louise anchored her indeterminate experience 

of “falling” to this embodied memory. 

Why, then, did the cardinal label the possessing spirit as Isabelle/Mami Wata? Initially, his 

inquiry about her marital status likely stemmed from the general acknowledgement that Mami Wata 

often disrupts the conjugal relationships of those she possesses. Although Louise denied having marital 

issues, she mentioned experiencing obstructions vis-à-vis her requests to others, a phenomenon not 

exclusive to Mami Wata but also common in witchcraft or sorcery practices. Thus, the dialogue alone 

did not necessitate identifying the spirit as Mami Wata. However, in Benin, it is commonly believed 

that Mami Wata predominantly possesses young women, especially in coastal areas, targeting urban, 

notably beautiful women. Popular discourses suggest that women become susceptible to Mami Wata 

through hair braiding, the use of cosmetics, and prolonged mirror gazing. Even when I spoke with the 

cardinal, he mentioned that young women are particularly susceptible to Mami Wata. Therefore, it is 

highly likely that the cardinal referred to the spirit possessing Louise as Isabel, or Mami Wata, based 

on pre-existing imagery and his own experiential memory as an exorcist, which took precedence over 

the content obtained from his conversation with Louise. It was within this interplay of imagination 



that Mami Wata began to emerge. 

 

V. Naming Spirits and Subjectification  

The timing of possession varies from person to person. Some people may be possessed years after 

they begin attending the Banamè Church, while others may experience possession during their first 

attendance at a deliverance mass. However, possession does not necessarily end with “falling.” After 

falling, the possessing spirit may act out, start speaking, or even suffer spiritual attacks by the prayer 

of the priest. Possession can occur multiple times after the initial experience, during which the nature 

of possession may change. A pivotal moment is often when the spirit inhabiting the body begins to 

“speak.” One woman who had experienced possession mentioned, “Initially, when the spirit enters and 

I fall, the spirit does not speak” (27 January 2019). Thus, the act of the spirit “speaking” occurs as 

people accumulate experiences of possession. Although not all followers share this understanding, 

many emphasize the importance of the spirit “speaking.” For example, Sarah, a woman in her late 

thirties, stated, 

 

Despite having a degree in finance from a private university, I am disregarded at work. The 

company, a telecommunications firm, is on the brink of bankruptcy. Various issues have arisen over 

the years due to my father having two wives, but I started attending deliverance mass due to 

problems related to work and illness overlapping. I started falling about two years ago. However, 

the spirit has not started speaking yet. If the spirit starts speaking, it means that Daagbo has said, 

“Your time has come.” When it starts speaking, it will be over. The spirit will die. Before being 

nullified, the spirit will confess all its misdeeds. The cardinal and the priests also said so. I am 

consulting with the priest now. However, just as doctors diagnose before treatment, the priest 

cannot effectively pray for me unless he knows which spirit is causing harm. He is now praying 

against the witch and to Mami,9 but if he knows what the spirit is, he can pray more efficiently. 

(27 January 2019) 

 

Although two years have passed since Sarah started falling, she hopes that the spirit possessing her 

will eventually start speaking. This represents the standard path to recovery. Testifying to what the evil 

spirit itself has done is expected; for instance, describing how the spirit caused Sarah to be disregarded 

at work. In other words, the past is narrated as a story with the spirit as the subject, and without this 

reorganization of experience, the evil spirit does not die and the situation does not improve. Conversely, 

when the past is narrated, Sarah will be delivered. When I asked her, “Do you know which spirit is 

possessing you?” she replied, “I don’t know.” However, when she mentioned her father having two 

                                                      
9 This refers to Mami Wata. 



wives, I sensed that she was hinting at one of her father’s wives being a witch. This is a typical 

narrative about witches, and problematic co-wife relationships often cast suspicion regarding 

witchcraft. However, this has not yet been “narrated,” which must be done by the spirit inhabiting her 

body. While waiting for this to happen, she continues to attend the deliverance mass. 

What can be inferred from this case is that there is a spectrum of subjectivity in spirits, from 

those that manifest immediately upon falling to those that can organize narratives. This is seen as a 

process in which subjectivity develops gradually, as seen in the understanding that spirits do not speak 

initially but begin to do so over time. Despite Sarah awaiting the spirit, through the enskilment in 

possession and over time, to become a “subject” that organizes her experiences into a narrative, this 

realization has not yet occurred. The behaviours associated with demonic possession are not 

controllable by the host’s mere desire. They become feasible through a cumulative process of 

confronting and weakening the spirit, essentially exposing the body repeatedly to possession scenarios 

to facilitate acclimatization. Although Sarah contemplates the true nature of the possessing spirit, its 

manifestation has not yet been fully actualized. In other words, her imagination is constrained by the 

bodily state of enskilment. 

 

VI. Enskilment of Each Actor 

1. Enskilment into Possession 

The behaviour associated with possession is often deemed beyond the control of the possessed 

individual's will. In instances of spontaneous and involuntary possession by evil spirits, the individual 

is typically regarded as a passive participant. However, subtle adjustments can and do occur within 

this context. 

For instance, during the mass on 15 January 2019, I was seated next to the cardinal when a 

young female follower, despite being anointed by the cardinal, did not fall. At that moment, the 

cardinal admonished her, saying, “You are trying not to fall. That is not good. It’s a mistake. The spirits 

can only work for you after you fall.” Later (25 January 2019), I visited her house to inquire about the 

incident. According to her account, she had been troubled by Mami Wata for some time and had fallen 

on several occasions due to possession. However, because she felt embarrassed about collapsing, she 

consciously resisted falling. When I asked how she managed to “not fall,” she replied, “I keep my eyes 

open.” By manipulating her body in this way, she resisted possession, which is considered incidental 

and passive. 

Furthermore, during another mass (22 January 2019), the following incident occurred: 

Father Marcel, accompanied by two ushers carrying a basin as usual, approached the congregation, 

sprinkling water on seated individuals. Upon seeing Father Marcel approaching, women in the 

congregation removed their scarves and carefully placed their bags under their chairs to prevent their 

belongings from getting wet. An unusual commotion ensued when Father Marcel attempted to move 



towards the right side of the congregation, facing the alter. A woman dressed in emerald green stood 

up, pushed through the crowd, and attempted to move away. The woman, who was well built and had 

neatly tied hair, shouted angrily, “Don’t pour water on me!” She then dragged two children, apparently 

hers, by their arms and tried to make her way towards the rear exit. Bystanders said, “Stop her from 

taking the child,” and they blocked her path to prevent her from leaving. After a bit of shoving back 

and forth, it seemed that she was obstructed by the people and eventually gave up on trying to leave. 

Having witnessed several possession episodes, I noted that she did not appear to be fully 

possessed. Her voice and movements seemed to be an extension of her everyday behaviour, leaving 

me uncertain as to whether she was in a state of possession. Once the situation calmed down and the 

sprinkling of water was finished, I looked back to see her standing alone with her eyes closed, her 

expression appearing somewhat pained. 

Subsequently, I gathered various accounts from her. She introduced herself as Marie and 

claimed to run a small restaurant. Being a follower since 2009, she was one of the oldest members of 

the Banamè Church. After falling once during an anointing, she began falling regularly during 

deliverance masses, although the frequency of her falls gradually decreased over time. While she 

previously had no idea when the spirit would enter her body, she now claimed to sense its arrival, 

stating that she had begun to feel chills, signalling the spirit’s presence. During the water sprinkling, 

she had felt the chills and sensed her head swelling, so thinking that the spirit had arrived, she had 

attempted to flee from it. She had wanted to escape the holy water. Subsequently, after being sprinkled, 

she had completely lost awareness of her actions. Therefore, when she had stood up, it had been herself, 

but when she had been touched by the water, she seemed to have entered a state of complete possession 

(5 February 2019). 

From the above, it is evident that Marie was already adept at being enskilled by the time I 

encountered her. What was initially an inability to accept the occurrence of possession itself had 

become normalized through repeated experiences of possession? Moreover, she had developed the 

ability to sense the arrival of the spirit through chills and could even take actions to avoid it. Possession 

is not merely an involuntary takeover but occurs through fine-tuning and adjustment via senses and 

affects. 

 

2. Enskilment of Being in the Presence of Possession 

The congregation’s observation of possession is itself a significant element in the enactment of the 

deliverance ritual. For instance, during the laying on of hands, individuals who have been attending 

deliverance mass more than several times take precautions, such as removing plastic chairs from the 

chapel when someone falls during the anointing because there is a possibility of the chairs breaking. 

This is a defensive gesture, but it allows space for the possessed people in the chapel. The congregation 

spontaneously begins to tidy up the chairs when there are more people collapsing during the anointing 



and causing a disturbance as they are taken to the back. This can be considered the congregation’s 

enskilment to keep the space conducive to possession, which is made possible by deliverance. 

Moreover, the skill to sense which spirit is possessing which body is also acquired by the 

congregation. During one mass, a “fallen” woman was lying on the floor at the back of the chapel, her 

upper and lower body writhing. When I asked what was possessing her, one member of the audience 

answered, “Mami Wata.” When I asked another, she also responded with “Mami Wata.” When I 

questioned how she knew, she replied, “Because she moves like a fish.” The priest does not teach this 

knowledge as doctrine. Owing to the prevalence of Mami Wata worship along the coast, many people 

in southern Benin are aware through images and films depicting a sea-dwelling deity with a fish-like 

lower body. Thus, it is possible to connect this image with bodily movements. Initially, when I attended 

mass, I felt that a young possessed woman was making a “sexual appeal” as she danced by swaying 

her hips. However, when I discussed it later with my research assistant, Roger, he described her as 

“moving like a snake.” Thus, I learned that her movements were not mimicking a sexual image but 

that of a snake. Thus, bodily movements alone have no signification; to acquire meaning, they need to 

be learned within a cultural context. The members of the congregation enskill themselves with these 

nuances of bodily movements and emotions during possession. 

However, such judgments are not always accurate. During one deliverance mass, a chaotic 

situation occurred as many people fell, and there were six or seven possessed individuals at the front 

of the chapel. Roger and I were seated in the front-row chairs, which the priest had considerately 

arranged to enable us to have a clear view. Some people who had fallen down in front were struggling, 

and there were two possessed women located diagonally behind us. While the other possessed 

individuals had different voices and behaved extraordinarily, these two spoke and gestured in a manner 

that was consistent with everyday life as they appeared to mock something. They seemed to have a 

casual conversation like a couple of mischievous women on the roadside: 

 

“Her flesh looks delicious.” 

“The other one also has a lot of flesh and looks delicious too. They have no power. Shall we enter their 

bodies?” (29 January 2019). 

 

In this conversation, “her” referred to me, and “the other one” referred to Roger, who was with me. 

The possessed spirits were discussing making us prey for their witchcraft. I was intrigued by their 

distinctly different behaviour, compared to other possessions, so I aimed my recorder at them. Then, 

a male assistant approached us and advised, “It’s better to record the serious ones instead of bothering 

with them.” So, despite my curiosity about the two possessed women, I tried to pay attention to the 

people collapsing in the rows. 

On the way back to our residence, Roger and I discussed why the assistant had given us that 



advice. Roger expressed his opinion that “what they are doing is folkloric.” This meant that the young 

women were pretending to be possessed and doing as they pleased.10 He argued that their behaviour 

was entirely different from that seen in other serious possessions. Indeed, their gestures, tone of voice, 

and conversation seemed less solemn than those evident in other possessions. They appeared to be 

amusing themselves during the deliverance, albeit disruptively. I concluded that the assistant may have 

advised us against recording them because he did not recognize them as genuine possessions. 

However, when I asked the assistant later (12 March 2019) why he had given us that advice, 

his response was unexpected: “Those women are possessed by wandering spirits.” According to him, 

these are evil spirits that roam the streets and towns and can possess people while they are walking. 

They mock people and disrupt the mass by breaking their concentration. Hence, he advised us to focus 

on genuine possession and deliverance. In other words, although they were possessed, the type of spirit 

was different. Indeed, the priests took them seriously, anointing them with as much fervour as other 

followers. The officials of the Banamè Church did not perceive them as false possessions. 

I asked Father Marcel if he thought there were people pretending to be possessed. His answer 

was simple: “That’s not my problem.” He continued, “My job is to heal and resolve issues through 

deliverance. Pretending to be possessed serves no purpose and has no effect. If there are people doing 

that, it’s their problem, not mine.” Indeed, the priests of the church prayed earnestly for everyone 

showing signs of possession. 

Nevertheless, how can one explain individuals who exhibit distinctly different gestures and 

attitudes despite being under the same “possession”? A male assistant, who had long been helping with 

deliverance masses, brought coherence to the two women with differing attitudes by categorizing them 

as "wandering spirits," recognizing their behaviour as disruptive to the deliverance process. He 

understood their role as hindering the progress of the mass through their behaviour. However, I had 

the opportunity to interview these two women earlier (29, 31 January 2019); one was troubled by her 

brother’s spirit, while the other knew that she had been possessed by a Vodun deity. The latter had 

been explicitly mentioned by the spirit, too, during the mass on several occasions. There was no 

significant difference in the latter woman’s gestures or her way of speaking between the day when the 

latter woman was possessed by the Vodun spirit and that day. Thus, even on that day, they might not 

have been wandering spirits but possibly the spirits of the “brother” or “Vodun.” 

The priests of the Banamè Church mention the category of wandering spirits, making it a 

common concept. However, how it integrates into deliverance is determined by the assistants through 

                                                      
10 Roger is not a member of the Banamè Church but a follower of a new religion emerged in North 

America called Eckankar. Therefore, his opinions can be seen as one barometer of how possession is 

perceived by people in Benin outside the Banamè Church. 

 



the affective content in their gestures and speech. This illustrates that individuals enskill themselves 

in discerning spirits based on bodily and affective cues, yet this may differ from what the “spirit” itself 

manifests. Without a uniform interpretation or explicit “discernment” of the spirits by the clergy, the 

way each person enskills themselves differs from learning a technique but is always partial and 

variable. Consequently, imagination is defined more by the affect of the behaviour and voice in the 

moment than by individual contexts. Even if there are individual differences in the identification of 

which spirit is at the knowledge level, the session of possession is established through the affect 

conveyed by their behaviour, voices, and appearances. 

 

3. Enskilment of Exorcists 

In the Banamè Church, all clergy above the rank of priest are considered to be exorcists. Interestingly, 

while some priests in the Banamè Church were originally Roman Catholic priests, many had no prior 

clerical affiliations. Even priests and cardinals who officiate deliverance masses at the P Church had 

previous occupations, such as business ventures. To become a priest, one undergoes a short training 

period in the church, but there is no specialized training to become an exorcist. Priests come to realize 

their exorcistic power only through the manifestation of the Daagbo’s force—that is, by causing people 

to fall when they lay their hands and pray. The realm of spirits is also a discovery process for exorcists 

through the individuals being possessed. 

Likewise, much of Father Marcel’s preaching during deliverance masses is based on his own 

experiences with performing deliverance. The following is one of the episodes recounted during a 

mass: 

 

A female follower from Banamè deposited 250,000 francs to her neighbour. The neighbour tied the 

money in cloth and took it home, but upon her arrival, it had disappeared. The woman who had 

deposited the money blamed the neighbour and forced her to borrow from others to repay it. 

Subsequently, the woman who demanded the repayment of the money lost her eldest son. When 

Father Marcel performed deliverance on the woman, the spirit possessing her began to speak. 

According to the spirit, the child died because the neighbour was forced to return the money. 

Originally, the spirit had planned to kill the husband of women who deposited the money, but in 

exchange for receiving 250,000 francs, it had decided to spare him. However, because the women 

who deposited the money forced the neighbour to return the money, the spirit decided to kill her 

child instead. (26 February 2019) 

 

Father Marcel has experienced deliverance not only during mass but also in numerous situations, such 

as while visiting followers’ homes upon request. He retells what the spirits confessed during 

possession as facts during mass. In this case, the imaginative engagement with spiritual entities is 



based on the priest’s memories of bodily interactions at the scene, but the content is heavily influenced 

by the narrative provided by the malevolent spirits themselves. When priests learn from spirits and 

then share their stories during mass, the tales gain legitimacy within the Banamè Church. In this way, 

spirits that belong to specific individuals' contexts evolve into communal narratives of the church. 

Deliverance masses serve not only as places where various possessions occur but also as sites for the 

accumulation and sharing of knowledge about the movements in the realm of spirits. 

 

4. Enskilment of Malevolent Spirits 

Priests not only engage in combat with malevolent spirits during mass but also sometimes allow them 

to speak into a microphone. The following incident unfolded during one mass: 

 

Past noon, amidst occasional hymns sung in sync with the preaching, a teenage girl named Manon 

fell. After screaming and rolling on the floor, she sat down in the middle aisle of the congregation. 

It was close to where Father Marcel was standing. Then, it spoke, claiming to be a deity named 

Aponzen in Vodun and tormenting the possessed girl. Upon this revelation, Father Marcel prayed 

for the spirit within Manon to depart to the blood of Daagbo. The spirit then spoke about how 

Manon’s mother hitting her led her to quit school. It admonished not to blame everything on 

witches and reminded those present that sometimes the cause of the problem lies within oneself. 

The spirit continued, “How many of you actually performed the head-washing ritual? How many 

of you bought scarves? Despite not doing that, you still expect blessings”. (26 February 2019) 

 

Father Marcel listened to the spirit possessing Manon, and to make it audible to the audience, he 

approached Manon’s body and directed the microphone towards her mouth. Two weeks prior at the 

Banamè Church, there had been a request from Daagbo to perform a head-washing ritual. However, 

because the ritual required the purchasing of various items, such as scarves, from the church, many of 

the financially constrained congregants had been unable to comply and thus had not performed the 

ritual for which the spirit was reproaching them. Being a representative of the church, Father Marcel 

was at risk of receiving a reprimand from Daagbo for the large number of congregants who were not 

participating in the ritual. Hence, he repeatedly urged the congregation during mass to undertake the 

ritual, and that day, he announced that the registration desk would stay open longer than usual as a 

remedial measure so that even those who had not yet complied could participate. This context likely 

drew Father Marcel to focus on the spirit that criticized the non-compliance, prompting him to point 

the microphone towards the spirt in Manon. Around him, there were also individuals recording the 

spirit’s narrative on their mobile phones. Here, a seemingly paradoxical situation arose in which the 

Devil, an adversary of Daagbo and an entity to be vanquished by him, scolded the followers for their 

lack of obedience to Daagbo, thereby paradoxically lending credibility to the Devil’s words. 



During this deliverance assembly, merely one hour later, another young woman possessed 

by a spirit suddenly shouted, “Mary is kneeling, asking for forgiveness!” “Mary asking for forgiveness” 

refers to the aforementioned act of “Mary asking Daagbo for forgiveness for us.” Hearing this, Father 

Marcel instructed everyone to kneel, and he himself knelt towards the altar. Then, everyone began to 

recite the rosary and pray. 

In this way, the spirits possessing individuals become deeply involved in the progression of 

the eliverance ritual. Evil spirits, who should have been mere “erased” entities in the Banamè Church, 

now have the ability to even instruct people’s behaviour. This may be perceived as the spirits beginning 

to acquire performance skills. In Manon’s case, the deity within her blames Manon’s mother for her 

quitting school due to physical abuse. This narrative alone may not be compelling to the followers, as 

corporal punishment of children is not uncommon in Benin and is socially accepted to a certain extent. 

However, by bringing up concerns about rituals that are important to both followers and clergy, the 

Vodun spirits manage to capture everyone’s attention and establish its narrative as trustworthy. 

Similarly, the possessing spirit’s shout of “Mary asking for forgiveness” can be understood as a cry 

based on a thorough understanding of Mary’s role in the Banamè Church. The fact that the spirit made 

utterances about this event, which was not originally its concern, reflects its position of utilizing to the 

fullest extent its ability to perceive sacred entities differently from ordinary humans. In this way, by 

causing such events, evil spirits secure their peculiar position within the Banamè Church. 

It is worth noting that the spirits causing such events are not speaking for the first time during 

deliverance mass. I have witnessed Manon and another possessed woman begin to speak during 

deliverance masses on numerous occasions. As the spirits accumulate experiences, they become adept 

at interacting with people. Through this enskilment process, malevolent spirits empower themselves 

and their narratives. 

 

VII. Conclusion 

Pentecostal–Charismatic churches in Africa tend to emphasize the fight against the devil, which are 

often indigenous spirits and witches. This confrontation tends to be understood as a social imaginary 

that links political and economic trends with local dynamics. However, the specific processes of 

imagination as a constructive force of the real, its working conditions, and its ways of tuning to the 

world are rarely discussed. This paper examined the deliverance rituals in one such church, the 

Banamè Church, and observed how the spontaneous and bodily phenomenon of demonic possession, 

through “imagination,” “affective correspondence,” and “embodied memory,” reduces uncertainty and 

facilitates the emergence of spirits as the “subject.” 

Possession by evil spirits is often described as involuntary and sudden by Beninese, but at 

the actual scene of “falling” or possession, it was observed that individuals make nuanced tuning based 

on affect, such as keeping their eyes open or standing up and fleeing due to a chill. The subjectivity of 



spirits during possession emerges as a entanglement of affective correspondences between humans 

and non-humans within the environment, and bodily experiences are central to this process [De Antoni 

2017: 154]. For instance, keeping one’s eyes open in a situation in which one might naturally close 

them transforms the manner of the entanglement. This brings about the success or failure of 

“thingification” [De Antoni 2022: 113], he spirit takes on one form as a subject. Although affects are 

autonomous, the ways in which they are generated can change in response to one’s bodily tuning, 

which brings about the different results in the spirit’s emergence.  

Furthermore, in the “fall” state of possession, embodied memories, such as smells, are 

involved in the thingification of possessing spirits, in addition to experiential memories and cultural 

discourse. However, even if the state of possession occurs, some followers said that exorcism could 

not be performed until the spirit was named and confessed to what it had done in the past—that is, 

until it became a subject or until complete thingification of the spirit was achieved. There exists a 

spectrum within thingification. The failure of the thingification of spirits despite the efforts of the 

possessed indicates that the manner in which spiritual entities emerge is not bound solely by the 

imagination or will of the possessed but also by enskilment proficiency and the intersubjective state 

between the possessed and the priest. 

Individuals present during possession scenes also engage in the thingification of possessing 

spirits based on their respective perceptions, experiences, and images derived from imagination. 

However, the focused individual spirits do not necessarily align with the personal context of possession. 

While sharing a common cultural foundation in the imagery of spirit behaviour, each spirit acts 

improvisationally and contingently. Because individual embodied memories and contexts differ, 

various lines of thingification of spirits are interwoven, and it is not a single spirit that emerged on the 

scene. In other words, imagination is not solely determined by a cultural foundation but is also bound 

by affective responses and embodied memories. Even if individual spirits are not thingified as 

particular entities, possession scenes take place. What enables this is bodily and affective movements, 

such as screams, groans, violent limb thrashing, and collapsing. Thus, even if individual identification 

is dispersed, the place of the deliverance ritual, where possession by evil spirits occurs and individuals 

are liberated from it, is established. 

The place of the deliverance mass is where followers incorporate these spirits into individual 

experiences, but at the same time, it is also where the knowledge and senses of the spiritual realm 

acquired by exorcists during exorcisms are fed back. As a result, those present in the place come to 

understand the potential ways in which new spirits may manifest. This can be seen as a catalyst for the 

new thingification of spirits, influencing the imagination’s movement based on the behaviour of spirits. 

Furthermore, it was not only exorcists and priests who created the conditions for the 

operation of imagination. Evil spirits also begin to acquire subjectivity by mastering the affective 

movements within the place through enskilment while intertwining personal contexts and the context 



of the church. Within the setting of deliverance masses, evil spirits exert influence over the 

congregation's behavior through affective engagements—such as shouting, contorting, and writhing—

thereby contributing to the emergence of a new real.  

From these observations, it can be concluded that the practices against witchcraft and 

spiritual entities in many Pentecostal–Charismatic churches in Africa are not simply, as imagined by 

previous studies, to explain social and political issues and attract dissatisfied individuals. Instead, it is 

a process of thingification of witches and spiritual entities through imagination, embodied memory, 

and affective correspondences, as well as bodily enskilment, simultaneously allowing these manifested 

demons and witches to enter as subjects to carve out a new real. As the practices surrounding witchcraft 

and spiritual entities accelerate in embodiment and affective engagement through the catalyst of 

Pentecostal–Charismatic churches, the role of imagination based on affect within these contexts will 

become increasingly crucial in understanding these practices. 
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