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[bookmark: _Hlk149041928]What relevance do anthropological theories and observations have to the study of divination and magic in antiquity 
Introduction
This essay examines the relevance of anthropological research for the study of divination and magic in the ancient world. In order to address this question, the essay is divided into three parts.
The first section briefly considers the nature of the surviving evidence for magic in the ancient world. This includes discussion of the limitations of the available information and the difficulty in actually defining what magic is, its relationship to religion, and indeed whether these distinctions had any relevance to people in the ancient world. 
The second section is concerned with anthropological study of magical practices in more recent and contemporary societies, and the way that these studies have changed in their theoretical underpinnings since the discipline became an established form of academic research in the late nineteenth century. Two contrasting studies of magical practices in two northern African societies are given to elucidate the changing ways that magic and divination have been studied by anthropologists fifty years apart, in the earlier and later twentieth century[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Evans-Pritchard, Edward, Evan, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976 (first edn. 1937); Stoller, Paul and Olkes, Cheryl, In Sorcery's Shadow: A Memoir of Apprenticeship among the Songhay of Niger (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987)] 

The third concluding section provides a concise review of the contribution that anthropology has made to the study of magic and its relevance for the understanding of how magic and divination functioned in the ancient world.
Magic and religion in the ancient world
One of the oldest debates in anthropology has been whether magic and religion are distinct from one another, and if they are separate, how does magic and religion relate to one another. These questions are of relevance for the study of magic in the ancient world, as any separation would have been present then.
The practice of magic and divination are very ancient ways of exploring the unseen world[footnoteRef:2],    sand Greek and Roman religion was closely bound up with magical practices and divination, as both involved direct interaction with the gods to be successful. Both practices were central to Greek religion[footnoteRef:3] with oracles being found at temples such as Delphi, and evidence of magical practices, such as the deposition of curse tablets, calling on interventions from the gods being found within temple complexes across the Greek and Roman world. Indeed, in excess of 1700 tablets have been documented[footnoteRef:4]. [2:  Greenwood, Susan, The anthropology of magic, p 112]  [3:  Stoneman, Richard, The Ancient Oracles: Making the gods speak, p 1]  [4:  Gosden, Christopher, The History of Magic: From Alchemy to Witchcraft, from the Ice Age to the Present (London: Penguin, 2020), p 274] 

Worship of the gods in temples was therefore carried out alongside both divination, whereby deities were consulted about the future and other magical practices where divine intervention was sought, for example to punish miscreants or achieve beneficial outcomes for supplicants.
Although it is true that the early Christian church set about destroying ‘magical books’ and was opposed to divination[footnoteRef:5], this was undertaken as part of a wider suppression of the pagan religions which were found across the ancient world, rather than a specific attack on magic as a distinct entity pers se. Arguably the formal split between magic and divination on one hand and religion on the other in the ancient world is largely a creation of the post-medieval and nineteenth century thinkers including anthropologists, who have perpetuated the separation[footnoteRef:6]. The division between magic and religion is therefore unlikely to have been understood by people in ancient Greece or Rome. [5:  Betz, Hans Dieter (ed.), The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the Demotic Spells (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1992), xli; Greenwood, Susan, The anthropology of magic (Oxford: Berg, 2009), p 113]  [6:  Bowie, Fiona, The Anthropology of religion (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), pp. 14-15] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]However, the surviving evidence of what took place during magical ceremonies or during divinations is patchy and the ways in which people participated or felt during rituals is rather sketchier. A large proportion of what we know about magic in the ancient world is derived from a variety of usually fragmentary written sources, as well as archaeological evidence which can be interpreted as being of ritual nature (for example votive deposits in temples, etc).
The ancient written sources can be split into several kinds, each of which can have their own limitations. Direct written evidence is derived from two major sources. The first type of source are primary texts (spells and curses). The most significant of these are what have been termed the Greek Magical Papyri[footnoteRef:7]. The 130 known texts are exceptional survivals of, what must have been a much larger number, spells, dating from the first century BCE to the fifth century CE. They were found in Egypt and written in Greek and represent a hybridization of Greco-Roman, Jewish and Egyptian belief. These texts provide a wealth of information about the format of spells, and include those for love, the questioning of corpses, gaining favour and business, etc. However, they are limited in terms of the overall range of spells that must have existed and by their chronological span, which is restricted to late antiquity. It is also difficult to disentangle which elements originated in ancient Greece and which belonged to Egyptian or Jewish magicians[footnoteRef:8].  [7: Betz, Hans Dieter (ed.), The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the Demotic Spells; Ogden, Daniel, Magic, Witchcraft and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Worlds: A Sourcebook (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002)]  [8:  Betz, Hans Dieter (ed.), The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the Demotic Spells, xiv] 

In addition to the Greek Magical Papyri there are the curse tablets, which as mentioned above, are much more numerous than the magical papyri. Indeed, over 130 tablets have been recovered from the temple of Aqua Sulis in Bath alone. Most as the name suggests are pleas for retribution, with for example, punishment being requested for the perpetrator of theft of a bath towel[footnoteRef:9]. These texts, which are usually written on lead sheets or potsherds[footnoteRef:10], provide direct evidence of a desire to achieve magical revenge through the direct intervention of the gods. As with the Greek Magical Papyri, there are limitations in their usefulness for the broader understanding of magical practices in the Greco-Roman world; in this case because of the restricted, retributive nature of their contents.  [9:  Cunliffe, Barry, Roman Bath Discovered (London: Routledge, 1971), p 78]  [10:  Gosden, Christopher, The History of Magic: From Alchemy to Witchcraft, from the Ice Age to the Present, p 275] 

The last category of written evidence takes the form of inscriptions and symbols which can be found on a multitude of objects, including rings and amulets, which are found in a wide range of archaeological sites[footnoteRef:11]. Again, there are limitations with understanding context of many of these items and how they were used. [11:  Merrifield, Ralph, The archaeology of ritual and magic (London: Batsford, 1987), pp. 22-57] 

Indeed, all forms of magical writing and inscriptions from the ancient world share the same problem which is common to all mute texts that are devoid of supporting context, namely the details of verbal recitation and conditions of ritual performance are absent. In other words, although the words are present, their emphasis, the settings in which they are set, who can speak (or sing) them and associated ‘feelings’ of participation are altogether missing. Magical practitioners in the modern world, for example, frequently intentionally emphasise ‘powerful’ words in an incantation[footnoteRef:12], so that it is the way and intention with which the word is spoken as much as the word itself which is important. Furthermore, anthropologists such as Susan Greenwood have emphasised the importance of participation in rites in order to experience the psychology of magical consciousness which occurs through involvement[footnoteRef:13]. [12:  Stoller, Paul and Olkes, Cheryl, In Sorcery's Shadow: A Memoir of Apprenticeship among the Songhay of Niger; Favret-Saada, Jeanne, Deadly Words. Witchcraft in the Bocage (Cambridge: University Press, 1980), p 111]  [13:  Greenwood, Susan, The anthropology of magic, pp. 29-43] 

The second major category of written evidence from the ancient world are the contemporary or broadly contemporary texts which were written about or refer to religio-magical belief in a more discursive way. These include treatises such as Cicero’s De divinatione or Plutarch’s De defectu oraculorum[footnoteRef:14] both of which consider the case for and against the efficacy of oracles. Neither writer, however, discusses divinatory practice in detail. Both are deeply biased writings, intended to support their arguments.  [14:  Cicero, On Divination (De divinatione): W. A. Falconer (ed. And trans.), (Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923); Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles (De defectu oraculorum): Frank Cole Babbitt (trans.) (Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936)] 

The final ancient textual sources are those by historians, geographers other writers. These include Herodotus who mentions oracles as part of his Histories, Pausanius in his Guide to Greece records myths during his travels, and Homer who incorporates magic into his opus including, for example the witch Circe in the Odyssey[footnoteRef:15]. However, neither Herodotus nor any other ancient historians were anthropologists who spent time living amongst the peoples that they reported on, and their information is typically derived from secondary sources that were and/or already old. Furthermore, sagas such as Homer’s were composed a long time after their mythologised events took place, and whilst demonstrating a widespread acceptance of the gods and magic, they were performative pieces, intended to entertain their audiences, rather than provide accurate accounts of magical practices. [15:  Herodotus, Histories, Aubrey de Selincourt (trans.) and John Marincola (rev.) (London: Penguin, 2003); Pausanius, Guide to Greece: Southern Greece: 2, Peter Levi (trans.) (London: Penguin, 1979); Homer, The Odyssey, E V Rieu (trans.) (London: Penguin, 2003)] 

The last kind of ancient evidence takes the form of material culture which has been deposited in such way that it suggests magical practices had taken place. This usually takes the form of deliberately placed offerings and votive deposits in locales such as temples or liminal places in the landscape[footnoteRef:16], and may include the burial of sacrificed animals or people, or the interment of precious or religious artefacts, such as figurines, amulets, coin hoards, etc[footnoteRef:17]. In common with the curse tablets, such offerings, reveal that special events had taken place and highlight patterns of repetitive behaviour which can be interpreted as being of a ritualized/magical character. However, there often remains a degree of ambiguity about the specific reasons for the interment of these items and the context in which they were made. For example, the placing of figurines into a pit or the burial of slaughtered animals in ditch terminals reveals that special acts had taken place but not the meaning of or reasons for the deposition. [16:  Merrifield, Ralph, The archaeology of ritual and magic; Chadwick, Adrian 2015. Doorways, ditches and dead dogs – material manifestations of practical magic in Iron Age and Roman Britain, in The materiality of magic: An artifactual investigation into ritual practices and popular beliefs, ed. by Ceri Houlbrook and Natalie Armitage (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2015), pp. 37-64.]  [17: Aldhouse-Green, Miranda, Human Sacrifice in Iron Age and Roman Europe (Stroud: History Press, 2014); Aldhouse-Green, Miranda, Sacred Britannia: The gods and rituals of Roman Britain (London: Thames and Hudson, 2018), pp. 129-133 ] 

As the classist Derek Collins has noted, the ancient record for the use of magic and how it was believed to work is full of ambiguity, and as he states there is ‘virtually no trace of any discussion by magical practitioners themselves of how ancient magic worked’ and instead only what problems they were capable of solving were discussed. Indeed, Collins has argued that given the paucity of evidence, anthropology offers the best means of understanding magic in the past[footnoteRef:18].  [18:  Collins, Derek, Magic in the Ancient Greek World, (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008), pp. 1-2] 

Anthropology and magic
Early theories
Anthropology is a relatively recent academic discipline, which has its origins in the later nineteenth century. In its formative period, it was very much concerned with the collection of ‘big data’ that was used to construct meta narratives, which were influenced by then contemporary imperialist/colonial and social Darwinian standpoints[footnoteRef:19]. From the outset early anthropologists were interested in understanding religion and magic. In particular, Edward Burnett Tylor and James Frazier gathered large amounts of ethnographic information which was used to develop cross-cultural, diffusionist social evolutionary models that were pegged against systems of belief[footnoteRef:20].  [19:  Bowie, Fiona, The Anthropology of religion, pp. 12-13]  [20: Tylor Edward, Burnett, Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Art, and Custom (London: John Murray, 1903); Frazer, James, The Golden Bough (London: MacMillan, 1922)] 

Tyler, notably developed the concept that ancient or ‘primitive’ societies (his pejorative) practiced animism (a belief that rocks, trees and non-humans, etc are animate in their own right), a concept which is still relevant, albeit in non-evolutionary culturally specific ways[footnoteRef:21]. As such this concept remains useful for considering how both ancient and present communities established relationships between themselves and the places they inhabit or performed magical acts (for example at groves, at pools of water, or by distinctive stones, etc).  [21:  Hallowell, Irving, 2002. Ojibwa Ontology, Behaviour and World View, in Readings in Indigenous Religions, ed. by Graham Harvey (London: Continuum, 2002), pp. 18-49] 

Frazer’s work whilst not being as academically rigorous as Tyler’s, has nonetheless had a lasting legacy as it perpetuated and popularised the idea that there was a split between magic and religion, with magic being a primitive precursor to organized religion (which in the nineteenth century was often taken to culminate with Christianity). More valuably, however, Frazer developed the concept of sympathetic magic, whereby like produces like and things that have once been in contact with one another continue to act on each other at a distance[footnoteRef:22]. As with animism, this concept has retained its validity and is helpful, for example in the interpretation of votive offerings, etc.   [22:  Collins, Derek, Magic in the Ancient Greek World, pp. 14-15] 

However, the work of both scholars approaches is deeply problematic for several reasons. Firstly, the idea that either ancient or present day communities can be pegged on an evolutionary scale according to their beliefs is patently wrong and leads to unacceptable stereotyping. Secondly, as neither writer engaged in fieldwork, their data is derived from other sources of variable quality (missionaries, colonial administrators, etc), and it therefore carries unchecked biases. The cross-cultural application of their work to other societies across time and space is therefore limited, with for example, Collins noting that whilst dolls are used in Ancient Cypriot binding magic, unlike those known in contemporary Voodoo they were used in love spells, as opposed to causing harm[footnoteRef:23].  [23:  Collins, Derek, Magic in the Ancient Greek World, p 89] 

Thirdly, both Tylor and especially Frazer considered magic (or magical practices) to be the product of incorrect or ‘primitive’ thinking and thereby separate from religion. This perpetuated a problematic split which persisted, through the work of the earlier twentieth century fieldworkers including the functionalist anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski[footnoteRef:24], who saw magic as being necessary for man to ‘master his practical difficulties…’ and ‘advance to the higher stages of culture’. Put simply, for Malinowski magic was, as Susan Greenwood suggests, a cathartic response to a situation in the absence of reason[footnoteRef:25].  [24:  Malinowski, Bronislaw, Argonauts of the western Pacific: an account of native enterprise and adventure in the archipelagos of Melanesian New Guinea (London: Routledge, 1922); Malinowski, Bronislaw, Magic, Science, and Religion, in Science, Religion and Reality, ed. by James Needham (New York: Macmillan, 1925), 19–84]  [25:  Greenwood, Susan, The anthropology of magic, p 69 ] 

New approaches
Whilst, one of anthropologies oldest debates[footnoteRef:26] rumbles on in some quarters, in others there have been significant developments and major changes in attitudes towards the study of both non-western societies and the perception of magic and divination over the course of the twentieth and twenty first centuries. It is noticeable that many anthropologists firstly became less judgemental of its practitioners and sympathetic to alternative beliefs and ways of thinking[footnoteRef:27]. More recently some scholars have become fully accepting of non-western ontologies[footnoteRef:28] and have themselves even participated in magical rites. This shift can be seen in Evans Prichard’s and Paul Stoller’s studies of witchcraft in sub-Saharan African communities, both of which will be discussed below. [26:  Collins, Derek, Magic in the Ancient Greek World, p xi]  [27:  Moore, Lucy, In Search of Us: Adventures in Anthropology (London: Atlantic Books, 2022); de Nebesky-Wojkowitz, René‚ Oracles and Demons of Tibet: The Cult and Iconography of the Tibetan Protective Deities (Delhi: Book Faith India, 1996 (first edn.1956); Narby, Jeremy and Huxley, Francis (ed.), Shamans Through Time: 500 Years on the Path to Knowledge (London: Thames and Hudson, 2004); Sahlins, Marshall, The New Science of the Enchanted Universe An Anthropology of Most of Humanity (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2022)]  [28:  Heywood, Paolo, ‘Ontological turn, the’ in The Open Encyclopedia of Anthropology, ed. by Felix Stein (online: http://doi.org/10.29164/17ontology, 2023); Holbraad, Martin, and Pedersen, Morten, The ontological turn: an anthropological exposition (Cambridge: University Press, 2017)] 

Towards the middle of the twentieth century, older attitudes towards non-western belief systems began to decline and anthropological field studies started to record data in a more embedded, objective observer way. Many of these initial works are functionalist or are concerned with symbolism[footnoteRef:29]. Consequently, they are therefore focussed upon what magic and ritual does in sociological terms for the communities who practice it, for example, how magical practices and rituals act as a means of social reproduction by reinforcing or manipulating power structures and group identity. Clearly magical practices in the ancient world were also tied in to wider social structures and detailed contemporary studies therefore have the potential to provide a useful tool for thinking about its social and symbolic role in past societies. Nonetheless, there is still often an underlying modern western assumption that magical beliefs are inherently erroneous and therefore their potential efficacy is not explored. [29:  Turner, Victor, The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual (London: Cornell University Press, 1967); Humphrey, Caroline and Laidlaw, James, The archetypal actions of ritual, Oxford; Oxford University Press, 1994)] 

However, several anthropological studies have tried to move beyond purely sociological observation based accounts towards the participatory in order to gain a greater depth of understanding of how magic could work[footnoteRef:30]. As with previous research, the majority of these studies are still focussed on the role of magic in the non-western world. Notable studies include Larry Peters long-term research into Tibetan shamans and their healing practices, and Edith Turner’s immersive work among the Ndembu people of Zambia in Africa[footnoteRef:31], where she both describes the ritual process and participates in a magical healing rite.  [30:  Young, David, and Goulet, Jean-Guy (ed.), Being Changed: The Anthropology of Extraordinary Experience / (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 1994); Goulet, Jean-Guy, and Granville Miller, Bruce, Extraordinary Anthropology : Transformations in the Field (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,  2007)]  [31: Peters, Larry, Tamang Shamans: An Ethnopsychiatric Study of Ecstasy and Healing in Nepal (New Delhi; Nirala, 1998); Peters, Larry, Tibetan Shamanism Ecstasy and Healing (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2016); Turner, Edith, Experiencing Ritual; A New Interpretation of African Healing (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992)] 

The post-war period, however, has seen a rise in the number of people practicing magic and divination in Western Europe and particularly in Britain[footnoteRef:32]. This increase has led to more academic interest, and several anthropologists have directly participated in magical practices. These include, Jeane Favret-Saada’s study of rural French witchcraft in the Bocage, where she became a practitioner of anti-magic[footnoteRef:33] and in Britain Susan Greenwood has worked with and participated in the rituals of a variety of magic using groups, including, high ceremonial magic users and wiccans[footnoteRef:34]. Their research has provided invaluable information about contemporary magical practices in Britain and France, which arguably often draw upon elements of much earlier ceremonial magical traditions[footnoteRef:35]. Although they do not provide direct comparanda, these studies have shed light on the ‘participatory’ experience which is relevant to magic in the ancient world; as well as offering evidence for the power that such practices can have over individuals (practitioners, patients and ‘victims’). [32:  Hutton, Ronald, The Triumph of the Moon (Oxford: Oxford University Press)]  [33:  Favret-Saada, Jeanne, Deadly Words. Witchcraft in the Bocage]  [34:  Greenwood, Susan, Magic, witchcraft and the otherworld: An anthropology (Oxford: Berg, 2000).]  [35:  Hutton, Ronald, The Triumph of the Moon, p 430] 

Susan Greenwood has also been a pioneer in the exploration of ‘magical thinking’ or consciousness[footnoteRef:36]. This approach is phycological in nature and is concerned with the mind, and as such arguably has its roots in Levy-Bruhl’s concept of their being a ‘primitive’ prelogical or ‘magical mode of thinking[footnoteRef:37]. As a result of her own direct participation in a variety of magical rites, including shamanic trances and spirit healing rituals, Greenwood has suggested that through magical practices such as dancing or drumming, etc it is possible to enter into altered or expanded states of consciousness and access parts of the mind that are not normally encountered[footnoteRef:38]. Under these altered states, the participant can engage with entities, including non-humans and ancestral spirits, etc[footnoteRef:39]. This approach could be considered to be subjective, however, the ability to reach states of magical consciousness is common to all humans and therefore is applicable to consideration of how magic worked in the past, for example with the Pythia of Delphi, who are reported to have entered a trance like state[footnoteRef:40], which following Greenwood’s observations could be argued to be evidence for the accessing of a magical consciousness. [36:  Greenwood, Susan, The nature of magic: An anthropology of consciousness (Oxford: Berg, 2005), pp. 89-117; Greenwood, Susan, The anthropology of magic, pp. 63-72]  [37:  Levy-Bruhl, Lucien, How Natives think (New York: Washington Square Press, 1966)]  [38:  Greenwood, Susan, The nature of magic: An anthropology of consciousness, pp. 89-117]  [39:  Greenwood, Susan, The Owl, the Dragon and the Magician: Reflections on Being an Anthropologist Studying Magic,  Pomegranate, 17, (2015), pp. 141-154]  [40:  Stoneman, Richard, The Ancient Oracles: Making the gods speak, pp. 13-14] 

These changing attitudes towards magic and divinatory practices can be seen in the two case studies of magic in neighbouring northern African communities presented below.
Evans Pritchard and Azande magic and divination
Evan’s Prichard undertook his classic study of the Azande, an agriculturalist society who lived in southern Sudan, over a period of 20 months in the 1920s. The work was published in the 1930s[footnoteRef:41], and it has become one of the influential studies in the practice of divination and magic.  [41:  Evans-Pritchard, Edward, Evan, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande] 

Although Evans Pritchard was not the first anthropologist to live with the people he was writing about[footnoteRef:42], his attitudes differed somewhat in that he decided, unlike Malinowski who seemed at times to have resented the people he was studying[footnoteRef:43], to have a house in the village and to accept the Azande world views as being equal to but distinct from European perspectives. Indeed, Evans Pritchard rather radically for the time stated in relation to Azande beliefs ‘I accepted them; in a kind of way I believed them’[footnoteRef:44]. Significantly, Evans Pritchard argued that the Azande’s magical and divinatory practices could be considered as being a rational response, in relation to their experiences, to a given situation (especially those involving unfortunate events), as opposed to being primitive or illogical in nature. He recorded how oracles and magical practices worked in great detail, describing how and in what circumstances oracles were used and the ways in which magic was used to counter witchcraft and carry out healing. Interestingly, Evans Pritchard observed that when performing magic proper taboos should be followed and the words themselves were less important than the clarity with which they were spoken. The words were given as an instruction so that the medicine knew ‘exactly what the commission’ was[footnoteRef:45]. This observation is of interest for considering how important the correct emphasis of reciting words was for practice of magic in ancient communities. That is to say proper pronunciation and correct observations may have been at least as important as the content of the spells. [42:  Marcus, Julie, First In Their Field. Women and Australian Anthropology (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1989)]  [43:  Moore, Lucy, In Search of Us: Adventures in Anthropology]  [44:  Evans-Pritchard, Edward, Evan, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande, p 244]  [45:  Evans-Pritchard, Edward, Evan, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande, p 177] 

Evans Pritchard also realised the folly of looking at magic in isolation and saw that there were clear links between divination, witchcraft and magic, which could be seen as three sides of a triangle’[footnoteRef:46]. The different elements therefore had to be understood in relation to one another. For example, witchcraft (which is considered to be bad) was confirmed by the use of one of three oracular methods, and was combated against by the use of magic. [46:  Evans-Pritchard, Edward, Evan, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande, p 176] 

Evans Pritchard’s work, whilst invaluable, can in some ways can be seen as being limited by the time in which it was written, not least because none of the Azande participants are recorded in first person and they therefore remain invisible. Instead phrases like ‘it is recognized by the Azande themselves’ are used so Evans Pritchard is firmly the interlocuter for the reader. Furthermore, as Susan Greenwood has argued, whilst not seeing Zande belief as being primitive, he did not question his own assumptions concerning the superiority of western belief or give much thought to the potential credibility of magic[footnoteRef:47]. It is also the case that although Evans Pritchard wrote copious notes describing what he had witnessed, he also elected not to participate in any of the magical practices that he was present at. This would have created a distance between the observer and the observed, and it is noteworthy that despite the fact that he witnessed a possible sign of witchcraft, in the form of a small bright light moving around the village in the darkness, and despite finding out that a man had in fact died in the night he decided not to contemplate the outcome and shrugged the occurrence off[footnoteRef:48]. [47:  Greenwood, Susan, The anthropology of magic, p 105]  [48:  Evans-Pritchard, Edward, Evan, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande, p 11] 

Paul Stoller and the Songhay sorcerers
Paul Stoller’s research amongst the Songhay of northern part of the Republic of Niger was undertaken around half a century after Evans Prichard’s[footnoteRef:49]. In common with the Azande, the Sonhgay are now agriculturalists, although in the past they were associated with the camel caravans. They practice magic, divination and sorcery, and have a fear of witches. Unlike the Azande, the Songhay are also Muslims, and their magical practices are practiced alongside Islam, rather than being in opposition to it. Spirits or deities associated with magic are therefore subservient to God. [49:  Stoller, Paul and Olkes, Cheryl, In Sorcery's Shadow: A Memoir of Apprenticeship among the Songhay of Niger] 

Stoller’s research has been carried out over many decades, although the period covered by his main published work on Songhay sorcery covers the period from 1976 until 1984. It was during this time that he became apprenticed to two sorcerers, firstly a Sorko and then a Sohanci (sorcerers belonging to different lineages), as well as interviewing several others and working with plant healing specialists. During this period he was taught both magic spells and divination with cowrie shells. In common with Evans Pritchard, Stoller did not set out to become an expert on magical practices or witchcraft, and his apprenticeship only commenced after a Sorko had spotted two birds living in his house, which marked him out as a potential sorcerer[footnoteRef:50]. [50:  Stoller, Paul and Olkes, Cheryl, In Sorcery's Shadow: A Memoir of Apprenticeship among the Songhay of Niger, pp. 24-25] 

Here the similarities come to an end. Unlike Evans Prichard, after consideration of the ethics of direct involvement, Stoller decided to participate in Songhay magic. Rather than using an intermediary, he became apprenticed to a number of sorcerers, learning magic and divination. He presents a chronological account based on his tuition in a readable Castaneda-like style, whereby his interactions with his teachers include their responses in conversational form. Interestingly, for the study of magic, Stoller was expected to memorize complex texts and be word perfect in order for them to be efficacious. In spite of being initially sceptical, as the apprenticeship progressed he begins to be drawn into a world which challenges his western logical assumptions, and he gradually accepts the reality of Songhay magic and divinatory practices. 
The learning process ends, following his participation in an apparently successful magical rite against a French official, with him being ‘paralysed’ during an attack by a rival sorcerer and a feeling of being under constant threat. The later fears result in his departure from the town where he has been living. Around this time, Stoller becomes increasingly aware of the rivalry that exists between sorcerers, and that many of the people he had known in the community were themselves practising sorcerers. Rather than laughing the experience off, as Evan’s Pritchard had done half a century before, Stoller reflects on his experiences, and after considering that he had crossed a line[footnoteRef:51], pulls back and decides to shift his research towards finding out more about healing plants and medicines. [51:  Stoller, Paul and Olkes, Cheryl, In Sorcery's Shadow: A Memoir of Apprenticeship among the Songhay of Niger, pp. 225-226] 

Unlike Evans Pritchard, Stoller’s account is phenomenological, and its conclusions about the reality of Songhay sorcery will be accepted by some and doubtlessly dismissed by others as being entirely subjective. Regardless of this, the study provides invaluable information about the workings of Songhay magic and divination, and the undoubted power these practices hold to effect the lives of those who believe (or come to) in it, psychologically or in reality depending on preference. Likewise, the human rivalries between sorcerers, the use of magic to achieve desired outcomes against the unassailable, all give important insights in to the use and effects magic can have upon individuals, which is of relevance to how magic could have been used in ancient communities.
Conclusion
Magic, divination and ritual, have been a central part of anthropological study since its beginnings, and vast amounts of information has been collected, which can be used to consider the role of magic in past communities. The value of anthropology for understanding magic in the ancient world have been summarised by Derek Collins as relating to sympathy, analogy, agency, and participation[footnoteRef:52]. [52:  Collins, Derek, Magic in the Ancient Greek World, p 166] 

There are, however, of course limitations to the uncritical application of cross cultural interpretations[footnoteRef:53], especially when applying them to ancient civilizations, with little surviving contextual information. No anthropological study (or combination of) can produce results which will be directly applicable to all societies either in the past or the present, and broad brush approaches can lead to inappropriate social evolutionary ‘pegging’ or stereotyping at worst, or generalisations which miss cultural nuances at best. [53:  Hodder, Ian, The Present Past (London: Batsford, 1982)] 

Nonetheless, anthropological studies do provide useful analogies, which when used with circumspection, are a starting point ‘for how an outsider ought to approach magical practice in any culture’[footnoteRef:54]. Consideration of sympathetic magic, for example, can provide potential analogies for the interpretation of purposefully deposited material culture or imagery. Likewise, the concept of animism remains a useful way thinking about how past cultures may have engaged with the ‘natural’ features such as mountains, rocks, caves or lakes, etc, for example by indicating possible explanations for the location of shrines or votive offerings found beside them. Likewise, the more sociological functionalist and symbolic approaches to the study of ritual magic provide interpretative analogies for the way that such performances reinforced, and at times subverted, the social order in the past. [54:  Collins, Derek, Magic in the Ancient Greek World, p 166] 

Several of the more recent studies have considered the role of agency and magic, and a few scholars have elected to participate directly, bringing in phenomenological interpretation. Detailed studies, such as those by Edith Turner or Paul Stoller[footnoteRef:55], for example, provide detail of what it is like to participate in magical and/or formal ritualised conditions, and describe the effects that those practices can have on individuals. As such they provide psychological texture, which can be used to consider ancient texts or material culture, for example how words may have been spoken, or why certain locales were chosen as places for magic.  [55:  Stoller, Paul and Olkes, Cheryl, In Sorcery's Shadow: A Memoir of Apprenticeship among the Songhay of Niger; Turner, Edith, Experiencing Ritual; A New Interpretation of African Healing] 

Perhaps, the most significant of these new anthropological approaches has been the development of the idea of humans having access to a ‘magical conscious’ which can be experienced when ‘altered states’ of mind are achieved[footnoteRef:56]. Altered states, are certainly widely documented in association with historical magical practices, especially in relation to shamanism[footnoteRef:57]. If the ability to achieve these states of consciousness is indeed a universal one, then it provides a useful avenue for further research, when interpreting magical practices in the ancient world. The ancient Greeks, for example described having a normal mode of awareness replaced by a different one, and Collins has noted that possession in the fifth and fourth centuries BCE was ‘literally a matter of being overtaken by a divinity or divine power, and epilepsy seems to have been thought of as a particularly strong form of divine possession’[footnoteRef:58].  [56:  Greenwood, Susan, The nature of magic: An anthropology of consciousness]  [57:  Narby, Jeremy and Huxley, Francis (ed.), Shamans Through Time: 500 Years on the Path to Knowledge]  [58:  Collins, Derek, Magic in the Ancient Greek World, p 40] 

In conclusion, we can see from the preceding discussion that anthropological theory and observations have made a significant contribution to the study of divination and magic, and many of these observations have relevance for thinking through how magic was undertaken in the ancient world. 
Bibliography
Primary Ancient Sources
[bookmark: _Hlk151313398]Cicero, On Divination (De divinatione): W. A. Falconer (ed. And trans.), (Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard, University Press, vol. XX, 1923)
Herodotus, Histories, Aubrey de Selincourt (trans.) and John Marincola (rev.) (London: Penguin, 2003)
Homer, The Odyssey, E V Rieu (trans.) (London: Penguin, 2003)
Pausanius, Guide to Greece: Southern Greece: 2, Peter Levi (trans.) (London: Penguin, 1979)
Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles (De defectu oraculorum): Frank Cole Babbitt (trans.) (Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936)
Primary Anthropological Sources
Evans-Pritchard, Edward, Evan, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976 (first edn. 1937)
Greenwood, Susan, Magic, witchcraft and the otherworld: An anthropology (Oxford: Berg, 2000).
Favret-Saada, Jeanne, Deadly Words. Witchcraft in the Bocage (Cambridge: University Press, 1980)
Malinowski, Bronislaw, Argonauts of the western Pacific: an account of native enterprise and adventure in the archipelagos of Melanesian New Guinea (London: Routledge, 1922)
de Nebesky-Wojkowitz, René‚ Oracles and Demons of Tibet: The Cult and Iconography of the Tibetan Protective Deities (Delhi: Book Faith India, 1996 (first edn.1956)
Peters, Larry, Tamang Shamans: An Ethnopsychiatric Study of Ecstasy and Healing in Nepal (New Delhi; Nirala, 1998)
Peters, Larry, Tibetan Shamanism Ecstasy and Healing (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2016)
Stoller, Paul and Olkes, Cheryl, In Sorcery's Shadow: A Memoir of Apprenticeship among the Songhay of Niger (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987)
Turner, Edith, Experiencing Ritual; A New Interpretation of African Healing (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992)
Secondary Ancient Sources
Aldhouse-Green, Miranda, Human Sacrifice in Iron Age and Roman Europe (Stroud: History Press, 2014)
Aldhouse-Green, Miranda, Sacred Britannia: The gods and rituals of Roman Britain (London: Thames and Hudson, 2018)
Betz, Hans Dieter (ed.), The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the Demotic Spells (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1992)
Collins, Derek, Magic in the Ancient Greek World, (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008)
Cunliffe, Barry, Roman Bath Discovered (London: Routledge, 1971)
Gosden, Christopher, The History of Magic: From Alchemy to Witchcraft, from the Ice Age to the Present (London: Penguin, 2020)
Ogden, Daniel, Magic, Witchcraft and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Worlds: A Sourcebook (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002)
Stoneman, Richard, The Ancient Oracles: Making the gods speak, (Yale University Press, 2011)
Secondary Anthropological Sources
Bowie, Fiona, The Anthropology of religion (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006)
Chadwick, Adrian 2015. Doorways, ditches and dead dogs – material manifestations of practical magic in Iron Age and Roman Britain, in The materiality of magic: An artifactual investigation into ritual practices and popular beliefs, ed. by Ceri Houlbrook and Natalie Armitage (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2015), pp. 37-64.
Frazer, James, The Golden Bough (London: MacMillan, 1922)
Goulet, Jean-Guy, and Granville Miller, Bruce (ed.), Extraordinary Anthropology: Transformations in the Field (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,  2007)
Greenwood, Susan, The nature of magic: An anthropology of consciousness (Oxford: Berg, 2005)
Greenwood, Susan, The anthropology of magic (Oxford: Berg, 2009)
Greenwood, Susan, The Owl, the Dragon and the Magician: Reflections on Being an Anthropologist Studying Magic,  Pomegranate, 17, (2015), pp. 141-154
Hallowell, Irving, Ojibwa Ontology, Behaviour and World View, in Readings in Indigenous Religions, ed. by Graham Harvey (London: Continuum, 2002), 18–49
[bookmark: _Hlk150102758]Heywood, Paolo, ‘Ontological turn, the’ in The Open Encyclopedia of Anthropology, ed. by Felix Stein (online: http://doi.org/10.29164/17ontology, 2023)
Hodder, Ian, The Present Past (London: Batsford, 1982)
Holbraad, Martin and Pedersen, Morten, The ontological turn: an anthropological exposition (Cambridge: University Press, 2017)
Humphrey, Caroline and Laidlaw, James, The archetypal actions of ritual, Oxford; Oxford University Press, 1994)
Hutton, Ronald, The Triumph of the Moon (Oxford: Oxford University Press)
Levy-Bruhl, Lucien, How Natives think (New York: Washington Square Press, 1966)
Malinowski, Bronislaw, Magic, Science, and Religion, in Science, Religion and Reality, ed. by James Needham (New York: Macmillan, 1925), 19–84
Marcus, Julie, First In Their Field. Women and Australian Anthropology (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1989)
Merrifield, Ralph, The archaeology of ritual and magic (London: Batsford, 1987), pp. 22-57
Moore, Lucy, In Search of Us: Adventures in Anthropology (London: Atlantic Books, 2022)
Narby, Jeremy and Huxley, Francis (ed.), Shamans Through Time: 500 Years on the Path to Knowledge (London: Thames and Hudson, 2004)
Sahlins, Marshall, The New Science of the Enchanted Universe An Anthropology of Most of Humanity (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2022)
Tylor, Edward Burnett, Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Art, and Custom (London: John Murray, 1903)
Turner, Victor, The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual (London: Cornell University Press, 1967)
Young, David, and Goulet, Jean-Guy (ed.), Being Changed: The Anthropology of Extraordinary Experience (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 1994)

 
image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





