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PREFACE

Social anthropologists deal with the faculty of fantasy and imagination in at least
two ways: we study the social and cultural effects of it, and we use it ourselves in
our academic speculation. In this book I make use of a case study of a spirit cult in
Ethiopia to demonstrate how human creativity connects imagination and reality in
the production of a reality which is individually imagined, but socially created
(Berger and Luckmann 1966). The spirit cult epistemologies and practices appeal to
imagination and creativity in individual participants, leaders and observers, while
the social and historical context in which it is played out determine the cultural
forms that emerge from these processes.

To deal with Ethiopian spirit cults and related phenomena as a social scientist is a
challenge which calls for creativity and imagination, as well as empathy and
patience. The variation in forms and practices between cults within small geographic
arcas opposes classification and typology, and the co-existence of seemingly
incongruous beliefs and practices challenges pre-set ideas about the need for
consistency and harmony in people’s mental charts. All this testifies the human
capacity of accommodating and adjusting variant flows of ideas and experiences,
while the social anthropologist is left with the difficult question of how to make
(anthropological) sense out of it. Anthropologists and other social scientists should
be familiar with the problem of finding themselves confronted with the cacophonous
impact of real life, and the challenge to make an intelligible analysis out of it,
without doing violence to the evidence. In the current study, we are confronted with
a bewildering variety of seemingly competing discourses and epistemologies that
exist side by side and intertwined, where orthodox priests participate in animistic
rituals for spirited trees (adbar) and spirit mediums scold members of religious
brotherhoods (mahbdir) for laxity in church matters, and where spirit cult assistants
call prospective clients for seminars, unmistakably a replica of the Dirg’s means of
communication with the peasantry. If the mind is tuned at coherence and compre-
hensive logic, such observations are not only frustrating (frustration comes later,
when the observations are to be analysed), they are also category-crashing and very
upsetting.

The present book is a revised version of my doctoral dissertation in social anthro-
pology (Aspen 1994b). The changes are not many and they have not altered the
basic argument of the original thesis. I have weeded out some errors from the
original manuscript, and the presentation of the statistical material that forms the
basis for the discussion in Chapter 7 has been reduced, mainly by omitting the many
tables that were included in the original dissertation.
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