
Divine And Demonic Possession In The
Middle Ages: Conjunctions Of Religion And
Medicine
The Middle Ages, a period spanning from the fall of the Western Roman
Empire to the Renaissance, was a time of profound religious fervor and
widespread belief in the supernatural. During this era, the concepts of
divine and demonic possession occupied a central place in the minds of
both the populace and the ecclesiastical authorities.

This comprehensive article explores the multifaceted nature of possession
in the Middle Ages, examining its theological underpinnings, societal
context, and medical interpretations. We will delve into historical accounts,
religious beliefs, and cultural practices to unravel the complex interplay
between religion, society, and the human psyche during this extraordinary
period.
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Divine Possession: A Manifestation of Grace

In the medieval Christian worldview, divine possession was seen as a
manifestation of God's grace. It was believed that God could choose to
possess an individual, filling them with his divine presence and enabling
them to perform miracles or speak in tongues. Such individuals were often
revered as saints or holy figures, and their words and actions were
considered to be divinely inspired.

The most famous example of divine possession in the Middle Ages is that
of Joan of Arc, a young peasant girl who led the French army to victory
against the English during the Hundred Years' War. Joan claimed to have
received divine visions from God, instructing her to lead the French to
victory. Her unwavering faith and military prowess inspired her troops and
ultimately led to the liberation of France from English occupation.

Demonic Possession: A Threat to the Soul
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In contrast to divine possession, demonic possession was seen as a grave
threat to the soul. It was believed that demons, fallen angels who had
rebelled against God, could possess individuals, corrupting their minds and
bodies and leading them to commit evil acts.

The symptoms of demonic possession were varied and often included
physical ailments such as convulsions, vomiting, and speaking in unknown
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tongues. Exorcism, the ritual practice of expelling demons from a
possessed individual, was frequently employed to combat these afflictions.

The Medical Perspective: Hysteria and Melancholy

While the Church saw possession primarily as a spiritual phenomenon,
medieval physicians also attempted to explain it from a medical
perspective. Some physicians believed that possession was a form of
hysteria, a condition characterized by emotional outbursts and physical
symptoms such as fainting and seizures.

Other physicians attributed possession to melancholy, a condition believed
to be caused by an imbalance of the bodily humors. Melancholy was
associated with depression, anxiety, and hallucinations, and it was thought
that it could make individuals vulnerable to demonic possession.

Conjunctions of Religion and Medicine

Despite the differing perspectives of the Church and the medical
profession, there was often a degree of overlap in their approaches to
possession. Exorcism, for example, was sometimes performed by
physicians, and medical treatments were often used to supplement
religious rituals.

This conjunction of religion and medicine is particularly evident in the case
of the dancing mania, a mass hysteria that swept across Europe in the 14th
and 15th centuries. Sufferers of the dancing mania would dance
uncontrollably for hours on end, often until they collapsed from exhaustion.
While the Church initially interpreted this phenomenon as a form of
demonic possession, physicians eventually attributed it to natural causes
such as stress and malnutrition.



The Decline of Belief in Possession

The belief in possession gradually declined in the West from the 16th
century onwards. This decline was due in part to the rise of scientific
rationalism, which cast doubt on the supernatural origins of possession. It
was also influenced by the Protestant Reformation, which de-emphasized
the role of saints and miracles in Christian belief.

Today, the concept of possession is still present in some religious
traditions, but it is generally understood in more metaphorical or
psychological terms. The legacy of the medieval belief in possession,
however, continues to fascinate scholars and laypeople alike, providing a
window into the complex religious, social, and medical beliefs of a bygone
era.

The phenomenon of divine and demonic possession in the Middle Ages
was a complex and multifaceted one, influenced by religious beliefs,
societal fears, and medical interpretations. Through an examination of
historical accounts, theological doctrines, and cultural practices, we have
gained a deeper understanding of this fascinating aspect of medieval
history.

While the belief in possession has waned in the modern world, it
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