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The Sorcerer and His Magic

Claude Lévi-Strauss

This selection, foundational in medical anthropology, is
about the role of belief in both healing and harm—uwhat are
today called the placebo and nocebo effects. Written by the
famous French anthropologist who pioneered the study of .
structuralism and the analysis of myth, this selection may
be a little difficult, but it is well worth the effort. Claude
Lévi-Strauss uses four compelling stories: “voodoo death”
among Australian aborigines; @ Nambicuara shaman and
political leader from the Amazonian rain forest; a teenage
boy accused of witchcraft among the Zuni, a Pueblo people
of New Mexico; and Quesalid, o Kwakiut! shaman from the
Pacific Northwest coastal tribe studied by Franz Boas. Each
story illusirates Lévi-Strauss’s argument that there are
three levels of belief involved in a shamanistic cure. These

 beliefs in the power of the sorcerer are socially constructed
and socially maintained. Belief is enhanced by the manipu-
lation of symbols in a ritual setting.

The interaction of belief and experience is very impor-
tant. As we saw in selection 13, being cured by a Spiritualist
healer can be a life-altering experience. The story of Quesalid
in this selection by Lévi-Strauss is a powerful and poignant
story; it is a story of knowledge, power, a “trick,” and ulti-
mately the transformation of an individual's life. Lévi-
Strauss comments that Quesalid “did not become a great

. shaman because he cured his patients; he cured his patients
because he had become a great shaman.” This delineates pre-
cisely the relationship between belief and healing. Belief
plays a central role in the “shamanistic complex.” It provides

the mechanism for the “fabulation” of an unknown reality—
the cultural process of controlling something by naming and
telling a story about it.

The use of symbols, like the doctor’'s white coat, plays
an important role in reinforcing the patient's beliefs; these
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symbols can be objects or words, but they have special
meaning to participants. Participants do not often see the
symbolic dimension to their activities; anthropologists tend
to see them, partly because that is a benefit of being an out-
sider looking in. The bone pointed at the sorcerer’s victim, in
the voodoo death case described at the beginning of this se-
lection, is a good example of a powerful objeci-symbol.
Quesalid’s scrap of bloody feather is another.

The manipulation of symbols, however, is only a means
to an end. Its purpose is to bring a cure. That is done, psy-
chosomatic research tells us, by harnessing the power of the
mind and the body's own ability to heal itself. The exact
mechanisms for this process remain unknown. Lévi-Strauss
uses the idea of “abreaction” (a powerful turning point of
reliving an event), borrowed from psychoanalytic theory, to
explain this mechanism. Although this part of the analysis
generally has not been accepted by anthropologists, recent
theories about symbolic healing by James Dow (1986),
Daniel Moerman (1991), and Robert Hahn (1995) should
be of interest to advanced students.

As you read this selection, consider these questions:

®  What are the three levels of belief that Lévi-Strauss
thinks form the core of the “shamanistic complex”?
Which of these beliefs do you think is the most
important?

“®m Why does Quesalid change from a nonbeliever to a be-

liever? How does he get incorporated into the system?
Why doesn’t he tell the truth at the end of his life?

®  To what extent do patients expect that their biomedical
doctor act like a shaman?

®  How does the use of symbols facilitate belief?

f

'Since the pioneering work of Cannon, we under-
stand more clearly the psycho-physiological mecha-
nisms underlying the instances reported from many -
parts of the world of death by exorcism and the cast-
ing of spells.! An individual who is aware that he is
the object of sorcery is thoroughly convinced that he is
doomed according to the most solemn traditions of his
group. His friends and relatives share this certainty.

From then on the community withdraws. Standing
aloof from the accursed, it treats him not only as
though he were already dead but as though he were a
source of danger to the entire group. On every occa-
sion and by every action, the social body suggests
death to the unfortunate victim, who no longer hopes
to escape what he considers to be his ineluctable fate.
Shortly thereafter, sacred rites are held to dispatch him
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to the realm of shadows. First brutally torn from all of
his family and social ties and excluded from all func-
tions and activities through which he experienced self-
awareness, then banished by the same forces from the
world of the living, the victim yields to the combined
effect of intense terror, the sudden total withdrawal of
the multiple reference systems provided by the sup-
port of the group, and, finally, to the group’s decisive
reversal in proclaiming him—once a living man, with
rights and obligations—dead and an object of fear, rit-
ual, and taboo. Physical integrity cannot withstand the
dissolution of the social personality.*

How are these complex phenomena expressed on
the physiological level? Cannon showed that fear, like
rage, is associated with a particularly intense activity
of the sympathetic nervous system. This activity is
ordinarily useful, involving organic modifications
which enable the individual to adapt himself to a new
situation. But if the individual cannot avail himself of
any instinctive or acquired response to an extraordi-
nary situation (or to one which he conceives of as
such), the activity of the sympathetic nervous system
becomes intensified and disorganized; it may, some-
times within a few hours, lead to a decrease in the vol-
ume of blood and.a concomitant drop in blood
pressure, which result in irreparable damage to the
circulatory organs. The rejection of food and drink,
frequent among patients in the throes of intense anxi-
ety, precipitates this process; dehydration acts as a
stimulus to the sympathetic nervous system, and the
decrease in blood volume is accentuated by the grow-
ing permeability of the capillary vessels. These hy-
potheses were confirmed by the study of several cases
of trauma resulting from bombings, battle shock, and
even surgical operations; death results, yet the au-
topsy reveals no lesions.,

There is, therefore, no reason to doubt the efficacy
of ‘certain magical practices. But at the same time
we see that the efficacy of magic implies a belief in
magic. The latter has three complementary aspects:
first, the sorcerer’s belief in the effectiveness of his
techniques; second, the patient’s or victim’s belief in
the sorcerer’s power; and, finally, the faith and expec-
tations of the group, which constantly act as a sort of
gravitational field within which the relationship be-
tween sorcerer and bewitched is located and defined.’
Obviously, none of the three parties is capable of form-
ing a clear picture of the sympathetic nervous sys-
tem’s activity or of the disturbances which Cannon
called homeostatic. When the sorcerer claims to suck
out of the patient’s body a foreign object whose pres-
ence would explain the illness and produces a stone
which he had previously hidden in his mouth, how
does he justify this procedure in his own eyes? How
can an innocent person accused of sorcery prove his

innocence if the accusation is unanimous—since the
magical situation is a consensual phenomenon? And,
finally, how much credulity and how much skepticism
are involved in the attitude of the group toward those
in whom it recognizes extraordinary powers, to whom
it accords corresponding privileges, but from whom it
also requires adequate satisfaction? Let us begin by ex-
amining this last point.

It was in September, 1938. For several weeks we
had been camping with a small band of Nambicuara
Indians near the headwaters of the Tapajoz, in those
desolate savannas of central Brazil where the natives
wander during the greater part of the year, collecting
seeds and wild fruits, hunting small mammals, in-
sects, and reptiles, and whatever else might prevent
them from dying of starvation. Thirty of them were
camped together there, quite by chance. They were
grouped in families under frail lean-tos of branches,
which give scant protection from the scorching sun,
nocturnal chiil, rain, and wind. Like most bands, this
one had both a secular chief and a sorcerer; the latter’s
daily activities—hunting, fishing, and handicrafts—
were in no way different from those of the other men -
of the group. He was a robust man, about forty-five
years old, and a bon vivant.

One evening, however, he did not return to camp
at the usual time. Night fell and fires were lit; the na-
tives were visibly worried. Countless perils lurk in the
bush: torrential rivers, the somewhat improbable
danger of encountering a large wild beast—jaguar
or anteater-—or, more readily pictured by the Nam-
bicuara, an apparently harmless animal which is the
incarnation of an evil spirit of the waters or forest. And
above all, each night for the past week we had seen
mysterious campfires, which sometimes approached
and sometimes receded from our own. Any unknown
band is always potentially hostile. After a two-hour
wait, the natives were convinced that their companion
had been killed in ambush and, while his two young '
wives and his son wept noisily in mourning for their
dead husband and father, the other natives discussed
the tragic consequences foreshadowed by the disap-
pearance of their sorcerer.

Toward ten that evening, the anguished anticipa-
tion of imminent disaster, the lamentations in which
the other women began to join, and the agitation of the
men had created an intolerable atmosphere, and we
decided to reconnoiter with several natives who had
remained relatively calm. We had not gone two hun-
dred yards when we stumbled upon a motionless
figure. It was our man, crouching silently, shivering
in the chilly night air, disheveled and without his belt,
necklaces, and arm-bands (the Nambicuara wear
nothing else). He allowed us to lead him back to the




camp site without resistance, but only after long ex-
hortations by his group and pleading by his family
was he persuaded to talk. Finally, bit by bit, we ex-
tracted the details of his story. A thunderstorm, the
first of the season, had burst during the afternoon, and
the thunder had carried him off to a site several miles
distant, which he named, and then, after stripping him
completely, had brought him back to the spot where
we found him. Everyone went off to sleep comment-
“'ing on the event. The next day the thunder victim had
recovered his joviality and, what is more, all his orna-
ments. This last detail did not appear to surprise any-
one, and life resumed its normal course.

A few days later, however, another version of these
prodigious events began to be circulated by certain na-
tives. We must note that this band was actually com-
posed of individuals of different origins and had been
fused into a new social entity as a result of unknown
circumstances. One of the groups had been decimated
by an epidemic several years before and was no longer
sufficiently large to lead an independent life; the other
had seceded from its original tribe and found itself in
the same straits. When and under what circumstances
the two groups met and decided to unite their efforts,
we could not discover. The secular leader of the new
band came from one group and the sorcerer, or reli-
gious leader, from the other. The fusion was obviously
recent, for no marriage had yet taken place between
the two groups when we met them, although the chil-
dren of one were usually betrothed to the children of
the other; each group had retained its own dialect, and

their members could communicate only through two

or three bilingual natives,

This is the rumor that was spread. There was good
reason to suppose that the unknown bands crossing
the savanna belonged to the tribe of the seceded group
of which the sorcerer was a member. The sorcerer, im-
pinging on the functions of his colleague the political
chief, had doubtless wanted to contact his former
tribesmen, perhaps to ask to return to the fold, or to
provoke an attack upon his new companions, or per-
haps even to reassure them of the friendly intentions
of the latter. In any case, the sorcerer had needed a pre-
text for his absence, and his kidnapping by thunder
and its subsequent staging were invented toward this
end. It was, of course, the natives of the other group
who spread this interpretation, which they secretly be-
lieved and which filled them with apprehension. But
the official version was never publicly disputed, and
until we left, shortly after the incident, it remained os-
tensibly accepted by all.4

Although the skeptics had analyzed the sorcerer’s
motives with great psychological finesse and political
acumen, they would have been greatly astonished had
someone suggested (quite plausibly) that the incident
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was a hoax which cast doubt upon the sorcerer’s good
faith and competence. He had probably not flown on
the wings of thunder to the Rio Ananaz and had only
staged an act. But these things might have happened,
they had certainly happened in other circumstances,
and they belonged to the realm of real experience.
Certainly the sorcerer maintains an intimate relation-
ship with the forces of the supernatural. The idea that
in a particular case he had used his power to conceal a
secular activity belongs to the realm of conjecture and
provides an opportunity for critical judgment. The im-
portant point is that these two possibilities were not
mutually exclusive; no more than are, for us, the alter-
nate interpretations of war as the dying gasp of na-
tional independence or as the result of the schemes of
munitions manufacturers. The two explanations are
logically incompatible, but we admit that one or the
other may be true; since they are equally plausible, we
easily make the transition from one to the other, de-
pending on the occasion and the moment. Many peo-
ple have both explanations in the back of their minds.

Whatever their true origin, these divergent inter-

pretations come from individual consciousness not as

the result of objective analysis but rather as comple-
mentary ideas resulting from hazy and unelaborated
attitudes which have an experiential character for each
of us. These experiences, however, remain intellectu-
ally diffuse and emotionally intolerable unless they in-
corporate one or another of the patterns present in the
group’s culture. The assimilation of such patterns is
the only means of objectivizing subjective states, of
formulating inexpressible feelings, and of integrating
inarticulated experiences into a system.

These mechanisms become clearer in the light of
some observations made many years ago among the
Zuni of New Mexico by an admirable field-worker,
M. C. Stevenson.® A twelve-year-old girl was stricken
with a nervous seizure directly after an adolescent boy
had seized her hands. The youth was accused of sor-
cery and dragged before the court of the Bow priest-
hood. For an hour he denied having any knowledge of
occult power, but this defense proved futile. Because
the crime of sorcery was at that time still punished by
death among the Zuni, the accused changed his tac-
tics. He improvised a tale explaining the circum-
stances by which he had been initiated into sorcery. He
said he had received two substances from his teachers,

- one which drove girls insane and another which cured

them. This point constituted an ingenious precaution
against later developments. Having been ordered to
produce his medicines, he went home under guard
and came back with two roots, which he proceeded to
use in a complicated ritual. He simulated a trance after
taking one of the drugs, and after taking the other he
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pretended to return to his normal state. Then he ad-
ministered the remedy to the sick girl and declared her
cured. The session was adjourned until the following
day, but during the night the alleged sorcerer escaped.

He was soon captured, and the girl’s family set itself

up as a court and continued the trial. Faced with the
reluctance of his new judges to accept his first story,
the boy then invented a new one. He told them that all
his relatives and ancestors had been witches and that
he had received marvellous powers from them. He
claimed that he could assume the form of a cat, fill his
mouth with cactus needles, and kill his victims—in-
fants, three girls, and two boys—by shooting the nee-
dles into them. These feats, he claimed, were due to
the magical powers of certain plumes which were
used to change him and his family into shapes other
than human. This last detail was a tactical error, for the
judges called upon him to produce the plumes as
proof of his new story. He gave various excuses which
were rejected one after another, and he was forced to
take his judges to his house. He began by declaring
that the plumes were secreted in a wall that he could
not destroy. He was commanded to go to work. After
breaking down a section of the wall and carefully ex-
amining the plaster, he tried to excuse himself by de-
claring that the plumes had been hidden two years
before and that he could not remember their exact lo-
cation. Forced to search again, he tried another wall,
and after another hour’s work, an old plume appeared
in the plaster. He grabbed it eagerly and presented it
to his persecutors as the magic device of which he had
spokern. He was then made to explain the details of its
use. Finally, dragged into the public plaza, he had to
repeat his entire story (to which he added a wealth of
new detail). He finished it with a pathetic speech in
which he lamented the loss of his supernatural power.
Thus reassured, his listeners agreed to free him.

This narrative, which we unfortunately had to
abridge and strip of all its psychological nuances, is
still instructive in many respects. First of all, we see
that the boy tried for witchcraft, for which he risks the
death penalty, wins his acquittal not by denying but
by admitting his alleged crime. Moreover, he furthers
his cause by presenting successive versions, each
richer in detail (and thus, in theory, more persuasive of

guilt) than the preceding one. The debate does not

proceed, as do debates among us, by accusations and
denials, but rather by allegations and specifications.
The judges do not expect the accused to challenge
their theory, much less to refute the facts. Rather, they
require him to validate a system of which they possess
only a fragment; he must reconstruct it as a whole in
an appropriate way. As the field-worker noted in rela-
tion to a phase of the trial, “The warriors had become
so absorbed by their interest in the narrative of the boy

that they seemed entirely to have forgotten the cause ‘
of his appearance before them.”® And when the magic
plume was finally uncovered, the author remarks with
great insight, “There was consternation among the
warriors, who exclaimed in one voice: ‘What does this
mean?’ Now they felt assured that the youth had spo-
ken the truth.”” Consternation, and not triumph at
finding a tangible proof of the crime—for the judges
had sought to bear witness to the reality of the system |
which had made the crime possible (by validating its
objective basis through an appropriate emotional ex-
pression), rather than simply to punish a crime. By his
confession, the defendant is transformed into a wit-
ness for the prosecution, with the participation (and
even the complicity) of his judges. Through the defen-
dant, witchcraft and the ideas associated with it cease |
to exist as a diffuse complex of poorly formulated sen-
timents and representations and become embodied in
real experience. The defendant, who serves as a wit- |
ness, gives the group the satisfaction of truth, which is |
infinitely greater and richer than the satisfaction of
justice that would have been achieved by his execu-
tion. And finally, by his ingenious defense which
makes his hearers progressively aware of the vitality
offered by his corroboration of their system (especially
since the choice is not between this system and an-
other, but between the magical system and no system
at all—that is, chaos), the youth, who at first was a
threat to the physical security of his group, became the
guardian of its spiritual coherence.

But is his defense merely ingenious? Everything
leads us to believe that after groping for a subterfuge,
the defendant participates with sincerity and—the
word is not too strong—fervor in the drama enacted
between him and his judges. He is proclaimed a sor-
cerer; since sorcerers do exist, he might well be one.
And how would he know beforehand the signs which
might reveal his calling to him? Perhaps the signs are
there, present in this ordeal and in the convulsions of
the little girl brought before the court. For the boy, too,
the coherence of the system and the role assigned
to him in preserving it are values no less essential
than the personal security which he risks in the ven-
ture. Thus we see him, with a mixture of cunning and
good faith, progressively construct the impersonation
which is thrust upon him—chiefly by drawing on his
knowledge and his memories, improvising somewhat,
but above all living his role and seeking, through his
manipulations and the ritual he builds from bits and
pieces, the experience of a calling which is, at least the-
oretically, open to all. At the end of the adventure,
what remains of his earlier hoaxes? To what extent has
the hero become the dupe of his own impersonation?
What is more, has he not truly become a sorcerer? We
are told that in his final confession, “The longer the




boy talked the more absorbed he became in his sub-

'Ject . At times his face became radiant with satisfac-

tion at his power over his listeners.”® The girl recovers
after he performs his curing ritual. The boy’s experi-
ences during the extraordinary ordeal become elabo-
rated and structured. Little more is needed than for
the innocent boy finally to confess to the possession of
supernatural powers that are already recognized by

the group.

We must consider at greater length another espe-
cially valuable document, which until now seems
to have been valued solely for its linguistic interest.
I refer to a fragment of the autobiography of a Kwaki-

‘utl Indian from the Vancouver region of Canada, ob-

tained by Franz Boas.”

Quesalid (for this was the name he received when
he became a sorcerer) did not believe in the power of
the sorcerers—or, more accurately, shamans, since this
is a better term for their specific type of activity in cer-

" tain regions of the world. Driven by curiosity about

their tricks and by the desire to expose them, he began
to associate with the shamans until one of them of-

fered to make him a member of their group. Quesalid

did not wait to be asked twice, and his narrative re-
counts the details of his first lessons, a curious mixture
of pantomime, prestidigitation, and empirical knowl-
edge, including the art of simulating fainting and ner-
vous fits, the learning of sacred songs, the technique
for inducing vomiting, rather precise notions of aus-
cultation and obstetrics, and the use of “dreamers,”
that is, spies who listen to private conversations and
secretly convey to the shaman bits of information con-
cerning the origins and symptoms of the ills suffered
by different people. Above all, he learned the ars
magna of one of the shamanistic schools of the North-
west Coast: The shaman hides a little tuft of downin a
corner of his mouth, and he throws it up, covered with
blood, at the proper moment—after having bitten his
tongue or made his gums bleed—and solemnly pre-
sents it to his patient and the onlookers as the patho-
logical foreign body extracted as a result of his sucking
and manipulations.

His worst suspicions confirmed, Quesalid wanted
to continue his inquiry. But he was no longer free. His
apprenticeship among the shamans began to be noised
about, and one day he was summoned by the family of
a sick person who had dreamed of Quesalid as his
healer. This first treatment (for which he received no
payment, any more than he did for those which fol-
lowed, since he had not completed the required four
years of apprenticeship) was an outstanding success.
Although Quesalid came to be known from that mo-

“  mentonasa “great shaman,” he did not lose his critical

faculties. He interpreted his success in psychological
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terms—it was successful “because he [the sick person]
believed strongly in his dream about me.”’? A more
complex adventure made him, in his own words, “hes-
itant and thinking about many things.”"! Here he en-
countered several varieties of a “false supernatural,”

and was led to conclude that some forms were less’

false than others—those, of course, in which he had a
personal stake and whose system he was, at the same
time, surreptitiously building up in his mind. A sum-
mary of the adventure follows.

While visiting the neighboring Koskimo Indians,
Quesalid attends a curing ceremony of his illustrious
colleagues of the other tribe. To his great astonishment
he observes a difference in their technique. Instead of
spitting out the illness in the form of a “bloody worm”
(the concealed down), the Koskimo shamans merely
spit a little saliva into their hands, and they dare to
claim that this is “the sickness.” What is the value of
this method? What is the theory behind it? In order to
find out “the strength of the shamans, whether it was
real or whether they only pretended to be shamans”
like his fellow tribesmen,'? Quesalid requests and
obtains permission to try his method in an in-
stance where the Koskimo method has failed. The sick
woman then declares herself cured.

And here our hero vacillates for the first time.
Though he had few illusions about his own technique,
he has now found one which is more false, more mys-
tifying, and more dishonest than his own. For he at
least gives his clients something. He presents them
with their sickness in a visible and tangible form,
while his foreign colleagues show nothing at all and
only claim to have captured the sickness. Moreover,
Quesalid’s method gets results, while the other is fu-
tile. Thus our hero grapples with a problem which
perhaps has its parallel in the development of modern
science. Two systems which we know to be inade-
quate present (with respect to each other) a differential

' validity, from both a logical and an empirical perspec-
~tive. From which frame of reference shall we judge

them? On the level of fact, where they merge, or on
their own level, where they take on different values
both theoretically and empirically?

Meanwhile, the Koskimo shamans, 'ashamed”
and discredited before their tribesmen, are also
plunged into doubt. Their colleague has produced, in
the form of a material object, the illness which they
had always considered as spiritual in nature and had
thus never dreamed of rendering visible. They send
Quesalid an emissary to invite him to a secret meeting
in a cave. Quesalid goes and his foreign colleagues ex-
pound their system to him: “Every sickness is a man:
boils and swellings, and itch and scabs, and pimples
and coughs and consumption and scrofula; and also
this, stricture of the bladder and stomach aches. . .. As
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soon as we get the soul of the sickness which is a man,
then dies the sickness which is a man. Its body just dis-
appears in our insides.”13 If this theory is correct, what
is there to show? And why, when Quesalid operates,
does “the sickness stick to his hand”? But Quesalid
takes refuge behind professional rules which forbid
him to teach before completing four years of appren-
ticeship, and refuses to speak. He maintains his silence
even when the Koskimo shamans send him their al-
legedly virgin daughters to try to seduce him and dis-
cover his secret. _

Thereupon Quesalid returns to his village at Fort
Rupert. He learns that the most reputed shaman of a

neighboring clan, worried about Quesalid’s growing

renown, has challenged all his colleagues, inviting
them to compete with him in curing several patients.
Quesalid comes to the contest and observes the cures
of his elder. Like the Koskimo, this shaman does not
show the illness. He simply incorporates an invisible
object, “what he called the sickness” into his head-
ring, made of bark, or into his bird-shaped ritual rat-

tle.l These objects can hang suspended in mid-air,

owing to the power of the illness which “bites” the
house-posts or the shaman's hand. The usual drama
unfolds. Quesalid is asked to intervene in cases judged
hopeless by his predecessor, and he triumphs with his
technique of the bloody worm.

Here we come to the truly pathetic part of the
story. The old shaman, ashamed and despairing be-
cause of the ill-repute into which he has fallen and by

'Real shamans do exist. And what about him? At the

#it is a soul...that white thing . . . sitting on my
hand.” The daughter then adds her entreaties to those
of her father: “Do have mercy that he may live.” But
Quesalid remains silent. That very night, following
this tragic conversation, the shaman disappears with
his entire family, heartsick and feared by the commu-
nity, who think that he may be tempted to take re-
venge. Needless fears: He returned a year later, but
both he and his daughter had gone mad. Three years
later, he died.

And Quesalid, rich in secrets, pursued his career,
exposing the impostors and full of contempt for the
profession. “Only one shaman was seen by me, who
sucked at a sick man and I never found out whether he
was a real shaman or only made up. Only for this rea-
son I believe that he is a shaman; he does not allow
those who are made well to pay him. 1 truly never
once saw him laugh.”%¢ Thus his original attitude has
changed considerably. The radical negativism of the
free thinker has given way to more moderate feelings.

end of the narrative we cannot tell, but it is evident
that he carries on his craft conscientiously, takes pride
in his achievements, and warmly defends the tech-
nique of the bloody down against all rival schools. H
seems to have completely lost sight of the fallacious
ness of the technique which he had so disparaged a
the beginning.

We see that the psychology of the sorcerer is nof

the coll —his—therapeutic-technique; sends-his
daughter to Quesalid to beg him for an interview. The
latter finds his colleague sitting under a tree and the
old shaman begins thus: “It won't be bad what we say
to each other, friend, but only I wish you to try and
save my life for me, so that I may not die of shame, for
I am a plaything of our people on account of what you
did last night. I pray you to have mercy and tell me
what stuck on the palm of your hand last night. Was it
the true sickness or was it only made up? For Ibeg you
have mercy and tell me about the way you did it so
that [ can initiate you. Pity me, friend.”’

Silent at first, Quesalid begins by calling for expla-
nations about the feats of the head-ring and the rattle.
His colleague shows him the nail hidden in the head-
ring which he can press at right angles into the post,
and the way in which he tucks the head of his rattle
between his finger joints to make it look as if the bird
were hanging by its beak from his hand. He himself
probably does nothing but lie and fake, simulating
shamanism for material gain, for he admits to being
“covetous for the property of the sick men.” He knows
that shamans cannot catch souls, “for ... weallowna
soul”; so he resorts to using tallow and pretends that

* self—a fabulation consisting of procedures and repr

simple-In arder to analyze it, we shall first examine the
case of the old shaman who begs his young rival to tel
him the truth—whether the illness glued in the palm o
his hand like a sticky red worm is real or made up—
and who goes mad when he receives no answer. Befor
the tragedy, he was fully convinced of two things

first, that pathological conditions have a cause whic
may be discovered and second, that a system of inte
pretation in which personal inventiveness is importa

structures the phases of the illness, from the diagnos
to the cure. This fabulation of a reality unknown ini

sentations—is founded on a threefold experience: fir
that of the shaman himself, who, if his calling is a tru
one (and even if it is not, simply by virtue of his pra
ticing it), undergoes specific states of a psychosomat]
nature; second, that of the sick person, who may
may not experience an improvement of his conditio
and, finally, that of the public, who also participate
the cure, experiencing an enthusiasm and an intelle
tual and emotional satisfaction which produce colle
tive support, which in turn inaugurates a new cycle.

These three elements of what we might call t]
“shamanistic complex” cannot be separated. But th
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are clustered around two poles, one formed by the in-

" timate experience of the shaman and the other by

group consensus. There is no reason to doubt that sor-
cerers, or at least the more sincere among them, be-
lieve in their calling and that this belief is founded on
the experiencing of specific states. The hardships and
privations which they undergo would often be suffi-
cient in themselves to provoke these states, even if we
refuse to admit them as proof of a serious and fervent

“galling. But there is also linguistic evidence which, be-

cause it is indirect, is more convincing. In the Wintu
dialect of California, there are five ‘verbal classes
which correspond. to knowledge by sight, by bodily
experience, by inference, by reasoning, and by hear-
say. All five make up the category of knowledge as op-
posed to conjecture, which is differently expressed.
Curiously enough, relationships with the supernat-
ural world are expressed by means of the modes of
knowledge—by bodily impression (that is, the most
intuitive kind of experience), by inference, and by rea-
soning. Thus the native who becomes a shaman after

- aspiritual crisis conceives of his state grammatically,

as a consequence to be inferred from the fact—for-
mulated as real experience—that he has received
divine guidance. From the latter he concludes de-
ductively that he must have been on a journey to
the beyond, at the end of which he found himself—

.again, an immediate experience—once more among

his people.!”
The experiences of the sick person represent the
least important aspect of the system, except for the fact

~ that a patient successfully treated by a shaman is in an

especially good position to become a shaman in his
own right, as we see today in the case of psychoanaly-

- sis. In any event, we must remember that the shaman

does not completely lack empirical knowledge and ex-

perimental techniques, which may in part explain his -

success. Furthermore, disorders of the type currently
termed psychosomatic, which constitute a large part

of the illnesses prevalent in societies with a low degree

of security, probably often yield to psychotherapy. At
any rate, it seems probable that medicine men, like

_ their civilized colleagues, cure at least some of the

Cases they treat and that without this relative success

Magical practices could not have been so widely dif-

fused in time and space. But this point is not funda-
mental; it is subordinate to the other two. Quesalid did
Not become a great shaman because he cured his pa-
tients; he cured his patients because he had become a
great shaman. Thus we have reached the other—that

s, the collective—pole of our system.

The true reason for the defeat of Quesalid’s rivals
Must then be sought in the attitude of the group rather

than in the pattern of the rivals’ successes and failures.
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The rivals themselves emphasize this when they con-
fess their shame at having become the laughingstock
of the group; this is a social sentiment par excellence.
Failure is secondary, and we see in all their statements
that they consider it a function of another phenome-
non, which is the disappearance of the social consensus,
re-created at their expense around another practi-
tioner and another system of curing. Consequently,
the fundamental problem revolves around the rela-
tionship between the individual and the group, or,

‘more accurately, the relationship between a specific

category of individuals and specific expectations of
the group.

In treating his patient the shaman also offers his
audience a performance. What is this performance?
Risking a rash generalization on the basis of a few ob-
servations, we shall say that it always involves the
shaman'’s enactment of the “call,” or the initial crisis
which brought him the revelation of his condition. But
we must not be deceived by the word performance. The
shaman does not limit himself to reproducing or mim-
ing certain events. He actually relives them in all their
vividness, originality, and violence. And since he re-
turns to his normal state at the end of the seance, we
may say, borrowing a key term from psychoanalysis,
that he abreacts. In psychoanalysis, abreaction refers to
the decisive moment in the treatment when the patient
intensively relives the initial situation from which his
disturbance stems, before he ultimately overcomes it.
In this sense, the shaman is a professional abreactor.

We have set forth elsewhere the theoretical hy- -
potheses that might be formulated in order for us to

accept the idea that the type of abreaction specific

to each shaman—or, at any rate, to each shamanistic
school—might symbolically induce an abreaction of
his own disturbance in each patient. In any case, if the
essential relationship is that between the shaman and
the group, we must also state the question from an-
other point of view—that of the relationship between
normal and pathological thinking. From any non-
scientific perspective (and here we can exclude no
society), pathological and normal thought processes
are complimentary rather than opposed. In a universe
which it strives to understand but whose dynamics it
cannot fully control, normal thought continually seeks
the meaning of things which refuse to reveal their sig-
nificance. So-called pathological thought, on the other
hand, overflows with emotional interpretations and
overtones, in order to supplement an otherwise defi-
cient reality. For normal thinking there exists some-
thing which cannot be empirically verified and is,
therefore, “claimable.” For pathological thinking there
exists experiences without object, or something “avail-
able.” We might borrow from linguistics and say that
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so-called normal thought always suffers from a deficit
of meaning, whereas so-called pathological thought
(in at least some of its manifestations) disposes of a
plethora of meaning. Through collective participation
in shamanistic curing, a balance-is established be-
tween these two complementary situations. Normal
thought cannot fathom the problem of illness, and so
the group calls upon the neurotic to furnish a wealth
of emotion heretofore lacking a focus.

An equilibrium is reached between what might be
called supply and demand on the psychic level—but
only on two conditions. First, a structure must be elab-
orated and continually modified through the interac-
tion of group tradition and individual invention. This
structure is a system of oppositions and correlations,
integrating all the elements of a total situation, in
which sorcerer, patient, and audience, as well as repre-
sentations and procedures, all play their parts. Further-
more, the public must participate in the abreaction, to a
certain extent at least, along with the patient and the
sorcerer, It is this vital experience of a universe of sym-
bolic effusions which the patient, because he is ill, and
the sorcerer, because he is neurotic—in other words,
both having types of experience which cannot other-
_ wise be integrated—allow the public to glimpse as
“fireworks” from a safe distance. In-the absence of any
experimental control, which is indeed unnecessary, it is
this experience alone, and its relative richness in each
case, which makes possible a choice between several
systems and elicits adherence to a particular school or
practitioner.!®

In contrast with scientific explanation, the prob-
lem here is not to attribute confused and disorganized
states, emotions, or representations to an objective
cause, but rather to articulate them into a whole or
system. The system is valid precisely to the extent that
it allows the coalescence or precipitation of these dif-
fuse states, whose discontinuity also makes them
painful. To the conscious mind, this last phenomenon
constitutes an original experience which cannot be
grasped from without. Because of their complemen-
tary disorders, the sorcerer-patient dyad incarnates for
the group, in vivid and concrete fashion, an antago-
nism that is inherent in all thought but that normally

" remains vague and imprecise. The patient is all passiv-
ity and self-alienation, just as inexpressibility is the
disease of the mind. The sorcerer is activity and self-
projection, just as affectivity is the source of symbol-
ism. The cure interrelates these opposite poles,
facilitating the transition from one to the other, and
demonstrates, within a total experience, the coherence
of the psychic universe, itself a projection of the social
universe.

‘and abreacts for the silent patient, while in psycho-

" non, which the psychologist expresses through a sub-

~ verse is reconstructed.

Thus it is necessary to extend the notion of abreac-
tion by examining the meanings it acquires in psy-
chotherapies other than psychoanalysis, although the
latter deserves the credit for rediscovering and insist-
ing upon its fundamental validity. It may be objected
that in psychoanalysis there is only one abreaction, the
patient’s, rather than three. We are not so sure of this. It
is true that in the shamanistic cure the sorcerer speaks

analysis it is the patient who talks and abreacts against
the listening therapist. But the therapist’s abreaction,
while not concomitant with the patient’s, is nonethe-
less required, since he must be analyzed before he him-
self can become an analyst. It is more difficult to define
the role ascribed to the group by each technique. Magic
readapts the group to predefined problems through
the patient, while psychoanalysis readapts the patient
to the group by means of the solutions reached. But the
distressing trend which, for several years, has tended
to transform the psychoanalytic system from a body of
scientific hypotheses that are experimentally verifiable
in certain specific and limited cases into a kind of dif
fuse mythology interpenetrating the consciousness of
the group, could rapidly bring about a parallelism.
(This group consciousness is an objective phenome-

jective tendency to extend to normal thought a system
of interpretations conceived for pathological thought
and to apply to facts of collective psychology a method
adapted solely to the study of individual psychology.
When this happens—and perhaps it already has in cer
tain countries—the value of the system will no longe
be based upon real cures from which certain individu
als can benefit, but on the sense of security that the
group receives from the myth underlying the cure and
from the popular system upon which the group’s uni

Even at the present time, the comparison betwees
psychoanalysis and older and more widespread psy]
chological therapies can encourage the former to re
examine its principles and methods. By continuousl
expanding the recruitment of its patients, who begis
as clearly characterized abnormal individuals an
gradually become representative of the group, psy
choanalysis transforms its treatments into conver
sions. For only a patient can emerge cured; an unstabll
or maladjusted individual can only be persuaded. 4
considerable danger thus arises: The treatment (unbsg
known to the therapist, naturally), far from leading 1
the resolution of a specific disturbance within its ow
context, is reduced to the reorganization of the pi
tient’s universe in terms of psychoanalytic interprets
tions. This means that we would finally arrive
precisely that situation which furnishes the point




departure as well as the theoretical validity of the
. magico-social system that we have analyzed.

If this analysis is correct, we must see magical be-
~ havior as the response to a situation which is revealed
to the mind through emotional manifestations, but
whose essence is intellectual. For only the history of
the symbolic function can allow us to understand the
intellectual condition of man, in which the universe is
never charged with sufficient meaning and in which
the mind always has more meanings available than
there are objects to which to relate them. Torn between
these two systems of reference—the signifying and the
signified—man asks magical thinking to provide him
with a new system of reference, within which the thus-
far contradictory elements can be integrated. But we
know that this system is built at the expense of the
progress of knowledge, which would have required us
to retain only one of the two previous systems and to
refine it to the point where it absorbed the other. This
point is still far off. We must not permit the individual,
whether normal or neurotic, to repeat this collective

misadventure. The study of the mentally sick individ-

ual has shown us that all persons are more or less ori-
ented toward contradictory systems and suffer from
the resulting conflict; but the fact that a certain form of
integration is possible and effective practically is not
enough to make it true, or to make us certain that the
adaptation thus achieved does not constitute an ab-
solute regression in relation to the previous conflict
situation. _ .

The reabsorption of a deviant specific synthesis,
through its integration with the normal syntheses, into
a general but arbitrary synthesis (aside from critical
cases where action is required) would represent a loss
on all fronts. A body of elementary hypotheses can
have a certain instrumental value for the practitioner
without necessarily -being recognized, in theoretical
analysis, asthe final image of reality and without nec-
essarily linking the patient and the therapist in a kind
of mystical communion which does not have the same
meaning for both parties and which only ends by re-
ducing the treatment to a fabulation.
~ Inthe final analysis we could only expect this fab-
ulation to be a language, whose function is to provide
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a socially authorized translation of phenomena whose
deeper nature would become once again equally im-
penetrable to the group, the patient, and the healer.
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