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The Social Space of Possession at a School in Southern Thailand
Toward the Ethnography of Affectus

Nisn11, Ryoko

On 16 November 2004, at morning assembly in a junior high school in South-
ern Thailand, four pupils fainted. This event was the start of a series of similar
group incidents at the school which were attributed to spirit possession. Sub-
sequently, convulsions, ringing in the ears, sensing the presence of something
nearby, sobbing as if possessed by a spirit, tightening of the chest that pre-
vented breathing, and other symptoms were reported. This evidence of posses-
sion was only reported at school. When the children returned home they were
cured. Coming into December, the events began to receive attention in the
mass media and, all over Thailand, the school became known as the ‘School
Possessed by Spirits.” Incidents continued until the following February.

This paper is an attempt to go beyond previous anthropological discus-
sions of group possession phenomena, which have largely been based on
assumptions that involve opposing ordinary and extraordinary life situations.
In particular, the modernist stream of thought in anthropology has regarded
possession as an example of people behaving in non-rational ways. Such
accounts, fundamentally assuming a mind-body duality seem to usually end
up discussing aspects of autonomy. As such they report the observed behav-
ior of bodies and dualistically interpret whether or not the will of the subject
is control of the body. Polar concepts, such as subject/object, mind/body,
or even thing/body, human/non-human, human/natural, have become com-
monsense matters of fact and have to be reconsidered. One way of transcend-
ing notions of agent/self and intentional/unintentional is to characterize the
diversity of the manifold differences that generate events as a ‘social space.’

This social space is a developing site of practice and, as such, involves dif-
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fering forms of relationships, changing intentions, and varied actions, that is,
multidimensional and changing processes that have to be taken into account.
This is different from comprehensive objectivist constructions and models
which place the observer in a privileged position outside the workings of the
everyday world. Rather, any attempt to apprehend the social space entails
close examination of the inherent processes of everyday practice that play out
in myriad interactions.

Social space of spirit possession is generated by agents (actors) who are
sensitive to affectus which means transformative potential defined by Deleuze
flowing through becoming events on the site and at the time connected with
these, local gods, water spirits and various other things, including the pres-
ence of ponds and shrines. This paper gives an account of the processes that
gave rise to possession events. This account of spirit possession occurring on
the spot analyzed as a social space opens up a new perspective on life toward

the ethnography of affectus.
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