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For many anthropologists today, the Western category ‘altered states of 

consciousness’ (ASC) is still haunted by the ghost of pathologization. Some of them have 

instead proposed the use of culture-specific concepts such as ‘hyptomantic 

consciousness’ (Obeyesekere, 1981), ‘autonomous imagination’ (Stephen, 1997) or 

‘shamanic state of consciousness’ (Noll, 1983). They believe these terms may be more 

in sync with the experiential ground of possession, but at the same time, are more 

difficult to export as a general analytical category. Between these two attitudes, where 

would you drag your own epistemological cursor?  

The problem with the term or category ASC is that it assumes a normative state 
that is widely shared, and from which certain states can be marked as alterations. 
The unmarked normative state that is implied is a self-conscious, reflexive form of 
awareness that is highly valued in Euro-American cultures. Of course, this state may 
not be the default state for all individuals in all places at all times, and this is where 
the element of pathologization comes from--states labeled as ASCs are understood 
to be non-normative even when they may not be. On the other hand, as you correctly 
point out, there is a utility in this label in the sense that it is widely known. Even 
Obeyesekere’s attempt to replace this concept did not get a lot of traction, so I don’t 
think that inventing my own term or using one of these lesser known labels would 
have gotten me very far. That’s why in my own work, I have generally taken the 
approach that I will get more traction by using the term that is more widely 
recognized, and by defining it very carefully so that it is clear what I mean and don’t 
mean. When I use the term ASC I try to be clear that I mean non self-conscious, 
non-reflexive states of consciousness. Such states may or may not be « altered » or 
divergent from the state that an individual or group understands to be normative – 
I think that is the crucial distinction that needs to be made. To be honest, in my 
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own work I more often use the term « dissociation, » which of course has strongly 
pathological implications as well. Much of my work has been devoted to 
understanding how and why dissociative states become pathogized/pathological.  

You have spent many years studying possession in an Afro-Brazilian possession cult in 

Bahia. As an anthropologist, would you say that “possession” corresponds to the 

category of ASC? If not, how would you categorize such a phenomenon and experience? 

If so, how would you define the “building-blocks” (Taves, 2009) of the possession 

phenomenon and experience? In other words, what possession is made of? 

If we use ASC to mean a non-reflexive state of awareness, as I suggested earlier, then 
I think what we call possession (phenomena in which individuals experience their 
self-consciousness to be displaced by that of a powerful “other”) can be said to fall 
into this category. But by definition the categories ASC and dissociation are 
centered around particular states, and the states they are concerned with are 
understood to consist of particular forms of awareness, attention, and physiology. 
As such, these categories may narrow our focus in a way that fails to capture the 
complexity of possession. My ethnographic work shows that possession is as much 
about particular ontological perspectives and social relationships as it is about states 
of consciousness. An ASC or dissociation focus may elide these other aspects of 
possession. For example, possession has sometimes been understood as a cultural 
explanation for, or interpretation of, trance, which is in turn understood as a 
physiologically based ASC. By this understanding, possession is a kind of post hoc 
cultural explanation or interpretation of a state that is explainable in non-
sociocultural terms. This way of understanding possession follows a kind of dualism 
that treats biology and culture as separable from one another. But my research 
strongly supports the idea that possession itself is at once physiological and cultural. 
Being possessed by an entity other than the self is an experience that emerges out of 
a set of cultural and social meanings and commitments that powerfully influence the 
state of consciousness of the possessed. In other words, my findings suggest that the 
beliefs and practices associated with possession contribute to producing an altered 
state. In broader terms, this would mean that physiological states are fundamentally 
shaped by psychocultural processes rather than prior to them. I have made a 
concerted effort in my work to complicate understandings of ASC and dissociation 
to reflect this non-dualistic view.  

Why do we need anthropologists to study ASC? To what extent are ASC such as 

possession culturally informed? 

As I said earlier, altered states are not themselves inherently pathological or 
normative, and they are not universal physiological states that exist divorced from 
the sociocultural meanings and practices that surround them. The experiential 
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quality of these states is a direct product of their meaning for the individual and the 
social group. So this is why we need anthropologists to study ASCs -- because they 
are deeply socially and culturally conditioned. Researchers from other disciplines 
interested in altered states often view these states as the product of invariant 
physiological processes that can be understood in a decontextualized way. For 
example, psychiatrists tend to view dissociation as a neurophysiological mechanism 
that is triggered functionally. While my research and the research of a number of 
other scholars supports the idea that there is a physiological component to these 
states, I argue that patterns of physiological response associated with ASCs can be 
understood as embodiments of cultural practices and beliefs. Such cultural beliefs 
and practices take advantage of, shape, and enhance physiological potentials, but the 
physiology by itself does not constitute a particular kind of dissociative state 
(pathological or non-pathological), or a specific form of ASC (possession, shamanic 
trance, etc.). In my work I refer to the recursive mutual influences among cultural 
meanings and practices, physiological states, and social roles as « looping » and use 
the term « bio-looping » in particular to try to capture the role of physiology as both 
a condition for and a result of possession.  

What are the costs and benefits of incorporating psychological and psychophysiological 

methods into ethnography for studying possession? 

I actually have a chapter in my book devoted to just this question! I can say for sure 
that I don’t think that every scholar studying possession ought to be using 
psychophysiological methods in their research. I made a choice to incorporate these 
methods because I was interested in a particular set of questions for which these 
methods made a lot of sense. I wanted to be able to make empirically based 
arguments about how possession is embodied, and using psychophysiology 
measurement ultimately allowed me to make inferences about the bidirectional 
relationship between bodily states and social and cultural meanings. But certainly 
the use of these methods has its challenges and even a down side. The methods I used 
were challenging to apply in a field setting, for one thing, for a variety of technical 
and logistical reasons. In addition, these methods seem at odds with the ethos of 
ethnography in some ways – they take people out of the flow of their daily lives and 
put the ethnographer in the position of clinical data collector, as opposed to a 
participant observer. So I think that use of this kind of method is only really merited 
when the research questions call for it.  

 

 

 

Using psychophysiology measurement 
ultimately allowed me to make inferences 
about the bidirectional relationship between 
bodily states and social and cultural meanings. 

“ 
” 
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On the other hand, I think that the more people who ask questions about how body, 
meaning and practice go together, and who combine psychophysiology methods 
with ethnography in order to answer them, the more data we will accumulate that 
can help us escape from dualistic engagements with possession and with ASCs more 
broadly. And on the bright side, the technologies are definitely getting better – more 
portable, easier to use, and less invasive -- which means that in the future, these 
methods may fit more seamlessly with traditional ethnography.  

For many decades, eminent scholars and psychiatrists have associated possession with 

mental illness and/or demonic influence. In your book Possessing Spirits and Healing 
Selves. Embodiment and Transformation in a Afro-Brazilian Religion, you affirm exactly the 

opposite by showing the self-transformative and healing potential of possession in 

Candomblé. In a few words, how would you explain that possession might be a healing 

practice or might have some healing effects?  

Whew – that is a tough question to answer in just a few words – it took me a whole 
book! Yes, my book is ultimately about the ways in which spirit possession serves to 
transform and heal many of the individuals who participate as mediums. Many of 
the people I worked with came to their religious role with a sense of affliction and 
emerged from their initiations with a sense of well-being. So there is something 
important going on there. What I try to show in the book is that possession scaffolds 
a process of self-transformation, and that this self-transformation can result in 
healing. On the surface, this argument is not so far off from arguments by other 
scholars about the process of symbolic healing. But I tried to really dig deeper, to say 
“how does this work?” And what I found was that spirit possession works to 
transform people in a way that is complex and multifaceted. It transforms at once 
an individual’s social self, her subjectivity (meaning her cognitions, affects, and sense 
of self in the world), and her embodied self – that is, her way of being and 
experiencing via her body. These transformations are mutually dependent and 
inseparable, though for heuristic purposes we tend to carve things up into different 
domains (i.e. the social, the bodily, etc.).  

 

 

 

The case studies in my book show that what we think of as cognitive 
dimensions of self, as represented through self-narrative, are transformed through 
engagement with the cosmology of Candomblé. By taking on the ontological 
commitments of the religion, people come to understand and perform themselves 

These bodily, cognitive, and social aspects of 
self-transformation are linked together 
through a looping process, in which they 
continually shape and reinforce one another. 

“ 
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quite differently. Ontology emerges through practice in Candomblé spirit 
possession, and the enactment of the religious worldview also serves to transform 
people at a bodily, experiential level. My psychophysiology data support this 
argument in the sense that mediumship is associated with particular patterns of 
bodily response. At the same time, becoming a medium facilitates a transformation 
of the social self as well, as individuals become members of a close-knit religious 
community and come to be understood within this community as important ritual 
figures. A crucial part of my argument is that these bodily, cognitive, and social 
aspects of self-transformation are linked together through a looping process, in 
which they continually shape and reinforce one another. As a result, there is a kind 
of emergent property to the transformations people experience – the 
transformations seem to be more than the sum of their parts. The mediums I worked 
with not only came to feel differently, act differently, and think differently – they 
came to be different. I argue that this kind of transformation constitutes healing 
when people move from being afflicted, to being spiritually empowered. 
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