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& PREFACE R

The word magic works far too hard. We reach for it frequently, to de-
scribe wildly different things: A moon-swept landscape is magical, and
so are the first stirrings of love in spring. Glenn Gould’s performance of
the Goldberg Variations is certainly magical, but so is a Hopi ritual, a
Hindu mantra, and a Ndembu cure. Buried under its immense load, the
word magic has lost its clarity and vigor. It somehow expresses our
sense of awe while retaining more technical meanings derived from eth-
nography, as well as from European history of ideas. Some people use
the word magic to describe occult events, which they consider possible
though rare. Others, usually lacking any such beliefs, study magic as a
social, psychological, or cultural fact.

This confusion may seem like a trivial problem to specialists in an-
thropology and religion. A problem of commonsense getting in the way,
some might say. But commonsense can deceive the wariest expert. It
paralyzed me for a while in Banaras, first in 1992, then in 1993-1994.
I came to collect modern forms of magic in this sacred city in order to
compare them with ancient textual descriptions. But it quickly became
obvious that without a clear and definite understanding of magic, I
would have to include everything I saw in such a project. By one crite-
rion or another, every act—from boat building to rickshaw mainte-
nance—was somehow magical. The project was becoming too bulky
and too vague. So I continued to collect cases and descriptions of prac-
tices that seemed magical, still casting my net as wide as possible. But
meanwhile I also began to reflect on the nature of magic in general, on
its meaning to the people of Banaras. The End of Magic is the result of
this reflection. It is a necessary introduction to my more ambitious
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study of magic in India, which I have yet to write. The title announces
the end of magic, but only as a phenomenon defined by well-enshrined
prejudices. The reader who sticks with the argument woven into the
narrative of the book will emerge with a new understanding of magic
and an appreciation for those who practice it. Students of religion will
be prepared to study the historical expressions of magic, in India and
elsewhere.

I owe an extraordinary debt to Om Prakash Sharma for his knowl-
edge, kindness, and hospitality. And if words of gratitude buried in the
pages of books are often the currency of scholarly debt, in some cases
that is not enough. This is one such case.

I could not have gone to Banaras without the help of Lee Siegel,
Wendy Doniger, Carl Ernst, and Kenneth Zysk, who helped me wrench
a Fulbright grant (1993-1994) against the odds. Others have helped
this book in utero by reading drafts of chapters or sections, by com-
menting during lectures, helping with translation, and in various other
ways. | am especially grateful to Amiya Kesavan, Sanjiv Sharma, T. N.
Madan, Robert Svoboda, Shoshank Singh, Veneeta Sharma, Aditya
Behl, Avner Glucklich, Deborah Gordon, and Leonard Levy (who will
make a writer of me yet). Cynthia Read was supportive throughout the
transmigratory pains of the book’s incarnations, and her anonymous
readers at Oxford University Press were extremely helpful. Finally, my
deepest thanks to Leslie Levy, Natalie, and Elon, who suffered most for

this book.
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What Is Magic!

“And already the knowing animals are aware that we are not really at
home in our interpreted world.”

RiLkE, Duino Elegis, first

Omji’s small apartment is located directly across from the Durga Tem-
ple, just as the magician from Hawaii had said. The instructions were
vivid: “Ask your driver to take you to the Durga Temple—the one near
Banaras Hindu University. When you get there, stand with your back
to the temple gate; you will see a taxi stand, and behind it a two-story
building. Sharma lives upstairs. You can’t miss it.” The magician ne-
glected to say that the taxi stand is seldom visible through the chaos of
cars, scooters, and bicycles. Nor did he mention what a spectacie one
makes by following these instructions. The merchants behind their trin-
ket and bengal stalls and the beggars lining the temple gate see a for-
eigner approaching the sacred temple purposefully, then turn his back
on 1t and stare across the road. Suddenly he lurches back into the traffic
and crosses the road, leaving the merchants to yell at his back: “Oh
Baba!—Durgiji is this way!”

I first met Om Prakash Sharma (Omji) in February 1992 when he
opened the door to a tiny, dark apartment. Omji was of average size,
with a graying crew cut and sparkling eyes above his full jowels. He
was wearing a white cotton undershirt and brown polyester trousers;
his feet were bare. Omji remembered the man from Hawaii as the one
who had made a cigarette disappear but smiled when he heard I was
not interested in that kind of magic, only in sorcery and healing.! He

3



4 INTRODUCTION

may have suspected I was after Tantric eroticism but decided to wait
and see. The front room was nearly bare; on one side there was a table
with four chairs, on the other a bed. Two images of the goddess Kali
hung on the walls, and the photograph of a renouncer with burning
eyes—Omji’s gury, I assumed. Two men were sitting at the table watch-
ing me intently. This must have been a common sight for them: an
American scholar with some vague introduction appearing at the door-
step of this man. Omji showed me to the chair in which he had been
sitting and introduced the two men as professors from Banaras Hindu
University, a sociologist and an economist. During the course of the
next hour, in conversation with these three, it became painfully clear
that I could not explain the search for magic. The subject of magic
made me—as it makes everyone else—sound ignorant.

This was confirmed later that evening. I think this rising full moon
over the Ganges is magic,” a neighbor at the Ganga View Hotel an-
ounced hours later, after hearing about my problems at Omji’s house.
She was a well-dressed German tourist on the way from a gura’s ash-
ram in Lucknow to Nepal for a trek, and she could afford to raphsodize
about magic. The huge ochre moon lit up the river and silently bounced
off the city. I said that unless you use the terms figuratively, beauty and
magic were not the same thing. The tourist answered that she had not
been referring to the beauty of the view but to her feelings about it,
though she could not explain them. Earlier, the economist at Sharma’s
house had said something totally different about magic. He had heard
of lamas in Tibet who could train themselves to walk on water. “That
is magic!” he stated.

We use the word magic so often that it means too much, and there-
fore hardly anything. Anthropologists assign very specific meanings to
magic, but most people say that something is magical if it is extraordi-
nary, if it defies commonplace experience or even the laws of nature. I
think both the hotel guest and the economist had this in mind, though
one was speaking of her personal sense of awe, while the other spoke
of supernatural acts. But the sociologist in Omji’s apartment countered
that reports of supernatural facts were grossly exaggerated; no such
thing has really ever taken place. “In fact, anything you would consider
magical—supernatural or extraordinary—is by definition false, based
on rumors and utterly nonexistent. And so,” he conctuded, chuckling,
“our American friend here is wasting his time. He is chasing ghosts.”
This was followed by a burst of laughter from both the sociologist and
the economist. But Sharma was very earnest. “Oh, but I have seen such
things with my owi eyes. Once, when I was young, I saw a Tantric
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holyman make a bad tooth disappear from the mouth of a man and
appear inside a folded handkerchief on the table. This was not a
rumor!”

“0.K.” said the sociologist. “I will grant the fact you saw some-
thing with your own eyes and maybe—just maybe, mind you—it was
not sleight of hand. Or let’s say you saw a lama walk on water. In that
case there must be some physical explanation, and the fact that we do
not have it now does not mean that in ten or twenty years some physi-
cist or engineer will not be able to explain it. So it is not magic; it is
simply a preexplained scientific phenomenon. So either way, I'm right,
and magic is just some intellectual illusion. Or else,” he added after a
pause, “it is a psychological need finding a symbolic outlet in obscure
and useless rituals. And there you have it: Is there any other possi-
bility?”

The conversation drifted in other directions after this rhetorical
question, and 1 spent that February evening arguing over word mean-
ings on the hotel verandah. People in Banaras—and everywhere else—
perform certain acts that they consider magical and somehow extraordi-
nary. They use special words for these extraordinary rituals and phe-
nomena—jddi-tond, totaka, muth, tantra-mantra—and 1 could not ac-
cept the sociologist’s verdict that they were just suffering from an
“intellectual illusion” or a social neurosis.? There had to be something
true or valid about the wisdom, or at least the persistence, of ideas that
have survived for so many millenia. But at the same time I could not
bring myself to accept the occult. Disappearing teeth and floating lamas
and rains stopped on demand are hard to accept. In short, I was in a
bind. Some time later, this dilemma became crystal clear in the case of
a botched divination.?

A BoTCHED DIVINATION

I took a friend—Lorilai—to see a holy man who is known as the Lame
Baba. A small, powerfully built renouncer whose left leg is partially
paralyzed, the baba heals people and helps them with financial and
other problems. He is renowned in the area for seeing things in the
thumb of his young assistant. That afternoon the boy spotted us ap-
proaching first, and he ran enthusiastically to announce our arrival and
make the preparations. The courtyard was actually a small cattle farm
on the bank of the Ganges. At the center, near the cow shed and hay-
stack, was a small shrine where the renouncer sat shaded by a huge
neem tree. The boy brought him a small oil lamp in which a quantity
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of lampblack was mixed with jasmine oil and then applied to the boy’s
thumbnail thickly and evenly with a marigold petal. The nail became a
shiny black mirror, and my friend was invited to see her parents in their
Louisiana home. But she could see only her own face.

“You must try to concentrate!” she was firmly told, and now she
could also see the windows of the shrine behind her.

Lorilai was stubborn and honest. She refused to patronize the di-
viner by lying, so a heated argument foltowed. “Here is your father,”
the baba insisted, “and next to him is your mother. See? She is a very
tall woman, no?”

My friend, who at five feet eight inches seems very tall to Indians,
shook her head. “No! Actually my mother is only five feet four inches—
much shorter than me.”

The baba became exasperated; the boy was angry. No one would
back down. Then everyone turned to me, and [ was commanded to
look at the thumb and settle the matter once and for all. T tried to bow
out in a ridiculous manner: “I have never met her parents, so I could
not identify them in the nail.” Lorilai was shocked. The others also
refused to accept this, so I looked at the thumbnail and said I could not
make out its contents. We decided to call the affair a draw, and I prom-
ised to return.

Was this a case of magic? Neighborhood people would certainly
say so. And if it failed, magic can fail just like a television or a phone.
The power was simply off that day. Did Lorilai think it was magic?

“It was certainly not magic,” she claimed angrily as we walked
back. “It was sheer fraud, or at the very best, self-deception.”

“So you think they saw what you saw and knew it was a simple
reflection but decided to call it something else?”

“They must have seen what [ saw, that’s obvious. Why they said
what they said, [ can’t say.”

At this point I needed to know what Lorilai meant by magic, so I
asked: “If they had come up with astoundingly accurate information
about your parents, then you would regard this as magic?”

“Yes!”

“Why?”

“Because then it would have been true.”

“True for them?—wasn’t it after all in this case?—or true for you?”

“Well, I don’t think there is any difference. 1 know that amazing
divinations or predictions and other miracles are possible. I have seen
them. Those are magic. What we saw here was fake magic.”
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Here is the problem, then, clear as a shiny fingernail: Lorilai be-
lieves that a universal, objective standard of truth exists and can be
used to measure practices that claim to be magical. That standard is not
scientific in the strict sense—after all, it accepts miraculous phenomena
as possible. Lorilai believes in magic but needed to see it to believe it.
In contrast, I took a relativistic position: There 1s no one objective and
universal standard of truth. The truth of the baba—though I would not
buy bonds with it—is a legitimate subjective truth.* My personal beliefs
about extraordinary phenomena have no bearing on his truth. Even if
the baba accurately guessed the mileage on my Chevy at home, his suc-
cess would still not give me an objective gauge for saying that this was
magic. Magic, I claimed at that time, is intrinsically subjective—some-
times apparently successful, sometimes a failure—but always extraordi-
nary to its beholders. Unfortunately, this may be a cozy relativism, a
scholar’s hideout and a way to avoid the question that interests every-
one else: Is there such a thing as real magic?

For several weeks that winter of 1992, I watched people who prac-
ticed magic and considered it both true and extraordinary. But having
returned home to find money for a proper search, I knew there would
be no sense in packing again unless some of the confusion was sorted
out. There was no point in looking for magic in a distant country if by
“magic” one meant only what Indians regard as magic. That was too
easy, even trivial—except perhaps to sociologists. There had to be some-
thing that would satisfy Lorilai and those who “believe in magic” but
would not outrage the publishers of The Skeptical Inquirer, who sup-
port themselves by debunking the occult.

Three questions about magic dominated my efforts to sort out the
subject: What is magic, what does magic do, and why do people believe
in magic in the face of experience?

Wuat Is Magic?

The word magic has been used for a very long time and has had both
positive and negative connotations. Taking it from ancient Persia, where
the Magi were a class of priests—Herodotus regarded them as a tribe—
the Greek turned the word into mageia. It later became magia in Latin.
Both words had pejorative connotations that endure to this day in Prot-
estant beliefs and rational scientific attitudes. According to both, magic
implies gross superstition and a decadent hodgepodge of ideas taken
capriciously from any source. Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary de-
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fines magic as the use of means, such as charms or spells one believes
to have power over natural forces. Magic is also defined there as an
extraordinary power that derives from seemingly supernatural sources.

These definitions accurately describe what most people think of
magic. Anthropological and other professional definitions have essen-
tially just expanded this common view. There are several good scholarly
definitions of magic, but among the more recent John Middleton’s is
considered authoritative:

Most people in the world perform acts by which they intend to bring
about certain events or conditions. . . . If we use Western terms and
assumptions, the cause and effect relationship between the act and the
consequence is mystical, not scientifically validated. The acts typically
comprise behavior such as manipulation of objects and recitation of
verbal formulas and spells. In a given society magic may be performed
by a specialist.®

Like all definitions, this one has its problems, the worst being its
use of the term mystical. Mysticism is the direct experience of the divine
resulting from an arduous and highly disciplined contemplation. It has
little in common with the hustle and bustle of magical activity. But re-
gardless of such problems, Middleton’s definition can be used to iden-
tify the following case as magical.

g 49 4

Case Intro.1

Dirt trom the Tracks

Harry Middleton Hyatt recorded—literally—the following con-
versation with a woman in Norfolk, Virginia:

“Well now, a lady got my hair one time and she stopped it
in a bottle and she buried it. So it almost run me crazy but I
went to a man. He made her bring de hair back. She’d brought
it face to face and give it to me and told me why she did it,
because she thought I had nothing to do but sit on de porch
and read papers and 1 was in better circumstances den her. So
dis man asked me what did I want done with her. I say, “"Well,
tain’t worth while to kell her, but jest send her away from
Portsmouth.™. .
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He got three pinches of dirt out of her left track, right in
the hollow of her foot and put it—made a little cloth bag and
put that in there and sewed it up and had taken it to running
water and made three wishes and threw it overboard. She went
away from dere.”®

The magical act consisted of carefully taking just the correct amount of
dirt from the precise place—*“her left track,” placing the dirt in a pouch,
and manipulating it according to specific instructions. When the victim
then left the place, the client made the magical assumption that the
ritual actions were mysteriously connected with her departure. That, on
Middleton’s definition and as we commonly use the term, is magic.

Wuaat Does Macic Do?

Magic continues to exist and flourish even in a modern world domi-
nated by technological solutions and scientific reassurances. Is it a stub-
born fossil of ancient beliefs, or does magic act in response to needs
that are not met by technology? These are the hardest questions one
can ask about magic. Answers have come from several intellectual tradi-
tons. Four answers stand out.

The pioneers of modern anthropology, Edward B. Tylor and James
G. Frazer, claimed that magic does—or tries to do—what science does,
but not so well. Magic is a primitive practical science that includes tech-
nology, medicine, and the rest. It is an attempt to tame nature for hu-
man advantage.

Later social scientists criticized their predecessors for taking the
question too literally. They rephrased the question “What does magic
do?” in a variety of ways, such as “What is the function of magic?”
Magic does not do anything, but it serves various social and psychologi-
cal functions: It is a way of organizing labor, solving social and legal
disputes, or preserving authoritative knowledge.

More recently, the question has again been rephrased by those who
favor symbolical interpretation: “What does magic mean?” is now the
question that dominates cultural anthropology and other disciplines
that are more sympathetic to the ideas of other peoples. This question
leads us to look at the symbolic communication being expressed in the
rituals of magic.

Finally, there is the naive insider’s—the occultist—view.” Magic
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does what it claims to do: stop or start the rain, cure diseases, make a
stranger love you. It does this by controlling powers that are not di-
rectly accessible to everyone, powers that are predictable and useful
nonetheless. No serious social scientist would be caught taking this
claim at its face value. In the West, such claims are left to the occultists
and to followers of New Age ideas.

Wny Do PEOPLE BELIEVE IN MAGIC
IN THE FACE OF EXPERIENCE?

A man returns to his village from a difficult hunting trip carrying a
dead animal on his back. It is evening, and the sun has begun to set. If
it sets before he returns to the safety of his village, the hunter’s life will
be in danger. So he pauses to perform a magical rite that includes put-
ting a stone in the branches of a tree. This is done to slow down, or
temporarily stop, the descent of the sun. But the sun goes down as
usual, regardless of how often or how well the rite is performed. Why
does he do it, then? His senses surely do not deceive him about the sun,
it goes down as always. The same paradox exists for rain magic, efforts
to heal certain illness, and other magical rituals. Why do people con-
tinue with magic when their senses tell them it does not work?

E. E. Evans-Pritchard, who recorded the case of retarding the sun-
set, cited more than twenty reasons for continuing with magic in the
face of failure.® He called these “secondary rationalizations.” One can
always claim that a given ritual failed, for example, because an enemy
worked better magic against it, thus enabling one’s belief in magic to
remain intact. But a researcher can also assume that magic is just a
symbolic language that expresses the wish to have more time to get
home. In that case, the ritual does not really fail; it was never meant to
actually affect the sun. Similarly, another researcher may claim that
magical rites serve only psychological or social functions and that magic
is judged as a success or failure by such wider standards. For instance,
rain magic always succeeds if it unifies social groups into cohesive eco-
nomic behavior at appropriate times, regardless of actual precipitation.”
These last two approaches, semiotics and functionalism, have no prob-
lems with the “failure” of magic. The earlier generations of scholars,
Tylor and Frazer for example, argued that magic was meant to work.
“Savages,” therefore simply had to deny the evidence of their senses in
favor of the authority of long-standing superstition. The contradiction
between their senses and their beliefs could be rationalized in any one
of the many ways Evans-Pritchard described. Belief prevailed over ob-
servation, and superstition governed the practice of magic. Most people
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outside the specialized fields of anthropology and history of religion still
understand magic as such superstitious beliefs.

After living in Banaras and making several trips to tribal areas in
Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Orissa, 1 discovered a surprising fact:
Magic is rarely a simple matter of belief. Belief implies a set of intellec-
tual assumptions and conclusions that is bridged by uncertain means.
This process plays no key role in healing, cursing, or the other forms of
magic I have observed. Few magicians and clients in Banaras ever ask
themselves why their magic works or what it means. It works as a mat-
ter of nature. A man who inserts a key in the ignition of his Honda and
turns it does not believe that the engine will start as a result of some
causal chain. The act of turning the key and the firing of the engine are
one event. Belief rarely figures in this type of action. But this is just a
metaphor, and it should not convey the message that magic is based on
an ignorance of mechanics, or on taking mechanics for granted. The
point is different. Claude Levi-Strauss once noted that magic has a kind
of necessity that resembles natural forces.!® Magical acts are performed
because they are connected to certain natural phenomena, and this con-
nection is sensual and intuitive rather than intellectual. The magical act
and the natural fact “register” in the awareness of the practitioner by
means of the senses. Act and result are perceived as parts of one pat-
tern, like the repeating forms in the apparent chaos of fractals or the
blended figures in Escher’s art. No mental speculation—Dbelief—forms a
part of the perceived connections in the complex event.

Without belief, the supernatural aspect of magic becomes moot.
Middleton and Webster defined the connection between magical act and
result as “supernatural.” This is a common interpretation of magical
beliefs, that is, that supernatural causal forces are at work. But not only
is belief absent in most cases of magic I have witnessed; the explicit
notion of supernatural—as opposed to natural—forces is meaningless.
Is a ghost supernatural? Maybe it is by Western standards, where the
known laws of nature rule out the possibility of such an entity. But in
a culture where ghosts belong on a continuum of embodied existence
ranging from gross body to pure soul, there is nothing supernatural
about such a being. For many Indians, ghosts represent the same type
of relation as a genetic link does for a Westerner. If a boy can have his
father’s nose for no visible reason (genes are hard to see), then a girl in
India can have the spirit of her deceased aunt possessing her body. Just
because it is strange, the experience of possession does not belong in a
category that is contrasted to nature.

Attributing supernatural beliefs to other cultures is a very risky
business because the concept of the supernatural is so slippery. A cen-
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tury ago European explorers might have detected supernatural beliefs
behind every strange behavior they could not understand. Four genera-
tions of scholars later, ethnobotanists are going back to the same places,
financed by government grants or backed by pharmaceutical companies,
in search of medicines known only to the old herbalists and shamans.!!

This book reviews some of the major theories that have ex-
plained—or explained away—magic over the last century. While cvery
major theory, even those later debunked, teaches us something valuable
about the phenomenon of magic, the very urge to explain magic, to
reduce it to another level, leaves out something critical. The heart of
The End of Magic is a description of the feature of magic that has
always been left out of theoretical analysis. Magic is based on a unique
type of consciousness: the awareness of the interrelatedness of all things
in the world by means of simple but refined sense perception. This
awareness can be called “magical consciousness™ or, less ambiguously,
the “magical experience.” It is described in detail in Chaper 8, where
symbolic interpretations and functional explanations of magic give way
to a different perspective. Magical actions are no longer interpreted
only as symbols. They constitute a direct, ritual way of restoring the
experience of relatedness in cases where that experience has been bro-
ken by disease, drought, war, or any of a number of other events.
Magic does not seek to “fix” an objective world; it addresses an aware-
ness of a bond that is neither subjective nor objective. It straddles the
line between the perceiver and the world because the two are part of a
unified system, a mental ecology. I call this bond empathy in the final
chapter of this book. But the magical experience is not a mystical or
metaphysical concept. It is a natural phenomenon, the product of our
evolution as a human species and an acquired ability for adapting to
various ecological and social environments. Although I take the occult
claims of Banaras magicians seriously, the description of their experi-
ences is naturalistic, as Chapter § shows.

This book pitches some difficult and controversial ideas. Several
chapters in the second section of the book, after the major theories of
magic have been discussed, explore the theory of the “magical experi-
ence.” This new theory is unfailingly phenomenological; the level of
reality it describes is experience itself, not its underlying “causes.” ** An
illustration should make this point clear.

When a man offers his love to a beautiful woman he has pursued
for years, what is he doing? An evolutionary biologist, geneticist, or
ethologist might claim that, pressured by inexorable biological drives,
he is merely trying to maximize the chances for the survival of his genes.
A psychoanalyst might claim that the lover is acting out a neurotic ob-
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session with his mother and is completely enslaved to infantile predispo-
sitions. A sociologist, perhaps feminist, might claim that this infatuation
is really about social control of a woman or gaining the social status
associated with such a “prize.” But the lover would surely protest—and
show his love letters to prove—that his love is really a pure cherishing
of one of God’s most beautiful creations. No ulterior motives taint his
perfect love, and he will care for her children also as divine beings. A
theory of love can reduce the man’s emotions to another level of analy-
sis, one he neither recognizes nor feels. But how does the man experi-
ence his love? What is the connection between genetic survival and the
conscious terrain of his feelings toward and perceptions of that woman?
Commonsense and introspection show that the two levels are not iden-
tical. Chapter ¢ discusses the relation between material causality (for
instance, genes) and mental experience. The point here is that bozh are
true. To deny the lover’s experience is as foolish as to reduce humans
to behavioristic impulses.

In the case of magic, no serious theory has ever taken into account,
in a detailed and explicit way, the contours of the magical experience,
the awareness of magicians and their clients as they perceive the effects
of their rituals. This is precisely what The End of Magic does for magic
in general and in Banaras specifically. This approach does not deny the
validity of earlier theories, but it tries to restore some of the “magic”
lost in magic after it had been reduced to other things. The final chapter
of the book describes magical phenomena in Banaras as the expression
of magical consciousness in action. The extraordinary occult claims and
experiences are the subject not of causal analysis (except for Chapter
13), but of relational description. The reputation of some sorcerers as
mind readers, for instance, does not require a PSI-style laboratory for
testing. In Banaras the reading of minds depends on subtle forms of
nonverbal communication that skilled or intuitive practitioners can read
like an open book. “Mind” is not an internal organ but a wide-ranging
system of signals that extends far beyong the individual. It is relational.
The magician is the man or woman who creates the context in which
minds enter a relationship, and this is often experienced as an “occult”
event. And although the experience is in fact extraordinary, it is com-
pletely natural.

NoTESs

1. Lee Siegel told me about Omji and added vivid, if overly explicit, in-
structions for finding the apartment. Professor Siegel had written Net of Magic:
Wonder and Deceptions in India (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991).
He is a fine amateur conjurer,
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2. Numerous additional terms describe the many aspects of what we com-
monly call magic, spell, curse, witch, talisman, and so forth. they will be given
m context.

3. All cases recorded from Banaras are based on firsthand observation and
the usual methods of storing such information. Secondhand and other sources
will be noted.

4. Baba is an honorific term used for respected teachers or elders, but also
for foreigners being panhandled.

5. The Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. M. Eliade, vol. 9 (New York: Mac-
millan, 1987), p. 82.

6. Harry Middleton Hyatt, Hoodoo—Conjuration—Witchcraft—Root-
work: Beliefs accepted by many negroes and white persons, these being orally
recorded among blacks and whites (Hannibal, Mo.: Western Publishers. Mem-
oirs of Alma Hyatt Foundation, 1939), p. 572.

7. Occult derives from the sixteenth-century Oxford Dictionary usage re-
ferring to something that is not apprehensible to the mind or subject of ordinary
understanding. The term was applied to practices presumably based on hidden
powers—not necessarily supernatural, but inaccessible to scientific measure-
ment. This usage is still pervasive today, but it is hardly a universal feature
of magic everywhere. See Mircea Eliade, Occultism, Witchcraft, and Cultural
Fashions: Essays in Comparative Religions (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1976).

8. E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic Among the
Azande (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1937), pp. 475—78. His discussion of slow-
ing down the sunset 1s at p. 469.

9. Gregory Bateson actually ridiculed those who believe that rain rituals
are meant to cause rain—that they are “magical.” His words are quoted in
Chapter 8.

10. Clande Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1966), p. 221.

11. The ethnobotanical search for traditional drugs has become trendy and
occasionally lucrative in recent years. See Mark J. Plotkin, Tales of a Shaman’s
Apprentice: An Ethnobotanist Searches for New Medicines in the Anuazon Rain
Forest (New York: Viking, 1994). See also a critical review of this work by J.
Worth Estes in Natural History, March r994, p. 62. Another recent widely read
article is by Paul Alan Cox and Michael J. Balick, “The Ethnobotanical Ap-
proach to Drug Discovery,” Scientific American (June 1994), with bibliography.

12. Phenomenology is a difficult philosophical doctrine usually associated
with Edmund Husserl, Moritz Geiger, Max Scheler, Martin Heidegger, among
others. The principles of philosophical phenomenology have been applied to
religious material by scholars like Gerardus Van der Leeuw, W. Brede Kris-
tensen, and Mircea Eliade—but not always with precision.
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Magic Explained Away

Westerners who arrive in Banaras to conduct research, study music, or
just live among Indians waste no time in shedding the outer signs of
their Western identity in favor of kurtas and pajamas. Successfully
blending into the street scene is essential to their well-being and effec-
tiveness. Some bring portable computers and tape recorders, but very
little else. Just fifty-five years earlier, at the final glow of the setting Raj,
the Vienna-born Christoph von Fiirer-Haimendorf arrived in Bombay
armed with formidable introductions to the British aristocracy and then
hauled truckloads of equipment to the Deccan hills;! he needed, among
other things, a tent with beds, a table and several chairs, cooking equip-
ment and eating utensils, vast amounts of food, medicine, clothing (im-
peccably khaki), several pairs of shoes, books and notebooks, lamps,
and a floor covering. Sitting high in his folding chair, calk helmet at his
side, he would interview the naked tribals crouching in front of him. In
such a way he produced some of the best ethnographic work anywhere.
But Fiirer-Haimendorf never failed to maintain a sense of cultural supe-
riority, an unstinting admiration for the white man’s rule, that stretched
the distance between himself and the people who shared their knowl-
edge with him. Like the Raj, this brand of fieldwork has now passed
away. This is a good thing for those who wish to understand magic in
India, or anywhere else. Being such an elusive experience, seemingly
suspended between subjective feeling and objective knowledge, magic
would undoubtedly escape the grasp of a superior and detached ob-
server.

Magic claims to be unusual: It is seldom about commonplace events.
In its light, humans and animals appear to interact across boundaries

17
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of language and nature; under its spell, the human mind seems to con-
trol matter and affect natural elements over vast stretches of space and
time. But appearances can deceive. During the past century the phenom-
enon of magic, which is dispersed more widely than even religion, has
been attacked from various quarters. On the one side have been the
detractors who deny the very experience that practitioners claim to un-
dergo. On the other side are the sympathizers who accept some magical
claims but have found scientific reasons to make magic unexceptional.
Consider the possible responses to the following case.

g 49 9

Case 1.1

Lowering Fever in Ancient India

A person who suffers from severe or persistent fever calls on
the service of a healer, who ties a striped frog to the foot of the
bed by means of blue and red strings that are fixed under the
armpits of the frog. As he sprinkles the patient with water the
healer recites:“May the fever that returns tomorrow, that re-
turns on two successive days, the impious one, pass imnto this
frog.”?

There are numerous ways that detractors can deny that the healer does
anything extraordinary here. They could say that the frog “symbolizes”
the quality of coolness and that the rite merely expresses the desire for
health, or that primitive people mistakenly think that cold animals
are capable of drawing the heat from fevered people in the way a valley
“draws” the water from the mountain. Or they could say that healing
is a social phenomenon and that the ritual follows certain codes that
only careful sociological analysis can unravel. These are some of the
possible arguments on the side of the detractors—those who deny that
anything out of the ordinary (“occult” or “magical”) actually takes
place.

Opposing the matter-of-course skeptics arve the sympathizers—
modern-day occultists, New Age scientists, and many lay observers like
Lorilai. Ironically, those who sympathize with magicians and their cli-
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ents can also be effective at turning the magical event into ordinary,
commmonsense, and mundane science. A deferential acceptance of oc-
cult claims can result in “new scientific” models. Thus, in answer to the
question How does a magical rite work? one could claim that a placebo
effect is triggered by an elaborate manipulation of the patient’s emo-
tions and attitudes; the patient heals simply through the power of his
mind—his faith—to accelerate the natural healing process. Magic on
this account is not truly extraordinary, either; it only reveals the enor-
mous inventiveness we possess for curing and healing, some of which is
yet to be explained by modern medical models. We look at this argu-
ment in greater detail in Chapter 7. Imagine, however, that the patient
is not human but an animal. Could one speak of a placebo effect in
such a case? A related and more sophisticated interpretation of how
such healing of animals is possible will be described shortly. But in the
process magic must also be explained away by those who are guided by
a sympathy for magicians and their claims.

g 49 9

Case 1.2
Healing a Calf

Larry Dossey tells this fascinating story from his childhood
days in Texas. One day his father summoned a curandera——folk
healer—named Maria to save one of his calves. The animal had
cut itself somehow, and the wound became worm-infested. It
was common for such relatively minor mishaps to result in the
death of the animal in those days before antibiotics, because
the squirming mass of maggots would eventually eat away at
the host until it died. When all other forms of therapy failed, a
folk healer like Maria no longer seemed like a silly option. Dos-
sey recalls his father’s hushed conversation with the Mexican
woman, who then went alone to the sick animal.
“Disappointed, I viewed Maria from a considerable dis-
tance. I saw her dark figure kneel before the calf, which was on
its side. It seemed curiously unafraid of her. She made several
passes with her hands over the animal, and then, after she re-
mained still for many minutes, her lips began to move.” Maria
never discussed her method with the boy, but Dossey recalls the
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following words that his father said to him: “Maria knows why
the calf is sick. She says it has a strong will and is always mis-
behaving. It got the cut ou its flank from barbed wire when it
tried to escape the pasture and the rest of the cows. She says
the infection is the price it has paid, but that it is a very smart
calf and has learned its lesson. She made a bargain with the
worms. She told them they have succeeded in teaching the calf
a valuable lesson. But if they stay, the calf v.ill die and they will
eventually die with it. It would be better for everyone if they
leave now and spare the calf.”?

And so, the worms and the calf accepted the curandera’s mediation, and
the calf healed. Dossey, in pursuit of bigger game, neglects to explain
how human words can mean anything to both the calf and the worms.
Of course, there is nothing extraordinary, let alone “supernatural,”
about communicating with animals. Pet owners do it all the time. But
worms are a different matter, and, besides, Dossey makes a strikingly
broader point. He claims that disease—even among animals—occurs in
a specific ideological and emotional context, and healing is more effec-
tive when the entire context figures in the cure. This may explain the
fact that during physician strikes in several countries during the past
few decades, mortality rates actually went down for the duration of the
strike. But Dossey’s point is outstanding because it encompasses animals
and humans alike. Although we never discover the curandera’s key for
communicating with worms, Dossey can undoubtedly imagine a future
scientific paradigm that explains the psychological basis of all sentient
life.

This type of scientific reasoning, shared by many popular writers
on the New Science lecture circuit, has the potential eventually to anni-
hilate the claims of magicians. Imagine, for instance, that with the in-
creasing sophistication of medicine and the move away from a crude,
mechanical view of the body, every case of magical healing will be ex-
plainable by means of the new medical idioms. What, in such an un-
likely event, will remain of healing magic as a unique event? Nothing,
of course. The phenomena we now call magical will be relegated to
such areas as ethnomedicine, or they will be honored as “old ways wis-
dom,” or they will become enshrined in some other manner. Physicians
will learn to apply the old practices in new clinical settings, and the
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extraordinary claims magicians often make will become commonplace,
until they disappear into mere prognostication and a lofty bedside man-
ner. This is a pipe dream, of course. The same magician who treats
jaundice with occasional success also performs rituals to make or stop
rain, travels to astral regions, or claims he can make a man explode
into flames just by looking at him. No placebo effect there. So while
New Scientists may embrace certain forms of traditional healing, their
theories do not help us understand magic in general.

Return for a moment to Dossey’s healer, who could communicate
moral instruction to two species of animals. Assume that it is not the
content of her words, their meaning, but some other quality that heals.
Now compare this with the story I was told by a sadhsi—an Indian holy
man.

g 9 49

Case 1.3
The Swamiji’s Buffalo

Once, before he became a renouncer, Swamiji had a buffalo. It
was a big female that gave a lot of milk. One day he wanted to
make a milk offering to the spirit of the Peepal tree, so he went
to milk the cow. But a ghost entered her, and she would not
give milk. He begged the cow and beat her with a stick, to no
avail. Finally his father said to him: “the milk of the cow is like
a mother’s milk or like your urine. It must come from the heart.
You must reach her heart. [So he tried different ways to do
this] then he chanted the Gayatri Mantra: “We meditate on
that excellent light of the divine Sun; may he illuminate our
minds.” Finally he sprinkled the cow with water, and the ghost
left. Then she gave plenty of milk.*

I have since seen the Swamiji treat many people with his mantras, old
people and infants, a few animals as well. No one knows the words of
the mantras he mumbles today, and few would ever claim that the buf-
falo understood the words of the sacred Gayatri Mantra. They would
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say, instead, that the words are powerful regardless of whether you un-
derstand them or even hear them. They are often only whispered, then
blown on the patient.

We can recover magic by means of this insight. If sound can heal,
even across the boundary of species, it acts independent of meaning. It
is a matter not of reasoning with worms but communicating by vibra-
tion. This does not tell us what magic is, but where we might look for
it. If the power of magical words is not in their meaning, what they
point to, then we should not be surprised that the same healer who
impresses us with his psychosomatic genius also tries to control the
clouds. For him there is no distinction between the sentience of a hu-
man patient and the behavior of a cloud. His magic does not rely on
verbal communication or objective classifications. It is not about mean-
ing, or ideology.

This is a risky claim, to which this entire book is devoted. I argue
that magic is a unique and subjective state of mind that often defies
accurate description because it transcends meaning, the very stuff of our
thought. The experience of magical events rests first and foremost on
the sensory perception that all elements in the world are interrelated,
not in a mystical union, but in a tapestry of natural interactions. The
essence of magic, as we see in Chapter 8, is this engagement of the
senses in a pattern of relations. To be magical, this engagement must be
sensual and empathetic in a special sense. When it is elevated into an
ideology, for instance the trendy “New Ecology” (Lovelock’s Gaia The-
ory is an outstanding example), it loses its immediate experiential
force.’ Ideologies and philosophies are never magical, regardless of their
content. Just as the buffalo responded to the quality of the mantra’s
sound, not to the meaning of its words (which have nothing to do with
giving milk), just so the magical state of mind must be experienced in
its intrinsically subjective and sensory quality.

Unfortunately, its subjective nature makes magic excruciatingly slip-
pery: Too often one culture’s science is another’s magic, and vice versa.
I am reminded of the following wry entry in Verrier Elwin’s diary from
February 12, 1935. Three years after the English anthropologist joined
the tribal Gonds of Karanjia, India, he noted: “Vaccinator comes, and
dispensary filled with weeping children. Some roll on ground roaring
with fear. Many parents also forcibly brought in. Mrs. Panda Baba
done, but immediately goes home and rubs off serum with the sacred
cow-dung, thus avoiding any ill effects.”®

If magic is a matter of perception and is intrinsically subjective, it
is probably most accurate to avoid using it as a noun. There is no such
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thing as magic, only a magical attitude, and following it a magical rite
or belief. The noun implies the existence of an objective thing, like med-
icine or meteorology, and we have seen how easily such things can be
made to disappear. The subjective attitude is the only valid way of con-
sidering magic; I call it the “magical experience,” or “consciousness.”
You can find it in the operating room of Mt. Sinai Hospital in New
York just as much as in the bushland of South Africa. At the same
time you may develop an ideology of planetary interrelationship that
resembles Navajo cosmology but still miss the mark on magical experi-
ence. Think of magic as the nonverbal power of sound or as the elo-
quence of touch, and you will be on the right track.

<

NOTES

1. Christof von Firer-Haimendorf, Life Among Indian Tribes: The Auto-
biography of an Anthropologist (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1991).

2. The Kausika Siitra of the Athrava-Veda. ed. Maurice Bloomfield. (Delhi:
Motilal Banarsidass, 1972).

3. Larry Dossey, Meaning and Medicine: Lessons from a Doctor’s Tales of
Breaktbrough and Healing (New York: Bantam Books, 1991), pp. 1-3.

4. This story was narrated by the Kajjal Baba, a charismatic renouncer
who healed villagers and city residents long before he became a holyman.

5. James E. Lovelock, Gaia: A New Look at Life on Earth (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1991); see also Edward O. Wilson, Biophilia. (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984). There are numerous works in
this category, but few as influential as these.

6. Verrier Elwin, Leaves from the Jungle: Life in a Gond Village (New
Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 141.
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The Strange Case of
Alfred Wallace

I arrived in Banaras at the municipal airport, eighteen kilometers down
a lush country road from the city. But that is unusual. Most people—
pilgrims—arrive by train or bus, squeezed into packed cars with their
belongings wrapped in cloth and tied by means of rope. They are usu-
ally villagers or residents of small towns in Bihar or Uttar Pradesh, who
rarely have the chance to ride the rail system that links the holy city to
the rest of India. They arrive at the busy station dazed by the contrast
between the city’s sacred reputation and the chaos of the station: hun-
dreds of people rushing to board the train even as the pilgrims are try-
ing to disembark, scrawny red-shirted porters carrying huge packages
on their heads yelling at them and shoving them out of the way, beg-
gars, hawkers, and the dreaded pickpockets jostling around them com-
peting for what little moncy they brought.

But suddenly, relief. A distinguished-looking man, large and confi-
dent, dressed like a pundit, approaches the pilgrims and addresses them
in a quiet voice. “Welcome to Banaras, my friends!™ he says. The pil-
grims nod bashfully and ask in a strange Hindi, “Is there a bus to the
center of the city?” As soon as they spcak, the stranger has them
pegged. Vastly experienced, he not only knows their caste, profession,
state, and district but can practically identity the village they left. “You
have come a long way from ,” he says, naming their place of
origin to their complete astonishment. “1 know much about you be-
cause I am an ojhd—an exorcist. I have been waiting for you. There is

24



THE STRANGE CASE OF ALFRED WALLACE 25

bad news at home.” He lowers his voice dramatically as they come
closer, worried. He tells them that a young sister or daughter has be-
come possessed with a horrible ghost since they left home. She will soon
be lying ill, suffering miserably. The villagers are stunned, but the ojha
has earned their trust. He takes them now to a small temple on the
banks of a pond. The place is renowned for its effectiveness as a place
of exorcism. An elaborate and expensive ritual will now be performed
for the sake of the poor girl. The ojha will remove the ghost into a ball
of rice flour, and it will be cast into the pond. The pilgrims will give
away most of their pilgrimage funds, but they will return home to find
the girl healthy.!

g 9 49

Case 2.1

Wallace Goes to a Séance

In 1886, while visiting Boston on a speaking tour, Alfred Wal-
lace was taken by William James to a séance where several ap-
paritions were expected to materialize. In Wallace’s own words,
“eight or nine different figures came, including a tall Indian
chief in war-paint and feathers, a little girl who talked and
played with Miss Brackett, and a very pretty and perfectly de-
veloped girl, ‘Bertha,” Mr. Brackett’s niece, who has appeared
to him with various mediums for two years, and is as well
known to him as any near relative in earth-life. She speaks dis-
tinctly, which these figures rarely do, and Mr. Brackett has of-
ten seen her develop gradually from a cloudy mass, and almost
instantly vanish away. . . .

The other figure was an old gentleman with white hair and
beard, and in evening-dress. He took my hand, bowed, and
looked pleased, as one meeting an old friend. Considering who
was likely to come, I thought of my father and of Darwin, but
there was not enough likeness to either. Then at length I recog-
nized the likeness to a photograph I had of my cousin Algernon
Wilson, whom I had not seen since we were children, but had
long corresponded with, as he was an enthusiastic entomolo-
gist, living in Adelaide, where he had died not long before.”?
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Wallace was not the only famous individual in England who was at-
tracted by the lure of ghosts. The list of converts to spiritualism in-
cluded also the renowned physicist Sir William Crookes, the Oxford
philosopher Henry Sidgwick, and other notables such as Fredrick Myers
and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Still, Wallace’s passionate embrace of spir-
itualism may have been the strangest, when we consider his career as a
naturalist.

Alfred Russel Wallace was a self-taught man, trained as a land sur-
veyor, a socialist whom conservatives today would regard as a bleeding
heart. Though lacking Charles Darwin’s wealth, he managed to finance
his own world travels and spent years in the tropics. By the time he
reached twenty-one years of age, he was known to Darwin as an excel-
lent collector of beetles, butterflies, and birdskins. One day in 1858,
about twenty years after Darwin’s Beagle journey, when Darwin’s evolu-
tionary theory was nearly complete, Wallace sent a letter to him. To
Darwin’s amazement and shock, the twenty-page letter contained what
Darwin himself acknowledged to be a near perfect abstract of his own
natural selection theory. The young man had intuited the same solution
to the question of the emergence of new species that Darwin had pain-
stakingly constructed during years of research. Though he could not
scientifically prove it, Wallace had discovered the correct mechanism of
evolutionary change, and Darwin would always acknowledge the young
man’s feat of intuition.?

The idea of evolution itself was not, of course, an original Darwin
or Wallace invention. In a variety of forms, evolution dominated the
thinking of late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth-century geology, pale-
ontology, and biology.* In fact, the simple concept of evolution—the
idea of unfolding or developing—did not entirely contradict the perva-
sive and dominant Christian worldview. Theories of the “chain of be-
ing” were consistent with the theological “argument from design” and
with close-ended views of change. The argument from design held that
the complexity and the order of nature demonstrate the will or design
of a Creator; because nature does not contain its own intelligence, a
Higher Being must be responsible for the ability of natural phenomena
to reach such heights of design. The close-ended, or teleological, view
simply regarded evolution as a fixed process leading toward a goal,
which is “man.”*

Even the new classification system of Carolus Linnaeus, which was
based on empirical observation of minute physical detail, demonstrated
to many the will and the rationality of a Creator. Closer yet to the time
of Darwin were the theories of Georges Buffon, Paul D’Holbach, Jean
Lamarck, and Darwin’s grandfather, Erasmus Darwin. Although they
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shared the post-Cartesian materialism of later naturalists, they still
could not find the conceptual key to explain the obvious empirical facts
of species. What they lacked was the nature and cause of the minute
incremental changes that added up, over time, to speciation. One must
note that Lamarck’s explanation, the inheritance of acquired character-
istics, enjoyed a brief supremacy even in the twentieth century. The
problem, as the great Darwinian biologist Ernst Mayr recently re-
marked, was not an empirical failure to recognize the facts of speciation
or to acknowledge the diversity of the zoological record.® It was a con-
ceptual problem made more complicated by the fact that nineteenth-
century England had not freed itself from the teleological thinking of
mainstream Christianity. The influence of ideology on the conceptual
aspect of scientific thinking 1s a well-recognized fact today. In fact, the
solution that Darwin finally proposed—natural selection, or “survival
of the fittest,” in Herbert Spencer’s terms—could be regarded as the
naturalist’s equivalent of Malthusian economics, which had a strong
influence on the upper middle class of English society, including
Darwin.

Even with the publication of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species in
1859 and the gradual ascent of natural selection, most naturalists could
still not bring themselves to abandon teleology altogether. Alfred Wal-
lace, ostensibly one of Darwin’s closest allies, joined the larger group of
researchers, which included Sir Charles Lyell, the American botanist
Asa Gray, Richard Owens, and others who stood against Darwin,
Thomas H. Huxley, and Sir Joseph Hooker, the unflagging materialists.
The teleologists held that the biological mechanism of selection, even if
accepted, did not disprove the existence of a guiding principle above
and beyond nature.”

The 1ssue was starkest in connection with the evolution of the hu-
man species and mind. Darwin, at great personal cost to his social
standing, refused to place humans outside the evolutionary scheme:

“[T]he difference in mind between man and the higher animals, great
as it is, certainly is one of degree and not of kind. We have seen that
the senses and intuitions, the various emotions and faculties, such as
love, memory, attention, curiosity, imitation, reason, etc., of which
man boasts, may be found in an incipient, or even sometimes in a well-
developed condition, in the lower animals . . . the ennobling belief in
God is not universal with man; and the belief in spiritual agencies
naturally follows from other mental powers.”

Although morality is accompanied by higher powers of reasoning, it is
ultimately based on “social instincts,” which humans share with other
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animals, especially those that run in packs. Darwin’s closest ally,
Thomas Huxley went further, boldly arguing that “thoughts are the
expression of molecular changes in the matter of life, which is the
source of our other vital phenomena.”®

Wallace was horrified by these ideas and tirelessly sought to under-
mine them.'® Consciousness, he felt, remained a mystery unilluminated
by Darwin’s gross error in The Descent of Man (1891). One wonders
how much of Wallace’s passion derived from intellectual conviction and
exactly how much it owed to what Huxley called “lunacy.” But mad or
not, Wallace was heavily armed with arguments. He claimed as his ma-
jor objection that if natural selection and adaptation equipped creatures
with only the minimal tools for survival in a particular environment,
then the overly developed brain of even the most primitive savage
would be an evolutionary waste—an impossibilty. The brain with its
magnificant mental capacities, he concluded, could never be explained
in strictly evolutionary—or even naturalistic—terms.'! Another power,
a Spiritual Being, had to account for the human mind. “Whereas life
tnay conceivably be regarded as the result of ‘chemical transformations
and molecular motions, ocurring under certain conditions and in a cer-
tain order’,” no combination of merely material elements, no matter
how complex, could ever produce the “slightest tendency to originate
consciousness in such molecules or groups of molecules.” '* Conscious-
ness is radically different in principle from matter, he believed, and its
existence in the bodies of material creatures can never be explained by
the same laws that govern the body. In fact, Wallace maintained, con-
sciousness is consistent with the existence of spirits independent of bod-
ies. This was an outrageous position for a renowned naturalist to take.
But Wallace told a contemptuous Huxley that convincing proof was
available “anthropologically,” in the context of seances conducted by
spiritualists.

SPIRITUALISM

The spiritualist movement that captivated Alfred Wallace in 1865 was
still young and vigorous. Spiritualism had taken off following the re-
ported events that befell the Fox famity in Hydesville, New York, early
in 1848."% According to the testimony of John D. Fox and his wife,
they woke up one night in their newly acquired house, awakened by
raps, knocks, and the sound of moving furniture. A few nights later
Mrs. Fox began to communicate with the source of the noises. She
quizzed the intelligence behind the sounds, and it rapped correct an-
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swers to her questions. Finally, the source identified itself as the spirit
of a Mr. Duesler who had been murdered in that house years earlier.
News of the discovery spread quickly, and the Foxes became celebrities.
Over the course of the following years, the three Fox daughters as-
sumed the role of mediums, communicators with the spirits of other
dead people. Propelled by the increasing fame of the Fox sisters, the
spiritualist movement gained an immense following and great notoriety
in the United States and England. Among its leading luminaries were
W. Stainton Moses and Daniel Douglas Home, who enjoyed the support
of numerous intellectuals. Even the repeated exposure of fraud among
mediums and the occasional confessions of wayward practitioners, in-
cluding the Fox sisters, could not destroy the movement altogether.
The claims of spiritualism were few and simple:

* The spirit of a deceased individual survives death in a nonembod-
ied state but with the same personality.

* A few unique persons are capable of contacting these spirits and
passing information between them and their survivors.

The phenomena of spiritualism are related to the spirits’ efforts to
draw attention and to communicate and to the methods of the mediums
for receiving information. They include raps and other noises, apports
and the manipulation of objects, automatic writing, psychic photogra-
phy, touching, appearances, and clairvoyance or clairaudience. The ear-
lier forms of spiritualism tended to include mostly rapping and table
levitation or other simple physical phenomena. These, of course, were
the easiest to fake, so, with the improvement of detection methods such
as infrared photography and video technology, spiritualist phenomena
became increasingly mental. This meant that the mediums reported to
their sitters information obtained from the spirit about its life, including
both past and future events.

Alfred Wallace began his experiences with spiritualism as it was
ascending in popularity in England. But this is not to say that he was
risking nothing by lending his name in support of its practitioners and
phenomena. Carl Jung noted years later that Wallace, along with My-
ers, Crookes, and Sidgwick, was worthy of admiration for “having
thrown the whole of [his] authority on the side of non-material facts,
regardless of . . . the cheap derision of [his] contemporaries.” Though
motivated by deeply felt private drives, Wallace used spiritualism as an
empirical support for his position on the evolution of the mind.**

Darwin, who was something of a mentor to the younger Wallace,
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felt that his scientific materialism was being outflanked by two forces:
the prevailing Cambridge and Oxford Anglican orthodoxy led by the
likes of Richard Owens, who refused to submit the Creator’s greatest
creature to naturalistic reductions, and the continuing belief in the oc-
cult. Even such a close ally as Wallace accepted the existence of a men-
tal, not to say supernatural, realm that lies entirely ouside the domain
of biological science. In short, Christianity and the occult shared an
aversion to Darwinism and its reduction of all existence to some form
of matter.

Wallace’s fascination with the occult was probably a result of an
aversion he shared with Darwin toward the dominant forms of Chris-
tianity. In this respect, Wallace, the great evolutionary biologist, makes
a splendid godfather to New Age spirituality. He was unmoved by the
ascending Victorian naturalism while being bitterly disenchanted with
orthodox religion. His inherent sense of justice and his appreciation of
the uniquely human potential of mind and spirit led him away from
evolution and Christian ethics alike and toward the third path of spiri-
tual evolution as described by the spiritualist movement. But perhaps
Wallace’s touching ennoblement of humanity reflects back on his own
nature, which Frederick Myers, a sympathetic observer, described in the
following terms: “[Wallace’s] worst credulity as to the good faith of
cheating mediums belongs to a separate compartment of his mind—or
rather forms a part of his innocent generosity of nature, an unwilling-
ness to believe that anyone will do anything wrong.” '?

Should this pathetic epitaph hang around the neck of anyone who
believes in magical or occult phenomena in this day and age? It seems
that a slightly schizophrenic mind, reinforced by a childlike trust, is
the only explanation for the toleration of occult claims among modern
scientists such as David Bohm. At the same time, we know more today
about magical practices around the world than Wallace could ever have
imagined, despite all his travels. This irrevocable divorcing of magical
practices from occult claims was the product of the scholars of Alfred
Wallace’s era, and especially the pioneering work of Edward B. Tylor.

NOTES

1. I have watched this operation and own one of the pamphlets the ojhds
give the pilgrims. The participants and the site of exorcism shall remain name-
less for obvious reasons. Other practitioners, patients, and locations will be
named wherever permission has been given.
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The Association of Ideas
Bringing People Together

The rise of modern anthropology in England coincided, paradoxically,
both with the new theory of evolution and with the popularity of spiri-
tualism. Edward B. Tylor could not have been anything but shocked by
the “duping” of such renowned figures as Wallace or Crookes.! His
anthropology, particularly his explanation of magic, had to take ac-
count of both evolution and the popularity of the occult in England.
Working in a culture that was reaffirming an ancient passion for spiri-
tual possibitities, Tylor had to take magic seriously enough to reject it
as bad thinking.

On the truth of spiritualism Tylor declined to pass judgment; this
he left to trained detectives. But he placed the entire occult craze in
historical perspective along with witchcraft and other “survivals” from
the distant past, before the physical sciences had yet learned to disen-
gage spirits from nature or to think In terms of causality. In other
words, the popular fashion sweeping through the salons of Europe and
America was nothing more than a type of animism, which Tylor re-
garded as the earliest form of religion. It continued to exist as a cultural
survival, like some unnecessary limb, ignored by physical evolution,
that suddenly finds unexpected use. In the present case its use was the
psychological consolation of a melancholy celebrity who might be up-
lifted by the thought that his soul had been sent to America for some
“rough fixing.”?2

Meanwhile, Tylor argued, throughout the course of human history,

32
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all other forms of primitive religion have evolved from their crude early
forms to their present higher forms, just as biological creatures have
evolved. The primitive form of sacrifice, for example, had been based
on the idea of an exchange of gifts, but it evolved through successive
forms to its present ascetic conception in the higher religions as giving
or sacrificing for no material reward whatsoever. Unfortunately, while
Darwin painstakingly constructed a mechanism by which physical evo-
lution takes place, Tylor found no equivalent mechanism for his evolv-
ing cultural forms.

Magic was an exception to the evolutionary pattern seen in the reli-
gious and practical aspects of culture. Its survival in Victorian England
testified to the persistence of primitive ways of thinking, which Tylor
called the “association of ideas.” Instead of recognizing true causality
in natural events, primitive peoples—including some Englishmen—were
misled by the resemblance or the proximity of objects into thinking that
they were related.® Though hardly a traveler himself, Tylor insisted that
magical thinking usually pervaded primitive cultures in remote parts of
the world, where evolution had overlooked a portion of humanity. Un-
likely as it may have seemed, however, the same kind of thinking be-
came popular in the salons of London, in the form of spiritualism and
other occult fads. Since evolution could not possible have bypassed
members of Darwin’s own race, the only explanation for the popularity
of magic in England had to be psychological.

Tylor has been criticized both for his social Darwinism and for psy-
chologizing magic and ignoring its social, ritual, and symbolic aspects.
But he was forced by historical circumstances to regard magic as he did.
The optimism of positive science had yet to overcome the teleology of
Christian cosmology or to shake off the pesky popularity of occult prac-
tices. Occult claims had to be taken seriously—literally rather than fig-
uratively—if only to be debunked. Tylor’s achievement in this area was
still considerable. By regarding magic as a form of prescientific think-
ing—the “association of ideas” as opposed to proper causality—and by
rigorously placing modern spiritualism in historical perspective as the
fulfillment of certain psychological needs, Tylor took the occult out of
magic.

James Frazer, by far the most famous expositor of magic, later elab-
orated Tylor’s notion of the association of ideas and beefed it up with
a monumental collection of esoterica in The Golden Bough.* Like Ty-
lor, he was a Darwinist and a scientific positivist, a forward-looking
intellectual who, had he reflected on the strange case of Wallace, would
have been shocked by the scientist’s backsliding into “ignorance.” One
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need hardly speculate how Frazer would have applied the “association
of ideas” to erotic magic.

g g g

Case 3.1
Love Magic

One day, as I was sitting with Girja Prasad at his stall behind
Haridcandra Ghat, two women approached but stood quietly
off to the side. They were wearing inexpensive saris, and the
younger of the two held a heavy basket of fresh produce from
the nearby market. They silently watched the Tantric sorcerer
talk about this and that and waited for him to acknowledge
their existence. Finally Prasad stood up and wordlessly walked
around to the back of his shop. The two women followed him
there. They spoke in muted tones that were completely
drowned by the noise of the chaotic alley. After some time Pra-
sad came around to the front and crawled into his tiny shop.
He shuffled bottles containing powders of various colors,
moved stacks of cloth and leaves, unwrapped nylon and opened
bags till he found one tiny jar with a rusted lid. This he took
to the rear of the shop. A few minutes later [ saw the women
retreat down the alley without turning back. Prasad calmly re-
turned to his seat and began to survey the street like a bored
man.

In a city where privacy sticks out like the skimpy dress of
a European tourist, the secretive behavior of the two women
was too much for me. I asked Prasad why they came to him.
He answered immediately, showing neither reluctance nor en-
thusiasm, that the younger of the two—the daughter of the el-
der—felt that she had lost the love of her husband. She came
for a love remedy.

“So what did you give her out of that rusty old jar?”

Prasad took out the jar and unscrewed the lid. “These are
the seeds of the Mohini plant.” He showed me two dry seeds
of Erodium maximwm.® “When you put them next to each
other, they curl together like two lovers. When the lady will put
the two seeds in her husband’s food, with the correct mantra 1
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have given her, and she adds much salt, her husband will love
her.” When I asked Prasad for the words of the mantra, he
changed the subject.

Love in India, love magic specifically, is spectacularly elusive. A rich
and evocative history of erotic art, literature, and magic, has been dis-
placed by a puritanical silence. Unlike any other form of magic and
sorcery, no one wants to talk about love and sex. If love potions and
recipes are ever used—as Prasad insisted—the topic was tightly sealed
off to me. The most I could get was a vague warning from a kindly
hotel owner who said, half jestingly, when I moved to an apartment,
that if I should find a ring under my mattress (left there by the cleaning
woman), I should dispose of it as quickly as possible. That brought to
mind an entry from Elwin’s diary, which I had been reading:

December 29. Adri’s husband mixes in her supper a Love-Philtre (Tila
Dilruba. Regd. Use it once and your most proud and indifferent dar-
ling shall be enslaved for ever. A packet of six times. Price Rs. 2 only).
But Adri spots it in time and gives it to her little brother on whom it
has no apparent effect.

This slim “material” has to disappoint the collector of magical for-
mulas and recipes. I could not help wondering whether I had witnessed
a miraculously rare transaction behind Prasad’s booth at Hariscandra
Ghat. Perhaps only a desperate woman would put her sense of dignity
on the line and risk exposure and ridicule in order to procure a magical
potion from a street vendor. Perhaps most wives would be equally satis-
fied to coexist with an indifferent mate. If the newspaper matrimonial
ads are any indication of the true state of affairs today, then romantic
attachment has no place in the perfect match:

Highly educated cultured, well-placed professional N. India Brahmin
parents of 26 yrs., very fair, slim, extremely beautiful, affectionate
daughter, gold medalist and post graduate topper in a reputed Ameri-
can university holding a good job in Bombay, invite alliance from
highly educated, smart, handsome, broadminded boy from a respect-
able Hindu family well settled in own profitable business or profession
with growth prospects . . . (The Times of India, January 9, 1994)

American credentials have become extremely desirable in today’s matri-
monial market, whether in the form of education, a greencard, or cor-
porate connections. These have undoubtedly displaced the British con-
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nection and also reflect with some accuracy the increasing liberalization
of the Indian economy.

This lackluster state of love strikes a classicist as paradoxical in
light of India’s magnificant erotic literature in which magic, as expected,
plays a prominent role. The Atharvaveda and the Kausika Sitra were
far richer resources for unhappy lovers who lived more than two mil-
lenia ago. A respectable portion of the texts’ encyclopedic range was
reserved for romantic affairs that required magical attention. For in-
stance, a woman who found herself in competition with another for a
husband(!) could mix the Banaparni plant (Lypea bernandifolia) with
diluted curds from a red goat and sprinkle this around the bed of her
rival. As she did this, she would recite a mantra: “I dig up this plant,
the most powerful among herbs, to overcome rival women and obtain
a husband.” With additional mantras that praised the power of the
plant and its leaves, the woman would tie a leaf to the foot of the bed
and throw other leaves over the bed.” The same procedure could be
used to maintain the love of a husband who had been overpowered by
love for another woman.

Vatsyayana’s Kamasiiira, India’s greatest contribution to the world’s
collectors of erotica, made full use of the powerful resources available
in the Atharvaveda, a substantially older compendium. The Kamasitra,
of course, is a testament to human confidence in the mastery of science
over the affairs of the heart. A twist of the moustache and a raised
eyebrow (across a crowded room), timed with the precision prescribed
in the Kamasiira, will be devastating to an unsuspecting woman. But
for the coy lover, or for one who rejects every advance, more esoteric
methods must be summoned. When all else fails in the deployment of
seductive charm, a bone of peacock or of a hyena covered with gold
can be tied to the right hand. Similarly, one can tie onto the hand a
bead made of jujube seed or of a conch shell, either one affixed with
mantras taken from the Atharvaveda or from other magical sources.®
The Kamasitra does not stop there, of course. With unwavering thor-
oughness, it covers a vast range of methods designed to gain love or
even to go beyond love. If a man rubs a mixture of the powders from
the white thorn apple, black pepper, and honey on his penis before
making love to a woman, for example, he will subjugate her entirely to
his will.”

India’s erotic-magical literature is so extensive and explicit, in fact,
that when James Frazer went fishing in his library for examples of ho-
meopathic or imitative love magic, he turned first to Indian texts (in
German and English translations).'® He would certainly have enjoyed
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watching Prasad demonstrate the qualities of the Mohini seeds that
made for an effective love remedy, where the curling and intertwining
of two seeds resembles the passionate embrace of two lovers. Resem-
blance or analogy is “mistaken” for causality in Prasad’s mind or those
of his clients, so Frazer would argue with relish. The bad thinking and
the pseudocausality, in a phrase, “the association of ideas,” bring his
clients together. This way of thinking can also drive them apart, of
course, and cause them to rely on other senses such as touch. Isn’t that,
after all, the reason that so many villagers around Banaras roll their
shorn hair into a tight ball, mixed with the hair of others, and stuff it
into the crevices of the mud huts? !

Frazer’s joy has spilled over into our smug feeling of superiority
over this manifest superstition, not to say stupidity. But the fact that
magical practices look like the association of ideas does not necessarily
imply an inability to think properly. Such a judgment reflects a pro-
found ignorance of the social and symbolic goals of magical behavior.
Of course, Frazer initially had no access to the theories of Emile Durk-
heim and Bronislaw Malinowski, not to mention Levi-Strauss. How-
ever, the later editions of The Golden Bough appeared after sociological
and anthropological theories had moved beyond the simplicities of ho-
meopathy. The fact that our own popular conception of magic has not
followed suit is a testament not to the endurance of Tylor’s and Frazer’s
ideas but to the tenacity of simple prejudice.
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From Magic to
Social Function
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Case 4.1

The swamiji and the cow

A man once had a cow on whose milk he relied for his food
and livelihood. One day the cow stopped giving milk, and the
man knew that a witch had cast a spell on it, either by means
of some mantra or with his evil eye. So he went to a Tantric
guru and asked for help. The guru said, “I can help you with
your problem, but you must answer this; What do you want
more, to catch and punish the witch or to make the cow give
milk again?”

The cow owner considered his words carefully because he
knew he had to be truthful.

“Both, Swamiji. I want the milk, and T also want to punish
the witch.”

The guru was unhappy with this answer and insisted that
only one choice was possible, so the man chose milk.

The Tantric guru gave him some herbs over which he had
cast a mantra and told him to burn these under the cow’s nose.
Then he added, “The cow will give you milk, but the first milk-
ing will produce yellowish and poisonous milk, so throw it in
the river.” The man did as he was told and got his milk back.

39
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One day when the man was sitting with Swamiji, a neigh-
bor came in and complained about severe pains. Swamiji exam-
med him thorougly and finally said:

“You have been coveting the property of your neighbors
instead of being satisfied with what you have. Go home and
avoid even looking at your neighbor’s things, and your trouble
will disappear.” The man nodded gratefully and left.

“You see?” said Swamiji to the milkman. “There was no
need for revenge. His own actions took revenge on him.”!

My informant marveled at the discrete but perfect power of the swami
to demonstrate justice and produce a healing with one simple gesture.
The sociologist in me sees the swami as a clever and resourceful oppor-
tunist who awaits the right moment to announce his magic. That mo-
ment is entirely conditioned by social expectations; the magician must
only wait for all the pieces to fall into place; remove these social and
psychological conditions and magic itself collapses.

The beginning of professional sociology signaled the end of theories
that explained magic as a mental phenomenon of the individual. The
crude and often provincial evolutionism to which Frazer subscribed
gave way to a genuine science of society. Sociology showed no tolerance
for armchair speculations on such things as “bad science” or “errors of
reasoning.” Because magic clearly served social functions, a new genera-
tion of professional sociologists set out to define and explain it in some
collective manner.

EmiILE DURKHEIM AND COMMUNAL EXPERIENCE

Emile Durkheim was a French rabbinic student who grew up and ma-
tured during the Third Republic. Like Frazer and Tylor, he was intlu-
enced by Herbert Spencer, but unlike them he rejected the intellectualist
idea that magic was an illusion or bad science. By the time he wrote his
great work, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, and as a pro-
fessor of sociology in Paris, Durkheim was taking Frazer’s typology of
magic for granted, while filtering out the armchair speculations of the
older scholar.? Durkheim was the first to replace Frazer’s mentalistic
interpretation of magic with a comprehensive and coherent sociological
theory. In Durkheim’s work individual errors of thinking were replaced
with social modes of association, a collective force worthy of serious
academic study.
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Case 4.9
The Unchalka Grub

The actors of this rite decorate themselves with designs repre-
senting the unchalka bush upon which this grub lives at the
beginning of its existence. Then they cover a buckler with con-
centric circles of down, representing another kind of bush upon
which the insect lays its eggs when it has become adult. When
all these preparations are finished, they all sit down on the
ground in a semicircle facing the principal officient. He alter-
nately bends his body double by leaning towards the ground
and then rises on his knees; at the same time, he shakes his
stretched-out arms, which is a way of representing the wings of
the insect. From time to time, he leans over the buckler, imitat-
ing the way in which the butterfly flies over the trees where it
lays its eggs.?

This ritual could easily have been used by Frazer to illustrate magical
thinking. By imitating the insect, he might have said, the actors think
they control its behavior for their own gain. Here is a primitive magical
precursor to religion, a low rung on the ladder of human evolution.
Durkheim turned this over on its head. Sympathetic magical behav-
ior is impossible to deny here, but it hardly dominates the rite. The
ritual is essentially a communal event, and it owes its sacred force to
that basic fact. Its effectiveness—its sanctity—springs from the collec-
tive consciousness it exhibits, not from its imitative (sympathetic) logic.
But Durkheim insisted that even the magical forms of reasoning could
never have originated without the collective, essentially religious, qual-
ity of a communal imagination. The principles on which such reasoning
is based, analogy and contiguity, would never have occurred to the
mind of the individual because “nothing in experience could either sug-
gest or verify them.”* The “external experience” of any individual, the
sensory perception of the world, can reveal only proximity in space and
time. Individual experience, Durkheim claimed, can never disclose the
causal relation among objects in the world. Causality, conceived in its
primitive form as force, is the product of an “internal” experience, an
experience shaped by the communal characteristics of collective pro-
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cesses. It is the moral and ideological primacy of communities—the
“collective consciousness”—that shapes the form of inferences on which
laws governing natural phenomena are based. In other words, the logic
of the world and the logic of social relations correspond by means of
“homologies.”

In the case just described, Frazer would be wrong to claim that the
imitative nature of the performance is meant to produce an abundance
of grub. The ritual is a communal-solidarity practice. Its participants
believe themselves to be the animals they imitate, their totem, which
they mark upon their bodies. By acting together as members of a “spe-
cies,” they show themselves to be members of an organic community.
The goal of the rite can only be success in reproduction, which will
guarantee the longevity of the totemic group. The specific gestures and
the bodily articulations express the wish for this goal; they imitate the
behavior of animals for totemic reasons, not for the purpose of control-
ling the course of natural events.

Durkheim managed to eviscerate Frazerian theories by extending
the necessity of natural phenomena to primitive thought. He de-
“rationalized” the process that is implicit in magical events in favor of
collective forces. The effectiveness of a rite, according to Durkheim, is
measured by a strict social determinism, while “nature”—the insect—is
a meaningful category only when it has become humanized by means of
social symbols. The result, incidentally, is that magic, as we commonly
understand the term, is marginalized out of the mainstream of religious
beliefs and practices.

BroNISLAW MALINOWSKI AND
THE CONTEXTUAL VIEW

Bronislaw Malinowski was a Polish-born citizen of Austria who immi-
grated to England and became fascinated by Frazer’s The Golden
Bough.® Malinowski was in Australia when World War 1 broke out,
and, as technically an enemy alien, he had to be interned. Thanks to
the help of influential friends, the internment confined him to several
New Guinean islands, including the Trobriands. There Malinowski in-
vented modern anthropological fieldwork and built a reputation on
which to feed his ego for decades.

Malinowski was not the first to describe magical rites in great de-
tail. Others had visited remote tribal societies and brought back a
wealth of descriptive material. But Malinowski was the first to place his
enormously detailed accounts in a complete context: the physical ecol-
ogy of the Trobriands, the economic activities and the technological
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accomplishments of its inhabitants, their social, intellectual and reli-
gious life. Viewing such a broad range of topics, Malinowski was able
to demonstrate that magic derives its meaning from the way it functions
within the social and economic systems of the Trobriands. The follow-
ing case was described in typical detail in his magnum opus, Coral Gar-
dens and Their Magic.® Only brief excerpts can be quoted here.

g 8 4

Case 4.3

Inaugural Garden Magic

All the men bring their axes to the magician, who lays them on
a mat spread upon the bunk along the side opposite to the
fireplace. To each axe a piece of dried banana leaf, about six
inches by four, has been tied. The main part of the leaf lies flat
against the blade while the other part is left free. After the spell
has been uttered the free flap will be folded over; but first some
of the magical mixture must be inserted between the leaf and
the cutting edge of the axe, and mixture and blade be left open,
so that the voice of the towosi and the magical virtue which it
carries can penetrate into the blade and the herbs. After the
axes have been placed on the mat, the magician takes some
cooked fish and puts it down on one of the three hearthstones
in his house with the following words:—

Formura 1
“Here, this is our oblation, O old men, our ancestral spir-
its! I am laying down for you, behold!
“Here, this is our joint oblation, O Yowana, my father,
behold!

“To-morrow, we shall enter our gardens, take heed! . . .”

This act as well as the exhortation recited during it is described
as “the shredding of the spirit’s oblation.” The word “to shred”
refers here to the tearing off of small bits of fish and placing
them on the hearthstone. The words of this incantation are spo-
ken in a slow, solemn, persuasive voice. It is not regarded as a
yopa (spell), and it is not uttered in the usual singsong of the
magical formulae. . . .
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The blessing of the spirits being thus invoked, and their

presence in a vague, mystical way established, the magician
now proceeds to the charming of the axes. He places a second
mat over the axes, only leaving a sufficient aperture for the
breath carrying his words to penetrate between the two mats,
and then he utters in the clear, melodious singsong characteris-
tic of magical incantations, what is perhaps the most important
formula in the whole system of Omarkana garden magic, the
vatuvi spell:

FormMmulLa 2

L.

1L

“Show the way, show the way,

Show the way, show the way,

Show the way groundward, into the deep ground,

Show the way, show the way,

Show the way, show the way,

Show the way firmly, show the way to the firm moorings.
“The belly of my garden leavens,

The belly of my garden rises,

The belly of my garden reclines,

The belly of my garden grows to the size of a bush-hen’s
nest,

The belly of my garden grows like an ant-hill;

The belly of my garden rises and is bowed down,

The belly of my garden rises like the iron-weed palm,

The belly of my garden lies sown,

The belly of my garden swells,

The belly of my garden swells as with a child.

I sweep away.

“I sweep, I sweep, I sweep away. The grubs I sweep, I
sweep away; the blight T sweep, 1 sweep away; insects
I sweep, I sweep away; the beetle with the sharp tooth, I
sweep, | sweep away. . . .

“I blow, I blow, I blow away. The grubs I blow, I blow
away; the blight I blow, T blow away. . . .

“I drive thee, I drive thee off, begone! The grubs I drive, I
drive off, begone! The blight T drive. . . .

Thus in the hearing of all the ancestral spirits, the magician
recites the long sacred spell over the axes.”
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Malinowski followed this vivid and detailed description by reminding
his readers that he had not reproduced all the repetitions of the spell,
especially those used by the magician to deal with other pests. Conse-
quently, the full effect of its interminably long duration and its mesmer-
izing repetitions has been watered down. The drawn-out, elaborate
chant accompanies a relatively simple physical procedure, namely, fold-
ing a banana leaf over the axe.

For Malinowski, any attempt to analyze a magic ritual without
considering what takes place before and after the rite is useless. Magic
is always performed along with some other activity, which is technical
in nature and reflects the Trobrianders’ efforts to control their world.
The rite just described is one of many that punctuate the various phases
of agricultural work. Other rites accompany seeding, harvesting, storing
and distribution of crops. Different types of magic rituals are performed
with the distinct phases of boat building and launching, as well as with
other elements in the economic and technological areas of Trobriand
life. But, one may ask if the Trobrianders have mastered the science of
gardening, and can successfully produce enough food, why do they need
magical rites? According to Malinowski, the Trobriander occasionally
reaches a “gap” in the success of his activity. A hunter fails to catch his
prey; a gardener fails because of drought. The mastery over practical
activities does not eliminate the anxiety that stalks actions in which
chance plays a role. More precisely, these are activities that may be
influenced by other forces over which technical skill can never extend:
“Thus magic supplies primitive man with a number of ready-made rit-
ual acts and beliefs, with a definite mental and practical technique
which serves to bridge over the dangerous gaps in every important pur-
suit or critical situation.”® The magical act does not bridge these gaps
in practical terms, but it pacifies the anxiety that chance produces.

Still, Malinowski suggested, magic is not just an emotional crutch
(it is this position that has attracted for Malinowski the greatest amount
of criticism). Magic is also an “organizing influence” in the communal
life of the Torbriands. By punctuating the progress of economic activi-
ties at regular intervals, magic mobilizes the community to act in uni-
son. It synchronizes the efforts of the participants along the schedule
imposed by taboo days, by focusing on certain garden plots at given
times and by coordinating labor.”

But how does the magic rite accomplish this goal? How do the
specific details of each particular rite serve its emotional and social
ends? In order to understand the precise relations between each aspect
of the rite and each aspect of its social and psychological function, we
need to look at the social status and the ritual condition of the magician
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and his assistants, the temporal and spatial taboos associated with the
rite, the origin and preparation of the materials used, and other factors.
For lack of space, I will focus on three ritual elements that Malinowski
regarded as essential to magic—sympathetic objects, emotionally
charged imitative behavior, and the spell. By means of these elements
the magic rite exerts its greatest force.

Malinowski argued that certain objects are selected for use in the
magic because they resemble the things on which they are expected to
have an effect: “Generally these [foods] are sympathetically connected
with the substances which he uses in his ritual or with the aims of his
magic.” 1% “Sympathy” brings to mind Frazers’ two principles of magi-
cal thinking, similarity and contact. Because of similarity, certain sub-
stances, foods, objects, or persons are avoided during part of the rite
and at other times are exceptionally powerful and necessary. Malinow-
ski did not say why a banana leaf is used to secure the spell around the
blade of the axe, nor did he indicate which herbs are placed between
the leaf and the blade. If his general observations apply, we would ex-
pect these to be related, in a sympathetic fashion, to the crop that will
be planted.

The principle of sympathy is seen in what Malinowski called the
“mimetic” manner of manipulating the objects used in the rite. He cited
another example from sorcery, in which a bone, a stick, or the spine of
an animal is thrown in a symbolic way in the direction of any enemy
one wished to injure. The emotional setting, the gestures, and expres-
sions of the practitioner are of utmost importance here: “For the sor-
cerer has, as an essential part of the ritual performance, not merely to
point the bone dart at his victim, but with an intense expression of fury
and hatred he has to thrust it in the air, turn and twist it as if to bore
it in the wound, then pull it back with a sudden jerk. Thus not only is
the act of violence or stabbing reproduced, but the passion of violence
has to be enacted.”!'! Like Freud, Malinowski emphasized that the
emotional expression of the ritual act connects it to its end because the
rite itself does not fully enact the death of the victim. Magic rituals play
out the emotions of revenge and produce a cathartic experience, but no
more; their effectiveness remains subjective. Unfortunately, Malinowski
gave too little information in the case of gardening magic to judge its
mimetic emotional effect.

The central element in the case 1 have described, and according to
Malinowski the most important feature of Trobriand magic, is the
spell.!2 The spell holds, then unleashes, the recoiled power of the magi-
cal rite. It does this in three distinct ways. First is the phonetic character
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of spoken and chanted words, their sound and rhythms. The spell imi-
tates natural sounds, such as those of the wind and thunder or the
sounds of various animals and even of other humans. By reproducing
the voices of nature, the rite “symbolizes” natural phenomena and in-
fluences them through similarity. Frazer’s “ghost,” as Stanley Tambiah
put it, is still roaming these grounds, but Malinowski’s emphasis on the
word and its power of symbolization would eventually lead to more
sophisticated analyses of magical sound (see Chapter 15).

The second factor in the ritual power of the spell is the explicit
statement of the desired ends: “The belly of my garden leavens. . . .”
By stating the desired state of affairs with a specific emotional intona-
tion, the participants add an emotional depth to the rite as a whole.
While the phonetic-imitative quality of the words is magically effective
in producing the desired ends, the semantic force (the meaning) of the
words is said to be strictly emotional. The words of the spell do not
force natural events to obey; words evoke certain feelings that color the
magical ritual as a whole. This observation indicates that Malinowski
had indeed taken a huge qualitative leap form the literalist magical in-
terpretation of Frazer. He was far more subtle in his explanation of the
psychological functions of magic in specific contexts.

Finally, the spell acts by mythological allusions to spirits, ancestors,
or other cultural figures. Malinowski surprisingly regarded this third
feature of the spell as the most important. I say “surprisingly” because
Malinowski’s own collection of spells does not exhibit this feature in
every case. Allusions are usually limited to implicit and obscure refer-
ences. Still, the mythical allusions of the spell link it directly with the
belief in the authority of magic and explain the need for performing it
in a precisely regulated way. In other words, magic gains its cultural
prestige by means of these references as well as its ideological context,
its meaning. For this reason, spells are important to a researcher of
Malinowski’s type of anthropology, as opposed to that of Radcliffe-
Brown or Durkheim: The symbolic language of the spell contains the
manifesto of the cultural-anthropological approach to magic.

Malinowski’s contributions were seminal. He redirected attention
away from the relation between the agricultural rite and fertility and
toward the proper framework in which to evaluate the effectiveness of
magic, its social and cultural spheres of influence. The very notion of
efficacy was redefined in a way that made symbolic modes of analysis
more appropriate for judging the goal and effects of the rite. In Mali-
nowski’s pioneering work the boundary between magic and religion be-
gan to dissolve, and Frazer’s shadow started to dissipate.
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Psychological and Symbolical
Theories of Magic

The life of the Indian woman—Ilike a sari she wraps around her body
in public—extends in tightly woven threads and shows no seams. The
sari curls around her body, over and over, limiting her stride to mea-
sured steps, and hides the individual contours of her person. It also
covers her hair, which is not really hers because it too is pulled back
into a tight braid, until no single strand can rebel. To the untrained eye
she seems to glide effortlessly from childhood to old age over a tapestry
of roles and locations in which no joints are visible; every passage is
closely choreographed by ritual and guarded by custom.

But now and then a crack appears in this picture, at first as fine as
that single strand of hair. If left unattended, which is often the case, the
crack breaks open with demonic energy and shatters the facade of a
woman’s roles and expectations. Disturbed and even frightened as the
family members may then become, they are seldom taken altogether by
surprise. They simply declare her possessed by a ghost {bhat-pret). By
doing so they define the problem clearly and draw the battle lines: They
can then take the possessed woman to a place where she stands a
chance against the ghost. One such place is the tomb of Baba Bahadur
Sayyid, near the cantonment area of Banaras.

The four whitewashed walls enclose a small world that mirrors the
underside of the ordered universe outside. One Thursday late in Janu-
ary, two hundred women, and no more than twenty men, were
crammed into an area barely larger than a tennis court. All were sitting
facing the tomb of the Muslim saint, from which direction one enters

49
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the compound. The effect on the visitor is immediate and emotionally
shattering; I saw sad and dazed faces, tormented bodies, and a tumult
of crazed gestures. Few of the women were entirely lost in the power of
the ghost who took over their bodies and souls. But here and there a
clearing was made for a woman whose ghost was “playing” with her
body. She would rock and sway from side to side, eyes closed and loose
hair flailing wildly. Another woman was just then standing on hands
and knees, gyrating the front of her body one way, her bottom the
other, as if around a mechanical axis that was about to break. Others
around the compound were flinging their heads at the ground, hands
clasped behind their backs. This gesture of reverence—prostration with
hands locked together behind the back—is taken to macabre extremes,
either in desperate beseechment or a demonic mockery of supplication.
Only the care of an attending family member prevented serious harm. I
saw an old woman pulling out clumps of white hair as if angry at the
final relic of her womanhood. Another was rolling on the ground and
wrestling with an invisible opponent who was making horrid gutteral
sounds. Just behind her a woman was vomiting white foam and laugh-
ing loudly. Many were babbling while relatives were straining to deci-
pher their words; others were crying or sobbing. All these women had
loosened their braids and, with their disheveled hair and passionate,
haunted eyes, possessed an erotic, fiery beauty that made the men there
look away.

All this T saw almost instantly, or perhaps I should say “felt,” be-
cause the experience was overwhelmingly auditory, and even tactile.
The courtyard was pulsating with unleashed energy, with burning hot
female energy. Everyone swayed to the rhythm of a drummer who was
hidden from view but kept on drumming as if his instrument were the
communal heart. I found a narrow space and sat there. It was next to
a young man in Western clothes who was intently watching the woman
rocking beside him. She swayed back and forth rhythmically and
sobbed loudly. Every now and then she wailed out the baba’s name and
then prostrated herself until her head touched the ground. Her name,
he said, was Lalmani Devi, she was his wife. They were both around
twenty years old and had been married four years earlier. They had
been living happily together, and Lalmani got along with her mother-
in-law, in whose house she lived. But after four years of marriage they
still had uno children. Lalmani rarely mentioned her failure to conceive;
she was still very young. But one day Lalmani went to visit her mother.
It was during her period, when she was polluted and unapproachable
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to her husband. As she was walking on the road to her parent’s village
she was suddenly assaulted by a ghost who tore into her side—she felt
a sharp blow—and changed her entire life. After she returned home she
began experiencing headaches and became extremely moody. With no
reason or warning she would suddenly break into tears or rage and
start shaking uncontrollably. She refused to sleep with her husband and
cursed his mother. Their small household shattered into chaos. After a
few weeks of this, her husband brought her to Baba Sayyid’s tomb and
continued treatment there every Thursday until her condition gradually
began to improve.

PSYCHOLOGY AND MAGIC

Tlness is a cultural concept that travels poorly across boundaries.! Even
simple notions such as moodiness and depression, not to mention com-
plex ideas like schizophrenia or paranoia, are bonded to our Western
views on the self and the person, on material causality, and on the na-
ture of scientific explanation. My bare presentation of Lalmani’s prob-
lem is so foreign to her worldview that she would probably not recog-
nize herself in it. So how can one explain her possession? The mere
translation of her symptoms into modern terms already creates serious
distortions from her point of view. The next stage of theorizing about
the meaning of possession removes us one huge step further. But maybe
a careful straddling of the boundary between the two perspectives can
minimize the problem. Sudhir Kakar, an eminent Indian psychoanalyst,
describes these possessions and exorcisms as a traditional Indian idiom
for psychological events.? The time when these women are most vulner-
able to possession—difficult periods of transition such as puberty and
marriage—is equally dangerous in the thinking of Western psychology.
The fact that most of the patients are women, the place of possession,
and the identity of the ghost—usually a fairly close and recently de-
parted female relative—reveal to Kakar the “true” psychological nature
of such events: “We saw above that the single largest category of pa-
tients, comprised mostly of young women who come to Balaji [a Hanu-
man temple and a Hindu equivalent of Baba Bahadur in Bharatpur] in
search of healing, are suffering from a hysterical disorder; or, if one
prefers to use the traditional idiom, they are possessed by the ghosts of
forbidden sexual and aggressive wishes. Though the individual varia-
tions in all these cases are of great interest from the clinical angle, the
wide prevalence of hysterical personality among Indian women and



52 THEORIES OF MAGIC

their use of this particular myth of passivity [possession] are also reflec-
tions of certain social conditions prevailing in the society. . . . I am
struck by their accumulated and repressed rage, the helpless anger of
young women at the lack of their social emancipation being the canvas
on which the individual picture of hysterical illness is painted.”>

Kakar’s very Freudian way of looking at such possessions rings true
despite the fact that clinical and social concepts such as hysteria and
emancipation are entirely ethnocentric. His psychoanalytical tools may
be very successful in predicting the occurrence of possession among cer-
tain women, and even in treating it. But he has not brought us very
close to explaining magic in psychological terms. Even if Lalmani suf-
fers from a hysterical disorder, repressed rage or sexuality or whatever,
she came to Baba Bahadur for a magical cure, not for psychoanalysis.
The event of possession perhaps is not magical—this can be debated—
but the exorcism is entirely magical. The curing that takes place at Baba
Bahadur does not owe its effectiveness simply to the cathartic power of
confession. That is Kakar’s reading of the healing process, and here he
is off the mark.* Patients and their families claim steadfastly that the
effective healing force is the water given to the patient to drink. The
water had been injected with “power” by contact with the tomb of the
saint Baba Bahadur Sayyid and is the essential part of the magical treat-
ment. A possessed patient may even forgo the visit to the sacred place,
and the water can be brought to her at home. But she will not heal
without the water. In objective “scientific” terms there may be a strong
mental component of self-healing here, but the event of magical healing
is certainly not reduceable to the emotional release experienced in the
courtyard.

To understand what happens in psychological terms, it is necessary
to repeat that our notion of self and person is culturally defined and
that magical events may rely on entirely different conceptions (for more
on this point see Chapter 14). This is exactly how Carl Jung interpreted
instances of possession. In one clinical case he worked with a pro-
foundly learned and intelligent man who somehow had managed to
convince himself that he was suffering from cancer. The reassurance of
his physicians and the arguments of his analyst failed to quiet his mor-
bid fear of the rapidly spreading disease created by his imagination. He
could not accept the fact that he had authored his own imaginings, and
this was the crux of his mental illness. Jung argued that normal adults
do not feel responsible for an illness that invades their body, but they
own up to whatever occurs in their conscious psyche. This attitude—
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“prejudice,” as Jung called it—is a very recent development in Western
cultures: “Not so very long ago even highly civilized people believed
that psychic agencies could influence our minds and feelings. There
were ghosts, wizards, and witches, daemons and angels, and even gods,
who could produce certain psychological changes in human beings.”?
A fleeting rage or thought of passion would then be attributed to an
external agency that had “invaded” the mind or soul. This kind of
thinking resulted not only, or even mainly, from a primitive philosophy
but from a porous sense of self lacking rigid external boundaries.

But possession and exorcism lend themselves too easily to psycho-
logical interpretation. Most other cases of magic, as a matter of fact,
are far more elusive and demand that the psychologist reduce the entire
range of magical phenomena to some universal category. Sigmund
Freud had a different kind of magical rite in mind when he reduced
magic to infantile neurosis.

Freud on Magic

Freud did not think of magic in social terms. The forms of magical
thinking or behavior evident in primitive societies, he felt, were caused
by cognitive developmental factors, rather than by communal needs and
symbols. Although Freud read many of the required texts on magic, his
thinking represents a fallback to the ideas of James Frazer, fortified per-
haps by astute clinical observations of neurotic patients. This may be
due to the fact that his understanding of magic merely served the larger
task of psychologizing culture and tracing its origin to a single event of
patricide. A monumental ambition left him with no resources for think-
ing originally about magic. Even the cases on which he based his expla-
nation of magic were taken straight out of Frazer.

g9 49 g8

Case 5.1
Fertility Rites
In some parts of Java, at the season when the bloom will soon

be on the rice, the husbandsman and his wife visit their fields
by night and there engage in sexual intercourse to encourage
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the fertility of the rice by their example. There is a dread, how-
ever, that prohibited, incestuous sexual relations may cause a
failure of the crops and make the earth sterile.®

Freud quoted a few other examples out of The Golden Bough and con-
cluded that they clearly demonstrated Frazer’s principle of the similarity
between the act and the desired effect. Additional cases illustrate the
second principle of Frazer’s typology, contiguity. Both, according to
Freud, must be reduced to the one basic folly of all magical thinking,
namely, the dominance of the association of ideas.” As both Tylor and
Frazer had put it, magicians and their clients confuse ideal connections
with real ones; they project their own mental states onto the objective
world. Freud went one step beyond this mentalist analysis to a more
rigorous psychological explanation.

Freud’s theory of magic was developmental, rather than static. He
argued that primitive people possessed an immense belief in the power
of their own wishes. These wishes were accompanied by bodily action
intended, at first, to “give a representation of the satisfying situation in
such a way that it becomes possible to experience the satisfaction by
what might be described as motor hallucinations.”® Magic is the psy-
chological behavior that anticipates the satisfied wish before the practi-
cal procedure for actually satisfying it is undertaken. Sex, for instance,
is related to fertility by this emotional fulfillment of desire. The ritual
orgy evokes a state of satiation that anticipates agricultural plenty.
Gradually the emphasis of magic shifts from the motive tor the act to
its “measures,” that is, to the ritualized form of the magical ritual.
Carefully ritualized intercourse in the field—every sensual act choreo-
graphed—now becomes a practical method for attaining the desired
goal. The final result of this psychological process is an overvaluation,
or even omnipotence of thought, a symptom that may also be found in
the obsessional acts of neurotics. And like the neurotic patient, primi-
tive people can cxperience the projection of their own “thought” with
a vivid ferocity.

Freud’s deceptively pale theory comes alive when one looks at spe-
cific instances. Allan Strang, the young patient in the play “Equus,” felt
an overwhelming atrachment to a beautiful black horse. The power of
his bond certainly matched the intensity of the mystical identification
reported between shamans and their animal helpers, yet the boy was
seriously ill. He loved his mother and she loved him, incestuously: he
worshiped Christ, whose torments on the cross became Allan’s own
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physical self-abnegation and emotional repression; his father, though
caring, was far too distant. The boy’s fear, lust, and self-loathing com-
bined in his young psyche to become a potent neurosis that he projected
onto the stunningly sensual animal. The result was not only tragic but
magically bizarre: The boy blinded the horse for witnessing, even caus-
ing, his impotence while making love to a girl. Freud would argue that
the same clinical insights that an analyst would use to fathom Allan’s
tormented identification with the horse can be brought to any other
magical context.” And once the neurotic heals, his personal magic dis-
solves. Similarly, as cultures move from infancy to intellectual maturity,
magical practices lose their power and appeal. The phenomenon itself—
magic—is empty.

Jung on Magic

g 9 9

Case 5.2
Pulling Through a Hole

When a baby has an enlarged navel, wedge open a white oak
tree and pull him through. . . . On putting the child through
a tree, first observe that it must be early in the spring before
the grass begins to vegetate; secondly, that it must be split as
near east and west as it can. Thirdly, it must be done as the sun
is rising. Fourthly, the child must be stripped quite naked;
Fifthly, it must be put through the tree feet foremost; sixthly, it
must be turned around with the sun, and observe that it must
be put through the tree three times. . . .10

Pulling through holes is a common cure for a variety of ailments around
the world, even today. The practice described here was recorded in
North Carolina in this century. What would Jung have made of it had
he seen this ritual with its elaborate stipulations? Jung was in fact aware
of healing rites that involved pulling patients through holes in the head
of their sick-beds. His complex interpretation of these rites makes one
surprising fact clear: As he tried to understand magical events, Jung
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refused to explain them away. He accepted their occult claims. Other
theorists, certainty Freud, explained magic by reducing it to more basic
phenomena: Magic is infantile neurosis, it is a ritual pacifying of fear,
and so forth. Such theories enjoy an elegant simplicity, and they can
never be disproved by the claims of magicians. Their answer to the
occultist question Is there such a thing as magic? is resoundingly nega-
tive.

Jung, in contrast, took the claims of magicians at their face value.
As a card-carrying phenomenologist by his own description, Jung relied
on experiences as the facts of his research. If a neurotic patient makes
outrageous claims, these cannot be disregarded in therapy. So it is with
the facts of magic, and religion in general, which must be accepted as
true by virtue of the fact that they are experienced. This attitude has
made Jung the intellectual godfather of the New Age, watered down
unfortunately by intermediaries like Joseph Campbell. But one must not
underestimate the complexity and the subtlety of Jung’s interpretation
of magic and rehigion. He may lack the clarity and incisiveness of Freud
or Frazer, but his mistakes are far less grand, too.

At its simplest level, the ritual of pulling a sick boy through a hole
is magical because it tries to enslave to human will forces that are nor-
mally thought to be beyond its control. This is the first condition of the
magical rite. And there is far more: Magical techniques are “psychic”
in a special sense, and they are usually directed at the sacred, at some-
thing Jung called numinosuni. Magic differs from religion precisely be-
cause it brings the psychic into relation with the sacred in a manipula-
tive manner. But magic and religion go hand in hand: All religions
contain magical devices in the form of invocations, mcantations, sacri-
fice, meditation, and yoga, as well as self-inflicted tortures of various
descriptions.!!

In claiming that magic brings together the psyche and sacred reali-
ties (numinosum), Jung did not refer to supernatural revelation in a
theological sense. The sacred, he argued, consists of the forms of the
collective unconscious with its psychic archetypes. It reveals itself
through the surfacing of psychic forces, either in a religious way (revela-
tion) or magically. The theater for these profound events is the individ-
ual self and the imagination. Jung claimed that God is one such arche-
type of the collective unconscious, and so are Christ and Buddha. As
archetypes that surfaced in human history, they have become symbols
for the integration of the self with the sacred. Their path is open to all
individuals who can assimilate the psychic power of symbols in their
conscious lives. Magical traditions, such as alchemy, according to Jung,
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facilitate the process of integrating the symbols of the sacred within
one’s personal life.

Alchemy is a psychic technique that responds to a deep rift in the
Christian view of the sacred. Throughout its history, Christianity con-
sistently and dogmatically separated good and evil and made the rela-
tion of good and evil an absolute antinomy—an irreconcilable opposi-
tion. Evil was expelled from the realm of individual nature into the
dark realms of witchcraft, demonology, and Satanism. As no one could
live up to the unnatural standards of purity, Christians became either
torn or repressed and sought consolation in the persecution of
demonized persons and peoples. Alchemy, in contrast, developed tech-
niques that were expressed in mythical terms for reintegrating the self
by a reconciliation of opposites. The magical healing of the boy by pull-
ing through a hole is one such case of alchemy. It is a symbolic reinte-
gration of a self, a rebirth. The careful correspondences with the sun
and with vegetation makes this clear. The rite magically produces its
effects by controlling the psychic symbols by means of which the boy is
reborn.

But magic is not just a symbolic event, it works. According to Jung,
what makes a ritual such as incantation or a tradition such as alchemy
effective is the relationship it creates between psychic facts and corres-
ponding external events. Jung called this acausal relationship synchron-
icity and defined it as “a coincidence in time of two or more causally
unrelated events which have the same or a similar meaning.” !> Exam-
ples are surprisingly commonplace, and Jung’s has the ring of familiar-
ity: On a given day his tram ticket bears the same number as his theater
ticket, which he buys shortly after buying the train ticket. That same
evening he receives a phone call during which the number comes up
again as someone’s phone number. Many people today would advise
him to rush out and buy a lottery ticket.

Jung did not claim that these events were related in some unknown
causal way. Causality implies a continuity in space and time that is al-
ways discoverable in principle. Synchronistic events, in contrast, are not
just events whose causes are as yet undiscovered. By their very nature
these events are linked only in their meaning, in the way a psychic ar-
chetype makes itself manifest in relation to certain corresponding exter-
nal events. Space, time, motion, and energy—the elements of causal re-
lations—have no bearing on synchronistic events. This abstract idea can
be demonstrated, according to Jung, in psychical research on extra sen-
sory perception (ESP). Jung extensively cited the work of J. B. Rhine of
Duke University and accepted his experimental results as accurate in
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order to make a very interesting point about psychic phenomena. In
one experiement Rhine used a pack of twenty-five cards, each tive of
which showed the same symbol: a star, a square, a circle, wavy lines,
and a cross. These have since become the standard tools of ESP re-
search. The subject must guess the identity of each card as it is being
turned over in an adjacent room. Most of the subjects failed to score
higher than chance probability (five hits), but some scored far higher.
One “gifted” man averaged ten hits and once guessed all twenty-five
cards correctly. Gradually the distance between the subject and experi-
menter was increased, until they were across the ocean from each other.
This had no impact on the results of the test. Even more striking, posi-
tive results could be obtained when the subject was asked to guess the
identity of cards that would be turned over only at some future time.
These subjects were able to anticipate events that had not yet taken
place, beating a probability of 1:400,000. What can one make of such
results, and especially their independence from space and time? In the
case of ESP, Jung concluded that no “transmission” of information
takes place at all! The ability demonstrated by gifted ESP subjects is not
a perception that goes beyond the senses, because perception implies a
transfer of energy or some such form of causality. Instead, there is a
falling together, or a simultaneity of two events, one psychic and the
other objective: “The subject’s answer is not the result of his observing
the physical cards, it is a product of pure imagination, of “‘chance’ ideas
which reveal the structure of that which produces them, namely the
unconscious.” 13 This is the collective force that consists of archetypes
and can become manifest in a variety of ways. The extraordinary results
of Rhine’s experiments, in Jung’s view, demonstrate the rare success in
allowing the “affects” of archetypes to surface simultaneously with con-
trolled external events.

Synchronistic events have traditionally been considered magical be-
cause they defy commonsense perception in space and time. Rhine’s
gifted subject may have been a diviner in another age and put his talents
to medical use. He might have employed certain ritual techniques to get
himself in the “mood” or state of mind. The surfacing of archetypal
“affects” and coincidence of external physical processes have taken
place throughout human history and have been subject to willful con-
trol in magical contexts. Jung quoted Albertus Magnus who in turn was
citing the great Muslim theologian Ibn Sina (Avicenna) when he wrote:
“[A] certain power to alter things indwells in the human soul and sub-
ordinates the other things to her, particularly when she is swept into a
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great excess of love or hate or the like. . . . It can be proved by experi-
ment that it [the excess] binds things [magically] and alters them in the
way it wants.” 1* Magic, in sum, consists of a willful control of uncon-
scious archetypes—passion in Ibn Sina’s quote—to manifest the sacred
or to defy common causality and achieve extraordinary affects in which
the psyche and the world correspond. The extraordinary claims of ma-
gicians are indeed extraordinary, and Jung was the only major thinker
to think so.

SEMIOTICS AND MAGIC

Pscychoanalytical theories reduce magic to other levels of reality. Under
the gaze of the analyst, magic simply vanishes into a neurosis. The so-
ciological theories of Durkheim, A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, and the social
anthropologists have the same effect, although without the couch. But
in the tug and pull of competing intellectual traditons, symbolical inter-
pretations of culture and magic have held their own. While the domi-
nant sociological theories explained magic in causal terms taken from
other levels of discourse, the newer symbolical “cultural anthropology”
developed along monistic lines. It sought to interpret the meaning of
magical expressions as a kind of language. This symbolical approach
drew on a number of major conceptual innovations. In 1953, two years
after his death, Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations was
published.! Tt elaborated the notion of a “language game” as a form
of relative cultural communication and interaction. At about the same
time Shannon and Weaver developed their information theory, which
was followed closely by the development of cybernetics.!® These ideas
extended systems of information and communication to all levels and
forms of human behavior. In analyzing behavior as communicative acts,
questions of cause and effect—the stuff of the old positivism—gave way
to notions of right and wrong or correct and incorrect. Analysis became
criticism. During the 1950s and 1960s a large number of cultural theo-
ries were nurtured on these developments and on reinterpretations of
Malinowski and Max Weber. Victor Turner, E G. Bailey, Clifford
Geertz, and others began to treat culture as a richly symbolical text; the
“Whorf-Sapir hypothesis” claimed that language determines behavior,
and hermeneutics as a self-consciously subjective discipline began to
dominate the comparative study of cultures.!” These developments, and
others, were guided by the assumption that the student of cultural
events does not have a privileged perspective from which to explain by



60 THEORIES OF MAGIC

reduction. Instead, scholars must interpret rituals, myths, games, and
every other form of cultural performance by using the events’ own com-
municative grammars and taking into full account their symbolical con-
texts.

The most precise recent application of this approach to magic was
carried out by Stanley Tambiah. Because his interpretation elaborated
and refined the semiotic possibilities in the work of Evans-Pritchard and
Malinowski, he also took his cases from them. The following two ex-
amples were recorded by Evans-Pritchard but are quoted here from
Tambiah’s version.
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Case 5.3
The Argka Creeper

At a certain time of their growth the stems of the creeper araka
lose their leaves. These are replaced by a double row of bands
joined to the stalks, which little by little dry, split, and fall in
small pieces just as the extremities of the hands and feet disap-
pear in “la lepre mutilante.” This creeper is highly thought of
as furnishing treatment for this kind of leprosy.'$

Frazer's old principle of similarity—*“like attracts like”—would fail to
explain what is happening here because the analogy between the disease
and the plant is not just positive (similar) but negative as well. In the
case of the plant, the falling of the leaves is part of a natural cycle,
whereas in the case of the disease it is degenerative and terminal. The
plant is used to express a more abstract relationship that can be stated
in the following way: “May the leprosy disappear and health appear,
just as the shedding process in the creeper stimulates growth.”!? But
how can the mere use of the creeper convey such an abstract desire? In
order to answer this we need to follow Tambial’s argument.

Tambiah understands magical acts, consisting of both verbal formu-
las and object manipulation, as “performative acts by which a property
is imperatively transferred to a recipient object or person on an analogi-
cal basis.”2° The term analogy extends Frazer’s homeopathic principles
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to more sophisticated and precise linguistic grounds. It is used to an-
swer this question: Considering that not all objects in a magical rite
resemble the condition one wishes to avoid or obtain, why are certain
objects used out of the entire range of available materials? It is neces-
sary to shift attention away from the “inherent” powers of the objects
to their symbolic qualities. Convention assigns values to such symbols,
and practitioners transfer them to the goal of the rite by means of posi-
tive and negative analogy. An elaborate symbolic language emerges for
ritual occasions based on complex systems of analogy. Incidentally, the
transfer of analogous qualities in magical rites differs from scientific
analogies in that the practitioner does not predict the features of the
analogous phenomenon on the basis of the manipulated objects. In-
stead, he transfers their qualities in an act of persuasion, rationalization,
or evocation.

Analogies do not apply directly between the ritual objects and the
goal of the ritual. They apply separately to the internal relation among
the objects and to the goal of the rite. In Tambiah’s scheme this is called
a “vertical” relation: “The rite consists in persuasively transferring the
properties of the desired and desirable vertical relation to the other
which is in an undesirable condition.”2! The ability to express abstract
purposes by means of concrete objects results from emphasizing the re-
lationship within properties belonging to manipulated objects (vertical
relations), rather than the direct similarity between this object and its
corresponding goal. Another case illustrates this process further.
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Case 5.4

Fowl Excrement

Ringworm in children is called imandruruakondo (ima = sick-
ness, nduruakond = fowl house). It is so called because the
scabby patches of the disease resemble fowl’s excrement: hence
they appear to consider the disease due to the afflicted child
having eaten food grown on a dung heap in the vicinity of a
fowl house: hence also they consider the remedy to consist in
fowl’s excrement dried and reduced to ashes and mixed into a
paste with a little palm-oil and applied to the ringworm.2?
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Again, Tambiah contradicts Frazer’s brand of homeopathy, because the
resemblance between excrement and scabs on the skin is a false one.
Instead, Tambiah argues, “the relation of fowl to excrement is one of
elimination of (unwanted) waste product, while that of scabby skin on
child is one of (unwanted) adherence to body.” The analogy is not be-
tween objects or states but between relations, in this case elimination.
The point of the ritual emerges from the relations between each pair of
objects, rather than the objects themselves. But just as important, the
two pairs (fowl/excrement; skin/scabs) are not brought into the analogy
because one has the direct power to affect the other. The nature of the
vertical (internal) relations indicates that the analogy is persuasive: It is
meant to express the desire for a particular state.

And this precisely makes magical acts unique. They are “illocutio-
nary”—a term coined by John Austin—or pertormative. The spells spo-
ken in the rite, as well as the manipulation of objects, do more than
convey information (locutionary acts} or produce results among the
participants (perlocutionary acts). Words and rituals, Tambiah empha-
sizes, are performative actions that express a command, wish, promise,
apology, or other optative state. They can be judged not by standards
of true/false but rather by those of valid/invalid, correct/defective, or
felicitious/infelicitous. The magical rite, then, is unique because of its
“performative or “illocutionary“quality, which is based on analogical
reasoning,.

With this theory Tambiah has now left behind all traces of the Fra-
zerian literalism that plagued many earlier theorists. But Tambiah also
acknowledges the Frazerian form of magical thinking, namely, its reli-
ance on similarity. His theory allows Tambiah to criticize Evans-
Pritchard for judging magical rites by the standards of Western causal-
ity. Evans-Pritchard asked how the practitioners of magic deal with its
failure to produce results. On Tambiah’s theory the question becomes
irrelevant, because the magical performance is not subject to this type
of practical consideration. But Tambiah’s expressive theory raises a dif-
ferent question: The Azande have, in fact, devised elaborate and explicit
systems of secondary rationalization to accompany their magic. Why
would they develop these intellectualizations if they did not consider
magic an activity that should be evaluated on the basis of its effective-
ness? Perhaps the need to explain the failure of magic arises simply out
of recognition that one is expressing a wish. Even failed expectations
sometimes demand an excuse.
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New Science, Old Magic

Sociological and symbolical interpreters of magic singlemindedly ignore
the occult questions that magic raises. The social sciences simply have
no methods for inspecting extraordinary causal claims, which they re-
gard as superfluous to the real purpose of magic. Any effort to verify
or falsify occult claims would simply sidetrack the researcher from the
proper manner of understanding magical phenomena. Hard scientists,
who like to tinker with ideas, are more likely to take the boasts of
magicians literally, if only for the sake of exposing their fakery. No
academic scholars take occult boasts more seriously than the editors of
Skeptical Inquirer, who have yet to find a “genuine” case of magic.

Recently, however, a new trend in medical and physical research
has begun to regard magic both literally and sympathetically, as an area
worthy of serious study. This chapter looks at a few representative ideas
and asks whether such new-science projects explain magic, or explain it
away.

ADAPTATION

Adapting to a city like Banaras is not as difficult today as it was a short
generation ago. Electricity, running water, motorized transportation are
like those in any other city. Still, a southern Oregonian used to his sur-
rounding forest of ponderosa pines and madrones will invariably expe-
rience some form of stress as he makes the adjustment. For me, sleep
was the hardest of all, as the following diary item shows.

Last night I did not sleep too well. Every time I fell asleep the chowki-
dar arrived, preceded by the thumping beat of his stick on the pave-

65
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ment, anouncing his arrival with a shrill whistle blow. By 3 a.M. I had
calculated that his patrol circuit took thirty-five minutes, give or take
a few for relieving his bladder or for some other urgent task. The
chowkidar—or night watchman—is a universal fixture of middle-class
Indian neighborhoods. A solitary figure of advancing years, he is
armed with a long stick and a whistle and wraps himself in a blanket
that obliterates his peripheral vision. Qurs was a puzzle: He showed
up only every four or five days, and after a night or two he disap-
peared again. I assumed, or hoped, that he was spread very thin over
several neighborhoods. But his irregular visits prevented me from
adapting to his noise, though my landlord was not similarly affected.
“We sleep very well with the chowkidar or without him,” he told me
in the morning when 1 complained.

“But why do you even need him? Your gate is locked. Your house
is locked. And it is always full of people.”

“You see, we live on the edge of this poor neighborhood.” He
pointed down the street at the mud shacks that only a generous stretch
of the language could embrace as a neighborhood. “There are many
thieves living there, and some are quite cunning.”

“Fine, I see the point. But why does he need to whistle?”

“It lets us know that he is out there doing his duty, and we can
sleep more soundly.”

“Oh'”

He added: *And he beats the stick on the ground to let the thieves
know he is coming around and they had better scamper off.”

“Now wait,” T objected. “It also tells them when to hide, and
then when he leaves they can continue their work.”

“That is no problem.” My landlord waived his hand in a gesture
of bemused dismissal. “In India everyone has the right to earn his
living. The chowkidar lives by his whistle; the thief lives by his wits.”

With that he burst out laughing. T just sighed and went back up-
stairs, hoping ronight would be the thiet’s turn.

MinD AND HEALTH

Noise that causes sleepless nights in Banaras is only one form of envi-
ronmental hazard, of course. Others are the heat, dust, and smoke,
crowding in the streets, the bacteria in food and water. None of these
are life threatening, but they force the new arrival to adapt. Sounds
must be tuned out; activity is curtailed at certain hours, the body fa-
tigues quickly; water is boiled and drunk frequently to fight dehydra-
tion. Stress accompanies many of these conditions.

Stress has been defined as “a relationship between the person and



NEW SCIENCE, OLD MAGIC 67

the environment that is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding
his or her resources and endangering his or her well-being.” ! Through-
out history humans have had to adjust to stress, and usually they have
been successful. Evolution has endowed us with this capacity on the
genotypic level: This is the reason Inuit tend to have short limbs and
equator dwellers have dark skin.? Culture supplements the genetic
changes selected for adaptation to a particular environment and allows
quicker changes. The stress I experienced in my first few weeks in Ba-
naras is the first phase of adaptation to a new environment. It was
accompanied by immediate bodily reactions such as raised blood pres-
sure, general fatigue, decreased respiration, and increased ventilation,
as well as by mental symptoms such as irritability and depression. Like
the football player who must play in Denver at high altitude over the
weekend, I knew that these symptoms would disappear immediately on
my departure. Between such immediate stress responses and the geno-
typic changes of entire populations, which are transmitted to offspring,
are the somatic and permanent changes that individuals undergo to
lessen the symptoms of stress. Loss of hearing may be one such change,
or the adaptation of the intestinal system to new bacteria after a period
of discomfort.

The relatively new field of medical anthropology, and more specifi-
cally medical ecology, studies the dynamics of human adaptation to the
environment. This area of research is bidirectional or systemic and
therefore avoids the distortions of anthropocentrism. Disease is ana-
lyzed as the disruption of an equilibrium in a system that contains both
the human organism and its environment. Pathogens are not an arbi-
trary invasive force of nature but often result from human intervention
in and disruption of ecological systems. Malaria, for instance, devel-
oped from the relatively recent use in Africa of the agricultural tech-
nique of slash-and-burn, which created environmental conditions con-
ducive to the breeding of malarial mosquitoes. Enough time has now
elapsed to select for a population with sickle cells as a genotypic adap-
tation in those areas. But if such a population rises above a certain
point, mortality rates from sickle cell anemia also rise sharply.3

Often stress itself—a pervasive condition for modern humans—has
a devastating effect on health. As people have had to adjust to more
rapidly changing environments, and to the demands of contemporary
economic pressures, they have also become more vulnerable to a variety
of noninfectious diseases including coronary heart disease, cancer, gall-
stones, varicose veins, obesity, appendicitis, dental cavities, and asthma.
Many of the cases being treated by Banaras magicians may be related
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to such causes. One young woman who came to see the Kajjal Baba
healer, for instance, told him she had previously consulted several allo-
pathic physicians for her breathing difficulties and her upper chest
pains. The healer explored her medical and personal history before de-
termining that she was fit for treatment. He found out, among other
facts, that she had recently become betrothed to a man she did not even
know. The baba treated her in his usual manner (see Chapter 7) for
three consecutive weeks, at the end of which she claimed that she could
breathe more easily.

To what extent is magic a folk-medical approach to healing such
stress-induced illness? Will the expansion of medical thinking in the di-
rection of mind/body interaction eventually explain away all cases of
magical healing? How would such explanations proceed? The language
of psychosomatic illness, negotiated cures, and placebo-effect healing
has frequently been used to describe the effect of folk healing. The pla-
cebo effect, for instance, is is a well-documented dramatic phenomenon.
Patrick D. Wall, a renowned pain specialist from University College of
London, cites a remarkable example of the placebo effect:

The second example 1 wish to quote is the work of Hashish et al.
(1988) who examined the effect of ultrasound on the pain and trismus
and swelling which follow wisdom tooth extraction. Wishing to deter-
mine the effective dose they found that the ultrasound machine was
equally effective whether the machine was turned on or not, provided
that the patient and therapist believed it was emitting sound. The in-
terest and surprise of this paper is not that elaborate placebo was
highly effective in reducing pain, but that it was also extremely active
in reducing the swelling.” *

The state of the art in mind/body medicine has progressed rapidly
in recent years. One fairly recent medical theory may go a long way
toward explaining some mental types of healing; it is known as psycho-
neuroimmunology (PNI) and, though still far from mainstream, it is
gaining adherents in the medical community.

Psychoneuroimmunology is a mouthful name given to a growing
research program in behavioral medicine that studies the effect of men-
tal factors on health and disease. The term implies that the mind (psy-
¢ho) can influence the immune system via the brain and the nervous
system (neuro). Martin Seligman, for instance, has shown that mice ex-
posed to unpredictable and uncontrollable stressors were far more sus-
ceptible to disease than those exposed to similar but controllable or
predictable conditions.” PNI is predominantly an experimental disci-
pline that began with a modest program.
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While scientists tend to be cautious in extending such observations
to humans, experiments and observations have increasingly pointed to
a connection between stress and emotions and the immune system. Al-
though the physiological basis of this connection has not been fully un-
covered, it is clear that cells of the immune system respond to the sig-
nals of the biochemical messengers from the central nervous system.
The stimulation or inhibition of neuropeptide production is clearly af-
fected by emotional or psychological states. Stressors such as noise at
night, examination pressures, and travel are real factors in the weaken-
ing of the immune system, resulting in vulnerability to a variety of
pathogenic or nonpathogenic diseases. The recent death of a spouse re-
duces the body’s production of lymphocytes and increases the likelihood
of early death for the surviving spouse, especially men. Researchers
have even found that, from an epidemiological point of view, the mental
and emotional stability of a community plays a more determinative role
in health than exposure to environmental toxicity, smoking, drinking,
and other causal factors.

These are daring hypotheses because they claim that disease can, to
some extent at least, be controlled or reversed by “mental” treatment
such as relaxation, imagery, hypnosis, biofeedback, meditation, and
even placebo. PNI has thus led to a proliferation of holistic medical
writings on the more popular level. Best-selling works such as Joan Bor-
ysenko’s Minding the Body, Mending the Mind, Deepak Chopra’s
Quantum Healing, Larry Dossey’s Meaning and Medicine, and Herbert
Benson’s The Mind/Body Effect are leading patients to view health in
the wider context of lifestyle choices.® And because many of the authors
in this area have explored alternative—often mystical—worldviews,
readers are becoming increasingly familiar with traditional Asian prac-
tices associated with meditation, breath control, and even shamanism
and folk healing.

Where does magic fit in all of this? It would certainly be interesting
to analyze some magical rites in terms that are derived from new medi-
cal models. Even infectious diseases among children and animals such
as cattle, which are often related to immunological weakness, can be
“treated” by buttressing the emotional context in which the patient
lives. The ritual healing practiced by a traditional healer may be ad-
dressing the emotional aspects of illness in its cultural language. Of
course, it would be naive, even quixotic, to assume that the magical rite
heals pathogenic illness in the strict medical sense. Most people and
animals heal naturally; evolution has seen to that. Still, the conditions
for healing can be enhanced, and the rate of recovery can be speeded
up, by using methods that operate on the mind as well as the body.
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Case 0.1
Healing Warts in Ashland, Oregon

A respected Ashland physician prescribed the following remedy
to a ten-year-old girl who had warts on her hands:

1. Find an object that you like such as a feather (the girl se-
lected a potato).

2. For three consecutive mornings take that object outside and
wet it with morning dew.

3. Place the object on the wart for three minutes.

4. The following weekend take the object to a lake or river
and throw it in so that it will not be found. It can also be
buried in dirt.

The girl followed these instructions, and the warts disappeared
a few days later.”

Some may be tempted to explain healing magic as an implicit mental
approach to illness. The principle that seems to guide healing is pre-
cisely the need to manipulate the mind of patients in order to facilitate
self-healing. But there is a catch here: As we shall see in Chapter 7,
magic applies to an ever widening clientele, including patients who do
not know they are being treated, even natural “patients” such as fields,
trees, and rain clouds. New Medicine may help explain the healing of
some patients, but it does not allow us to extend that explanation to
the full range of magical action. The magical healing of an infertile field
and an asthmatic teenager are simply too dissimilar. We need, in short,
a more basic and general principle than the one provided by the New
Medicine.

CHANGING WORLDVIEWS —FrROM ORGANIC
TO MECHANISTIC AND BACK

Great scientific revolutions begin not with a new way of looking at the
world but with a new understanding of old perceptions. Only after the
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new paradigm becomes established does commonsense begin to change
as well.® But this takes time. Thus, despite the fact that the hard sci-
ences, from physics to biology, have begun to shift toward a more or-
ganic paradigm of the world, our commonsensical perception is still
steeped in the Newtonian and Cartesian world machine metaphor that
has prevailed for three hundred years. Ironically, the mechanistic
worldview had itself displaced a stunningly successful model that finally
shattered itself against emerging technology and the absurdities of
witchcraft persecution.
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Case 6.2
A Case of Witchcraft

In October 1601, several townspeople from Hardness in Dev-
onshire went before the judge Sir Thomas Ridgeway to give
legal deposition. They accused Michael Trevisard—a fisher-
man—and his wife, Alice, of witchcraft. Each of the accusers
recounted the circumstances of his own misfortune at the hands
of the witches: “Alice Trevisard, it appears [writes George Ly-
man Kittredge in his account] had fallen out with John Badda-
ford, Joan’s husband, and had “said unto him that he should
go to Pursever Wood and gather up his wits.” The precise
meaning of this railing escapes me, but I fancy it was equivalent
to calling John a scatter-brained fool. . . .

“Within three weeks after [Joan alleged], the said John
Baddaford made a voyage to Rochelle, in the Hope of Ditts-
ham, and returned home again out of his wits, and so contin-
ued by the space of two years, tearing and renting his clothes,
in such a sort as four or five men were hardly able to bind him
and keep him in order.”

Joan’s accusations against Alice Trevisard continued to
range over several other misfortunes she suffered in her pathetic
lot. Due to her enmity toward Alice, she could conceive of no
other agency for her troubles. Unfortunately the record does
not show what Sir Thomas Ridgeway did with the testimony,
or what became of Alice Trevisard. The depositions were re-
corded in duplicate, in the form consistent with evidence used
at judicial proceedings.’
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While women and men of occult knowledge were paying the price of
nonconformity to social and ideological norms, thinkers such as Francis
Bacon—himself a prosecutor—objectified nature over and against its
observer. Bacon’s ideas were the first indication of the emerging mod-
ern, scientific worldview, though he did not yet imagine the world as a
large machine but saw it as still organic and feminine; now, as Bacon
put it, it would become the task of science to “hound nature in her
wanderings” and to “torture nature’s secrets from her.” '° The archaic
and organic folk perception of the world was not yet discarded because
no competing secular view existed to replace it.!! But following the con-
ceptual and empirical discoveries of Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, Desc-
artes, and, finally, Newton, the basic metaphor for nature became thor-
oughly mechanized.!? Even organic processes such as reproduction and
growth were conceived mechanically. The new world—Newton’s and
Descartes’s—consisted of the following essential features: Space and
time are absolute, objective, and separate contexts in which the world
exists; material particles act on each other in space and time according
to mechanical and deterministic laws created by God, a distant Primal
Mover. '3

To complement this worldview, Descartes divided all matter into
two exclusive types—spatial matter (res extensa) and thinking matter
(res cogitans), or body and mind. Because the distinction is absolute,
the new rules of nature articulated by Newton could not possibly affect
mind as they move matter. In other words, body and mind remain for-
ever separate.

NEW SCIENCE

The certainty of scientific enlightenment, or rather its unambiguous
conception of causality, began to dissolve in the nineteenth century.
James Clerk Maxwell, who calculated the speed of light, was the first
to show physicists the limitations of Newtonian mechanics by ex-
plaining the behavior of electromagnetic waves and fields.’* At the same
time, geologists and natural scientists began to refine a variety of evolu-
tionary theories. Darwin’s great achievement was not the idea of evolu-
tion per se but the empirical discovery of a causal mechanism—natural
selection—by means of which species emerge or disappear. Gradually,
this too would introduce a new notion of causality, one that is not
mechanical at all but organic, that is, ecological and systemic.

The creeping changes in the scientific imagination became a full-
fledged revolution with Albert Einstein’s special and general theories of
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relativity.’> Einstein showed that an observer’s frame of reference—an
apparently absolute spatial concept—can contract or shrink in relation
to another frame of reference at extremely high speeds. The loss of ab-
solute space and time as objective contexts in which all actions take
place shook the certainty in an absolute universe, and particularly the
place of humans in it. It also changed the notion of causality and the
linear narrative according to which all of life had been conceptualized
up to that point in the modern imagination.

While Finstein’s theory of relativity, later to include gravity as well,
began to shape the popular conceptions of space and time, a more pro-
found revolution in the scientific view of matter was taking shape. A
number of scientists, including Niels Bohr, Werner Heisenberg, Max
Planck, Einstein himself, and others, were closing in on the most funda-
mental problem in nineteenth century physics: how to reconcile New-
ton’s and Maxwell’s views of matter. Particles and waves had acquired
the force of logical oppositions during the nineteenth century, and nei-
ther could be disproved. Quantum mechanics, as it was interpreted by
the “Copenhagen school,” was the theory—amply backed by repeated
experimentation—that nature at its most minute level is both particu-
late and wave-like.'® The most that could ever be said about an individ-
ual particle is limited to its role in an ensemble—a field or a wave. Or,
in other words, fields of particulate relations are the basic datum of
physical study, and the language that described position, direction, and
speed of individual elements in space no longer made any sense. This
change did not come from a failure to make accurate observation—it
was not epistemological. It was the most plausible conceptual way of
reconciling the paradoxical results of precise empirical observations.
This is the essential philosophical upshot of the so-called Heisenberg
uncertainty principle, which asserts that any effort to measure the loca-
tion of an atomic particle disrupts its energy, while any effort to
quantify its energy distorts its position. These distortions arise from its
dualistic wave/particle nature and make all predictions about microphe-
nomena merely probabilistic.

The complex mathematical theories of relativity and quantum me-
chanics have been translated too quickly into sensational justification of
mystical and occult ideas.!” Pupularizers who are not physicists and
physicists who are philosophically naive have looked to physics for a
New Age cosmology that would undoubtedly make room for extraordi-
nary claims.
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Case 0.3

Dematerialization and Bilocation

In 1905 several of Iceland’s leading scientists decided to investi-
gate the paranormal and chose Indridason as one of their sub-
jects. At the time, Indridason was just a country bumpkin with
no previous experience with things psychic, but he quickly
proved to be a spectacularly talented medium. He could go into
trance quickly and produce dramatic displays of PK [psycho-
kinesis]. But most bizarre of all, sometimes while he was deep
in trance, different parts of his body would completely demate-
rialize. As the astonished scientists watched, an arm or a hand
would fade out of existence, only to rematerialize before he
awakened.

. . . According to Haraldsson, Sai Baba does bilocation
one better. Numerous witnesses have reported watching him
snap his fingers and vanish, instantly reappearing a hundred or
more yards away.!®

This Icelandic report was published by the Society for Psychical Re-
search in London, which is hardly a disinterested party. The astonish-
ment of the scientists can be put into perspective in light of a common
observation made by conjurers that the more sophisticated and intellec-
tual the audience, the easier it is to dupe. As long as magic continues to
be defined as a method of producing miraculous phenomena, some New
Age scientist will rush to lend his great reputation to occult claims,
quickly undermining his own standing in the university. Most receutly
this has happened to the Nobel Prize winner Brian D. Josephson. Jo-
sephson was a Cambridge University quantum physicist who became
interested in telekinesis, poletergeist, and similar phenomena. His col-
leagues have written him off as having taken leave of his senses. David
Bohm has also become the ideological godfather of several New Age
cosmologies. He has tried to reconcile relativity with quantum theory
by dividing the world into the “implicate” and the “explicate” orders
of being.'” The implicate order is a new way of conceptualizing the
stucture or organization of the universe: “This order is not to be under-
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stood solely in terms of a regular arrangement of objects (e.g., in rows)
or as a regular arrangement of events (e.g., in a series). Rather, a total
order is contained, in some #mplicit sense, in each region of space and
time.” 20 The word “implicit,” Bohm explains, means to fold inward or
enfold. So each region of space and time enfolds within it in some sense,
the entire universe.

In contrast, according to Bohm, an explicate order is one in which
the relations among parts of the universe—causality—is external. Impli-
cate relations are different in principle and can be illustrated by means
of a hologram or, more simply yet, by means of a drop of ink in a
laboratory container. When a drop of ink is placed in a viscous fluid
such as treacle, which is held in the space between two jars, one inside
the other, and the outside jar is slowly rotated, the drop stretches out
and becomes a line, then subtly blends into the fluid. If the jar is rotated
in the opposite direction, the ink eventually returns to its original state
as a drop. If a few more drops are added the pattern becomes more
complex but follows the same principle. At any given point in the rota-
tion of one or more molecules of ink, the drop’s position can be ex-
plained in mechanical or quantum terms. An observer who saw only
this limited point and had no knowledge of the entire context might
explain the behavior of the molecule in local terms relating to the adja-
cent molecules that appear to push it or interact with it in some fashion.
This is how causality is usually conceived. An implicate explanation
recognizes that the molecule of ink at any given point in time is defined
only in terms of the number of revolutions of the outer jar. It does not
owe its positon to the molecule next to it—this is merely an explicate
phenomenon. Instead, both molecules are seen at any given moment as
participating in an overall process (the turning of the jar), and when
this process is reversed each molecule returns, via its own path, to its
original drop of ink.

Of course this is only a metaphor or a model for Bohm’s conception
of the universal implicate order. But it can explain or account for the
apparent dematerialization of a body part and its rematerialization else-
where. The physical laws that govern this phenomenon are as yet un-
known, but they will explain the strange behavior of quanta—or pas-
sengers on Starship Enterprise beamed up by Scotty—without resorting
to probability or the effect of the observer’s point of view.

Tae New EcoLoGYy

Other New Science projects open up opportunities for speculation on
the mind’s relation to the world, a central component of the magical
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experience. During the nineteenth century, systemic and cybernetic theo-
ries, which until then had been used in mathematical and mecahnical
contexts only, began to be applied to biological areas such as animal
physiology. The human body, for instance, which looks as if it should
be extremely unstable in its upright posture, exemplifies a controlled
(cybernetic) system that uses feedback signals to adjust to changing con-
ditions in order to retain balance. The inner ear, the eyes, and the sen-
sors in the muscles, tendons, and joints (proprioceptors) allow humans
to make rapid unconsious responses that stabilize the body.

By the middle of the twentieth century, systemic theories had given
birth to ideas like the ecological community, and the concept of the
ecosystem emerged. This trend began with Stephen A. Forbes and R. L.
Lindeman, who, like Forbes, was a limnologist. The ecosystem then be-
came “the basic unit of structure and function for ecological analy-
sis.” ! Systemic ecological theories take nature as a holistic system with
self-regulating mechanisms that control changes and adjust to changing
inputs.”* The role of humans is usually disruptive and even destructive
to ecological communities, but in the long run humans also succumb to
natural control mechanisms, as we saw in the case of the sickle cell trait
and malaria. The cybernetic model of nature has recently reached its
logical limits in the controversial work of James Lovelock and of Greg-
ory Bateson.??

Lovelock’s “Gaia Hypothesis” takes the entire biosphere, the sur-
face of the planet as a whole, as one adaptive organism, which he
named Gaia after the Greek goddess of the Earth. The atmosphere and
everything below it, from oceans and mountains to the smallest micro-
organism, constitute one complex system that has adapted over four
aeons to stellar, geophysical, and local conditions, resulting in diverse
forms of life. The biosphere, in short, is the largest living organism on
this planet. Lovelock’s biochemical analysis, which is far from accepted
by mainstream biologists, finds its match in Gregory Bateson’s psycho-
logical and philosophical speculations.** Bateson added little to the sci-
entific discussion of the ecosystem, but with a characteristic lack of ti-
midity he extended his notion of mind to the ecology. Since a mind is a
system, he wrote, “of pathways along which transforms of difference
can be transmitted, mind obviously does not stop with the skin. It is
also all the pathways outside the skin relevant to the phenomenon you
want to account for.” 2% “Difference” is an extremely difficult concept
relating to the basic unit of information that travels within the circuits
of mental systems. In a phenomenological way, “information” extends
our notion of circuit so that when a man chops down a tree, the charac-
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teristics of the tree, the behavior of the axe, and the man constitute one
entire mental system.

It is fairly easy to show how such ideas might be manipulated to
describe, and perhaps even to explain, the behavior of magicians in tra-
ditional communities. The Gaia cosmology matches many magical and
mystical worldviews. The ecological psychology of Bateson resembles
the descriptions of the intimacy magicians feel toward their natural en-
vironment. With the physics of enfoldment, these might even be used to
try and analyze the effectiveness of some magical rites. Unfortunately,
any attempt to explain occult phenomena, which I take as the occasion-
ally effective rites of magic, is premature if not misguided. David Bohm,
alas, was one of the Israeli conjurer Uri Geller’s biggest fans in the sci-
entific community (see Chapter 13). At the very most, new scientific
thinking provides some tools for analyzing the mental experience of
interconnectedness that characterizes magical contexts and that are dis-
cussed in Chapter 8. But these tools can be used only in conjuction with
anthropological and philosophical methods if we are to keep both feet
firmly on the ground.
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Concentric Rings of Healing

Here is where we stand today on the occult nature of magic: Like reli-
gion and baseball, magic is regarded as an essentially social phenome-
non. It is ritualistic and symbolic, and it is used to gain certain goals
best described in sociological terms. In short, there is nothing “magical”
(occult) about magic, the claims of its practitioners to the contrary
nothwithstanding. Of course, this is an implicit position—no scholar
will actually test a magical claim in the way a physicist or medical re-
searcher would test a scientific hypothesis. The mere suggestion sounds
absurd because it implies that we need to take the claims of magicians
literally, either accepting or rejecting them on empirical grounds. But
with the demise of Frazer, the literalistic—occultist path has been sealed
off, except to researchers in the area of paranormal phenomena.! In-
stead of taking the boasts of magicians literally (“I can heal your infet-
tile field”), the sociology and the symbolism of magic have come to
dominate academic interest. The only admissable hypotheses deal with
social function or symbolic meaning,

But perhaps a different set of speculations could also be considered.
Assume, as a working hypothesis, that the earliest form of magical prac-
tice was the healing of sick and injured people. This is a fairly tame
proposition; commonsense accepts it with little struggle. Assume also
that the healing of an injured hunter, for instance, was based on the
best direct medicinal knowledge. In other words, the treatment was not
a ritual occasion or a symbolic plea for health. A man’s leg was broken
while the man was chasing an ibex; the leg needed to be set, and the
swelling had to be brought down. Bear in mind that we have no way
of knowing of what the actual treatment consisted. But it would be far
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more speculative to claim that it was some ritual propitiation of spirits
who caused the injury. Zoologists and ethnobotanists have recently
found that even chimpanzees are capable of identifying curative plants
for a variety of ailments.” It is not such a leap of the imagination, then,
to assume that early hunters were familiar enough with their environ-
ment to recognize the properties of several plants, herbs, and roots and
to apply these in a variety of situations. Clearly, a few of these pharma-
ceuticals and methods of application would prove more effective over
the long run than others and would be retained.

Some of these or similar practices would eventually be applied by
extension to an ever-widening range of patients and situations. If a fe-
verish hunter with a broken bone or an infected bite could be healed,
then perhaps so could an infant with fever, a third person who was
away from the camp, a dog, a tree, the weather. We see in Chapter 8
what kind of an imagination might extend effects from the conscious
adult subject all the way to distant natural beings and even objects such
as rainclouds. As similar healing methods are applied to widening
realms, they take on the appearance of symbolic thinking: They seem
to leap by means of an intellectual analogy from the human patient
outward. But to say that this extension is simple symbol making is al-
ready to assume that the two “patients” being compared (hunter/rain
cloud) belong to two distinct orders of being: a conscious person versus
an insentient and grossly material object. The gap between the two,
commonsense protests, is too great: It can be bridged only by symbols,
and therefore the “curing” of the cloud must be read symbolically. But
if the hunter and the cloud are perceived as belonging to the same order
of being, if they are somehow interrelated, then the leap from one to
the other is not metaphorical; it is indexical and magical.” We next look
at this outward extension as practiced in Banaras.

HEALING IN BANARAS

If quantity is a sign of need, no act of magic is more necessary than
curing illness. In Banaras magical healing outstrips every other torm of
practice, inciuding, most notably, astrological divinations. Hundreds of
healers work in the city, treating everything from childhood diseases to
age-related troubles and from humans to cattle to trees and, finally,
boats and rickshaws. The magicians range from family members who
may have been handed down one remedy and its form of application to
temple priests who have assembled huge pharmacies and practice a tull
repertoire of applications. In the search for health, Banarsis ignore doc-
trinal, sectarian, and caste boundaries without a4 thought. One healer,
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for instance, exorcises Hindu ghosts on Tuesdays out of a small Durga
temple. On Thursdays he moves over to the other side of the veranda,
and there he treats Muslim patients. But he never turns away a Muslim
on Tuesday or a Hindu on Thursday. He simply moves. Eighty percent
of the healers are men, most more than fifty years old. Few of the
women healers are younger than sixty. Although only two or three
among the healers I met were illiterate, books are seldom used by any
magician, with the possible exception of temple priests. The traditions
embodied in magical healing are very loose and open to improvisation.
Magicians pass their knowledge to disciples who learn by observation,
discussion, and memorization of verbal formulas and who finally be-
come empowered by initiation. I saw no evidence that the dynamic
healing scene was passing away or that it was being displaced by the
speedy proliferation of modern medicine. The allopathic physicians tend
to be described on the street as greedy technicians with quick needles,
antibiotics, and painkillers for everything. The institution that produces
them, Banaras Hindu University Medical School, is regarded more con-
temptuously than a political party.

If an observer were to apply occultist questions to the situation I
am describing, they would be: “Does the vibrancy of the magical heal-
ing traditions indicate that it works? If so, what makes magical healing
effective; is it faith?” When asked these questions, Banarsi magicians
smile and shrug. To them, speculations about faith and mind healing
body are entirely beside the point. The treatment would work regardless
of faith; it is intrinsically powerful. The faith question is simply our
own way of ruling out the occult by looking for mental factors. Faced
with the unshakable confidence of magicians, the Western rationalist
may fall back on another occultist question: “Can magic really heal a
nonbeliever, or even an unaware subject?” To qualify for the designa-
tion of magical (by Lorilai’s occultist standards), the power of healing
must extend through the following concentric rings of influence:

conscious subject (adult)

y

nonconscious subject (child; unaware adult)

!

animal

!

inanimate objects

Y

nature
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The innermost ring—conscious subject—is further divided into mental
and physical problems in a classification that is so arbitrary the reader
must approach it with extreme caution. We have seen earlier that it is
nearly impossible to make such a distinction in many cases: a rash may
owe its origins to nonpathogenic causes, and so also heart disease, epi-
lepsy, cancer, and other diseases. Some problems, a leg broken in a fall-
ing accident or a dog bite, are a little easier to classify. To some extent,
this classification appears to concern those magical healers who ques-
tion the patient not only about his life circumstances but also about his
medical history and which physicians he has seen and with what results.
Simple physical problems will be referred back to allopathic physicians.

At any rate, the widening spheres of magical influence serve as the
organizing method for the cases described in this chapter, beginning
with the innermost and moving out.

Conscious Subjects

Mental. A boy called Anu came with his parents to the Kajjal Baba. He
was a slight eighth grader with dark, panic-stricken eyes. Something
horrible had happened to him three days earlier, and he became par-
tially amnesiac. He could not remember his own name or relate what
had happened to him, though he seemed to recognize his parents. Anu
was extremely disoriented and obviously had no idea where he was or
why he was there. His father was directing his every movement: obei-
sance to Swamiji, sitting down, removing his cap. Swamiji took the
facts of the case—not much really. He then told the father that the boy
had been assaulted by a jiz, a Muslim ghost. Then he began the proce-
dure, first with a light sprinkling of water and mantras. Suddenly a
young man approached Swamiji. He interrupted the boy’s treatment,
whispering for about ten minutes into Swamiji’s ear—possibly concern-
ing impotence. No one seemed to mind, but the boy became distracted
and tried to leave so his father had to restrain him. Then the serious
splashing began, and the father struggled to keep the boy down. The
Kajjal Baba was throwing large handfuls of cold water from his urn
onto the boy’s face. Before Anu could gather himself, the spicy kajjal
(lampblack) was applied to his eyes, and pandemonium ensued. The
boy shrieked as his mother began to wail; he tried to run away and
squirmed hysterically in his father’s grasp. He was forcibly laid flat on
his back so Swamiji could pour the water over his face, as he does to
many other patients. The boy gagged and flailed his arms and legs, as
if drowning in a mighty river. Finally, Anu’s father loosened his grip,
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and the boy shot up and dashed out. His parents hurriedly followed as
Swamiji called for them to bring him back in two hours. The treatment
would continue until he improved.

Physical. When someone’s back suddenly hurts, a vertebrae coming out
of joint perhaps, the traditional Banaras way of dealing with the situa-
tion is to summon an ultd janma—a person who was born legs first.
One can always be found somewhere in the city. According to reports,
that person will kick the patient in the back (“latmardana”), and the
problem will thus be fixed. This treatment is widely regarded as to-
takd—a form of magic, which is accepted as unfailingly effective. The
term fotakd is a specific name for magical practices that involve direct
contact, as opposed to tord, which operates at a distance. When a tu-
mor or swelling appears on the body—say, the leg—for no apparent
reason, a knife is passed over it and onto the ground three times in a
symbolic fashion. It is “cut into the ground”—that is totakd. But if
someone “passes over your tea”-—that is, casts a shadow on it—before
you have had a chance to drink it, drinking will surely cause illness.
This is a case of tona, much like the throwing of an evil eye (rnajar). For
a cure you must “cut” another cup of tea in the fashion I have described
and drink it.

g g g

Case 7.1

The Amateur Chiropractor

One day I went to Omii to meet with the twenty-three-year-old
man who had been an ultg janma baby: He was born feet first.
Manoj was a political science student who was working on his
M.A. in preparation for civil service examinations. His grand-
mother had told him about his special powers and once showed
him all he needed to know.

Patients with sore backs come to the pleasant-looking,
stocky boy, who instructs them to sit on the ground. He asks
them which side is troubled, then places his hand on the oppo-
site shoulder to brace himself. He runs his foot down the back
on the painful side and touches the floor with his foot after
each stroke. He does this either seven or eleven times, and the
person “becomes well.” The pressure Manoj applies with his
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foot is not very hard, and the sensation is pleasant—if you are
well. It is not strong enough for spinal adjustment.

Manoj has never heard of chiropractors or healers who
specialize in back adjustment. He confesses not to know why
his totaka magic works and adds that the treatment should be
done in the morning before any food is eaten. He also empha-
sizes that no money can change hands or the patient will not
be cured.

Mentalfphysical borderline—epilepsy cure. Epileptics in Banaras are
said to be recognized by their fits (“convulsions and fainting”) and also
by the fact that they are afraid of water and fire.* Few people are
known as specialists in this illness, though a young member of the Dom
tamily who does this work shared his procedures.

To begin the treatment, the healer forces the patient to take a bath,
then stand for fifteen minutes in front of dead bodies about to be cre-
mated, inhaling the smoke of the funeral fire. The healer brings the
wheat flour he will need for the procedure, while the patient brings five
packs of molasses. The healer prepares dough and puts it on the ashes
of the funeral pyre. The dough bakes directly on the ashes, which are
made white by means of a mantra, for twenty minutes. The patient is
made to look at the bread for ten minutes while it is baking. During
that entire duration, the healer repeats a mantra. Then the two sit fac-
ing each other. They put the bread on top of a broken funeral pot,
which had been used for that same body. The healer tells his patient to
eat the bread in front of him. He claims that the bread contains the
power of the fire. Each of the five bites is eaten with a piece of molasses,
but a portion of each must be left uneaten. When he finishes with one
piece, the patient must go and get a drink from the Ganges. If the pa-
tient does not show dramatic improvement, the healer gives the five
leftover molasses-bread mixtures to a dog after summoning the animal
with a mantra. The dog—a notorious scavenger in Banaras—eats the
mix directly from the healer’s hand. After each piece, the patient must
lick the hand of the healer from which the dog had eaten.

The entire procedure is repeated eleven times on Tuesdays and Sun-
days. If he still does not get better, the patient is told to come at night.
He strips naked. The healer recites a mantra and tries to find out who
threw this ghost—the cause of the illness—at him. Then he hits the
patient five times to drive out the ghost. Sometimes the entire rite [ have
described is repeated at night, with a shivering and naked patient. The
young Dom practitioner had been taught this procedure by Bhairav
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Ram Baba, his guru. He had been instructed on the procedure down to
its minutest detail and given the mantras. According to the healer, the
mantras are the “real” source of the treatment’s effectiveness.

Nonconscious Subjects

Long-distance sorcery (tond). A prosperous-looking young man came
to see the Naya Chowk Tantric one evening.> He was dressed in a
brown suit made of a rich fabric. He left his patent leather brown shoes
at the door and took his place in the back of the room. The baba
looked at him and smiled. Later that evening he called the young man
to move closer and anounced to the room that the man was undoubt-
edly having tax problems. And he was right! The young man was a
businessman from Bangalore visiting Banaras on business. He told the
magician that he had been summoned for a tax audit and that he was
probably in serious trouble. He described his situation in great detail,
then gave Babaji two hundred rupees—a vast sum of money. The Tan-
tric took the money, then got up and left for the cremation grounds,
where he would perform the magical rite. Two hours later he returned
and reassured the Bangalore man that his affairs were settled.

Three days later the young businessman returned to the room
where Babaji was working with a large group of patients. He took his
place in the back and sat quietly. Babaji ignored him. When all the
patients left and only the disciples remained, the Tantric baba spoke:
“How is your problem today? Someone died in the tax office, no?”
Everyone was stunned, but the businessman nodded and smiled sadly.
“Yes,” he said, “the deputy auditor died suddenly, and they canceled all
the audits for the time being.” Then he got up and approached the
Tantric. He bowed and touched the baba’s knee with his forehead. He
reached into his pocket and pulled out a stack of bills and placed it
under the mat on which the Tantric was sitting. “Please, sir,” he
begged, “do not kill anyone else for me. I fear the bad karma.” Babaji
laughed and said, “Don’t worry, the karma is mine. I can deal with it.”

Healing infants. A fortyish man with an older woman assistant works
next to the telegraph office in Kammacha. His clinic is a simple
storefront-apartment on a busy street. Two or three merchants sell trin-
kets for kids who are being brought there for treatment. No unusual
airs, crowds, or excitement of any kind indicate the nature of the place.
Dozens of practices like this one can be found throughout Banaras. Peo-
ple bring young children for healing on Tuesdays, which suggests they
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are mainly Hindu. The practitioner puts a sitra around the child’s neck.
It is a simple string threaded inside a one-inch piece of green bamboo
reed. The bamboo grows, according to the healer, in muddy places and
must have seven joints in order to be effective. As he puts the sitra over
the child’s head, the healer silently recites mantras. Then he touches a
knife to the temple of a child and jerks it back, repeating this seven or
eleven times. When the bamboo dries in a few days, the child will be
healed. One may buy such a sitra for an absent child too sick to come.
The practitioner places it on his heart and recites mantras silently before
handing it over to the parent.

People who bring a child give the healer a lemon as an offering.
Older people bring bananas. The healer cuts the lemon and waves it
around the child’s head. Finally he removes the illness with the knife to
the rhythm of the silent mantras. He tells the parents to offer the lemon
in the fire at home and then circle it around the head of the baby. The
Kammacha healer claims to treat a varied and wide-ranging scope of
diseases but heals mostly children suffering from loss of weight, fever,
sleeplessness, and psychological problems. The healer rarely offers a di-
agnosis; he usually attributes the problem to the evil eye (najar). He
treats older people for ailments such as persistent headaches, stomach-
aches, sleeplessness, rashes, and other problems that appear stress-
related.

Antagonistic Subject.

g g 49

Case 79

Porcupine Quills for Your Enemies

One day, as [ was sitting with Prasad the Tantric, a nervous-
looking young man approached the booth. He introduced him-
self as an ojba from one of the peripheral city neighborhoods
and asked for two porcupine quills. Prasad brought out his jar
of quills, and the man took his time making a careful selection.
The jar contained quills from both male and female porcupines,
and he needed one of each. Prasad asked him why he needed
the items, and the man answered directly, with no regard for
secrecy. He said that he had a client who owns a house that he
had rented to a local family. After a while the renters stopped
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paying the rent and refused to leave. The landlord was in the
process of suing them for the rent and trying to evict them, but
the law was very strongly biased in favor of tenants. So he felt
that the only way to get these people out of his house was to
bring severe family problems on them. The quills, taken from
the most quarrelsome of animals and hidden in the house, will
undoubtedly visit such trouble on these deadbeats! Prasad then
asked the ojha if he knew the correct mantras, and the man
nodded. He found his two quills, paid five rupees, and left.

T asked Prasad if he would have given the man the harmful
mantras, and he caught the moral whiff of the question. He
shook his head and said he had asked the ojha only out of
curiousity. I then asked whether the intended victims need to
know about the sorcery in order to suffer the consequences.
Prasad smiled and told me I was missing the point. He said:
“As soon as they find the quills and remove them, their troubles
will end. No, the objects must be hidden very well in order to
continue working.”

Animals

A milkman living at the edge of the city owns three cows and several
buffaloes.® The cows live in the tiny courtyard surrounding his hut.
When a calf is born, it moves frecly between the yard and the one-room
hut. One day, months before I met him, the milkman’s largest and most
fecund cow fell ill. She stopped giving millk—her udders dried up and
shriveled—and she became very moody and irritable. Because all the
other animals were fine, the milkman suspected that a ghost had entered
the body of the cow, perhaps through the machinations of a rival. He
took a spicy red chili in his right hand and waved it in circles above the
cow’s head. Then he placed the chili in a fire. He also put green sugar-
cane leaves in the fire, which emitted thick smoke. The milkman pulled
his cow into the smoke and forced her to inhale. Meanwhile, he recited
a mantra his father had given him. In such a way, the milkman told me,
he drove the illness out of the cow.

Inanimate Objects

Sitaram is a master boat builder who works for fishermen and tour-
boat operators on the Ganges. He works slowly and methodically, using
the same tools that three or four centuries of craftsmen have used.
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Tourists stop to photograph the “quaint, primitive” worker with his
rope drill and his axe-like hacksaw. But his boats are superbly con-
structed and extremely durable. The boat owner who hired him in No-
vember 1993—Bansilal—boasted that he had purchased the very best
Himalayan wood at 450 rupees per foot. The boat would last, he as-
serted, as long as the tree had lived.

When a new boat is finished, its owner hires a pandit to perform a
p#ja ceremony inaugurating it. The boat is struck on “the head” by the
carpenter, using his hammer, in order to be “brought to life.” Prior to
the p#ija the boat is tarred with a mixture of cow dung, coal tar, and
ashes, then painted. The owner stamps his handprint on the boat, using
rice paste, and dots the boat with turmeric. There are five special nails
located in the middle of the baseboard of the boat that are critical to
the integrity of the boat as a whole. They are put in when the two
halves of the boat are put together, and a special p#ja is celebrated for
that event as well. These nails contain the spirit of the boat, and their
exact location must be kept a secret. A rival who finds these nails can
destroy the boat and its owner with simple magic.

Sitaram insisted that he had placed the nails in the boat I watched
him build, doing so when I was away. According to Banarsis, especialty
of the Mallah boat caste, these nails are extremely lucky to have in the
house, but if they are broken then they bring bad luck. Because a large
number of Banaras residents belong to the Mallah castes of boat people,
several magicians use these nails in their sorcery and divination.

Not only boats, which are still constructed in the traditional way,
are susceptible to magical influences. The same applies to trucks and
rickshaws, both of which can actually become possessed by evil ghosts
or affected by evil eye. A “possessed” rickshaw will be brought to a
healer for exorcism.

Nature

Banaras sits in the midst of a rich agricultural area. The district encom-
passes dozens of villages that have changed very little in recent decades.
Although efficient irrigation is widely used, any delay in the arrival of
the monsoon is devastating. According to Hansra; Yadav, the coming
of the rains is anticipated in the villages with mounting anxiety but not
passivity. Villagers gather and sit near a stove in which milk and rice
are brought to a boil by a bbakta who is a divination specialist (of the
Yadav caste). The bhakta walks around the stove until it boils and
works himself into a trance, becoming possessed by the goddess Sitala.
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He is naked but for a loincloth. Then he puts his hand in the hot mix-
ture and takes out a handful without burning his hand. He begins to
forecast the future and answer questions: What disease will come, who
has a secret enemy? If someone has a problem with a ghost, the bhakta
identifies him by pouring milk in his hand without being told. The
bhakta pours the milk over himself, then predicts when the monsoon
should arrive, using the voice of the goddess, who answers through him.
The villagers believe that by pouring the milk over himself, the bhakta
forces the rains to come. They sing Pacara songs for the goddess, who
is present in his person. All join enthusiastically because they need the
rain and because the bbakta is famous for detecting any skepticism or
animosity in the crowd. When he does, he pours the hot milk on the
skeptic’s hand. If it burns, the bhakta is vindicated!”

In Banaras proper, if the monsoon is delayed, people immerse Siva
Lingams in water from the Ganges in order to bring the rain. Some
light fires and cast straw and mantras into the blaze in order to produce
dense smoke to attract the clouds. This may be a pan-Indian practice:

Babu talked about the monsoon. He said that three years earlier a big
prayer ceremony was held in Trivandrum. It took place during the pre-
monsoon dry perriod and, by tradition and decree, began with the
lighting of a fire. . . . The procedure also ordained that the blaze
should be doused by rain, and this aspect had aroused considerable
interest abroad. Several Western scientists were present, including an
observer from NASA. . . .

He gave me a solemn look: “I was there,” he said, “I saw every-
thing they did. The fire had been lit in a large wooden pavilion and
when special mantras were chanted which caused the flames to jump
ten feet, the building itself began blazing. Forty fire engines were
parked nearby because of fears that the whole of Trivandrum would
burn. The priests began throwing certain things into the fire. It started
giving off smoke, very thick and pungent, which grew into a stupen-
dous column thousands of feet high. Then, out of the smoke, sailed
many eagles. The sky grew dark and quite soon torrential rain began
to fall. Within minutes it put the fire out and everyone went home.”

“I don’t believe a word of that,” I said.?

THE Macic or HEALING

Innovative medical hypotheses, as we have seen, can be used to explain
some cases of magical healing. Psychoneuroimmunology, for instance,
provides one framework for understanding the effectiveness of treat-
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ments for asthmatic or allergic conditions. PNI reduces the events that
take place in the healing rites, and the response of the patient, to an-
other language. That language—medicine—paraphrases the events in a
theoretical manner that belongs to a different level of causality; neuro-
peptides, enzymes, and nerve pulses become the actors who interact to
cause the healing. This theoretical language is alien to the healers and
their patients: It fails to describe their conscious experiences. But more
important, it seems absurd to extend the language of biochemistry from
the case of healing a conscious adult patient to every other case. Rick-
shaws are not “healed” in the same way as teenagers, and rains are
different from both.

Is there anything, however abstract, shared by all cases of healing
magic? On a very general level, all possess three basic features: a patient
(this could be anything), a healer, and a problem that needs to be
solved. Unfortunately, this level of analysis is far too general because it
includes both brain surgeons and Mercedes mechanics. But what makes
all these cases magical in the minds of the participants? To say that
Banarsis believe that all are magical is redundant: It does not tell us
what is magical about them and adds no new information to the basic
fact that they are all being practiced.

It is also easy to be too specific about these cases and to err on the
side of strictness. If we take James Frazer’s “contagion”™ and “similar-
ity” forms of magical reasoning, which can be seen in the case of epi-
lepsy, we then have to exclude the work of the Kajjal Baba and his eye
lotion. No single mode of reasoning pervades all these cases. Similarly,
the use of mantras does not extend to every case, and, besides, mantras
are just as likely to be voiced in nonmagicai events. The belief in a
particular agency or power that heals—a goddess, a saint, or a spirit
(yaksini)—is also far from universal. Sometimes it is the rite itself that
is perceived to be effective; at other times it is the power of the mantra
or a yantra. In other cases, it is a combination of powers, such as the
curative properties of a root joined to the compassion of the goddess,
both of equal importance.

Residents of Banaras share a few basic beliefs about the world, re-
gardless of their religion or caste. They believe in different forms of
divine powers and in an embodied soul that can become a ghost or evil
spirit. They believe in rebirth—Muslims share this belief—and in the
power of mantras. But when Banarsis become ill, they set aside their
intellectual beliefs and visit a magician who has a reputation for special-
izing in that particular trouble. The magician will question them about
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their health and about the life circumstances that may have led to their
illness, but never about their beliefs or worldviews.

All cases of healing share this feature: The particular illnesses are
set apart from the ideological and sectarian life of the participants; the
healing event is personal and, for its duration, it is the only relationship
that counts. This is true even when the patient is a foreigner, a Muslim
or a Sikh, or lives in a distant country and knows nothing of the cure
being effected. In such cases the healer requires a photograph or an
object belonging to the patient and always touches it and uses it as an
essential link to the distant patient.

The first two universal features of magical healing, then, are (1) its
practical and nonideological nature and (2) its dependence on a direct
relationship with the patient. This second feature sets magical healing
apart from standard forms of medical practice. “Direct relationship”
can be taken one step further: The magician and his client, even if the
client is a cow or a boat, always enter a relationship based on immedi-
ate sensory interaction, even intimacy. Touch, sound, smell, and sight
are the most important elements in bonding this relationship, which I
discuss in Chapter 16 as empathy. This observation, and its magical
implications, incidentally, may hold even if the healer is a Stanford Uni-
versity physician practicing in New York. A patient may at times wish
only to be touched by her physician; in some sense this is magical heal-
ing. The magical moment—the point at which plain healing becomes
magical healing—depends absolutely on a sensory bond.

None of the magicians I observed felt that their methods were com-
pletely foolproof. All have experienced failure and the frustration of
unsatisfied patients. Their magic is not an awesome force that never
fails. It is, rather, one component in a very complex web of forces and
often requires several applications to turn things around for the patient,
Also, the results of magic are seldom final because the forces that swirl
around Banarsis hardly abate with one cure. This is a very practical and
worldlywise attitude that is shared by all healers and many patients.

What does the healing rite try to achieve, then? If it is not instant
and permanent health—if, in other words, no “magical causality” im-
poses the magician’s will on nature—what else is there? The answer is
explored in Chapter 8 on the magical experience. Magical healing oper-
ates by cultivating a magical consciousness among the participants, an
awareness that one’s body is located at a central intersection within a
system of relations. Illness ruptures this pattern, and healing restores
the perception of harmony. This is true even when the patient is a three-
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wheeled scooter. We have seen that rickshaw drivers are excellent me-
chanics and will never entrust the mechanical repair of their vehicles to
an ojhd (exorcist). But if the rickshaw suffers repeated mechanical fail-
ure despite superb maintenance—it is a lemon—or if business suddenly
drops and stays low, if too many little mishaps begin to cumulate in the
mind of the owner into a major disruption, then he will regard the
rickshaw as ill in a nonmechanical sense, perhaps possessed by a ghost.
The bond between driver and machine is both mental and physical; the
machine is the extension of the driver’s self. The magical rite will mend
the tear in the subtle system forged between man and machine and will
ignore the distinction that we make between two such disparate orders
of being. All magical healing tries to do this: It restores the wholeness—
the systemic completeness—in the consciousness of the main partici-
pants. The specific desired goal of a given rite is then perceived as inher-
ently contained in the actions of the rite because the rite produces this
relational consciousness. This is its magic.

NoOTES

1. There are a few scholars, such as Robin Horton, who, like Frazer, take
the claims of magicians as a distinct form of rationality. During the early 1970s
a brief flurry of anthropological studies of occult phenomena followed the pub-
lication of the Don Juan books by Carlos Castaneda.

2. No sophisticated mental skills are required in such cases, and recogni-
tion may be entirely visceral. During bouts of intluenza people find iron-rich
foods such as eggs and bacon nauseating. The excessive iron happens to provide
superb nourishment for the invading pathogen their bodies are fighting. See
Randolphh M. Nesse and George C. Wiltiams, Why We Ger Sick: The New
Science of Darwinian Medicine (New York: Times Books, 1994), pp. 29-31.

3. On the meaning of indexical relations, see Chapter 15.

4. Epilepsy is called apasmar in Hindi, which means “memory loss.” The
disease is discussed, along with treatments, in the classical medical texts of In-
dia. The Dom’s practice on the banks of the Ganges does not resemble the
ancient treatments.

5. This man’s name and location have been concealed. He is a Tantric, but
not from Naya Chowk (the “New Market”).

6. For more on animals and magic, see Chapter 14.

7. This material is based on Hansraj Yadav’s testimony and was contirmed
by his brother on a separate occasion.

8. Alexander Frater, Chasing the Monsoon (Calcutta: Penguin Books,

1990}, p. §0.
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The Magical Experience

Imagine stepping into a twenty-first-century video arcade and strapping
yourself to a seventh-generation virtual reality (VR) machine. You pro-
gram it to a desired location, such as a rain forest, then program the
sensory sensitivity level to 9 (out of 10). You can also program a variety
of other features: the number of unpredictable events, a preference for
certain senses, your speed and strength, the level of violence (or plea-
sure) you can tolerate, and perhaps some psychic functions as well. Sup-
pose, for example, you recognize a certain mushroom and put it in your
mouth (in simulation, of course); the machine will then produce the
appropriate hallucination. Imagine one extira feature, “the magic cir-
cuit.” You program it into your “ride” and push the start button. The
machine is astonishingly refined and the visual and other sensory per-
ceptions are perfectly simulated, so your experience of being in a rain
forest—after a few moments for acclimation—is uncanny. Because you
have chosen a high level of sensory input, you become aware of ex-
tremely subtle movements in the forest around you, and soon enough
you feel as menaced by some sounds as you are attracted to others. The
quicker you can forget your modern self and become submerged in this
world, the closer you come to the world of a hunter-gatherer from the
last Ice Age.

Then the magic circuit kicks in, and a major transformation takes
place in your awareness. You still see the ripe berries everywhere, and
you still hear the hyperactive chirping of birds and the predator that is
quietly proceeding upwind from you. But suddenly everything you see
and hear and touch becomes interrelated. The chirping of the birds be-
comes meaningful suddenly because it is connected with something else

97
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that you perceive, say, a sudden splash in a nearby pond. The rich and
fast flow of images you enjoyed as a tourist—or an animal—just a few
moments ago has now been replaced by a narrative, a simple but mean-
ingful story line. Everything you sense has a place in this narrative, and
the meaning of every element derives from its place in the grid. As this
happens, you begin to have a sense of yourself as the nexus of the scene,
the bond that holds it all together. Everything your senses pick up is
related to you in some intuitive way. You notice that the hissing of a
green lizard draws a large boa constrictor in the same direction. The
machine has coordinated its signals in such a way that you could not
fail to connect the two events. But this electronic-neurological event is
transparent, happening beneath the threshold of your awareness. You
know only that you now feel related to lizard and snake alike, and you
reproduce the lizard’s sound to draw the snake in your own direction.
This will come in handy for hunting, or perhaps for saving a child
someday, but before any utility is discovered there is just the magic of
interrelatedness. That magic is the tirst emergence of the mind from the
animalistic immersion in the present flow of sense perceptions onto a
coherent scene.

The model of the virtual reality (VR) machine—and that is all it is,
a model~has its limitations. The player does not engage in rituals usu-
ally associated with magic and does not think magically. Only a refined
sensing of an extraordinary world and simple reactions prevail in the
model. These oversights will be corrected shortly. The purpose of the
model is to draw attention to the type of experience—of interconnected-
ness—that underlies all magical events, at least ideally. The model fo-
cuses on the two dimensions of magic: the mental experience (percep-
tions, emotions, attitudes) and the physical link, which consists of
wiring that hooks up the player to an expensive computer. The model
demonstrates that hardware can produce a magical experience. Elec-
tronic impulses to the correct brain center accompanied by a mild jolt
to the skin can form the scaffolding of a mental event. But does the
analogy hold in real life? Was a Cro Magnon hunter “hooked up” to
his world in a way that would explain the type of experiences he under-
went when he performed hunting magic? Where was the wiring linking
him to the world?

Tue REALITY—A CASE OF MAGIC

Participants in magical events report unusual experiences and seem to
believe that simple rituals can have extraordinary effects. They ignore
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the boundary between their own minds and the “objective” physical
properties of the world. The VR machine model suggested that magical
experience results from the way the participants—not just primitive
hunters—are “linked” to their world. If no direct wiring (physiological
link) can be found, then magic must be purely mental: a language or
belief. But if the participants are “hooked up” through a natural equiv-
alent to the fiber-optic wiring of the VR machine, then magic is far
more than a cultural artifact—perhaps a bridge between physiology and
psychology.

g g g

Case 8.1
Nailing Asthma

Wayland Hand quotes Randolph’s description of an asthma
curing rite in the Ozarks: “To cure asthma, bore a hole in a
black-oak tree, at the height of the patient’s head. Drive a little
wooden peg into the hole so as to hold the lock of hair. Cut
the hair and peg off flush with the trunk, when the bark grows
over the hole so that the peg is no longer visible, and the pa-
tient’s hair grows out to replace the missing lock, the asthma
will be gone forever.” !

I have selected this relatively contemporary American case for a reason:
It allows us to avoid the mid-century anthropological debates about
animistic beliefs and primitive mentality. The participants in this case
may even be driving to the oak tree in their 35 Fords. A modern case
also illustrates the fact that magic can be practiced anywhere, at any
time. Of course, in actual performance the asthma cure was far more
involved than Randolph’s account. One can imagine a procession of
neighbors, including several women “experts” along with helpers, the
patient and her family, all noisily trudging through a field toward the
black oak tree. As they get there, they argue about which side is best
for drilling a hole and how the patient should stand on the uneven
ground to get her exact height against the tree. The hole cannot be
made too deep, and the peg must not be too thick. One almost sees the
patient recoiling when her hair is pulled too hard. Weeks later some
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members of the original group begin to visit the tree daily in order to
scrutinize it. They take turns stroking the spot to feel how well it has
healed. If the patient has already begun to feel well even though the
tree bark has not yet crusted over, reasons will be given and debated.

How is the cure for asthma related to the VR machine? The patient
is obviously “bonded” in some way to the black oak; her healing ap-
pears contingent on the oak’s own healing. She is measured against the
tree, touching it to her full length—back to back. A tuft of the patient’s
hair remains in the oak bark, staying there forever, or perhaps like Ariel
in The Tempest, it will be freed by a future Prospero. Both the patient’s
bald spot and the oak bark grow back and meanwhile are constantly
compared to monitor the ongoing asthma cure. Traditional anthropol-
ogy and folklore studies were interested in the bad causal thinking in
such cases. The tree, early theorists claimed, was meant to invigorate
the patient because the two touched and became identified by a false
analogy. Today scholars focus on the felicity of the symbolic behavior
the rite expresses. But [ am interested in the senses. The bond that the
ritual establishes between the patient and the tree depends on the
senses—sight and touch in particular. This is a nonlinguistic bond,
primitive perhaps beyond all other forms of culture. It is also the very
heart of the magical event. The metaphor of the VR machine is alive
and well in this real-life aspect of magic: The wiring of the machine has
simply been replaced with the senses of the participants. This is a simple
fact, manifest in every case of magic. The senses of the participants
bind them to the context and provide the basic channels of magical
information. How this happens is discussed next.

THE SENSES (WIRING)

The human body, even in its underachieving twentieth-century version,
is the product of an extremely long evolutionary process. Its size and
shape, the effectiveness of the eyes and the ineffectiveness of the nose,
its color and hair covering, all these represent millions of genetic deals
struck with ever-changing environments. Culture has come along only
very recently to buffer humans from nature and to redirect nature’s im-
pact on the physical person. Obviously, culture surrounds a Madison
Avenue executive more snugly than a {Kung bushman or a Mongolian
nomad. But all three are still animals in many important respects. Biol-
ogy still shapes much of who they are, despite the effects of culture, as
popular books on ethology by Konrad Lorenz and Desmond Morris
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and the more technical works of E. O. Wilson have demonstrated.?
Even cultural psychologists and anthropologists like Jerome Bruner and
Clifford Geertz acknowledge this fact.

Metaphorically speaking, humans are still “wired” to their physical
environment in a variety of ways. One may speak of “hard wiring”—
the physical dependence on an environment—and “soft wiring”—the
perceptual orientation. “Wiring” in both cases is a crude way of speak-
ing about a relation to the world that does not depend on symbolic
representation—the stuff of language or thought. All humans, even the
urban executive, exist in a physical environment that shapes their lives
in profound ways. They acquire certain genes from their ancestors and
are more likely to pass some than others to their offsprings. If their
culture favors blue eyes, blond hair, and great height, for instance, then
social success—the type that opens doors at Newport yacht clubs~will
tend to be associated (through “successful” marriages) with that physi-
cal type. In the harsher realities of the northern tundra, other genes are
likely to be transferred through the favoring of certain behavioral quali-
ties that make other matches seem attractive. Humans are also linked
to their physical environment through diet, climate, altitude, pollution,
or geographical isolation. Modern culture minimizes the effects of some
factors, such as isolation or climate, but intensifies physical exposure to
others, such as pollution.

“Soft wiring” refers to the relationship with an environment that
humans enter into by means of the senses. Here, too, evolution has
equipped us for survival even in New York. Vision is rarely used these
days to gauge the distance and the speed of a charging bull rhinoceros
in relation to the distance from a stout tree. Instead, one must often
gauge the distance and speed of a delivery truck in relation to the width
of the street. Both calculations have to be performed quickly, and our
existence as a species testifies that we have become good at doing this.
But what is the relation between seeing and calculating? Does one see
“passively” like a camera and then (very quickly) perform mental calcu-
lations using the raw images “in the head”? Or is calculation somehow
intrinsic to the act of seeing and based on movement and exploration
in the environment? These questions and the discussion they generate
bear on magic directly. The view that magic is essentially a cultural
fact—and I claim that it is not—aligns itself with a view of the senses
as instruments of higher-level calculations. Thoughts, expecrations, and
cultural norms aim the senses toward a desired target and snap the
shutter, as it were. But if magic truly straddles the boundary between
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culture and nature—my hypothesis—then the senses that are essential
in magical rites are no passive instruments of the mind. Although mind
has an important role to play in the system of perception and response,
it is not the captain of a ship, sitting at the controls and running the
show. It is just another feedback loop, or several perhaps, but not the
boss.

One side of the debate goes by the name “computationalism,” or
the top-down theory of perception. It supports the cultural-cognitive
interpretation of senses in magical rites. The second position, called eco-
logical or bottom-up theory, lends itself to the more adventuresome po-
sition espoused here: that the biological function of the senses deter-
mines the nature of magic to a large extent.

Computationalism

David Marr was a brilliant young researcher at the MIT artificial intelli-
gence lab when he died in his thirties. His computational theory of vi-
sion has been a rare triumph in an age of professional skepticism and
reflexive rivalry.? Ironically, that astonishingly successful theory of vi-
sion traces back to the nineteenth century and Helmholtz’s Kantian idea
that the mind processes raw sensations into meaningful scenes. Marr
described a threefold process of increasing abstraction or “representa-
tion,” from the first chaotic scene to the final perception. The first
phase, the “primal sketch,” sorts out varying illuminations, reflections
of surfaces, transparencies, and other light qualities into basic visual
features such as edges, lines, and blobs or light and shade blocks. The
primal sketch then becomes the raw material for the second computa-
tional step, the “2 1/2-D sketch,” which is a further abstraction from
raw sensation. Geometrical figures now emerge out of the information
given in the primal sketch so that a cube is represented before one can
recognize a house. The final stage, the “3-D sketch,” is the most elabo-
rately computational and resembles Helmholtz’s “unconscious conclu-
sion.” Now a recognizable object emerges in the perceiver’s field of vi-
sion.* The entire process is nearly instantaneous and takes place below
the threshold of awareness. But the computational mind calls the shots
by manipulating increasingly abstract symbols. Not only does mind
process momentary sensations, “primitives” as Marr called them, avail-
able up to this point, but it also relies on a frame of reference that is
more permanent and cognitive. As R. L. Gregory once remarked, we
not only know what we see but see what we know.”
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Ecology—"Naive Realism”

Like the cognitive scientists he vigorously opposed, James J. Gibson re-
garded his own theory of vision as a processing of information. But he
believed that the sense receptors could directly obtain “stimulus invari-
ants” that correspond to the permanent properties of the environment.®
Constant perception, a biological necessity for all creatures relative to
their subsistence environment, depends on their ability to detect these
invariants by means of exploration, body movement, eye motion, and
other actions. In fact, the constant movement of the perceiver in its
environment, which increases the quantity and the intensity of sensa-
tions, actually helps isolate the invariants present “out there.” Conse-
quently, “instead of looking to the brain alone for an explanation of
constant perception, it should be sought in the neural loops of an active
perceptual system that includes the adjustments of the perceptual or-
gans.”” The brain is not a computer that sorts raw information. It is a
biological organ that directs the body as a whole to create a complete
system of input and output that will resonate to the external informa-
tion. The brain controls the organs of sense and causes them to interact
with the environment in such a way that perception (input) and re-
sponse (output) maximize survival in a given ecology.

If, for example, an ape finds a rock it must use as a tool in order
to break open a skull, on the view of Gibson that rock simply possesses
properties of “grabability” and “throwability” that are directly per-
ceived. Gibson calls these qualities “affordances”: a ripe fruit, one with
the right color and solidity, has the affordance of “eatability,” directly
perceived by an animal whose senses have evolved to pick up these
invariant qualities in objects. The computationalists claim that Gibson’s
is an untenable position and that the ape “perceives” the stone as a tool
in a representational process that relies on higher brain functions such
as learning and memory. Ecologists counter that for an animal to recog-
nize an object as something else—tool, food, enemy, obstacle—it must
have an idea in its mind to which it compares the present object. Such
“mentalism” does not belong in the natural sciences, whether one is
considering the behavior of kingfishers or humans.®

The senses have earlier been called “soft wires.” They link the per-
ceiver to an environment, either intensely, in the case of the forest
dweller, or anxiously, for the New York executive. If we accept the
ecological theory of perception, the sensory scenes are formed through
ongoing exploration of “real” environments. On the computational the-
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ories the external world is only light patterns or other physical-chemical
sources of stimuli. The mind is essential for making sense out of what-
ever the senses register. Of course, unlike Kantian idealism and radical
empiricism, the two positions need not be mutually exclusive in every
way. Computation, for instance, can be enhanced by the movement of
the perceiver in the environment. The mind can then direct the body to
readjust its movements in order to see a different angle or smell from
downwind. For considering magical experience as a natural event it is
essential that no central cognitive mechanism create the subjective
world out of sheer chaos. There is no “mind,” no self that reads raw
sensory input (sensations) and then forms a mentat life. This is a critical
point: The senses involve humans—as well as animals—in a perceptual
interaction with the world with no privileged position for the observer.
The viewer is part of the scene, not a patron up in the balcony. The
certainty we feel about being separate is a cultural artifact; it does not
reflect the true physiological and functional relation between humans
and their environment,

THE SELF Is No COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF

Ecological theorists like Gibson have been accused of practicing a crude
behaviorism, of leaving out the mind in their descriptions of the way
animals and humans interact with their environments on the perceptual
level. Simple introspection shows that consciousness, emotions, inten-
tions, and attitudes deeply shape the way we see things. But introspec-
tion and commonsense can deceive. The ecologist claims that it is too
easy to exaggerate the role of consciousness in the way humans go
about their business. For instance, a substantial amount of sensory in-
formation is processed without one’s having any awareness at all. Pe-
ripheral vision records events that may drastically effect mood and be-
havior without any knowledge of the “reasons” for such changes.
Subliminal sounds and sights can have similar effects, as many advertis-
ers know. It is even possible to drive a car dozens of miles with virtually
no conscious awareness.

Folk psychology, the commonsensical view of the self as the agent of
our actions, insists that consciousness or some form of self-awareness—
the self as a whole—be in charge. The absent-minded driver, one protests,
is a self who is simply otherwise engaged, perhaps in conversation, and
can perform parallet tasks “mechanically.” Unfortunately, neither “com-
monsense” nor “folk psychology” are simple or obvious. The two terms
are generally used to describe two complex psychological conceptions
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of the self.” The first, commonsense, is the subjective or naive self we
encounter on introspection. It is the subject of our feelings and moods,
the maker of decisions, the sufferer of consequences. It is even the pro-
prietor of the theater screen that shows whatever the senses have re-
corded. The second view of the self, folk psychology, is completely dif-
ferent: This is the social self developed through interaction with other
social selves and defined by the attributes assigned from the outside and
by one’s projections onto others.

The two conceptions are not only distinct; they sometimes conflict.
The self-concept often develops in relation to social expectations—ask
any teenager—which run counter to the perceptions and drives of the
subjective self. William James called these two distinct selves the “I”
and the “me.” Only the first is subject to personal experience, while
only the second submits to sociological analysis. Of course the distinc-
tion can be blurred in fact. People may gauge their very own internal
states on the basis of external cues taken from the reaction of others.
Cultural psychologists such as Jerome Bruner and David Olson claim
that the basic nature of experience is shaped, in early childhood,
through interaction with others.® Children acquire certain behaviors,
including language and coherent perceptions, by interacting socially
with their primary caretakers. Even later in life a child may discover
she enjoyed a movie only after observing her mother’s reaction to it.
Other researchers, including Jean Piaget, assign a greater role to biology
alongside the social factors, but at any rate, the distinction between the
subjective-naive view of the self and the social self is an accepted fact.
The self is the product of both subjective experience and social fabrica-
tion. Taken together, the two conceptions reveal a very complex picture
of the self, which psychological analysts have broken down into the
experience of agency, self-reflectivity, differentiation from others, and
unity.

THE NARRATOR VERSUS THE DIFFUSE SELF

Adults in our society experience themselves as narrators of their own
life story. They possess a unity of consciousness, which according to
psychologists begins to emerge around the age of three and which is
often described (by men) as a “little man in the head” (a homunculus)
who organizes the flow of events into a coherent chronology and places
himself at the spatial center of these events. In the technical debates
on the nature of consciousness, some neurophysiologists claim that this
narrator is the essential feature of consciousness itself:
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Personally, I would say that the only aspects of our mental life that
deserve singling out as peculiarly conscious are those associated with
the narrator, with self-conscious and subconscious and stream of con-
sciousness; the others are important in their own right, likely essential
foundations, but not to be confused with “the real thing.” !

As already noted, however, this narrator or homunculus is a tangle
of social and subjective facts. It is not a universal human phenomenon,
a simple biological fact. Members of other societies, such as traditional
India or Japan, neither define nor experience themselves as individual
and separate selves. In fact, even in this country, as F. Scott Fiztgerald
once pointed out, the rich are “different” from the rest of us. In India
the “person” is an open and diffuse experience possessing no rigid
boundaries that separate inside from outside and no single plot line (see
Chapter 14 for more on this point). The unitary self—the person—in
sum, is above all a cultural fact celebrated in New England but absent
in India. Neurologists find it inconceivable that the brain possesses a
single center, a command post, that reads everything else that goes on.
Neurological explanation denies the existence of one neural “map” that
reads all the other “maps,” coordinates signals between them, and is-
sues responses to other parts of the body.

According to both William Calvin and Gerald Edelman, coherent
experience and the sense of plot must be based on a selectional neuro-
logical process rather than on a “reading” or “learning” of sensory in-
put by a “little man in the head”—a self. Calvin calls this process the
“Darwin Machine” and Edelman, “neural Darwinism.” 2 This selec-
tional process is a product of evolutionary pressures, and it is essential
for planning ahead and creating meaningful scenes, or scenarios, that
form the elementary mental tools for survival in primitive ecologies.

In fact, however, a careful phenomenological (experiential) inspec-
tion of the apparently coherent narrative stream reveals that it is not so
coherent after all. It is complex and flexible, to say the least. Daniel
Dennett, the philosopher of the mind, proposes a “multiple draft” pic-
ture of the mind to replace the old “Cartesian theatre,” as he calls it.
As a multitude of external effects travel through the senses and the ner-
vous system to the brain, there is no one place in there, a pool or store-
room, where they are deposited and sorted into a coherent story. In-
stead, a

multitrack process occurs over hundreds of milliseconds, during which
time various additions incorporations, emendations, and overwritings
of content can occur, in various orders. These yield, over the course
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of time, something rather like a narrative stream or sequence, which
can be thought of as subject to continual editing by many processes
distributed around in the brain, and continuing indefinitely into the
future. Contents arise, get revised, contribute to the interpretation of
other contents or to the modulation of behavior (verbal and other-
wise), and in the process leave their traces in memory, which then
eventually decay or get incorporated into or overwritten by later con-
tents, wholly or in part.!3

There is no single narrative line inscribed once and for all, but end-
lessly revised editions that owe their ever-changing qualities to memory,
language, culture, and, of course, biology. The unitary plot is a culti-
vated illusion in which culture often conspires with neurological factors.
Even the raw experience of sequence, of time and causality, on close
examination is flexible and reversible. Time is elastic; it varies speed and
direction in often unpredictable sequences. Take away clocks, including
natural ones, and the arrow of time collapses immediately.

We do not perceive or remember the mental narrative directly in its
full complexity. Instead, we learn to impose a structure on a complex
experience. The result of such learning is the conception of a unitary
self. In other words, social and cultural views of the self deeply con-
strain a variety of ways by which internal and external events could be
experienced. Learning and socialization galvanize a diffuse experience
into a coherent tale. They do this by selecting certain aspects of the
complex stream of consciousness and inhibiting others. But such inhibi-
tions can easily be weakened in a variety of chemical and ritual ways:
Drugs and alchohol may deeply alter the way the self is experienced,
especially in its relation to the “external world.” Mental illness, trauma
to the head, or even grief may also shatter the socially constructed self.
In his grief King Lear became a stranger to his surroundings and lost
his own self:

Me thinks I should know you, and know this man;
Yet I am doubtful; for I am mainly ignorant

What place this is; and all the skill I have
Remembers not these garments.

Even lesser causes, such as ritual chanting, drumming, and dancing,

produce similar effects, as we can seen in this inimitable account from
Huxley:

In one of its innumerable forms music is a powerful drug, partly stimu-
lant and partly narcotic, but wholly alterative. No man, however
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highly civilized, can listen for very long to African drumming, or In-
dian chanting, or Welsh hymn-singing, and retain intact his critical
and self-conscious personality. It would be interesting to take a group
of the most eminent philosophers from the best universities, shut them
up in a hot room with Moroccan dervishes or Haitian voodooists, and
measure, with a stop watch, the strength of their psychological resis-
tance to the effects of rhythmic sound. Would the Logical Positivists
be able to hold out longer than the Subjective Idealists? Would the
Marxists prove tougher than the Thomists or the Vedantists? What a
fascinating, what a fruitful field for experiment! Meanwhile all we can
safely predict is that, if exposed long enough to the tom-toms and the
singing, every one of our philosophers would end by capering and
howling with the savages.!*

It is no coincidence that magical rituals make so much use of chant-
ing, singing, drumming, and dancing. These are meant not to produce
ecstatic states or mystical visions but to weaken the intellectual and
cultural constraints on the spontaneous experience of events. They dis-
solve the self.’> And though many of the cultures in which magic is
practiced—certainly India—do not emphasize a unitary individual self,
other inhibitions still exist. For instance, the daily routine of assigned
tasks and roles in village India limits experience as rigidly as our ideol-
ogy of the individual self. Unbending prohibitions against free social
interaction, reinforced by rules of pollution and purification, constrain
the freedom of perception in India. The magician and his clients must
therefore operate in a separate zone—a liminal space—in which psychic
and social inhibitions dissolve. The ritual singing of devotional songs,
accompanied by drumming, mesmerizes the patients out of their social
identity.

MAGIicAL THINKING

The removal of social and conceptual inhibitions—the diffusion of the
self—is essential for the magical experience.!® But it is not enough.
Magic is also a matter of thinking, and generations of scholars since
James Frazer have agreed, to a remarkable extent, that magical thinking
differs from rational or scientific thought. But some exceptions apply.
There are two general ways of describing the nature of human
thought in relation to the world: engaged and disengaged. Neurologists
and cognitive psychologists speak of implicit and explicit learning,
which correspond, from a neurological point of view, to engaged and
disengaged thinking, respectively.!” Implicit learning is associative and
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conditioned. It calls for repetition and does not require consciousness
or an aware self. This is how a rat learns to cross a maze and humans
learn to drive. Explicit learning is based on memory, language, and con-
scious awareness. It requires a self. Cultural knowledge—geography,
morality, parlor games—is based on explicit learning, which begins to
accelerate in the third and the fourth years of the child’s life. Jean Piaget
argued repeatedly that reasoning, which is essential for explicit learning,
develops as the child learns to disassociate herself from her world, in-
cluding even her own body. Awareness of a separate self and causal
thinking emerge in tandem, he claimed.!® Western ideology applauds
individuation and separateness and crowns the mind that attains objec-
tive logic. Our culture insists that the mind not passively observe the
world but look for objective relations and apply the logic of cause and
effect to define “true” relations. Physical events are never related unless
they are either cause or effect or, at the very least, correlated as two
effects of a more basic—and as yet undiscovered—cause. These are cul-
tural values perpetuated by explicit learning, not “objective” facts. For
example, a man observes a bird alight off a tree, followed immedi-
ately—so it seems—Dby the blast of a gun. As a reasonable observer, he
assumes, almost spontaneously, that the gunshot was the cause of the
bird’s flight. The information of the senses, that the bird actually took
off first, is discarded in favor of a hypothesis generated by what the
observer knows: The sound takes time to travel, and the bird heard the
gun more quickly than the observer. Of course, if the second event was
not a gun blast but a dog bark, or better yet the whispering of a spell,
the relationship would become more problematic. For the Western ob-
server it would cease to exist altogether as a relationship and be reduced
to a coincidence: two unrelated events happening at approximately the
same time and place. The reasoning of the aloof observer seeks to de-
scribe the objective “God’s-eye-view” of the world as he removes him-
self from the scene.'”

In contrast to the disengaged observer of an objective world stands
the observer-participant. This relationship has frequently been assigned
to the “primitive mentality.” Lucien Levy-Bruhl has called it “participa-
tion,” a quasi-mystical immersion in the flow of events.?® Georges Ba-
tailles has also romantically characterized this as the origin of the reli-
gious experience.?! In fact, however the engaged observer is a natural
product of evolution and not as far-removed from the modern person
as many assume. This observer sees the bird take off, then hears the
blast. (His senses are keener than ours because he does not spend as
much time in libraries and in cars.) He does not now think, as Frazer
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and Tylor told us, that the bird caused the blast because the two events
were proximate in time. In fact he does not think about the two events
at all, unless they are important enough for his survival to engage his
interest. When that happens the bird and the loud sound become related
as parts of a larger scene in which he too is a participant. It is a mean-
ingful scene, not the causal relation among discrete events, that engages
the observer who will use magic on occasion.

Surprisingly, the gap between the disengaged observer and the
participant-observer, or between the primitive and the modern observer,
is not vast. Recent studies in cognitive linguistics and philosophy have
demonstrated that our fanguage—and therefore our thinking—still re-
tain many elements of participation. These are called “schemas” or “ex-
periential schemas,” among similar names. Terms of relationship such
as “falling i love” and “getting out of a marriage,” for instance, are
based on metaphors of space and containment. Such metaphors, and
many others like them, originate in a direct and preconceptual relation
to physical environments but serve as the basic cognitive tools for
highly abstract ideas.

George Lakoff observes that “the studies of basic-level categoriza-
tion suggest that our experience is preconceptually structured at that
level. We have general capacities for dealing with part-whole structure
in real world objects via gestalt perception, motor movement, and the
formation of rich mental images. These impose a preconceptual struc-
ture on our experience.”?? In other words, the world that we experi-
ence, as reflected in our language, is not a direct photographing of an
objective reality that is then spliced into objective or “classical” linguis-
tic categories. Instead, the world is largely fashioned by subjective ele-
ments—our sensory interactions with environments. Lakoff’s thesis—
applied to English, which is hardly a primitive language—is dramatic:
The assumption that thought is truly objective is a great exaggeration.
The basic tools of thought and language, the semantics and the syntax
of categories, remain grounded in the “primitive” interaction patterns
with a physical world. Lakoff calls the basic experiential patterns “kin-
esthetic image schemas,” and with Mark Johnson he has listed some of
the major ones, such as the container schema, the part-whole schema,
the link, the source-path-goal, and others that are connected with sim-
ple experiences in space.?? The most abstract and complex ideas can be
traced to embodied experience by means of these schemas.

A central and profoundly ambiguous idea that dominates the way
we think of relations is causality. By means of causality, thinking agents
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give themselves a sufficient mental distance from the world to create the
illusion of a God’s-eye view. Causality rests on these basic assumptions:

1. There is an agent that does something.

2. There is a “patient” (not necessarily human) that undergoes
change to a new state.

3. These two properties form a single event: They overlap in time
and space, or the agent and the patient come into contact.

4. The action of the agent preceeds the change in the patient.

5. The agent transfers energy to the patient.

Lakoff lists other properties of causality, all originating in embodied
experience rather than belonging to the intrinsic structure of the world
or a built-in mental syntax.?*

Here is the main point of this entire discussion: The perceiver who
is directly involved with the perceived relationships (as actor in a scene)
is more likely to conceptualize them in terms of relations (link schemas)
and meaning (interaction or participation with context) than as exam-
ples of objective or theoretical causality. According to cognitive seman-
tics, relational thinking and meaning, the kind that typifies magical
minds, is not different in principle from causal thinking, but the
thinker-perceiver has simply not stepped back from the context. The
essential distinction is not the ability or failure to reason. It is a psycho-
logical and ecological attitude toward events.

Several outstanding scholars have described magical thinking, from
Tylor and Frazer to Levy-Bruhl, Levi-Strauss, and Tambiah. “Similar-
ity” and “contact” have undoubtedly been the cornerstones of their the-
ories of magical thought. A neighbor’s tuft of hair or some dirt from
her tracks in the mud relate magically (through contact) to the person
herself. Cognitive semantics suggests that this type of thinking does not
necessarily reveal a failure to reason scientifically but suggests perhaps
more of a refusal. Magic in modern times has not persisted or disap-
peared in response to scientific rationality, although there seems to be
an indirect relation between modernization—a product of scientific
progress—and the decline of magic. In his epic study of magic in En-
gland, Keith Thomas has demonstrated that magic did not retreat in the
face of advancing technology, medicine, or other material improvements
in life.>* He claimed that a basic shift in worldview accounted for the
demise of magic. Current evidence amply bears this out. A recent book
review in the Times Literary Supplement by Penelope Shuttle and Peter
Redgrave states: “It has been estimated that during Lammas (August
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Eve), within the confines of London alone, more than 80,000 people
are engaged in the witchcraft or ritual magic celebrating Lammas.” 26 It
is patently absurd to think that such a vast number of participants have
never heard of Newton or antibiotics. The changing worldview associ-
ated with the decline of magic, as we shall shortly see, is the product of
psychological and ecological developments, not the emergence of scien-
tific rationality.

TaHE FOUR CONDITIONS OF MAGIC

A magical event, including both experience and ritual performance, can
exist anywhere and anytime, as long as the following four conditions
are met:

1. Perception is heightened and relatively unconstrained by other
factors. It is a perception of relationships, not merely of dis-
crete objects.

. The self or single-track narrator is relatively weak. A diffuse
self is correlated with the strength of perception, especially of
relations.

3. Thinking is explicitly embodied or relational on the single scale
that includes both scientific rationality and magical thought.
The thinker is not separated from the perceived relations in the
environment.

4. A “program” or ritual must exist: Because the reason for magic
is a break or a disharmony in the web of relations, prescripted
methods for repair are followed, though not as rigidly as many
scholars have believed.

o]

These are the four basic conditions of magic—the components of
the magical experience. Everything else is incidental, including ideas of
supernatural causality, visions of sacred realities, superstitions, and be-
liefs in general. A magical event can be experienced, and ritually re-
peated, even in a major university hospital if the four conditions con-
verge—thongh this is not likely.

The absence of these basic conditions explains the gradual disap-
pearance of magical practice in the modern world. As noted earlier, the
main factors associated with modernization and scientific rationality,
which are responsible for the demise of magic, are not intellectual at
all. They include urbanization and the distancing from a natural ecol-
ogy, where the senses still serve a direct functional role. Tools of tech-
nology, such as television and radio, which tragically currail the role of
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the senses as means of interacting with the world, are far more powerful
than “reason.” The prepackaged information of television, the two-
dimensional electronic coding of images, even those beautiful land-
scapes on “discovery” shows, gradually dull the senses as instruments
of exploration. And the near-exclusive emphasis on verbal information
has all but eliminated our ability to read the world symbolically, to
recognize the meaning of natural events as participants. Other modern
obstacles to the magical experience include the glorification of the ego-
centric worldview—the rewarding of individualism over interaction and
relationality. Magic depends on a free flow of information across
loosely bounded spaces and among participants in larger scenes. A
hunter will feel related to a prey whose meat he eats and skin he wears
if he does not feel himself set apart within his social universe either (for
more on this point see Chapter 12).

These and similar ecological factors affect the persistence of magic
far more profoundly than Newton’s mechanics or Pasteur’s microbiol-
ogy. Recall that the Trobrianders, who build and launch excellent, “sci-
entifically designed” boats, still inangurate them with a magical rite.
Ecological and psychological factors have a direct bearing on the magi-
cal experience, of which thinking is only one component. Magic contin-
ues to be practiced where the senses are still refined, still a part of a
human-ecological system. It is practiced, also, where the interactional
self exists more in relation to others than as an autonomous agent set
off against everyone else. In cultures that have not cultivated a derision
for rituals as abject shells of meaningless repetition, magic thrives as the
ritual restoration of the participant’s place in a web of relations. In fact,
ritual—the fourth condition of the magical mind—is the most easily
overlooked.

Magical events usually contain a strong ritual dimension. Unfortu-
nately, the concept of ritual is as complex and as ambiguous as magic
itself. Understood in a strict manner, ritual consists of carefully staged
repetitions of symbolic actions, which consciously point to some end.
In the case of religious rituals, for instance, such symbols aim at tran-
scendent, divine, or sacred realities. Rituals are emotionally powerful,
even transforming, because participants submerge their entire persons
in the flow of ritual events.

Magical rituals also use patterns of bodily gestures and manipula-
tions, which are deeply moving. But magic is not identical with the
ritual process itself, any more than science is identical with the game of
obtaining grants. Consequently, while both religion and magic share
certain ritual features, the similarity is only formal. For instance, the
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body in religious rituals is a public body: Participants enter states of
embodiment that are meaningful in a communal sense above and be-
yond the simple sensory event. The bride becomes a wife by means of a
religious ritual. Magical rituals, in contrast, are more likely to be pri-
vate and mtimate. Their power derives not from the social definition of
a gesture but from the sensations and perceptions it evokes. For this
reason, magicians, at least in Banaras, countenance variation and free-
dom, at least up to a point. While the religious ritual expresses public
truths by means of the body, the magical procedure is the grammar of
sense experience. It is repeated, but only in the service of experiential
events of a practical nature.

Unfortunately, this is an elusive distinction, because magical rituals
are not subject to complete freedom. The magical ritual skirts the fine
line between personal experience (and need) and public symbols. The
player in the VR machine may have been nearly overwhelmed by the
concreteness of immediate events. He seemed to have discarded his
sense of self, memory, and culture. But this lasted only for a short while.
After that initial *immersion,” his concern for the child at risk or his
interest in an animal perceived as “prey” betrayed the cultural bias that
framed his outlook. Cultural psychologists claim he could not have co-
herent experiences and memories of any kind without the “framing”
and “affect regulation” imposed by the cultural context in which he
operates.”” The magical perception of stunningly concrete and interre-
lated events is thus only one moment in a complex experience that con-
tains both natural and cultural elements. It would be a mistake, how-
ever, to differentiate the cultural and the natural as two mutually
irreconcilable principles. The ritual of magic, the programming of the
magical event according to symbolic actions, serves both ends of this
experiential spectrum. With music and rhythm, the magical rite mes-
merizes the participant into a natural way of perceiving events. At the
same time, by using the logic of analogy and contact and by prescribing
areas of magical concern—the parameters of magical behavior—the rit-
ual also situates experience in relation to culture. The ritual ensures that
magic does not become nature’s way of usurping culture but acts as a
natural affirmation of existing cultural values.

This dual role of the magical rite shows up in its language. The
language of magic is twofold because it moves the participants along
the spectrum of natural and cultural action: It is affective and moving
on the one hand and a symbolic speech act on the other, a request, a
promise, or a warning. In terms made famous by John Austin, the ritual
language of magic consists of “illocutionary speech acts,” or words that
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perform practical tasks.?® In contrast, Frits Staal insists—for those who
will listen—that the language of ritual is sound without meaning, like
the chirping of birds (see chapter 15). Ritual language, on this theory,
is affective in a biological, almost genetic, sense. In any case, rituals
seldom use language without the manipulation of objects that place the
words in a concrete situation. The objects used in the rite must be per-
ceived interactionally or relationally, just as the magical world is per-
ceived in the VR machine. Magical objects are touched, heard, scen,
smelled, or eaten in order to be effective. The abstract idea of an occult
force is never enough. The rite can resurrect the original experience of
wholeness only by using ritual means that directly involve the senses of
participants. It does this by simulating the world it is trying to heal and
by removing the obstacles to participation in it. At the same time, the
ritual objects are manipulated as symbols or icons. They become the
elements of a language that furthers the cultural ends of the rite. This
language is not true or false—as science claims to be—by reference of
“objective” facts; it 1s felicitous or infelicitous, depending on how well
it transforms the awareness of the ritual participants.

Magical experience—the perception of interrelatedness evoked by
magical rites—seems to transcend the distinction between culture and
nature, mind and body. In fact, however, it simply makes such distinc-
tions irrelevant. This does not mean that we can ask of magic, How
does it achieve supernatural goals? or, What is supernatural causality?
Magical practice is not aimed primarily at an objective world where
causes mysteriously produce effects. It seeks, instead, to recapture an
original experience that is natural and extraordinary at the same time.
Gregory Bateson was very close to the mark on this point when he
remarked: “The real point of things like rain dances is to affirm a total
complex of relationship between oneself and the weather and the super-
natural powers that control oneself and the weather and so on.”?® The
experience as well as the ritual are almost always couched in specific
cultural terms, as we shall see later on for Banaras. But behind the
distinct cultural forms is a universal and natural event.
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Philosophical Issues

Bopy aAND MIND

Do we consider certain phenomena magical because we think of the
body and the mind as distinct and separate? It seems possible that the
extraordinary power attributed to so-called magical healing would be
accepted as commonplace if we were to let go of the centuries-old habit
of separating body and mind. Many writers on new medicine, “quan-
tum healing” and the rest, feel that this distinction should be dropped.
But if we abandon dualism, what is the alternative: materialism? men-
talism? Some New Age scientists, Fritjof Capra for instance, have fallen
back on an idealism that uses the idiom of contemporary physics but
owes more to the ancient mystical philosophics of Asia.! Unfortunately,
it is far easier to lament the sorrows of Cartesian dualism than to devise
an alternative that will satisfy our commonsense and ideals. This chap-
ter considers the various philosophical possibilities and their effects on
how one can understand magic.

g g9 g

Case 9.1
Bedouin Infertility Cure
An infertile woman finds a knowledgeable healer, usually an

old woman, and the two take the following supplies: a water
pot, firewood, blanker and towels, bread, coffee, and cooking

118



PHILOSOPHICAL ISSUES 119

utensils. At night, on the darkest among the last nights of the
final month of summer, the two secretly set out on an indirect
path to a “holy dayek.” [A dayek is a vertical crevice that re-
sembles, from a distance, a colorful strip running down the
mountainsides of southern Sinai.] The women boil the water
under the dayek and prepare a meal. . . . After eating, the
healer reads a few verses from the Fatha section of the Qur’an,
and if she knows the prayers, she prays.

Following these ritual acts the infertile woman sits naked
on a stone, while the healer places into the pot a fist-size stone
which had been heated in the ambers of the cooking fire. The
hot stone will cause the water to burble and hiss and infuses it
with power. When the water becomes lukewarm the healer
pours it over the client and recites: “May the water cure thanks
to the prayer and thanks to God.” The infertile woman then
rubs her own body with this water, and dries herself with the
towel. The two women gather the implements and return to
their tents. They take the shortest possible path, each going sep-
arately. The patient must not stray from her path, she cannot
greet anyone on the road or strike up a conversation. At the
tent her husband will be waiting for her.?

As the woman sits naked on a rock in the dark desert and washes her
body with lukewarm water, she becomes aware that hidden strings she
had not felt before now connect her to this place. She perceives herself
as and feels related to the desert, and she may become healed through
this feeling of relatedness.? Her consciousness is somehow altered when
she recognizes a connection linking the healer’s words and actions, the
desert spot, and her own womb. For her, and for her healer, this is the
magic: It is a special kind of consciousness. But what does this mean?
What is this expansive consciousness, and how is it related to her naked
body undergoing the rite?

Imagine the woman sitting on the ground watching the fire burn
while her meal is being prepared. She watches the flames leap and ob-
serves the healer cook, but she is not thinking about much. At least two
things take place, or perhaps we could say that there are two ways to
describe what is happening to her. First, her peripheral nerve endings
are stimulated by the optical, thermal, and sonar energy produced by
the fire. This energy travels afferently, in the form of biochemical sig-
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nals, up the neural paths to the brain, where the signals are processed
into perceptions. The woman, of course, has absolutely no awareness
of this neurophysiological process, although without it she could not
perceive the fire.

But we can also describe another process. As she sits staring at the
fire, the woman sees it changing shape and color from one instant to
the next. She feels its soothing warmth on her skin and enjoys its lulling
rhythmic crackle. Everything around her has qualities that she experi-
ences as subjective states: The fire’s golden glow is reassuring, while the
darkness behind it is vaguely threatening. The woman’s feelings are al-
ways about something: She hopes for a child, fears the dark, admires
the old woman. She experiences her emotions by means of the objects
at which they are directed, as though these objects had an independent
life in her mind.

We are describing two distinct events here—a biological-
physiological process accessible to quantitative measurement and a sub-
jective “mental” experience that can be described only in mental terms
such as qualities and intentionalities. Both apply to the same person (or
organism) at the same time under the same conditions. Which is “real”?
If both are real, how are they related? Does the chemistry or the physics
of the two bodies (fire and patient) cause the wonderfully nuanced and
fleeting experiences of the woman? Are the two events independent?
Parallel? Are they just two ways of describing the same thing in fact?
Commonsense tells us that both body and mind are real, and this is
precisely what makes the healing “magical”: It bridges, or tries to
bridge, a gap that we normally regard as insurmountable, the body-
mind gap. But does it? What follows is a brief review of the philosophi-
cal positions on the dualism | have described. Some philosophers might
feel that a real chasm exist between the Bedouin’s consciousness and
the physical event. Other philosophers maintain that the dualism is only
apparent. We cannot hope to understand magical consciousness—the
awareness of an interrelatedness that bridges body and mind-—unless
we give these questions some consideration. They are the questions that
drove René Descartes (1596-1650) to formulate the problem of onto-
logical dualism that still challenges us today.

Dualism

Descartes owed his scientific worldview to Gallilean mechanics and was
committed to the idea that all phenomena can be explained in terms of
mechanical and mathematical models by reference to the size, shape,
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and motion of bits of matter.* The one exception to this range of phe-
nomena, he believed, is the mind—a radically different type of sub-
stance. While all other material substances have a spatial extension (res
extensa), only the mind (res cogitans) does not extend in space and
cannot be divided. All substances in space, including even the human
body, can be doubted away—one can imagine them not existing. The
mind cannot be doubted because the act of doubting is itself mental.
The result is an absolute but troubled dualism between the mind—for
Descartes, essentially thinking—and the rest of the physical world. In
the case of the Bedouin woman, she sees and feels the changing qualities
of the fire, while at the same time a separate physical process takes
place involving her body and its environment. The first is a private sub-
jective experience; the second is its public aspect.

Few philosophers today—notable exceptions are John Eccles, Karl
Popper, and Tom Nagel—snbscribe to Cartesian dualism.® Though it
accurately describes our common experience, the theory is bunk. Gil-
bert Ryle has ridiculed it as the “dogma of the Ghost in the Machine.” ¢
Even superficial reflection, he claims, rebels against Cartesianism, with
its implied “little man in the head” (homunculus) and its mysterious
mind-body interactions.

Assume that there really are two distinct kinds of substance, body
and mind, as you consider the powers of Rakesh. Rakesh is a young
expert in Hathayoga who lives near Tulsidas Ghat in Banaras. He is
capable, with little preparation, of stopping his pulse, as measured at
the neck. Though I was unable to determine whether his heartbeat also
stopped, the pulse disappears for up to three minutes. Rakesh then re-
stores his pulse in order to avoid “unnecessary risk.” If mind and body
are truly separate, how could they possibly interact? If the body has its
own causality and the mind cannot pull its strings, in what way could
the yogi’s “mind” or consciousness force the heart to stop? The view
that the human organism—the pineal gland for Descartes—contains
somewhere “inside” it a nonphysical component, something above and
beyond neurological processes even, is not only empirically unproven
and unprovable; it is logically absurd, because it involves an infinite
regression. In fact, it flies in the face of ancient Indian psychology and
metaphysics. The experience we have of controlling our bodies, usually
at will, is itself a mental phenomenon and therefore not self-validating,
either. It swiftly leads down the slope of idealistic monism on which
Fritjof Capra, Deepak Chopra, and other New Age thinkers have
slipped.

The most influential dualistic position in recent years is that of the
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people who think that the mind operates like a computer program. The
idea was conceived by Hillary Putnam, who formulated the brilliantly
original thesis that mental states, such as pain, are functional states of
the whole organism.” Early in his career, Putnam realized that mental
states—thoughts, feelings, pain—are “compositionally plastic”: There is
no one physical state that makes any given mental state possible. Many
“beings”—organisms or even machines—can be in the same mental
state without any corresponding physical identity. What determines the
similar cognitive states of a machine, such as a computer, and a human
being is the way they they are organized to function as systems. This
function is the “program” of the system at any given point of time, and
it is independent of the “hard wiring” of the physical state.

Putnam has more recently given up his esoterically named “Turing
machine-functionalism” because of his belief that mental states are
much more plastic, fuzzy, or indeterminate than any machine could in
principle reproduce. Perhaps he tired of listening to the devastating cri-
tique that the body—brain included—is not a machine but a biological
organism that belongs to larger biological contexts. However, the view
that the mind is a complex computerlike process still dominates the
cognitive sciences, especially the field of ardficial intelligence. The dual-
istic implications of so-called cognitive functionalism can be encapsu-
lated in the following two principles:

1. The cognitive process takes place by means of manipulating
“mental representations,” a technical term designating abstract,
nonconscious units of information, such as David Marr’s geo-
metrical shapes.

2. The representational level is independent of the biological and
the cultural contexts in which cognition takes place. It is intrin-
sic to the functional relations within the information-processing
system.$

The epistemological and psychological implications for cultural
analysis are devastating. On the cognitive model the Bedouin woman
who participates in magical events is simply engaged in a process that
uses ritual and its implements as a syntax. The rite has no “meaning,”
properly speaking. The physical and affective properties of rocks and
water are useful only as abstract representations—symbols—of an ob-
jective world. The “magical” quality of the rite derives from the fact
that some of its steps are implicit and therefore mysterious. There is no
point of speaking about a magical consciousness.
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Monism

The obvious alternative to Cartesian dualism is a monistic view of the
world. This view comes in two diametrically opposed modes: idealism
and materialism. The first dominates ancient Indian metaphysics and
asserts, when boiled down to a phrase, that the material world is an
illusion.” Contemporary readers who do not practice mystical discipline
will find this position either forbiddingly obscure or hopelessly tepid. It
can contribute to the analysis of magic only by denying the evidence of
our senses. The second mode, materialistic monism, is far more vibrant
and pervasive in modern philosophical debates. Boiled down to its own
bottom line, materialism states that the subjective experience we have
of possessing conscious minds is an illusion or an “epiphenomenon” of
the nervous system at work. The yogi who “controls” his heart is not
an autonomous mind that extends its reach out to a body. He is a com-
plex of neural circuits extended to link up with other circuits that moni-
tor heart functions. The experience of control is perhaps a feedback
feature of such a system.

Other versions of materialistic monism vie for the most thorough
denial of the mental fact. The earliest of several roughly contemporary
schools was behaviorism, which, led by John B. Watson, rebelled
against one of Descartes’s central and most influential ideas, introspec-
tion. Introspection was the methodological upshot of the doctrine that
we possess a consciousness that is private, internal, and easily accessible
to our own view. Behaviorism became a self-conscious revolt against
the 1dea of mental and intentional control of action, in a word, of con-
sciousness. It replaced consciousness with strictly conditioned environ-
mental learning, which Watson discovered in Ivan Pavlov’s experiments
and which B. E Skinner saw to its nadir.!?

Behaviorism’s methods of denying the existence of subjective mental
states seem crude in contrast with the contemporary materialistic phi-
losophy of the mind. Crude enough, in fact, to have inspired such jokes
as this one about the behaviorist who asks her partner after a bout of
lovemaking, “It was great for you; how was it for me?” In contrast
with behaviorists, “identity theorists,” “eliminative materialists,” and
other exotic birds make their living by either explaining subjective expe-
rience in material terms (J. J. C. Smart) or eliminating the subjective
qualities {“qualia”) of mental life altogether (D. Dennett). Some have
sought halfway positions between the extremes (R. Jackendoff).!!

Assume that the young Bedouin woman becomes pregnant. In her
mind the experience she has undergone in the night—the sense of being
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connected to the desert environment and to the ritual process—has been
efficacious. A philosophically naive researcher might then claim that the
Bedouin’s sense of magic results from her impression that something
traveled across the boundary of mind and matter. The woman would
be wrong, of course, but that is the source of magic for her, namely, the
failure to distinguish two orders of being. In order to be taken seriously,
such a magical belief would then have to be interpreted symbolically, as
standing for another, nonoccult reality. Such a premise is false from the
outset, the materialist would argue, even if the Bedouin did possess the
conceptual tools attributed to her. Eliminate such confusing distinctions
as body and mind from the anthropological toolbag, and the researcher
would have to look for magic elsewhere. The occult nature of the naked
woman’s experience may perhaps make sense in terms that come from
a different area of philosophy. This is an extremely useful insight that
forces us to take materialism as seriously as dualism. Of course, the two
approaches will finally lead to an impasse that only phenomenology
and system theory can circumvent.

NATURE AND CULTURE

The magical experience, as we have seen, depends on both the aware-
ness of interconnectedness and an actual intimacy with an ecology. 1
have talked, metaphorically of course, of a link based on hard and soft
wiring. Considered on the level of the individual, this theory runs into
philosophical obstacles of body and mind. But since magic is also a
cultural fact, and is often a corporate affair, the question of body and
mind extends to nature and culture. In the theater of human action,
body and mind occupy different stages: nature and culture. The body,
with its bones, sinews, and nerve cells, 1s our very own slice of nature,
while the mind, with its holy books and Hollywood and everything else
you can dream of, all that is culture. What does King Lear owe to
DNA? What does the rain have to do with our personal or collective
ambitions?

Evans-Pritchard recorded the following case: A man feels threat-
ened by an oncoming rainstorm because he is building a hut. He knows
that if anyone should beat the skin of a dig-dig, the rain would certainly
come down, so he hides the skin to prevent this from happening.'* Here
is the problem: Beating the skin of a dig-dig is a cultural act, acquired
and stored through oral tradition. Rain is a matter of humidity, temper-
ature, barometric pressure, and saturation points. What does one have
to do with the other? Ts it a leap of faith only primitives are willing to
take, or does some connection exist outside the mind of the drummer?
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Some of those who practice magic claim extravagantly that the connec-
tion is real, objective. Above every other cultural boast—technological,
artistic, or sacred—magic jostles our commonsensical views about hu-
man interaction with natural forces and about causality. Of course, one
may simply follow Frazer’s example and call magicians ignorant fools.
Or, like Levi-Strauss, one may respect the claims of magic but only in
the form of hidden signs. But the “magical experience” of Chapter 8
claims that a magical bond does in fact exist and that it somehow strad-
dles distinctions of culture and nature. The audacity of such a thesis
can perhaps be mitigated by looking at nature and culture in anthropo-
logical thought.

Beating the dig-dig to stop rain and lighting fires to bring it on are
cultural acts that imply certain views about nature. But what is the
ultimate basis of cultural action? Are humans distinct in principle from
other animals, say higher primates, that also perform rituals? Is culture,
which seems to separate us from other animals, autonomous from bio-
logical forces, or is it the expression of underlying material causes?
These are important questions for a theory that argues that magic de-
pends on a resonance between humans and nature.

Periodically since T. H. Huxley and Darwin took on the Cambridge
Anglican establishment, the conflict between culture and nature has
flared up and spread much heat in academic circles for a few years.
There have been the nature-versus-nurture debates, those over eugenics
and superorganicism and race and intelligence, to name a few. The lat-
est conflagration was occasioned by Edward O. Wilson’s simplistic and
sensational Sociobiology (1975).!3 Wilson did not stray far from Dar-
win when he argued that “[b]y comparing man with other primate spe-
cies, it might be possible to identify basic primate traits that lie beneath
the surface and help to determine the configuration of man’s higher
social behavior.” 1* Unlike the ethological writings of Konrad Lorenz,
Robert Ardrey, and Desmond Morris, Wilson’s theories never truly
reached a nonacademic audience. But the academy, cultural anthropolo-
gists mostly, made up for this omission by swiftly and vocally excoriat-
ing Wilson’s thorough materialism.

Marshall Sahlins responded almost immediately with The Use and
Abuse of Biology, which elegantly and swiftly dispatched biological de-
terminism.'® “Vulgar” sociobiology, as Sahlins called it, makes a very
easy target. It posits a necessary link between human needs and emo-
tions and social relations. Since evolution operates on the individual
brain and on genetic structure, the effects of biology on social life takes
place through the mediation of the individual organism. This is where
Sahlins drove his stake: “The idca of a fixed correspondence between
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mnate human dispositions and human social forms constitutes a weak
link, a rupture in fact, in the chain of sociobiological reasoning.” '° If,
for instance, we take warfare as an expression of biological forces such
as aggression and territoriality, simple reflection shows that this cannot
apply to individuals who fight in wars. Men may fight out of a sense of
honor, guilt, self-esteem, or even love and compassion. Therefore, Sah-
lins argued, “agression does not regulate social conflict, but social con-
flict does regulate agression.”'” In more general terms, human social
behavior is determined by culture, which mediates between natural ne-
cessity and the relative freedom of conduct within the symbolic domain.
Sahlins, and many other critics of sociobiology, do not deny the influ-
ence of nature and material needs on culture, but they refuse to recog-
nize a direct natural determinism over the cultural realm, which is char-
acterized by meaning and freedom rather than by order and natural
selection. In fact, if there is any determinism at all, it must operate in
the opposite direction. Levi-Strauss confessed, “1 believe that there is
always a mediator between praxis and practice, namely the conceptual
scheme by the operation of which matter and form, neither with any
independent existence, are realized as entities which are both empirical
and intelligible.” '®

A. L. Kroeber, the leading American culturalist at midcentury, de-
fined the cultural perspective as “superorganic” because it is separated
from biological factors by an “unbridgeable chasm.”? Because magic
is a cultural activity that relies on language and rituals, cultural anthro-
pologists like Stanley Tambiah own a larger toolbox for analyzing the
phenomena of magic. And even when wrong, their theories make more
interesting reading. Biological determinism, in contrast, adds little to
the discussion of specific forms of magic, though it has enjoyed the
appeal of simplicity. Even Malinowski did not escape the power of Dar-
win and the impact of evolutionary thought.

g 89 9

Case 9.2
Canoe Magic
After the prow-boards are put in, and before the next bit of

technical work is done, another magical rite has to be per-
formed. The body of the canoe, now bright with the three-
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coloured boards, is pushed into the water. A handful of leaves,
of a shrub called bobi’n, is charmed by the owner or by the
builder, and the body of the canoe [waga] is washed in sea
water with the leaves. All the men participate in the washing,
and this rite is intended to make the canoe fast, by removing
the traces of any evil influence, which might still have re-
mained, in spite of the previous magic, performed on the waga.
After the waga has been rubbed and washed, it is pulled ashore
again and placed on the skid logs.?°

Reading Malinowski’s account of Trobriand boat building, one cannot
fail to be impressed with the technical proficiency of Trobriand crafts-
men. The process, excluding the accompanying magical rites, is com-
plex in itself: cutting the right tree, trimming it into a workable log,
hollowing out the log, preparing boards, planks, poles, and sticks, piec-
ing together the planks and prowboards, trimming them if necessary for
a proper fit, piercing and lashing the outrigger, caulking and painting
the canoe, fabricating the sail, putting in the ribs and planks, trimming
and lashing them, attaching the float, and binding the outrigger frame
and the platform. The Trobrianders do all this expertly and effectively.
So why do they need magic? Biological determinism has to dredge up
some psychological complex, which is perpetuated by genetic and envi-
ronmental causes. It suggests, for instance, that the ritual may soothe
an instinctive fear of land mammals going to sea, a fear that technology
could never completely dispel, in the same way that ritual mating regu-
lates aggression in some species. Magic, like other forms of culture,
is adaptive behavior, though what makes it uniquely magical remains
unclear.

In between biological materialism and cultural superorganicism are
numerous shades of determinism. Cultural ecology, associated with Ju-
lian Steward, Andrew Vayda, and others, seeks out the environmental
causes of cultural facts. In its stronger forms of environmental deter-
minism, as articulated for instance by Leslie White or Marvin Harris,
stark caloric calculations may be used to explain even such cultural
values as the sanctity of the cow in India.?! By “explain” I mean to say
that these scholars reduce the religious ideas of the sacred to the calcu-
lation of calories or other considerations.?? Such theories can be elegant
and simple, but far from simplistic: Only a great effort of the imagina-
tion can link a sanctified act such as circumcision to a natural force like
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the climate of the tropical rain forest.?* In principle, however, the more
materialist and deterministic a theory, the duller its instruments for ana-
lyzing the specific forms of magical condunct.

None of the authors cited as representing these deterministic ap-
proaches to culture are particularly interested in magic. Like religion,
myth, and other cultural forms, magic is simply the visible evidence of
deep material needs and implicit solutions. Magic is a way of expressing
and performing ideas that are useful but unconscious. What makes
magic unique, however, remains unclear.
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Systems, Mind, and Magic

Magical claims invariably run into insurmountable conceptual prob-
lems. Cartesian rationalism and positivistic empiricism have gored
magic on the twin horns of mind and body. As a result, magical asser-
tions are either rejected or reduced to symbolic speech. But there are
alternatives: Phenomenology and system theory are the foundations of
the “magical experience” described in Chapter 8. They offer a way ont
of the body/mind impasse. However, it is not an easy way.

SIMPLE SYSTEMS

One night in Banaras I took over the rowing of a boat whose oarsman
was drunk. I had a long way to go upstream and plenty of time to
retlect on feedback loops and systems, as mine were constantly failing.
The boat was quite big, and the rower’s station was improbably located
at the front rather than the usual middle. There was a floor beam to
brace my feet while 1 pulled the oars, but the seat was only a loose
board placed on the front deck, in which a hole had been cut for the
legs. The oars were long and uncomfortably thick tree branches, with
flat ptanks nailed to the ends. Fach oar was held in position by means
of a rope looped to the side of the boat. The oars repeatedly slid up
and down within the loops. I was rowing against the stream, which
shifted direction and velocity every few minutes. As it was late at night,
the river was submerged in darkness, and only distant lights at the rear
of the boat could be seen clearly.

These, then, were the main features of the system in which I found
myself participating, and, fortunately, my only witness was curled up
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on the floor of the boat. Of course, there was my body, too: Being right-
handed, I expected that I would have to compensate by letting up a bit
on the right oar every now and then. But I must have been overcompen-
sating, because the boat was turning away from shore—to my right, or
port—too often, and I discovered that a special effort was required to
keep the boat straight. I suspected then that it had to do with the direc-
tion of the stream, which was curving in that area. But when the prob-
lem continued past the bend, I searched for another reason, until I dis-
covered that my seat was not parallel to the floor beam. For some
reasonn I had pushed harder with my right leg at the beginning of the
journey, and now the left side of my body had a more effective brace
and, therefore, more power.

Even after quickly correcting this imbalance, I still had to wrestle
with other demons. The oars kept slipping through the loops, and the
boat then veered in the direction of the oar that had slipped farther into
the water. At some point I became conscious of a pulled muscle on the
right side of my back; later my left knee became sore. All of these nags,
and others too numerous or trivial to mention—though they hardly
seemed so at the time—required full attention the entire way. The sys-
tem, if you call the river, boat, and rower a system, never found a
peaceful mode of existence: It was in constant flux and imbalance. The
slow speed of the boat and the relatively leisurely reaction time I was
allowed made most of my corrections deliberate. A few responses,
though, such as shifting my hands on the oars at the sting of a new
blister, happened spontaneously.

This unremarkable event provides a simple example of a system
that involves both physical and mental elements. Surprisingly, in the
consciousness of the participant it is often hard to distinguish where the
physical ends and the mental begins. A master oarsman feels no conflict
with the boat or the river—it is a natural context, an extension of his
body and mind. How many of us have not flinched at the sight of a
rock our car was about to straddle, as though our very bottoms would
scrape? The system is actually a network of information that travels in
every direction: from river to boat, from boat to my body to my mind
and then back in the form of responses.

This network contains numerous “feedback loops,” circular infor-
mation channels consisting of signal-response-balance (stasis or homeo-
stasis). Some loops pertain primarily to the boat in its environment; the
design and the weight of the hull, for instance, respond to the direction
and the intensity of the stream and tend to some form of self-correction,
like the vaning of a wind-gauge or the self-correction of a plane when
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the control stick is dropped in the middle of a turn. Other loops take
in wider aspects of the system and channel more information. The lights
moving to my right gave me a visual cue that the boat was turning to
port; the sudden pressure on the left oar indicated that it had slipped
too far into the water. Feedback loops are “closed” when appropriate
responses arc made and the system returns to some balance, however
temporary. In my case, many of these loops were happening slowly
enough for my responses to be conscious and deliberate. Other systems,
such as the physical movement of an Olympic diver, involve informa-
tion loops with no feedback. They happen too quickly and rely on
highly memorized or “programmed” sequences of behavior.

MIND AS SYSTEM

Considered as a system, or the property of a system, the mind’s relation
to the body no longer remains confined to the Cartesian straitjacket.
Systemic thinking is phenomenological: It refuses to take either body or
mind as exclusively real. Instead, both are equal actors on one stage,
and the name of the play is “information,” or what Gregory Bateson
called “difference.” ! Recall your adventure in the virtual reality machine.
Your magical experience was the product—the “emergent property”—
of a system that included your body, your mind, and the machine.? In
other words, the experience was not located exclusively in the machine,
the body, or the mind. It emerged out of the flow of information
throughout many circuits that crossed arbitrary conceptual boundaries.
In fact, magic, taken as an experience rather than as a doctrine, is the
very consciousness of an overall interactional system that defies the
logic of composite parts. It is the “self ”-consciousness of a system.

The philosophical and anthropological underpinnings of this claim
can be found in part in the systemic thinking of John Searle in philoso-
phy, Gerald Edelman in neurology, and Roy Rappaport in anthropol-
ogy.> Searle explains that “consciousness is a higher-level or emergent
property of the brain in the utterly harmless sense of ‘higher level’ or
‘emergent’ in which solidity is a bigher level or emergent property of
H,O molecules when they are, roughly speaking, rolling around on
each other (water).”* The precise relation of mind and brain is an em-
pirical issue, and though far from understood at this time, understand-
ing it is only a question of improved scientific methods and measure-
ments.

But how is this possible in principle? Mental phenomena seem to
be separated from physical processes by means of a conceprual barrier
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even to those who do not necessarily subscribe to Cartesianism, If
Searle is right, the problem is based on a misunderstanding of the true
issue: “The fact that a feature is mental does not imply that it is not
physical; the fact that a feature is physical does not imply that it is not
mental.”® OQur subjective experience of the mind as a nonphysical qual-
ity, as consciousness, does not contradict its physical nature in principle
if we understand the notion of emergent property and the objectivist
fallacy. The concept of emergent property explains the products of sys-
tems in terms of internal causal interaction. Mind, according to Searle,
is such an “emergent property” of the system of neurons in the brain:
“The existence of consciousness can be explained by the causal interac-
tions between elements of the brain at the micro level, but conscious-
ness cannot itself be deduced or calculated from the sheer physical
structure of the neurons without some additional account of the causal
relations between them.” ®

The “objectivist fallacy” is responsible for our mistaken view that
the body is objective while the mind is subjective and that on account
of this fact the two must be distinct and separate. The subjective quali-
ties of mental experience are no less real than the system (of neurons)
that gave them birth. The fact that qualities are experienced subjec-
tively—and not as stuff—is simply not valid grounds for saying that
they belong to a different order of being.

Gerald Edelman, a Nobel Prize-winning neuroscientist, has fol-
lowed Searle’s philosophical guidelines in trying to explain how a mind
emerges from the brain. His theory, which he calls “neuro-Darwinism,”
tries to bridge physiology and psychology without resorting to the “lit-
tle man in the head” or any other philosophical fallacy. The interest for
students of magic in Edelman’s brain theories is not hard to explain. If
mind is an aspect of the brain’s biological features and interaction with
a natural environment, and if the magical experience is a unique aware-
ness of the mind’s systemic relation to the world, then a naturalistic
theory of mind is a very valuable tool to own. Unfortunately, this
hardly mitigates the difficulties of trying to understand Edelman’s tech-
nical theory of selectional neuro-Darwinism.

Instead of paraphrasing Edelman’s theory, I will illustrate the key
points by means of a simple metaphor. Imagine a vast unfenced campus
lawn that spreads out between the departments and schools of a large
university. Students can go in any direction on the grass, but certain
conditions favor a limited number of directions, so paths emerge. A
pattern of paths could be imagined as a primary repertoire of neuronal
pathways, one in front of the library, another in front of the chemistry
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lab across the lawn, and so forth. These are the anatomical structures
or neural circuits in the brain. Individual patterns merge into maps,
much as the haphazard patchwork in front of the school of liberal arts
contrasts with the very precise lines in front of the school of sciences
and the deeper cut grooves in front of the physical education complex.
The maps, or groups of patterns, are “linked” by means of paths
marked by students who frequent both the liberal arts departments and
the physical education complex. But these cross-campus links are not
really separate paths; they are parts of other patterns that students ha-
bitually use for a variety of reasons. In other words, these connecting
links are no longer anatomical but functional. No new wiring is in-
volved.

Now think of the different departments in this university as sense
modalities and think of the administration as the hippocampus, basal
ganghia, and cerebellum—the parts of the brain that conrrol sensorimo-
tor functions in response to survival needs. What happens next is the
selectional event that leads to basic perceptions: There is no one map
that “reads” the others, no university department that looks at the rest
from above to read the universal patchwork of patterns. Also, there is
no “hardwire” blueprint; students can move on any path. But natural
selection establishes some order in this potential chaos. It turns out that
the lawns are covered with patches of poison oak and potholes, parts
are exposed to howling winds, and here and there a snake slithers. The
students (like neurons) are entirely mindless, of course, but through a
kind of Darwinism only those survive, and only those paths are rein-
forced, that enhance the survival of the university as a whole. This re-
sults in the linking of certain departments with other departments under
given conditions, and so a limited number of possible perceptions de-
velop. The survival needs of the university encourage certain percep-
tions that are coordinated under recurring conditions into perceptual
scenes and categories. If, for instance, students going from the gym
(touch) to the chemistry lab (smell) must always reroute via the art
gallery (vision) because of a snake that takes its nap on the direct route,
a specific scene will emerge that might combine the shiny skin of the
snake showing through the high grass, the odor of the snake’s favorite
place, and perhaps a tactile recollection of pain.

In sum, if the mind—a neuronal selectional system adapted to the
survival of the organism in an environment—is an aspect of a biological
system, its contents and experiences must owe a great deal to the physi-
cal interaction with that environment. As a result, mental experiences
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often resonate with ecological conditions. The foods one eats, for exam-
ple, can profoundly influence one’s mental state, mood, concentration,
and sensory perception. Authors of works of fiction such as Like Water
for Chocolate may regard this as magical, but hospital dietitians and
ethnonutritionists do not. Climate, altitude, seasonal changes, and
many other physical features of the environment work with cultural
factors in shaping our mental life. In the case of magical experiences, in
which cultural factors are weakened, not strengthened, the naturalistic
basis of the mind must be scrutinized even more carefully.

SysTEMS, CULTURE, AND NATURE

Magic is both individual experience and cultural fact. The systemic the-
ories that link the human mind to its natural context also illuminate the
public and the functional aspects of magic. This can be seen in the work
of Gregory Bateson and Roy Rappaport, among others. Rappaport
traces his thinking to to general systems theory and defines a system as
a “collection of specified variables in which a change in the value or
state of any one will result in a change in the value or state of at least
one of the others” without regard to the nature of the components.”
These variables may be derived from cultural, biological, or inorganic
phenomena; the systemic nature of the relationship is independent of
such considerations.

The first feature of this nondeterministic cultural ecology is its sys-
temic quality. The second feature is its cybernetic, or self-regulating,
nature: “A regulating mechanism, control mechanism or homeostat is
one that maintains the values of one or more of the variables included
in a system within a range or ranges that defines the continued existence
of the system.”® In a closed ecological system, population size, for in-
stance, will vary with other elements such as overgrazing or frequency
of occurrence of the the sickle cell gene. If the population size becomes
too small, reproduction cannot be sustained; if it rises too quickly, natu-
ral resources become scarce and overexploited, resulting in hunger and
disease. This is a natural control mechanism of the system.

Cultural actions such as ritual slaying of pigs serve as a different
type of control mechanism within the ecological system. Among the
Maring whom Rappaport studied, pig populations must remain mini-
mal if the returns from cultivating them are not to start diminishing
rapidly. A well-controlled population of pigs is highly beneficial for the
domestic life of Maring: Pigs keep the residential areas free of garbage
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and human feces, speed up the development of secondary growth by
rooting among trees, and eliminate competition from relatively well-
established trees by feeding on seedlings and tubers around them. If the
pig population grows too large, however, the Maring must expend en-
ergy to keep them fed, thereby depriving themselves of needed re-
sources.” So the Maring ritual cycle regulates the number of pigs, just
as it controls other variables in the ecosystem, including human popula-
tion density, warfare, amount of land in production, women’s labor,
and length of fallow. The function of ritual, then, is not to symbolize
natural and economic forces but to coordinate participation in ecosys-
tems:

Religious rituals and the supernatural orders toward which they are
directed cannot be assumed a-priori to be mere epiphenomena. Ritual
may, and doubtless frequently does, do nothing more than validate
and intensify the relationships which bind the social unit to its envi-
ronment. But the interpretation of such presumably sapiens-specific
phenomena as religious ritual within a framework which will also ac-
commodate the behavior of other species shows, 1 think, that religious
rituals may do much more than symbolize, validate and intensify rela-
tionships. Indeed, it would not be improper to refer to the Tsembaga
and other entities with which they share their territory as a “ritually
regulated ccosystem,” and the Tsembaga and their human neighbors
as a “ritually regulated population.”

Members in such ecosystems are not necessarily aware of the sys-
temic effects of their actions, nor are they able accurately to measure
calories, protein levels, and other units of information that are critical
to the regulation of the system. What, then, is the conscious and explicit
information that passes through the “circuits™ of the cybernetic (self-
regulating) system? How is this information picked up by humans and
controlled in rituals?

According to Rappaport, rituals summarize in relatively simplitied
forms the quantitative information concerning such variables in a sub-
system as the level of pig populations and translate this information
into the simplest form of qualitative information. The simplest type of
qualitative information is binary: yes-no—yes, the rumbim must be up-
rooted; no, the women must not garden. This simple control mechanism
not only translates complex and fluctuating quantitative information to
simple decisiors; it also integrates numerous subsystems into a manage-
able single system in which the entire ecology can be regulated.
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Case 10.1
Rice Field Magic

One Perath account tells how the magician has a wood-knife
stuck into the earth and can tell from the incision whether culti-
vation will prosper or not. He covers the hole with a coconut-
shell full of rice-paste and fences it with sticks and brushwood.
Next he cuts down a little undergrowth round the spot. A day
or two later felling is begun. If the ceremonies were omitted,
the earth-spirit would send fever, snake-bites, accidents from
breaking branches or from premature fire.!!

System theorists claim that sacred rituals are themselves an element in
the regulation of the ecological environment. The symbolic information
they transmit forms a loop in the general flow of information across
different elements of the ecology. The stabbing of the field conveys in-
formation that is meaningful, in simple terms, to the magician, who
understands his limited region of the overall ecology. His ritual actions
and pronouncements therefore have an effect on the overall system,
though he is conscious of only a small aspect. His actions and their
consequences are perceived as magical precisely because only a small
fraction of the entire system in which his actions take place is perceived.
Douglas Hofstadter, in an altogether different context, put the matter
succintly: “Phenomena perceived to be magical are always the outcome
of complex patterns of nonmagical activities taking place at a level be-
low perception.” 1% A ritual act is magical, on the ecological view, when
it effectively transmits relevant ecological information in symbolic form
but without an awareness of the overall system. The necessity of the
Malaysian rite for avoiding snakebites and other dangers—its magical
potency—expresses the interlinking of elements in a global system in
which human actions have far-reaching, but not completely visible, im-
plications. It is a cultural way of expressing the fact that the system
extends across all boundaries, natural as well as human.
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Case 11.1

The Exorcism of Rajakumari

Near the middle of November 1993, a small group of Swedish
tourists was taken to the bank of the Ganges to watch an exor-
cism. They reached Assi Ghit at 7:30 in the evening and
strained in the dark to find the right spot. When they finally
located their goal, the exorcism was about to begin.

Rajakumari was the twenty-year-old daughter of Bhagan, a
weaver of the lowly Gaud caste, from the village of Rajatala.
She had been pregnant once but had suffered a miscarriage.
Now she was pregnant again and feared that her neighbor had
thrown a curse on her to abort yet another child. Ram Prasad,
the exorcist, laid out a wreath of marigold (genda) flowers in a
circle about eight feet from the edge of the Ganges. Then he
took three clay pots to the river. He filled one with water, the
second with water to which he added wine (dhar) and the third
with only wine. He arranged the pots between the circle and
the river and informed Rajakumari that these were being of-
fered to Ma Sakti (Durga). He put three lumps of camphor
inside the circle and lit them. Then he proceeded onto the clove
ritual, which was the main part of the exorcism.

M
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Ram Prasad told the girl to spread her palms and keep
them separate, then touched her head with the clove. He said,
“You are the Goddess of Religion (Dharma), I will not stay
here, I will not stay here, I will completely not stay here.” Then
he added, “I will tell you again, Mother of Religion, if she has
any problem in her stomach or a headache or anything else, it
will go out.” (At this point he was touching her stomach with
the clove.) Now, changing his voice to that of the goddess, he
said, “I am finishing everything, it is completely clear (as milk
of milk and water of water), you will be clear and pure like
milk.” Ram Prasad returned to his own voice and added that
Rajakumari should have a strong appetite now and would be
able to sleep well. *You will sleep like a horse,” he said.

Now Ram Prasad pulled the clove away from the girl’s
stomach, making a guttural grunt, like the sound of something
squeezing through a narrow passage. He said, “This sickness
will be gone, look 1 am taking out the witchcraft.” He added,
“Calo mata, you have come completely. I have a fish, so I will
put the clove inside the fish and throw it in the river, and the
fish will swim like a horse.” As he was repeating these words
over and again in a singsong chant, Ram Prasad tock the small
fish his patients had brought and shoved the clove into its
mouth. Then he released the fish into the river while repeating,
“I will never come (again), 1 will never come.” After the fish
was gone and Ram Prasad ended the ritual, he told the girl to
touch the river at the place where the p#ja (ritual offering to
the deity) had been done.

At his house later, Ram Prasad performed a pija and
chanted “It has gone completely” seven times. He offered wine
to Ma Sakti and then another necklace of genda lowers. Then
he put a divination rod on the floor and placed seven pieces of
camphor on it and lit them. He performed a pijd on behalf of
the girl on the divination rod. Later he asked the rod whether
the illness was completely out of the girl, and it indicated that
it was. Ma Sakti was present in the rod, according to Ram
Prasad, and said that the illness was completely out. So he
thanked the goddess. Finally he intoned, “We have done this
very fast; if we made a mistake please forgive us.”

The young Swedes had been told they would see an exorcism—the ex-
pulsion of a ghost or evil spirit—but they hardly knew what to expect.
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Some of what they saw, such as the healer threatening the ghost to leave
the body and enter the clove that he touched to the girl’s stomach, and
then the clove itself, loaded with the ghost, being forced down the
mouth of the fish and sent off into the vast river, made sense to them
in a basic way. These simple acts looked like the transfer of something
from one place to another and its permanent expulsion. The Swedes
could even understand the divination that took place after the exorcism,
in which the diviner asked the divining rod simple questions: Is the
ghost completely out? will the girl be well?, and the rod “responded”
by turning this way or that. Most magical events are as easy as that to
understand, like simple hand gestures in different countries.

But what is all the rest? The healer drew a circle marked with mari-
golds and placed three pots containing different items near the circle.
He lit camphor sticks, used a boat nail for the divining rod, and per-
formed a series of acts that looked suspiciously like the p#ija (worship)
ritual the Swedes had seen earlier that day in a temple. Which is the
magical act here, the simple transfer or the complex series of ritual acts?
This is a question that all visitors need to ask and even scholars should
consider carefully.

Freed and Freed recently published an immense study of ghosts in
Northern India.! Their work, and similar projects in other areas of the
world, draws on ethnography, medical anthropology, historical and tex-
tual analyses, psychology, and ecology to explain ghosts and exorcism.
But these formidable scholarly efforts are no longer interested in one
simple question that interests many lay readers: Where is the magic?
Like the intimidating outer trappings of British judicial proceedings—
hardly the substance of justice—magical events such as exorcism are
clothed in thick layers of cultural actions and meanings that have little
to do with magic. An observer who is interested in magic must learn to
separate one from the other or must perhaps use the extravagant to
decipher the essential.

With no discernable self-consciousness, Ram Prasad has mastered
ancient techniques assembled out of half-known and mostly improvised
traditions and ideas. He does not look like the pinnacle of a vast and
vibrant healing tradition, but to his patients he is. A former attendant
to the legendary Alain Daniélou—he displays sensuous photographs
taken by the master of himself as a naked young yogi—he was close to
eighty when I met him. Ram Prasad is a tiny man dressed inconspicu-
ously, like a rickshaw driver or boatman. He seems to have compressed
all his power into two huge brown eyes. They burn with with an odd
paradoxical intensity, powerful and whimsical at the same time. Here,
undoubtedly, is the source of his success as a healer, though the form
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of his rituals points elsewhere: to texts and oral traditions that a tray-
eler would have to pause for very long in order to digest. Some of the
traditions, beliefs, and social forces behind Ram Prasad’s healing are
summarized in this chapter in shocking abbreviation.?

BACKGROUND

India’s diverse religious scene today reveals an extraordinary fact about
its cultural history. As inteltectual and religious trends arose and sub-
sided, as foreign ideas arrived with invaders and traders, nothing was
ever discarded as unworthy. India is an immense civilization with a bot-
tomless basement full of old “stuff.” Perhaps a better metaphor was
coined by a professor who likened Indian cultural history to a lasagna
made up of numerous layers, with the juice of each penetrating all the
rest. The records of this history are more literary and mythological than
historical, and much of what we know is speculative, Still, we know
that these records date back to the end of the second millenium before
the common era, to a time when the Aryan pastoral and warrior tribes
came down from central Asia and began their conquest of the Indian
snubcontinent. The first cultural encounters with the indigenous popula-
tions took place immediately on the heels of military conquest and eco-
nomic dealings. The pattern for later cultural encounters in Indian his-
tory was sct at these earliest historic times. The Aryans brought a
nomadic, patriarchal religion dominated by heroic male deities such as
Indra and a complex fire ritual controlled by a class of specialists. The
invaders encountered several forms of local societies, ranging from ur-
ban centers to agricultural settlements to primitive tribes. The local
cults, if not entirely matriarchal, were often Earth-based and focused
on sacred sites, usually attended by women serving female gods along
with major male deities such as Rudra and Siva.

The oldest text that gives some evidence of this early encounter, the
Rg Veda, alludes to the militaristic qualities of the invading Aryans.
They were led by Agni, the fire god, who burned down the cities and
villages of his “enemies”—those who tried to slow down the southeast-
erly movement of the Aryans. Undoubtedly, the violent confrontation
resulted in Aryan physical domination of large areas in the Gangetic
plain. Many scholars believe that the enormously complex caste system
owes its origins to the invasions and resulted from the integration of
diverse populations. Others however, believe the system originated be-
fore the Aryans ever reached the subcontinent and had existed—at least
in a triadic fashion—among the Aryans for a long time.’
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If we compare the conquest by the Aryans of the indigenous Indian
populations with other historic encounters—for instance, the Israelites
in Canaan or the Muslim Arabs in North Africa—we discover a star-
tling fact: On a cultural level, the victors did not win, and the losers
hardly lost. The new civilization became an enormously complex patch-
work of localized cults in which Aryan and non-Aryan elements
blended in various proportions and manners. Outside the major Brah-
minical centers, which produced works on elaborate rituals and devel-
oped a legal and philosophical literature, the life of India’s vast agricul-
tural and tribal populations continued to focus on food, shelter, health,
and the relationship between the sexes. Just as they do today, women
set the tone in everyday religious activities, such as the home worship,
local pilgrimages, temple activities, and vows, although the major reli-
gious occasions remained the domain of male Brahmins. The dominant
gods in the pantheon after the mutual assimilation of autochthonous
and invading cultures—Siva, Visnu, Krisna, Durga, Kali—were no
longer the distant deities of the Aryan pantheon. Those older gods—
Indra, Varuna, Agni—did not become mere relics but were relegated to
a subsidiary role associated with specific rituals or limited social func-
tions. Even the great Brahminical texts on dharma or the righteous life
became colored with the local way of seeing things.

“Hinduism”—an imported concept coined by invading Muslims—
developed into a rich tapestry of distinct cultures embodying a few cen-
tral themes. Numerous cults and traditions existed side by side, perme-
ating each other on some levels and coexisting peacefully or antagonisti-
cally on other levels. Little was ever relegated to the dumping grounds
of old ideas and lifestyles, in the manner of Western civilizations. Two
major ideas, representing extreme contrasts in world outlook, have ex-
isted at the two ends of this complex. At one end was the Aryan Brah-
minical religion with its Vedic sacrifical cults, which later evolved into
abstract metaphysical speculations and otherworldly visions of salva-
tion. The great German sociologist Max Weber regarded this as the
normative mold of Hinduism and attributed to its “world-negating
ethos” the failure of India to develop economically and technologically
like the West.* But at the other end of the spectrum of religious life in
India—and no less influential—were the various local cults, especially
Tantric sects, accompanied by the worship of a multitude of local gods
and goddesses for the purpose of gaining wealth and success. Here the
vision of salvation was “innerworldly,” emphasizing as it did health and
prosperity and, on its more speculative levels, identifying the body of
the worshiper with the cosmic powers he would eventually harness.
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Obviously, for the Swedes who had just set foot in Banaras and for
the reader who is unfamiliar with Indian history, no brief and sweeping
generalization can convey the rich historic layering behind Ram Pra-
sad’s actions. Ram Prasad himself has reflected in only a very cursory
way on the history and philosphy of Hinduism. He has little patience
and less time for intellectual and speculative pursuits. His clients know
even less, and though most of them talk about the goddess and about
Tantra, they do so in the same way they talk about a distant relative
and the functioning of a rickshaw motor. Still, on a given conscious
level, the pija ritual Ram Prasad performs means something to the par-
ticipants and observers. If we are to separate the magical event from
the ritual context or identify the magical moment within the ritual act,
we must understand a few basic facts about the p#ja and about Tan-
trism, even if this takes us slightly beyond the conscious awareness of
the participants.

THE PUjA

Ram Prasad’s healing procedure, which varies from patient to patient,
takes on the form of a simple p#ja at several junctures.’ In the case of
Rajakumari, the young woman who had miscarried, three pijds puncru-
ated the evening: once at the river and twice later back at home. What
exactly is a p#ja, and why does Ram Prasad practice it so often?

The meaning of the term p##ja is unclear, but we know that the rite
has existed for a very long time. While the priests of the royal courts
practiced the vedic ritual sacrifices (yajfia), lesser priests and household-
ers worshiped their gods in the home or in small temples, at nearby
shrines such as rivers or sacred trees, or at work places. When un-
abridged, the rite can be quite elaborate and, for newcomers, difficult
to decipher. But if you think of the p@ja worship as the hospitality
extended by a householder to his honored guest, the ritual actions begin
to make sense.

The rite usually begins with an invitation for the god or goddess to
join the ceremony, and a “seat” is prepared. The god is then properly
greeted. Like any other honored guest in ancient times, the god has his
feet washed and is offered water for washing up and for drinking. Em-
bodied in the form of his icon, a god is often actually bathed in order
to cool down, though this is rarely done in the home, where the image
is usually only a picture, as is the case with Ram Prasad’s Durga. Fol-
lowing the bath the god is clothed and perfumed, then garlanded—in
Banaras, usually with marigolds (genda). Incense is lit for the guest’s
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olfactory pleasure, and, in one of the central acts, a burning lamp is
waved before the image, preferably tracing the shape (in Sanskrit) of
the sacred syllable om. Then foods are offered and placed before the
image of the god, and the worshipers bow in pranam before it. In the
final act, the god takes leave of his hosts, who are then free to eat the
remains of the food offerings (prasad).

Temple pizjds are usually more elaborate than those performed at
home, and the metaphor of the guest is best replaced with that of a
resident who must be awakened and attended by his servants. No cath-
olic standard sets the minimal requirements for a p#ja. This would have
been inconsistent with the inclusive and flexible nature of the Indian
imagination. However, there are universal standards of politeness and
humility before a divine presence as before any respectable figure. Shoes
must be left outside, and pranam bowing of the head and joining of the
palms are essential. But these hardly count as orthopraxy.

Ram Prasad’s home pijas are rudimentary. He invites the goddess
Durga with the invocation sounded out as a simple oral request, then
offers her water. He seldom fails to present her with flowers and in-
cludes them always among the items his patients are to bring. Ram
Prasad lights the incense sticks and performs the Gras7 with lit camphor
cubes. At the river he offers the goddess some wine, and at home he
often offers betel nut leaf, though he did not on the night he treated
Rajakumari. All three p#jas performed that November evening were
meant to invite the goddess to attend the healing ritual: once at the site
of the exorcism and twice at his house, including one rite where the
goddess was invited to enter the instrument of divination in which she
could prognosticate. All present understood these basic facts and ac-
cepted the goddess’s role in the healing procedure. But what is that role?
Does she heal anyone, or is she just a witness? According to our com-
mon understanding of magic, the mere appeal to a god to heal a patient
is not magical. The god may or may not respond, but the actions of the
magicians are then not intrinsically healing. Some “force” intrinsic to
the healing procedure must operate in a direct fashion in order for the
procedure to count as magical. What is this force, and, if it exists, why
is the goddess invited? In order to understand this problem, we need to
look briefly at the Tantric elements that pervade this ritual.

TANTRA

The term tantra, which literally means “loom” or doctrine in the sense
of woven ideas, is as old as India’s earliest recorded history.® In this
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loose and open sense it has always existed alongside the mainstream
beliefs and practices of Hinduism. Over the last ten or thirteen centuries
Tantra has congealed into a more cohesive body of texts and ritual
practices, which in many ways are distinct from the mainstream norms
of Hinduism. The word tanira pervades the religious life of Banaras in
both senses. In the strict sense many practitioners who identify them-
selves with Kashmiri Saivism or with the Aghori center at Baba Ki-
naram Mandir and similar institutions are Tantrists.” They study medi-
eval Tantric texts and follow Tantric practices, which can be
antinomian and often include polluted or forbidden substances such as
wine or meat and, in rare (and carefully concealed) instances, sexuality
and necromancy. In most cases, however, Tantric unorthodoxy mani-
fests itself in social service and communalism that flies in the face of
caste distinctions and other forms of social hierarchy.

To most Banarsis on the street, those who visit magicians, Tantra is
as vague and pervasive as Jesus is to most Americans. They use it in
order to connote mastery over complex ritual secrets that are intrisically
powerful, ancient, and dangerous in the wrong hands. There is a good
deal of truth in this common usage of the term; secrecy, transmission
by guru, and power are essential general features of the many Tantric
traditions, along with another quality many Banarsis acknowledge—
worldliness. The ritual practitioner applies his skills not only or even
mainly for the sake of spiritual liberation but for mundane reasons such
as as desire for wealth, financial success, and even the destruction of
enemies.

These are very general observations, of course, and they tell us little
about Tantric practices or the way Tantrism pervades mainstream
Hindu behavior. As noted, Tantra is not a single tradition or doctrine,
but a general term applied to numerous sects and traditions that share
several basic features:

* Unlike normative (dharma) Hinduism, which is dominated by
male deities such as Siva, Visnu, Krisna, or Ganesa, Tantra—es-
pecially in its Sakta forms—is dominated by a goddess. The
Sakta texts describe Parvati as she instructs her husband $iva on
the secrets of the universe. The energy or force of the goddess
(Sakti) produces, supports, and reabsorbs the cosmos in its end-
less cycles. Sakti pervades the world and inheres in the smallest
and most mundane forms. It may be tapped by those who are in-
itiated into the secrets of Tantra by a guru.
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* Many Hindus study under a teacher, a guru, but the Tantra aspi-
rant becomes initiated through the secret guidance of a guru.
Some of the healers | have met in Banaras refused to identity
their gurus until some trust had been built between us and they
knew their anonymity would be preserved.

¢ At the time of initiation the disciple receives a secret mantra,
and throughout his training he memorizes additonal mantras
that possess specific powers. A mantra, quite simply, is a verbal
formula consisting of a few letters, words, or sentences (see
Chapter 15). It may be nonsensical, or just a sound. The ancient
Vedas used mantras in the performance of great public rituals,
but mantras have come to pervade Hindu mysticism, as well as
popular practices, through the prestige of Tantra. Underlying the
pervasiveness of mantras is the recognition that the divine cos-
mic force that creates and sustains the world manifests itself as
sound or word. This became a very elaborate philosophical doc-
trine in Kashmiri Saivism, but all those who use mantras recog-
nize it on this simple yet powerful level.

* A slightly less pervasive idea, but one closely related to that of
mantra, is the visual representation of mantras in yantras and
mandalas. Tantric meditation frequently focuses on geometric
symbols of the cosmos, which correspond to basic mantras.
They are the visual equivalent of the auditory pattern of man-
tras, or, on a loftier level, the expression of the primordial cos-
mic power of sound as it manifests in space. Most Hindus never
use them 1n this capacity, of course, but on a far more rudimen-
tary level for the power contained within their form. For in-
stance, according to several people I have met, a scorpion bite
can be treated by drawing a five-point star yantra on the site of
the bite. Many Banarsis wear amulets (kavac, literally “shield”)
that contain a yantra drawn on a minute scroll. Others use yan-

tras or mandalas to represent a household god for the purpose
of worship.

* The concept of sakti—the all pervasive feminine cosmic force—
animates the bond between symbols and what they represent.
This extends even more forcefully to the human body, which cor-
responds to the cosmos on a variety of levels. The $akti in the
body is the breath (prana), and the manifestation of divine
power is the upward unfolding of the kundalini (coiled energy)
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along and through the cakras (planes) located in the “subtle
body” of the spine. The cosmic power of the goddess plays in
the body by means of this movement.

* The Tantra practitioner (sddhaka) does not necessarily strive for
a blissful escape from this world but secks a perfection of the ex-
traordinary powers inherent in all humans. Such perfection is
called siddbi, and it can be harnessed for worldly goals or for
the control of spirits and invisible forces toward either good or
evil ends. We shall look at siddhi in connection with another
practitioner—Ram Prasad never claimed to have acquired it.
Still, his healing is based on some of the most basic features of
Tantra, aside from the mere fact that he describes his work as
Tantric.

Ram Prasad heals with the powers of the goddess. He works at the
river bank, where he hosts the goddess or her sakzi in his own body,
though he does not become possessed like other healers. Unlike sha-
mans, who enter states of trance in order to diagnose or cure their pa-
tients, Ram Prasad does not depart his ordinary consciousness, but he
slips in and out of roles at will. When the goddess speaks through him,
his voice barely changes; it becomes singsongy and slightly more in-
tense. He then interrogates the ghost, who answers, again through Ram
Prasad, but this time in a grating gutteral speech that is hard to deci-
pher. All this is possible, Ram Prasad claims, because the Sakti of the
goddess pervades him at his request during the p#ja. Earlier he had
offered her wine—a Tantric substance—but he did not drink it himself
at any stage.

Ram Prasad kept the identity of his guru a secret and demanded
that I withhold that information in this account. He usually mumbles
the mantras he had been taught, or else he silently moves his lips as
many Tantrics do. He engages in a practice called phutna: While inhal-
ing, he mumbles or whispers the mantra, then blows that air on his
patient. The power of the mantra blends with the power of his breath
(prana permeated by feminine force), and this potent air is applied to
the patient, who may or may not breathe it in. Many Banaras healers
use the power of phutna in a variety of ways. They may, for instance,
blow this “mantric” air on the water contained in a bottle the patient
hiad brought from home. The “injected” liquid is taken home and drunk
as medicine.

Ram Prasad’s thriving—and free—practice represents the tip of an
imniense culture, and the few facts described here constitute only the
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most obvious features of his worldview. A cultural anthropologist, eth-
nographer, or Indologist could take apart Ram Prasad’s sessions into
the most minute details, then reassemble them as an elaborate symbolic
language. This has been done repeatedly and with increasing precision
for South American curanderos, Asian shamans, and African sorcerers.
But where exactly is the magic in all of this? Is it the Tantric esoteric
knowledge with its mantras and $ak#i? Or is it the unfailing invitation
extended during the p#ja? Is magic a specific form of cultural behavior,
a cosmology and a ritual in scientific jargon? If this is the case, then the
magic of Ram Prasad shares nothing with the magic of a Bedouin healer
except insofar as all ritual language uses the body as its symbolic instru-
ment.

All known acts of magic are cloaked in cultural terms. “Pure” magic,
like pure consciousness, is an armchair abstraction. The reality of living
magic is messy and complex. One never knows exactly what partici-
pants know and which associations tie their knowledge to other, half-
remembered, facts. So the distinctions between magical and cultural fact
are always blurred in practice. But perhaps this point is moot. I have
already shown in Chapter 8 that magical experience has to combine
perceptual events with a meaningful form of communication. Symbols
embedded in the magical objects resonate between perception and un-
derstanding like the two ends of one string. We see this in Ram Prasad’s
idiosyncratic—yet comprehensible-—perfomance. The meaningful narra-
tive of ghost expulsion, one that most Banarsis understand intuitively
as an element of their culture, must be played out in excessively con-
crete and sensory forms. The narrative and the sensory participation,
like script and performance, are both essential for a magical resonance.
In the play acted that November evening, Ram Prasad became the stage,
or at least the “sound system” for all the characters. As the ghost spoke
through his chortling throat, Ram Prasad was touching Rajakumari.
First he touched her head, then her stomach, both times using the clove
to make contact. He touched her firmly enough in the stomach to make
the clove disappear. Then, as the goddess, he glowered menacingly over
the crouching girl, but suddenly his voice changed into an easy sing-
song. As the ghost departed from the stomach into the clove, Ram Pra-
sad provided the sound effect, using the throaty, suffocated voice of one
going through a narrow passage. Then he stuffed the loaded clove into
the fish, which he released into the river.

Rajakumari and her relatives were spellbound by the play. Their
mental participation was absolute, equaling perhaps the experience of
audiences who first saw Alfred Hitchcock’s “The Birds.” They all felt
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the hands of the healer on the body of the young woman. They heard
the goddess and the ghost; they saw, then heard, the ghost squeeze out
of the stomach and end up in the fish. When a boy, who happened to
come along just then, bent down to pick up the fish in the shallow
water, they all yelled at him to release it. Their minds—imagination,
thoughts, memories—were prepared by the ritnal and by what they
knew about Tantra, pi#jd, Durga, and the rest. Lacking such knowledge
while observing Ram Prasad’s play, the Swedes could only reduce the
magic to a pantomime of some abstract formula—expulsion. But more
was happening in other places. The senses of the participants were
sharpened by the dark riverbank, the lapping of the great river, the
creaking of the nearby boats, the feverish play of Ram Prasad illumi-
nated in the flickering flames of the camphor, his touch. The family was
made to participate in the expulsion of this ghost, at this time, with
their whole beings. The cultural historian who ignores this contingent
pole of the resonance loses something as essential as what the Swedes
missed. The symbolic narrative of magical events is animated in the
consciousness of participants only when the senses are engaged in a
special way. This is why a learned Indologist merely reading an account
of this affair might deny that anything extraordinary has taken place.
Take away the living participation, and what’s left is a distant report of
magic.

NOTES
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duism. A brief introduction, “Tantrism,” was written by Andre Padoux for The
Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. M. Eliade (New York: Macmillan, 1987). See also
N. N. Bhattacharya, History of the Tantric Religion (New Delhi: Manohar,
1982); Sanjukta Gupta, Dirk Jan Hoens, and Teun Goudrian, Hindu Tantrism
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of Kashmir Shaivism. (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1987).
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Miraculous Powers and
False Advertising
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Case 12.1
The Magical Rings

The Banaras court is a rambling, blood-colored building inside
a four-acre compound. The area is dominated by huge banyan
and neem trees under which hundreds of attorneys conduct the
business of law. But other businesses are also licensed-—at exor-
bitant rates—to operate there: Dentists (fifteen rupees per false
tooth), eye doctors, Ayurvedic pharmacies, astrologers (nearly
as many as lawers), and magicians. Among the latter, two
brothers—this was only their stage relationship—had ‘the audi-
ence spellbound one day in January. Surrounded by a very large
group of mostly male spectators, the older man “hypnotized”
his younger brother, who was lying on the ground. When a
trance finally descended on the convulsing body, the older
brother covered him with a hrown sheet and placed a magical
ring on the linen between his legs. This activated the sleeper,
who suddenly broke into rapid chatter. His elder brother had
to cover his mouth to stop the word flow, and then he began

154
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asking the younger man questions: What is the name of this
man, what is the woman wearing who is now entering the
courthouse, what is the file number for this man’s case, and
other similar questions. The young performer got it all correct.
He identified the serial number on a one-hundred-rupee note,
stated a few watch brand names, warned people of their ene-
mies, and told them how to win their disputes. He made no
errors and worked very rapidly. His older brother also kept a
steady stream of chatter, paraphrasing the other or arguing
with him, praising the wonderful ring that had made this possi-
ble, encouraging members of the audience to participate. The
information was obtained by the older brother, who would ap-
proach a member of the crowd and ask him to whisper in his
ear. The prostrate brother would then, or shortly after, repeat
the information. As far as I could tell, they used a brilliantly
simple, yet subtle, verbal cue system to communicate the infor-
mation. For instance, if a man whispered to the older brother
the name of his wife, Devi, then the next three words spoken
(rapidly, distractedly) were “dekho vi ye” which is an ungram-
matical way of saying “look at this.” Phonetically, however, it
provided an easy clue for Devi. Other bits of information were
conveyed by other ways, and there may have been some sharp
guesses, too.

The spectators were mostly villagers or low-caste people
who found themselves at the courthouse on that day. None
seemed to have too much cash, and the brothers did not de-
mand money for the “show.” Indeed, it was no show at all, but
a demonstration of “Tantric” power—like the vendors in
county fairs touting a wonderful electric bread knife. Here it
was the powerful ring. Nearly half the audience, dozens of
men, shelled out ten and twenty rupees to buy an exact dupli-
cate of the powerful ring. The magician had proved that the
rings were all equally effective by periodically replacing the ring
on the brown sheet covering the prostrate partner. He claimed
breathlessly that a husband-wife pair of rings would ensure full
mental communication—no more secrets. These sold briskly.’

Some may explain magic in terms of the gullibility, ignorance, or infan-
tile neuroses of its participants. But under the right circumstances, any-
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one is capable of experiencing a magical event, regardless of one’s so-
phistication and maturity. In many cultures this experience is pervasive,
and nowhere is it entirely absent. Like love and depth perception, it is
the product of the natural mind. But for a variety of reasons, the topic
of magic has become dominated by speculation about supernatural cau-
sality and miraculous achievements and, following closely on the heels
of these, mischiefmakers and scroundrels. This chapter sorts out a few
of the “occultist” topics, especially in relation to Banaras.

Some magicians in Banaras boast about miraculous acts they have
performed or cures they have effected. One astrologer claimed to have
saved a man’s life with a timely warning; another healer brought a
snake-bitten woman back from the dead. The magician’s need to adver-
tise locally, matched sometimes by a desire to impress a foreign scholar,
is understandable. Miraculous claims therefore accompany magical
practice as a matter of course. Furthermore, as we commonly under-
stand and define magic, it goes hand in hand with the paranormal by
its very nature. Both John Middleton and Webster’s New Collegiate
Dictionary define magic as an act or belief based on supernatural cau-
sality. A magical rite is judged effective by supernatural standards—
whether it can leap across the gap that separates the ordinary from
the fantastic. A miracle, in contrast, is an extremely unusual event that
contradicts the normal course of nature. A successful magician, conse-
quently, is the one who can either demonstrate or effectively advertise
miraculous accomplishments. The simplest reason for associating magic
with miracles is not truly intrinsic to either, but it is predictable. It is
simple public relations based on sound business thinking. But like all
overzealous advertising, it of course carries risks.

g g 2

Case 12.2
The Ojbaini Who Could Not Revive the Dead

In a small city in the state of Bihar lives a fifty-year-old ojbaini
named Kishor Ganj Irgutali. She has enjoyed a strong reputa-
tion, which she nurtured with exaggerated reports about her
powers. This helped her business of healing assorted ailments
and exorcising ghosts. One day a restive crowd assembled in
front of her house and shouted for her to come out. A young
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boy had died three days earlier, and his family was convinced
that the ojbaini could bring him back to life. The calls were
persistent and excited, so Kishor went outside. Pressured, then
threatened, by the men to revive the boy, Kishor had to admit
that she could not, that she had made up some of those stories
about her powers. That only made the crowd angrier, and some
began accusing her of causing the boy’s death. The woman now
felt she had no choice and agreed to try. A large procession
followed her to the cemetery to exhume the boy. As the mob
closed around her, the woman bent over the dead body and
fainted.

She remained lying near the boy, and no one touched her.
Everyone thought she had gone into a trance with the power of
her mantras as part of the magical procedure. After some tine,
four policemen arrived and helped Kishor to her feet. They
picked up the dead boy and carried him to the station along
with the stunned ojbaini, followed by the angry relatives. State-
ments were collected, and tempers were cooled down. The po-
lice accepted Kishor’s story that she had claimed she could re-
vive the boy only to save her own life. She now also insisted
that she herself needed medical attention, and under police
guard she was admitted to the hospital. The boy was taken
back for burial, also under police supervision, because the
crowd began spreading word that for some reason the police
did not want the boy revived. Kishor’s life will probably con-
tinue to be in danger for far longer than the police could supply
her with protection.?

Reputations for miracle working are not always self-propelled. They are
often built on rumors spun by enemies, though seldom by detractors. A
powerful enemy serves the practitioner very well as a way of rationaliz-
ing failure and explaining the persistence of certain nagging problems.
Once obtained, a successful reputation continues to impress those who
seek magical practitioners, even in the face of simple evidence to the
contrary. Kishor’s enenies chose to suspect her motives rather than dis-
count her powers, despite her own confession. A Western reader who
might quickly judge this behavior as ignorant superstition should reflect
on the blind faith engendered by effective advertising in the West. How
often is the appeal of a particular car model, brand of pop drink, or
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antacid based on direct factual information? If the boy’s family mem-
bers believed that he could be revived, they still thought this to be an
unusual possibility and were motivated by profound grief. They never
thought that Kishor herself possessed the power to revive the dead but
believed that she had mastered a very effective method. Mantras or
spells are impersonal forces and may be effective regardless of a god’s
will or the charisma of a magician. This sets magic apart from the reli-
gious rituals of the temple priest or the astonishing powers of experi-
enced yogis.

One Hatha yogi I met, Rakesh, is able to stop his pulse, drag a car
with a rope tied to his hair, walk barefoot on burning coals, and per-
form other impressive feats. Rakesh has attained mastery over a large
number of nonvoluntary bodily systems. He claims—this I have not wit-
nessed—that he can accelerate or retard the growth of his fingernails.
Still, none of his displays shatters the safe boundary between mind and
matter. They merely show that the effect of the will can extend beyond
our usual expectations. In contrast to such demonstrations, a few re-
ports recorded by Alexandra David-Neel that have never been properly
verified make far loftier claims on behalf of Tibetan lamas.

g9 g 49

Case 12.3

Weightlessness

The student sits cross-legged on a large and thick cushion. He
inhales slowly and for a long time, just as if he wanted to fill
his body with air. Then, holding his breath, he jumps up with
legs crossed and without using his hands and falls back on his
cushion, still remaining in the same position. He repeats that
exercise a number of times during each period of practice.
Some lamas succeed in jumping very high that way. Some
women train themselves in the same manner.

As one can easily belicve, the object of this exercise is not
acrobatic jumping. According to Tibetans, the bodies of those
who drill themselves for years by that method become exceed-
ingly light, nearly without weight. These men, they say, are able
to sit on an ear of barley without bending its stalk or to stand
on the top of a heap of grain without displacing any of it.”?
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David-Neel’s report differs dramatically from Rakesh’s verified perfor-
mances. While Rakesh stretches the bounds of our current physiological
and medical models, he never seems to violate any basic law of physics.
The lamas in Neel’s secondhand reports reduce their body weights be-
yond any value tolerated by the known laws of mass. They contradict
every physical explanation we could even imagine! No independent sci-
entific observation, as far as I know, has ever confirmed these astound-
ing claims.

But the recorded feats of yogis are hardly trivial. Some yogis dem-
onstrate an astonishing mastery of the mind over the body. By con-
sciously controlling a wide range of apparently nonvoluntary functions,
they realign the commonsensical boundary between mind and body.
This seems miraculous, but so do the discipline and perseverance neces-
sary for attaining such mastery. In fact, yoga is neither miraculous nor
magical, though it demands that we extend the limits of natural human
potential far beyond the commonplace. If, after watching some of his
training, you see a yogi submerge himself under water for thirty min-
utes, you may regard the feat as astounding but not miraculous. If a
magician, untrained in breath control, were to claim that he could du-
plicate this feat through the power of a secret mantra, he would be
staking a claim on the miraculous. Magicians are not extraordinary ath-
letes. They possess a method or knowledge that brings about the types
of result that some clients regard as miraculous. And unlike the hapless
Kishor, a few have withstood the ongoing scrutiny of clients and enjoy
a widespread reputation.

How can one explain powers and results judged by so many Ba-
narsis to be astounding? Are there natural explanations for occult
claims? Unfortunately, we find no relief in simple explanations. Varia-
tions in time and space concepts, nonverbal communication, effective
information sources (“spies”), and numerous additional factors must be
considered. And if the miraculous can still survive our skepticism, per-
haps all the facts are not yet in.
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Case 124
Sambho Under Water

Sambho, a Banarsi boatman who likes to drink, enjoys a grand
reputation that is backed up even by the Banaras police. Sam-
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bho, everyone says, can stay under water for as long as one
hour. He can do this on demand, with no preparation and us-
ing a secret mantra known only to himself. This is no small
claim: It matches in extravagance the best of the yogis, and
those men have undergone years of rigorous training. But Sam-
bho 1s the man the police summon when someone disappears
and interrogation reveals his whereabouts at the bottom of a
deep well or the Ganges, with a rock tied to his neck. There is
a direct correlation between Sambho’s heavy drinking and the
police work he is given. He is simply unable to stay sober for
long after diving into a deep well and tying the police rope
around the waist of a decomposing body.

I spent a great deal of time rowing with Sambho and de-
cided one day to test his powers. It was a hot day, and he gladly
agreed to plunge after a small red object thrown off our boat
in the middle of the Ganges. The murky water made it hard to
find, so Sambho had to surface three times before coming up
with it. The longest stretch under water was forty-five seconds.
During our conversation later, T asked Sambho how long he
thought he had staved under and he said fifteen or twenty min-
utes. I asked him how wide he thought the Ganges was at that
point—directly across from Assi Ghat it is about eight hundred
meters—and he said four or five kilometers. My guide, Omji,
who was in the boat with us, agreed with both of Sambho’s
estimates. He smiled with pleasure at the boatman’s success.

No Western reader would think of a forty-five-second dive as a super-
natural event. Even twice as long under water is commonplace. So how
is Sambho’s exuberance to be explained? Unfortunately, several factors
complicate any simple explanation. He lives in a culture of water-shy
bathers. Accepted reasons for entering the sacred water of the Ganges
for Hindus are limited to ritual purification and cleansing. Most Ba-
narsis, including Omji, do not engage in recreational bathing—they can-
not swim at all—and seldom watch the few swimmers in the river dive
underwater. The Ganges, of course, is not a swimming pool but a river
of death—a crossing to the Other Side. Cremared and uncremated
corpses are thrown into the water for their final liberation. Sambho’s
reputation in such a place feeds as much on his fearlessness as on his
miraculous lungs. The hyperbole surrounding him may simply reflect a
complex attitude toward the river.
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On another level of explanation, I observed that Sambho and Omji
possess a different sense of duration (and space) than most watch-
wearing, schedule-bound, urban Westerners. Duration is the subjective
perception of time that all humans experience independent of the
clockmaker’s chronology of yesterday-today-tomorrow following each
other like a row of marching soldiers.* It is a flexible and capricious
sense of interlocking mental states, sometimes sequential, sometimes
merging in varying combinations and speeds, even changing direction.
Duration is influenced by factors such as environment, climate, diet,
mood, age, technology, and the role of cultural ideas, such as religion
and mythology, in everyday life. Most people over the age of thirty have
noticed the accelerating quality of their subjective duration: Every year
passes by more quickly than the previous one. Similarly, vacations,
school years, and other scheduled events seem to begin at a leisurely
pace, only to accelerate toward the end. Under experimental conditions,
blindfolded passengers in fast-moving vehicles have experienced time as
passing much more quickly than those who have traveled for the same
length of time in slow-moving cars. Numerous physiological and psy-
chological theories explain such puzzling facts with hypotheses ranging
from varying metabolic rates to simple boredom. But the basic fact re-
mains: Duration and time are different. It should not surprise us, then,
that Banaras duration differs from our own and that both Omji and
Sambho may have experienced forty-five seconds as we might experi-
ence a longer duration. This means, of course, that time flows much
more slowly for them than it does for us. Without precise psychological
testing, we cannot be sure of the exact state of affairs. It may simply be
that, free of the need to wear watches, many in Banaras simply do not
share our meaning of the terms “twenty minutes” or “forty-five sec-
onds.” In this case, the entire matter collapses on linguistic grounds.

Measurement in space also varies individually and culturally. It may
be influenced by ecological factors: Forest dwellers are accustomed to
vertical scales and would have problems recognizing depth cues in wide
open spaces.® City residents judge distance on the basis of receding geo-
metrical shapes, while farmers do not. Technologically advanced socie-
ties deprive individuals of the natural cues for measuring distance, and
other factors play additional roles. Since the perception of space and
time are closely related in most contexts, Sambho’s exaggeration of one
was perhaps bound to be reflected in the other.

This complex, though incomplete, picture serves a warning that we
must be very careful in evaluating extraordinary claims made in other
cultures and comparing them with measured performance. Pride in such
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achievements may be due to elusive factors that are only implicitly em-
bedded in the situation. We must be sure that we compare apples with
apples and that we take into account as many factors as possible.

A subtler variation in time perception grows out of the narrative
structure we give to events around us. In Chapter 8 I cited the work of
psychologists on the social construction of the self and of philosophers
on the complex structure of the stream of consciousness. The sense of
self and the narrative that constitutes our perception of a meaningful
sequence of events depend, according to writers such as Dennett, on
endless splicing, editing, and revising of conscious experience. Our sense
of time, the nature of memory, even the perception of cause and effect
are in fact grossly oversimplified by cultural ideas and by a simple econ-
omy of effort. The true picture of the stream of consciousness is more
closely akin to reading Joyce than Hemingway. Bur we are seldom
aware of simplifying raw experience into a simple narrative. If we see a
bird alight from a tree, followed immediately by a gun shot, we are
likely to reverse the order of events in our minds and assume that the
bird was startled by the blast. This quick and intuitive process takes
place repeatedly during the day, most of the time without our being
aware of it. Defense lawers in criminal trials feast on the distortions
that presuppositions bring into our perceptions. Magicians, like conjur-
ers, are also aware of the distorting effects of mind over the senses and
either consciously manipulate or indirectly benefit by them. This is illus-
trated in the following case.
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Case 125

A Tantric Magician Gathers Information

A prosperous-looking woman came to see the Tantric baba
who works near Naya Chowk. She was wearing a light blue
sari and a richly embroidered woolen shawl around her shoul-
ders. It was clear that she was not a widow, but something was
distinctly bothering her. After four or five patients had been
treated, she began to describe her problem. Suddenly, in the
middle of her second sentence, Babaji turned away to a man
sitting on his other side. The woman had only enough time to
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mention some nagging health problem of recent origin. She al-
lowed her speech to trail without embarrassment or anger, then
began to listen to the other man, as did most of the other peo-
ple in the room. Meanwhile, two of the earlier patients were
having a loud discussion with Babaji’s assistant, who was pre-
paring remedies. The fee was too high for what they felt they
were getting, and they let him know. The small room echoed
noisily with three simultaneous conversations. Then, just as
suddenly, Babaji turned back to the woman and scolded her for
not speaking. She began where she thought she had left off,
and this time, after one or two sentences, Babaji said: “I know
what your problems are. You are losing money in your business
and having troubles at home. Recently you moved into a house
which you bought unfairly. That house was built over the ruins
of an old temple. That is the source of your problems. Bring
me some dirt from under the house and I will tell you what to
do.” None of the patients in the room seemed stunned by the
precision of this information, even as the woman nodded her
assent. In fact, Babaji never paused after his diagnosis and
swiftly turned to another patient, and another. His work was
an ongoing collage of free-flowing information fed to him in
halting bits, interrupted by his constantly swerving attention. It
is very difficult for anyone who is not as focused as the per-
fected Tantric to keep track of who said what and when this
was said. The Tantric, deep in concentration after repeating his
mantra two or three thousand times before the session, has no
such difficulty. By the time he made his diagnosis to the middle-
aged woman, he had collected enough information to assemble
a reasonable diagnosis. In the narrative formed by the minds of
the witnesses, the conjecture preceded the woman’s account. It
was a successful divination. Of course, the ruined temple could
be verified, but it is unlikely that anyone would find cause to
try.

It is easy to see how flexible narratives can determine the interpretation
of a situation. Magicians also rely on other factors such as unverifiable
accounts, nonverbal reactions expressed as the practitioner is making
his diagnosis, experience, and a sharp intuition for the lives and man-
ners of his customers. During another session, for instance, two young
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men entered the room, which was very crowded. Babaji took one look
at them and invited them to sit at the front. They both lowered their
eyes uncomfortably. Then he said, “You came to test me, didn’t you?
You do not have any problem, I can see this right away, but you want
to check out my powers.” The young tnan sitting nearest the Tantric
smiled wildly, as though in fear. The other one began to tremble. Babaji
looked around the room at the other patients, who were studying the
two men in amazement. Then he smiled and told them to get up and
leave, and he added, “Take the third man who is waiting for you in the
alley.” He had read their faces, their clothes, their gestures of respect,
which were staged carelessly—or perhaps too carefully—and they were
an open book to him. But to the many patients and customers sitting in
the room at the time, Babaji had seen directly into them. But this is
saying the same thing.

Some cases of miraculous powers or achievements are impossible to
examine because they depend onm secondhand sources. Entire reputa-
tions are built on this fact, and it matters little how sincere the infor-
mants are. The following is a case in point.
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Case 12.6

Omji’s Father

When Omji was about eighteen years old, he watched his father
perform one of his divination feats. A nearby family had a son
who, as a teenager, contracted smallpox and became critically
ill. One day he lost consciousness, and his parents, believing he
had died, put him in a casket and threw it in the river. Some
holy men were passing downstream and spotted the box float-
ing by. They fished it out and found the boy, who was not quite
dead. Back at the ashram the boy rcgained his health under the
nursing of the holy men. He decided to stay and joined the
ashram several years later.

One day a number of astrologers gathered in the parents’
town for a festival. The parents had by now recovered from the
devastation of losing their son but decided to test several of
the astrologers on the whereabouts of the boy. The astrologers
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consulted their charts and gave vague answers—understand-
ably, under the circumstances. Omyji’s father did not use an as-
trological chart. He had a ten-year-od girl with him, on whose
paim he had drawn a complex yanira diagram. He asked the
girl questions based on the diagram, and she gave answers,
which he passed on to the parents. In such a manner he in-
formed these people that their son was alive and living in an
ashram, which he then described. A few weeks later the boy
was found and rejoined his family. ©

Sociologists and psychologists do not care whether such a story is
literally true. Only occultists and researchers of psychic phenomena
(PSI) would investigate the facts of such accounts and claims. Banarsis
take the truthfulness of these stories for granted, as long as the moral
character of the narrator and the magician matches their achieve-
ments.

But why should we be interested in apparent paranormal events?
Are they unverifiable curiosities, or do they teach us something valuable
about the culture in which they happen? True or false, miraculous
claims are taken by many residents of Banaras without the fanfare we
have come to associate with the supernatural. They are not common-
place, but they are not “super” “natural” either—merely exceptional.
Here is the lesson, then: A cuiture that does not insistently separate the
mind from the body takes such achievements as possible i principle.
Banarsis regard both body and mind as part of a “field”—an ancient
concept that resembles system thinking. Without a Descartes in their
intellectual baggage, Banarsis find n¢ conceptual obstacle blocking the
flow of information from body to mind and back or from both to the
environment. Of course, the laws of physics, as we know them, are not
suspended in India. But intuition, imagination, and empathy often ex-
tend far beyond the limits we have imposed on them in the West.

ConNscrous DECEPTION

Some magicians engage in conscious fraud. They may practice conjurer
tricks, collect information from third sources, or simply lie. The Tantric
wholesaler at Hari§candra Ghat does all three, according to the circum-
stances. One afternoon a couple arrived to treat the husband, who was
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suffering from headaches and sleeplessness. The woman spoke for her
husband while he sat next to her pretending to be elsewhere. Prasad,
the Tantric, noticed this, of course, and confronted the man about his
skepticism. The man responded defensively: “You’re just a man; why
should I expect you to help me?” Prasad answered: “Yes, I am just a
man, but with the power of the goddess I can do anything. Here, look
at this.” He produced a piece of rope about fifteen inches long and cut
it in half. Then, directly in front of the couple he slid the rope through
the palm of his hand, and it was whole again. They were impressed; the
woman in fact was stunned.

The rope trick is an elementary conjurer’s device, and Prasad did
not perform it very well.” The short piece he had cut slipped out of his
hand and fell in his lap, but the couple failed to spot this. I asked Pra-
sad later why he uses jada (sleight of hand) on his patients, and he did
not deny it. He said he sometimes needs to build up faith in the power
of the goddess to convince patients that they can heal. He does nor take
money for these services (though modest gifts are accepted), and noth-
ing about his person suggests either wealth or immodesty. His deception
is less about self-aggrandizement or profit than enhancing trust. It is a
case of manipulaing the mind of the patient to remove mental barriers.
This goal may be contrasted with many notorious cases of fraud in the
West—for profit.

The most successful recent claim for the control of paranormal
powers, one that swayed notable scientists (David Bohm, too, alas), was
made by the magnificent trickster Uri Geller. Geller was a young Israeli
conjurer who honed a number of standard routines but boasted that he
was truly psychic. He was able to bend spoons, keys, and other metal
objects, apparently without touching them. He could also project his
own thoughts onto others, copy drawings he had not seen, drive cars
while blindfolded, and perform other feats.® Geller came to the United
States in 1972, having been exposed by Israeli scientists as a fraud. He
was invited to the Stanford Research Institute (SRI) by Hal Puthoff and
Russel Targ, who were studying paranormal phenomena there. In his
autobiography, published a few years later, Geller professed fear of the
“cold” and “threatening” laboratory, but he still succeeded in spinning
his web around the two researchers. Describing one of the experiments,
Geller feigned astonishment at the inexplicable power he possessed:
“When they asked me ro concentrate on a magnetometer, which tells
how strong a magnetic field is, I was as surprised as anyone when the
needle moved sharply without my having touched the instrument at all.
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I concentrated very hard, though, to do it. They told me this was scien-
tifically impossible, but I was able to do it every time they asked. They
said my concentration was apparently able to produce a magnetic field
that would register on the instrument.”® The scientists were enormously
impressed, and in their imagination the philosophical barriers between
body and mind came tumbling down.'® They recorded the experi-
ments—the larger percent of which failed, incidentally—for future
showing.

From the start of his American career, Geller was closely followed
by James Randi. Randi was a successful conjurer with an unusual
hobby: tracking down and investigating claims to paranormal powers.
His trained conjurer’s eye and unfailing skepticism allowed him to un-
cover Geller’s game quickly. He managed to obtain a copy of the SRI
film and, by his own account, nearly fell off his chair with laughter as
he watched the “psychic” duping the scientists: “Geller is shown wav-
ing his hands about over a simple compass. We are solemnly assured
that his hands have been carefully examined with a probe to be sure he
has no magnets concealed. Nonetheless, the compass needle deflects!
But it moves, not in rhythm with his hand movements, but in time with
his head, and only when his head approaches the device! Open wide,
Uri. What’s this magnet doing in your mouth?” !!

Randi’s book was the definitive exposure of the young Israeli magi-
cian who claimed to be the real thing. All of Geller’s “powers” were
explained and convincingly duplicated by this conjurer whose starting
position was a profound skepticism about any paranormal phenomena.
Why did Geller cross the line between stage magic and psychic claims?
The answer is simple: money. The wealth bestowed on a successful per-
former of miracles far exceeds the earnings of a competent conjurer.
Geller’s notoriety, spread by a few easily conned scientists, rewarded
him with great wealth. But why do intelligent adults and millions
around the world accept such exceptional boasts? Incidentally, Randi
and other conjurers state that in their experience, better-educated and
highly intelligent adults are easier to fool than simpletons. This may be
due to the fact that they see with their mind’s eye more habitually. They
are easily conned by Geller’s misdirections and verbal deceptions, which
lay the ground for the quick sleight of hand.

Fraud is a familiar topic in the anthropological literature on magic
and shamanism. Among the most interesting cases is the one retold by
Levi-Strauss from Franz Boas about a young shaman in the Pacific
Northwest.
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Case 12.7

The Fraudulent Shaman

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. . . . Driven by curiosity about their
tricks and by the desire to expose them, he began to associate
with the shamans until one of them offered to make him a
member of their group. Quesalid did not wait to be asked
twice, and his narrative recounts the details of his first lessons,
a curious mixture of pantomime, prestidigitation, and empirical
knowledge, including the art of simulating fainting and nervous
fits, the learning of sacred songs, the technique for inducing
vomiting, rather precise notions of auscultation and obstetrics,
and the use of “dreamers,” that is, spies who listen to private
conversations and secretly convey to the shaman bits of infor-
mation concerning 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 Northwest Coast: The shaman
hides a little tuft of down in 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
presents it to his patient and the onlookers as the pathological
foreign body extracted as a result of his sucking and manipula-
tions.’?

At the end of Levi-Strauss’s account, Quesalid came to recognize that,
despite the fraudulent nature of shamanic healing, it is still magical and
effective. And so he continued to practice his healing. This ending may
reflect the French scholar’s conviction that, from the shaman’s point of
view, magical power is identified with effectiveness, which does not de-
pend on honesty or even purity of intention. Magical acts, Levi-Strauss
argued, are human acts that “present the same necessity to those per-
forming them as the sequence of natural causes, in which the agent
believes himself simply to be inserting supplementary links through his
rites.” '* The precision and the believability of the “fraud™ manifest the
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natural laws that makes such rites magical. A well-executed sleight of
hand is magical. Of course, Levi-Strauss’s interpretation must be taken
in the wider context of his understanding of nature and culture.

Most practitioners of magic in Banaras make no claims whatsoever
in their own behalf. They merely possess the tools to help people who
come to them for help. The terms for “supernatural” and “paranormal”
do not even exist in the Hindi they use. The most that one may say in
touting their abilities is that they possess “power” (Sakti), and this too
is due to the power of a god, a goddess, or a mantra.'* Although such
a power may become manifest through achievements a Westerner
would term paranormal, Indians are equally impressed by other mani-
festations of this power. For instance, a healer who manifests the power
of a mantra or goddess through his love of patients—regardless of caste,
status, or appearance—is equally impressive in their eyes. We shall see
later how the Kajjal Baba enjoys an astounding reputation for healing
with love, with the force of an empathy extended to all who come for
cure. Perhaps we should conclude by setting aside our obsessive interest
with the paranormal and appreciate the near-miraculous effectiveness
of empathy to initiate a process of self-healing.

If one regards magic as Frazer did, it must usually be judged as
false. If magic is a rite or a belief that, with the help of supernatural
causality, one can control forces of nature and spirits, then the investi-
gation of paranormal phenomena bodes ill for believers. But when the
focus of research shifts to the “magical consciousness”—to the experi-
ence of magical interrelatedness—then the question of miracles becomes
irrelevant. The effectiveness of a magical rite is measured not by objec-
tive standards of success but by the quality of the experience engen-
dered. This is an extraordinary experience, to be sure, but it is alto-
gether natural.
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Ghosts And People with
No Boundaries

The road from Banaras to the village of Asapur, where Ramjanam exor-
cises ghosts from Hindu and Muslim patients, passes through lush
farmland. As one looks out of the three-wheeled rickshaw, field follows
field in glistening succession of mustard plants. Every now and then the
yellow sea breaks up into islands of recently planted wheat fields, green
stalks streaking against the rich brown soil. The fields are neatly divided
by markers and by raised earthen boundaries. The rickshaw passes sev-
eral banyan trees along the road, every large one also marked as a kind
of boundary: Its ochre-painted trunk is surrounded by a round stone
platform and a small shrine. A spirit or a minor deity resides there,
serviced by a few local women. Throughout their lengthy history, Indi-
ans have shown a passion for marking space. The countryside has al-
ways been divided into regions, one field against the other, city against
forest, mountain against river plain. This is the meaning of sacred geog-
raphy here: The imagination shapes the natural world of space and is
shaped in return by passage through it.

The same is also true for time. The Hindu calendar, which is based
on the cycles of the moon, divides the year into separate zones. Holi-
days and festivals are set apart as sacred time. They are carefully ob-
served with the aid of detailed calendars sold everywhere, at any time.
In addition to observing the annual cycle of festivals, pilgrimages, and
devotional days, Indians also mark boundaries in human life. Birth,
naming, male initiation, marriage, and death are like field markers in
the expanse of time. They separate and mark different stages of exis-
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tence by means of carefully orchestrated rites of passage. One does not
“naturally” become an adult or a married woman in India. The girl
must be shaped into a married woman; upon marriage, she assumes a
completely new persona. From a natural being—*girl”—she becomes a
social being—*wife.” This is a dangerous passage, and she must be led
across with care, as the carefully ritualized wedding reveals.’

Even death does not mark the last passage; the temporal horizon
stretches far beyond it. Cycles of death and rebirth continue their hold
on the soul, and the traveler must continue to cross dangerous bound-
aries as a disembodied spirit. Meanwhile, the entire world also moves
n endless cycles. On a mythical level, Hindus have long painted the life
of the cosmos with vast strokes of time—eons or yugas consisting of
tens of thousands of years each. In these enormous spans the gods play
their grand roles, as the lavishly descriptive mythologies of the Puranas
tell us. The changing of these eons from one to the next—from the
golden age down to the Iron Age and back—usually bodes ill for hu-
manity.

For a better view one travels with head sticking out the side of the
rickshaw as it passes through the fertile tandscape, along crowded road-
side villages where life is lived outdoors. The residents are oblivious to
the traffic as they cook and eat, bathe and do their toilet, play and
work along the side of the road, as if it were a peaceful stream running
through their village. A few miles ahead is Ramjanam the ojha who
works inside a small courtyard containing both a Durga temple and a
Muslim shrine. He sees both Hindus and Muslims, men and women
who crowd onto the small veranda, squeezed together as they sit before
him. They are not aware of touching one another, nor do they show
any discomfort with having to share their problems with fifty strangers
and a foreigner. There are no personal boundaries, one notes in amaze-
ment, and the paradox becomes immediately glaring. With all the
boundaries and walls everywhere—between fields, homes, castes, sexes,
holidays and regular days—how can one explain the total absence of
personal space and sense of privacy here? The paradox is not easily
explained and it forces us to took at another startling fact.

Indians, in traditional contexts such as villages or the older sections
of Banaras, are connected to each other through bonds that go far be-
yond familiarity, intimacy, or even blood. In sociological terms, the ba-
sic social unit here is not the individual but the extended family. A man
defines himself only in relationship to his family, caste, or village. A
woman is either someone’s wife, mother, or aunt. Even self-awareness,
the very experience of personal existence, reaches beyond the skin to



PEOPLE WITH NO BOUNDARIES 173

the web of family relations that constitute a larger “self.” Individuality,
as the distinguished French sociologist Louis Dumont has shown, is a
modern Western notion we must avoid tagging onto Indians.” Relation-
ship and bonding are the basic facts of social and psychological life,
and they find expression in whom one can marry, touch, or share food
with. A stranger is someone outside these circles of contact, not some-
one you do not know.

Even the religious ideas about the destiny of the individual—
karma—is permeated by the reality of interrelationship. A man’s life
may end prematurely because of his wife’s karma, or a child may be-
come gravely ill because of something his grandfather did forty years
earlier. Wendy O’Flaherty (Doniger) once wrote that karma is a meta-
phor for the interlocking grid of people’s lives in India: an idiom of
relationship.®> Karma demonstrates, on a philosophical level, that hu-
man actions—the very notion of intention and consequence—can dis-
solve as the separation between people disappears. This is precisely
what makes Banaras fertile soil for the magical experience. But the tra-
ditional situation is rapidly changing in urban India, and the same
bonds of karma (and purity) that tie people to their relatives can also
set them completely apart from strangers. In a society that is held to-
gether by the bonds of blood and food, karma can become a vicious
metaphor for one’s complete loneliness.

g 4 g

Case 13.1
Hira Mani’s Bad Karma

On the morning of January 277, Hira Mani’s meager portion of
luck gave out completely. She had left her parents’ house early
as usual and walked to the main railroad station in Varanasi.
There she would find a spot to beg where no one would drive
her away. She was new at begging, still fighting for territory.
Hira was a twenty-six-year-old widow. Her husband had died
unexpectedly the previous summer, leaving her childless. She
shaved her head and returned to her parents’ house. But they
could not support her, and she began to beg. She was strong
and optimistic and felt that some work would eventually mate-
rialize. She loathed begging and feared getting to her begging
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spot. Twice a day she had to cross the busiest intersection in
Banaras, a convergence of a major boulevard with the trunk
road.

That morning Hira made it safely across and sat on the
high embankment. She had an old cloth bag that she would
spread on the ground for the paises flung down by passersby.
The bag fell off the curb, and she went after it, right foot first.
A municipal bus was just then rounding the corner, the driver
miscalculating his distance from the curb. Hira was struck by
the bus, her right leg pinched against the concrete curb by the
metal skirting at the bottom of the vehicle. Two seconds of
searing pain midway between her foot and knee; then the bus
was gone, and she fainted onto the embankment.

Five hours later a foreigner was passing under the bridge in
a three-wheeled rickshaw. In the middle of Banaras’s busiest
Intersection, lying on a raised embankment, he saw a woman
in a torn pink sari and a crimson blouse. Her black hair was
shaved in the manner of a widow. Through the thick traffic she
could be seen writhing on the ground and waving her arms at
passersby. Some stopped and bent over her, then shook their
heads and walked quickly away. The foreigner told the rick-
shaw driver to stop and walked over to her. The woman had a
compound fracture in her shin bone and a gash so deep the leg
was almost severed. The blood had long since encrusted into a
dark stain that covered her foot, the ripped sari, and the pave-
ment. The foot was black and swollen into frightening propor-
tions. Flies had settled on the woman’s leg, too brazen to mind
her weak movements. She was delirious with shock and dehy-
dration but responsive. The sahib went to a tea stall and
bought water for fifty paise—the boy chuckled—and gave Hira
Mani a glassful. She drank it so quickly that she needed to be
slowed down, but she refused another glass. The scene was
now becoming a spectacle: A foreigner with a prostrate Indian
woman on the street will draw a crowd. The traffic slowed to
a crawl but made up for this with increased horn noise and
fumes.

A bored police inspector, who stood chatting with a friend
at the far end of the intersection, noticed the changed tenor of
the traffic. He spotted the source of trouble and began to cross
the road with the swagger of a needed man. The inspector
looked down at this woman he had for hours assumed was just
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crazy. He then looked up and asked the foreigner in amaze-
ment: “Why are you bothering yourself over this woman? Do
you know her?” The foreigner did not answer, and the inspec-
tor shook his head in frustration. Finally he commandeered a
reluctant rickshaw, and Hira was placed on the rear bench. The
rickshaw followed the inspector—he was riding a shining white
Enfield Bullet—to a government hospital.

After they admitted her into the emergency room—the two
beds were occupied, and she was placed on a stone slab—the
sahib made the mistake of giving the commandeered rickshaw
driver fifty rupees. The man became ecstatic. The first driver
muttered, “Fifty” with repulsion, and it suddenly dawned on
the sahib what was coming. He had just transformed himself
from an eccentric foreigner into a big philanthropist. As they
arrived home at Assi, the driver insisted on 250 rupees—an ex-
orbitant fare. For ten minutes they stood and argued; then the
sahib threw 150 rupees onto the rear seat and walked away.

“You rich foreigners,” the driver yelled at his back. “You
go out of your way for a stranger, but you will not pay me a
fair price.”

The next day the foreigner found Hira lying on the balcony
of the government hospital in ward 6. She was covered com-
pletely in a red woolen blanket, standard issue. Everyone else
in the ward had several blankets, Hira, lying in the open air,
had just the one. He could make her out because of the new
cast sticking out of the blanket, the only part of her that was
showing. The patient lying next to her, a healthy-looking local
woman, said that no one had been to visit Hira; she had spoken
with no one and had not eaten. Government hospitals do not
provide meals for patients; their overmatched budgets simply
cannot accommodate a need that can be met by family mem-
bers. Because no one knew where she came from, the doctor
brought her some bread and crackers, which she had not
touched. The sahib squeezed two hundred rupees into her
hand, hoping no one saw—it could too easily be stolen. That
evening he came back and placed two extra blankets over the
red one. He gave her some aspirin—it was her only pain medi-
cation—and, when no one was looking, he gave her more
money. She closed her eyes and covered her head in the blan-
kets. Her hand clutched the money, but no other sign of recog-
nition came from Hira. It was dinnertime, and everyone else in
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the ward was sitting with family members, cooking or eating
their vegetables and chapati. All he could do was give Hira
money. Hira’s karma, he thought, had to be tied to the actions
of a foreigner.*

In a city where most healing is performed by magicians, without cost,
and where magic depends on the absence of personal boundaries, the
case of Hira Mani stands out. Hira was victimized into widowhood by
either her own or her husband’s bad karma. She then became “untouch-
able,” not due to a state of impurity but because no one would dare
link destiny with her. The concept of ruabandbana, the bond of karmic
debt, was just too powerful. Unlike almost every other person in Ba-
naras, Hira was surrounded by a wall, one that only a foreigner could
climb and then only with money, the currency most despised by magi-
cians.

Tre OPEN PERSON AND GHOSTS

The interrelationship of individnals in traditional societies such as Ba-
naras manifests itself in a variety of phenomena such as the “open per-
son” and the ever present danger of ghosts of departed relatives (bht
pret). The term “open person” is taken from the anthropologist McKim
Marriott, who has spent the last two decades describing the traditional
ways that Indians conceptualize their social life.> It is a striking term
because it mixes a metaphor of space (open) with a psychological con-
cept (person). One can almost visualize such a being. But perhaps this
mixing of metaphors is appropriate. The term describes an empirical
individual who lacks the sense of a rigidly enclosed body and a dis-
tinctly separate ego confined to that body. The open person, instead,
possesses a “transactional” self, which is experienced in fluid terms as
not entirely distinct from other such selves. One grows up to be an open
person in societies that do not recognize the ideology of individualism,
self-sufficiency, or separateness. More important, children are nurtured
from infancy into becoming “open persons.” They are held and touched
for long durations by many people in the extended family. They are
clothed loosely and allowed to relieve themselves freely. Such children
experience themselves as a direct extension of a nonthreatening environ-
ment that can literally be felt. In the jargon of comparative psychology
these children are “field-dependent.” They develop no rigid boundaries
that separate an “interior” space from the “outside” world. Inner
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moods and outer landscape become blended in their conscious aware-
ness. Even cognitively, they develop along an alternative course. Erik
Erikson, whose interest in Gandhi extended beyond the usual political
and “spiritual” topics, made the following observation about child play
in India:

[Children create] a play universe filled to the periphery with blocks,
people, and animals but with little differentiation between outdoors
and indoors, jungle and city, or, indeed one scene from the other. If
one finally asks what (and, indeed, where) is the “exciting scene,” one
finds it embedded somewhere where nobody could have discerned it
as an individual event and certainly not as a central one.®

Erikson concludes that if he could choose one word to describe
what takes place in the play space, as well as in the Indian street, that
word would be fusion.

A culture that consists of people who experience themselves fused
in relation to others will develop a distinct vocabulary for describing
psychological events. Because interior landscapes make no sense, emo-
tional states, mental disorders, and feelings cannot be described in per-
soncentric terms. The boundaries of the external landscape are then ex-
perienced as the terrain of psychic experience. As one travels from city
to forest across a river, an “inner” journey is also taking place that is—
experienced in space. This is the meaning and the source of power of
pilgrimage in traditional cultures such as India’s. As the Indian psychia-
trist Sudhir Kakar noted (see Chapter ), inner states are described in
mythical terms: Anger is a ghost, terror a ferocious goddess. But one
should go further: Inner states are experienced in mythical terms be-
cause the boundary of inner and outer does not really exist. Therefore,
the sudden and drastic change of moods experienced by a betrothed girl
about to get married becomes “possession” by a ghost. The true danger
of ghosts lurking all around Banaras and its district must be understood
with the open person in mind, particularly in its relational aspect. In
other words, the space in which one travels in and around the city holds
the psychic energy of those who move in this space, open and vulnera-
ble to possession.

GHOSTS

An hour after leaving the city, the rickshaw turns off the main road
onto a short dirt path and stops. It is nearly noon on a Tuesday, and
the compound is crowded with Hindus. Muslims prefer Thursdays,
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though no hard and fast rule separates them from Hindus. During our
stay Ramjanam worked mostly on a rugged-looking man, who hap-
pened to be a healer, too, and who was possessed by a pair of ghosts.
These ghosts, to make things worse, were married to each other. Babaji
sang in ever increasing rhythm, his pitch and his emotion changed in a
musical conversation between Durga and the ghosts, who were taking
turns speaking through his person. As Ramjanam exhaled, his voice
was the voice of Durgi, and as he sang inhaling, it was the voice of
the responding ghosts. The song was a request that the ghosts identify
themselves and state their desires. To aid Durga, Babaji called on three
hero-spirits (birs) to enter the body of the patient and coax the ghosts
out. Brahma Bir, Lohara Bir, Kedarya Bir, and Durga took turns con-
versing with the dominant ghost who was then “playing” in the pa-
tient’s body. It was a melee, a cacophony of spirits, gods, and ghosts
working through the bodies of two men. The ghosts were given water
and ashes as pure offerings, and then a lemon was sliced—a minor sac-
rifice that calls for the ghost to separate itself from the host’s spirit and
to speak.

Babaji’s interrogation revealed that the woman ghost was low caste,
while the male ghost belonged to a high caste, and that they were mar-
ried. As a married couple, they could not agree on what to accept in
order to leave. When he first heard this, the healer slapped the patient
sharply on the face, then hit him on the back, but without anger. The
two ghosts were Kashmira and Mari. Babaji was accusing them of ac-
cepting gifts while refusing to leave. The patient claimed that the ghost
Mari was the soul of his guru, and Babaji said this was a lie and slapped
him harder. The large man accepted his punishment meekly, his coarse
body merely sagging as the ghost drew back inside.

The man had become possessed three years earlier by the Kashmira
ghost, and the ghost had promised to leave in exchange for a platform
built for it. The platform is an elevated seat for respected men such as
teachers, healers, and elders. Being the younger, though more preco-
cious, of two brothers, this villager could not directly demand what he
felt he deserved. He was locked in a losing battle for status. Then he
became possessed, and, sure enough, a platform was built for the Kash-
mira ghost. But his brother destroyed the platform, and the ghost came
back. Later on, the one ghost was joined by another ghost, and the two
became a couple. On the day of the treatment Babaji did not accom-
plish much, and he was tiring. He performed a phutna (blowing a man-
tra on the patient) and sprinkled the patient with water. Then he moved
on to a woman sitting nearby.
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The emotional impact of the session on the observers was over-
whelming. Ramjanam’s voice and rhythms mesmerized his patients,
who swayed in synchrony with his songs. The incense, heat, and noise
formed a thick screen that blocked out the intellect. Comprehension
was out of the question at first. Still, the events in the compound are
not difficult to explain, though far from obvious to the casual observer.
They require a certain familiarity with the basic Banarsi ideas about
death and the survival of disembodied spirits, who sometimes haunt the
living.

DEATH

Banaras is a good place to die. Elderly men and women come from all
over India to await their death here.” They live in hostels and ashrams
that line the alleys of the old city, along the banks of the Ganges. After
they die, they are cremated near the river and their ashes thrown into
the flowing water. The signs of the death rituals are everywhere along
the numerous ghats, or bathing steps. Though only two ghats—Haris-
candra and Manikarnikai—are used for burning bodies, rituals for the
dead are performed somewhere along the river all the time. In Assi
Ghat, high in the branches of a huge pipal tree that towers above the
steps, hundreds of healthy-looking crows observe the activities below.
Ritual feedings of the dead are performed there. According to ancient
mortuary texts, if the crows do not touch the leftovers of the rice balls
offered to the recently deceased, this is a sign that the person has died
with an unfulfilled wish, that, discontent with his present state, he may
yet haunt survivors as a ghost.

The final passage in the human cycle, death is as complex and dan-
gerous as any of the rest. The last breath in the present body signals the
start of a new journey, which leads through several stations and re-
quires the help of the survivors to ensure success. Death, at least of an
older relative, is thus accompanied not so much by sorrowful mourning
as by anxiety for making the journey complete. This has been true since
the beginning of India’s long recorded history, as seen in the following
ancient verses from the Rgveda:

[To the dead man:] Go forth, go forth on those ancient paths on which
our ancient fathers passed beyond. There you shall see the two kings,
Yama and Varuna, rejoicing in the sacrificial drink.

Unite with the fathers, with Yama, with the rewards of your sacri-
fices and good deeds, in the highest heaven. Leaving behind all imper-
fections, go back home again; merge with a glorious body.®
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In order to arrive at the world of the ancestors, or of the gods,
the deceased needs a “body,” because immediately after death his spirit
wanders like thin air and will become a bhat-pret (disembodied spirit,
“has-been”) or a pisac (ghoul) if it remains unfed. Balls of rice flour
called pindas are offered for ten or twelve days with water and sesame
as part of the offering. The soul then takes a body called bhojadeha—a
body for enjoying the rice balls.

The world, even within the sacred space of this holy city, is rife
with disembodied spirits who are hungry and unsatisfied. People die
unexpectedly and prematurely with unfulfilled wishes; they die of acci-
dental or violent causes, commit suicide, die of black magic and Brah-
mins’ curses, in auger, terror, resentment. According to the astrologers
of Banaras, any person who dies before the indicated time on the astro-
logical chart falls into this category.® He is not necessarily condemned
to exist as ghost or ghoul, but if the body is not properly disposed of
and the ritual feeding is not successfully completed, his odds take a dip
for the worse. The miserable luck of the prematurely deceased becomes
evident only after a relative becomes possessed with the deceased’s
ghost. Due to the subtle and disembodied existence of spirits, only a
few people, mostly accomplished Tantrics and ojhds, are able to see
them, though in reality they are said to be everywhere. This is the rea-
son, for instance, that one must be careful where one urinates; the spirit
in a tree might not take kindly to this act of disrespect. In fact, one can
never be sure where possession will occur. A woman at Baba Bahadur,
herself possessed, sang repeatedly the following popular song:

I was crossing the street, there she caught me.
I had gone to my relative’s marriage, and she gave me a sweet.

Street crossings, isolated trees, and cremation grounds are some of the
notorious places haunted by ghosts. A coin lying on the ground of a
busy fair will be picked up only by a fool—it is an old way of passing
on a ghost to a stranger.

In some popular accounts, ghosts are depicted as large-bellied, insa-
tiable monstrosities that drink the vital force out of their hosts by
means of their mosquito-like needle mouths. Once in place, a ghost will
seldom depart spontaneously; it must be coaxed, threatened, or bought
off if it is to leave its victim. Exorcisers (ojhds and sokhds) abound in
the city and its surrounding area. The municipality requires registration
and licensing of exorcists, and hundreds of practitioners have complied.

Ramjanam of Asapur uses many of the tools available to ojhas. He
coaxes the ghost to “play” in the body of its victim, to make itself
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known through body gestures and voice. This playing of the ghost ac-
counts for the tormented and sordid contortions one sees among the
women at Baba Bahadur and for the inhuman, gutteral sounds coming
out of their frothing mouths. Ramjanam himself becomes “possessed”
with the power of the goddess Durga. She speaks through him as he
exhales during his rhythmic nasal singing. She forces the ghost to speak
and negotiates a solution to the problem. Ramjanam also uses the spir-
its of three birs (heroes) to penetrate the victim. The birs were men of
political and social distinction who met untimely deaths. A popular cult
of bir worship, aimed at honoring these men and benefiting by the pow-
ers of their helping spirits, has existed for centuries.!® Like Durga, the
birs are charged with coaxing ghosts and intimidating them. Bfrs are
better negotiators than Durga, and expelling a ghost often boils down
to haggling over price, an unfitting activity for a great goddess. Ramja-
nam’s three birs are a formidable assembly, but he still felt six months
might be needed to expel the married ghosts.

The exorcisms performed by Ramjanam and other ojhds are often
accompanied by altered states of consciousness, ecstatic shamanic sing-
ing of sacred songs, ritual performances, and other extraordinary
events. Ramjanam’s throaty and rhythmical voice is hypnotizing, and
mere bystanders find themselves losing grip on their self-restraint. But
none of the events in Asapur meets the usual definition of magic be-
cause no “supernatural causality” is attributed to any ritual object or
act. The disembodied spirit makes its presence known in response to
direct inquiries initiated because of marked changes of mood or behav-
ior in the host. The ghost’s terms for leaving are also straightforward
and can easily be explained in psychological terms. For instance, the
ghost of one teenager who had recently graduated from high school
demanded lipstick, nail polish, and jewelry in order to depart. The girl
felt that her parents were confining her to a traditional life she was not
prepared to accept after what she had learned in school. The price of
evicting the ghost seemed like a reasonable compromise between par-
ents and daughter, at least for the time being. A counselor or psycholo-
gist in Oregon might have recommended a similar solution. Yet the en-
tire range of phenomena that falls into the category of ghost possession,
namely death, the prevalence and subtlety of disembodied spirits, pos-
session, and the rites of exorcism, are all made possible by the operation
of the magical consciousness.

The magical consciousness—a direct experience of relatedness—is
the thread that holds all these facts together. Ghosts are not the subject
of belief; they are perceived. One perceives them in the same way that
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an American might comment on the connection made possible by genes:
“Look, he has his father’s nose!” So one says in India: “Look, she has
her aunt’s spirit in her!” An awareness based on perception and on
the psychology of the open person in an interrelated society makes the
occurrence of ghosts possible. The language of “repressed emotions,”
“neurosis,” and “hysteria” simply does not apply to persons with no
boundaries. Their emotional terrain belongs as much to the external
world around them as to any unconscious cellar. They are part of a
large emotional system that encompasses their entire physical world.
Spirits and ghosts are simply disembodied forces that occupy this ter-
rain as they do. The key word, again, is fusion. The phenomena of
ghost possession simply represent fusion run amok.
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Animal Magic

Banaras was slowly zippered between the Ganges at its one northbound
turn and the lush farmland laced with ancient forests of banyan, nim,
and ashoka trees. Unlike other cities its size, Banaras did not annihilate
the life it displaced; it merely squeezed the farm and forest animals into
its narrow alleys. The predators, excluding mosquitoes of course, are
gone now, and so are the forest animals that could not adjust to cobble-
stone. All the rest gave up ficld and forest grazing for scavenging in
garbage heaps. In a place where the interrelationship of all beings is
concetved in terms of karmic bonds and debts, each animal life has been
allowed to settle its own account. Humans do not interfere in this pro-
cess, and the result 15 a kind of urban-karmic Darwinism that selects
some for survival and many for death by starvation, disease, or traffic.
And like humans—perhaps even better—animals are endowed with the
perceptual apparatus to recognize and to absorb the invisible forces that
permeate the city. Animals can sense ghosts, deliver good karma, and
even become possessed. Some animals, birds for instance, serve as mag-
nets to draw out the ghosts and are thereforc common remedies for
humans.

No clear demarcation line separates humans from anmmals in Ba-
naras, either in theory or in practice. This means not that animals are
confused with humans but that their respective qualities easily internumn-
gle. As one chicken butcher put it when asked about the lives he takes,
“These chicken give up their life for us. They sacrifice themselves to be
caten.” The residents of Banaras do not classify the world according to
zoological guidelines. Even those who climbed through the public
schools and have heard of Darwin and natural species ignore objective
natural categories. Just as Americans speak English with little reflection
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on rules of grammar, so Banarsis interact with animals directly and
without the intervention of a scientific system of classification. Banaras
residents cannot avoid interacting with animals, of course, because ani-
mals are everywhere. Humans and animals share a limited amount of
space, so the simple fact of ongoing interaction, along with traditional
norms, determines the “grammar” of this exchange, including the im-
plicit classes of animals.

CLASSIFICATION OF NATURE

The rise of modern biological taxonomies, or classifications, in the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries reflected a vast change in worldview.
Carl von Linne or Linnaeus (1707-1778) is credited with inventing the
modern scientific method of biological classification. His Systema Natu-
rae divided the world into large categories: Stars, Elements, Earth, Nat-
ural Law, and Nature. Nature, in turn, was divided into three King-
doms: Animal, Vegetable, and Mineral. The Kingdoms were further
subdivided into classes. For instance, the Animal Kingdom was divided
into Mammalia, Aves, Amphibia, Pisces, Insecta, and Vermes. The
classes were then further divided into orders, genera, species, and races.
Homo is one of four genera in the order of Primates, which belongs to
the class Mammalia. This genus contains two species, Homo Sapiens
(with six races) and Homo Troglodytes (with just one race—Orang-
utan).!

In a similar manner, the full range of biological beings was divided
on the basis of morphology (form), sexual behavior (ability to inter-
breed), and comparative analysis of morphological relations. In short,
the method was based on objective observation. But in the process of
classifying animals objectively—Linnaeus was actually preceeded in this
by John Jonston in his Natural History of Quadrapeds (1657)—some
essential subjective qualities of animals were permanently lost. As Fou-
cault puts it: “The whole of animal semantics has disappeared, like a
dead and useless limb. The words that had been interwoven in the very
being of the beast have been unravelled and removed.”? The mythical
quality of animals, by which they were all related to the mythmaker,
vanished. The earlier subjective way of classifying animals is demon-
strated in a list attributed by J. L. Borges to a Chinese encyclopedia
called Celestial Emporium of Benevolent Knowledge:

On those remote pages it is written that animals are divided into (a)
those that belong to the emperor, (b) embalmed ones, (c) those that
are trained, (d) suckling pigs (e) mermaids, (f) fabulous ones, (g) stray
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dogs, (h) those that are included in this classification, (i) those that
tremble as it they were mad, (j) innumerable ones, (k) those drawn
with a very fine camel’s hair brush, (I) others, (m) those that have just
broken a flower vase, (n) those that resemble flies from a distance.?

This apparently eccentric list expresses the cultural values that per-
meate and order “nature” in one traditional society. It is more an atti-
tude than a taxonomy. Before Linnaeus, animals had always been classi-
fied according to a symbolic imagination that was shaped by social and
ideological values, as well as by subconscious forces. In traditional cul-
tures a class or a species represented the embodiment of the “ideal
type,” to a greater or lesser extent, among several individuals. Conse-
quently, a society’s classification of animals as totems, as sacred or de-
filed, edible or inedible, always revealed basic social facts, cultural val-
ues, or ecological needs. This was certainly true of classifications that
dominated European sciences until modern times. Traditional, or even
“primitive,” modes of classification are not necessarily “unscientific,”
of course. Ornithologists like Ernst Mayr or Jared Diamond, for in-
stance, have found that indigenous New Guinean methods of classitying
the hundreds of bird species correspond with modern classification in
99 percent of cases.”

CLASSIFICATION IN BANARAS

India has always had both types of classification: the objective and the
subjective-mythical. A vibrant medical and even veterinarian tradition
produced hard-nosed empirical ways of organizing physiological facts
and pathologies. However, as Brian Smith has noted, the only method
of classifying the entire world according to one system was based on
the rituals of the ancient Vedas.’ These revered ritual and mythological
texts—India’s closest thing to a canon—placed archetypes at the center
of a network of resemblances. Any particular being was related by anal-
ogy either vertically to the archetype or horizontally to another being
or class of beings. This system of hierarchies must look familiar to any-
one who reads about Darwin’s struggle against ancient Aristotelian no-
tions of species. Still, despite the fact that classes are defined by embod-
ying ideal types (*archectypes”), this is not a capricious mode of
classification because it is ruled by clear ideological and intellectual cat-
egories.

Banarsi folk-classification of animals, in contrast, is always implicit,
and it resembles the archaic Chinese taxonomy in its subjective perspec-
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tive. The deciding criterion is essentially the relation of animals to hu-
mans, or, as George Lakoff calls it, “the domain-of-experience princi-
ple.” On these grounds animals are divided into at least five major
classes: mythical, iconic, pets, zoological, and transmigrating.® Unlike
the Linnaean or even the Vedic classification, these categories do not
constitute mutually exclusive classes, and any given animal may belong
to one or more, though seldom to all, of them; like any taxonomy,
however, the classes are further subdivided into genera, or whatever
one wishes to call the subclasses. Mythical animals, for instance, are
divided according to the god with which they are associated or ac-
cording to the myth or narrative in which they appear. The principle of
classification is seldom based on morphological observation or on other
scientfic methods, except in the case of the zoological class, which is
limited to the professional and modernized residents of Banaras.

Mythical animals

Any animal—dogs, monkeys, peacocks, fish, rats—can be linked by an
observer to one particular myth or another. India’s mythology is vast
and vividly populated with an immense variety of animals. Still, the act
of linking a particular animal to a given myth is seldom a clear-cut
intellectual act. Sociologists and anthropologists like to use such terms
as analogy, homology, symbolization, and instantiation to describe the
connection.” This daunting jargon simply means that collective cultural
values are responsible for depicting the relationship between a specific
living animal and its conceptual model. Members of that culture can
relate to this animal only with the cultural tools at their disposal; the
relationship is never completely natural. But in Banaras the connection
between animal and myth is experienced in a visceral and free manner,
as the case of monkeys may demonstrate.

The Durga Temple is home to hundreds of rhesus macaques
(bandar). The monkeys spread out in every direction in search of gar-
bage or groceries, which they steal from shoppers. They leap from one
rooftop to the next with ease, never failing to judge the distance accu-
rately. One wonders how evolution has prepared them for such a task,
which cannot be learned by trial and error. I asked several Banaras
residents how they thought the infant monkeys acquired the ability to
gauge leaping distances without making fatal errors. One of the priests
at the temple said, “The monkeys have Hanuman in them.” Hanuman,
a great flier, was one of the heroes in the great epic Ramayana, and he
is credited with helping Rama save his kidnapped wife, Sita. The story,
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familiar to every Indian, is one of the main pillars in the cultural edifice
of Hinduism. The priest could not explain how any specific monkey—
we spoke while a dozen bandars (a generic term for rhesus, but never
langurs) sat above our heads—*“contains” Hanuman. He said, “Hanu-
man resides (rabta) in each and every monkey.”

The metaphor of containment is used very loosely and with little
reflection. As a mythical hero Hanuman is not just an individual mon-
key but a symbol for a quality they all possess to some degree. Ac-
cording to Brian Smith’s archetypal model, the priest is expressing an
abstract analogy in concrete, though hazy, terms. A specific monkey
resembles the archetype (Hanuman) in some manner and therefore be-
longs to a class of Hanuman-like beings. This is undeniably true, but
the attitude of the priest is more complex, even paradoxical. When the
priest, or anyone else carrying a grocery bag, is attacked by a hungry
monkey, he will kick the “thieving beast” as hard as he can. The priest,
like everyone else in the area, keeps a stick in his apartment, and does
not hesitate to use it when monkeys come to steal clothes hanging on a
line. I had never seen any monkey treated like a member of an honored
species related to Hanuman until I began nagging people with my ques-
tions. The mythologizing of the flea-plagued, aggressive macaques
seems to be improvised and haphazard. It is also inconsistent with the
ongoing turf war between humans and monkeys. In short, I believe that
the intellectual reflections of the temple priest and others, in their ex-
plicit form, arose strictly from the need to resolve an intellectual di-
lemma posed by a foreigner.

The psychological and mental act of linking individuals to mythical
(or ritual-totemic) classes has been studied thoroughly by anthropolo-
gists and sociologists since Louis Henry Morgan and Emile Durkheim.
Levi-Strauss built his considerable reputation on such work. Myth and
ritual seem to embody every known cultural relationship between hu-
mans and animals in traditional cultures. Every specific mode of interac-
tion, including hunting and husbandry, finds its meaning in a broad
symbolic spectrum that clearly encompasses magic. Given this daunt-
ingly enshrined truism, one must summon quixotic resources to claim
that the mythical and the magical are two entirely distinct types of rela-
tionship and that the Durga temple priest is closer to the magical.

The common thread in the rich sociological analysis of symbolic
animals is the arbitrary or conventional quality of human relations to
nature. On birds used as divining instruments of good and evil omens,
Levi-Strauss wrote:
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“It is obvious that the same characteristics could have been given a
different meaning and that different characteristics of the same birds
could have been chosen instead. The system of divination selects only
some distinctive features, gives them an arbitrary meaning and restricts
itself to seven birds, the selection of which is surprising in view of their
insignificance.

The bird features that serve a system of anthropomorphic qualities are
selected and “the terms never have any intrinsic significance.”® This
analysis defines the mythical relationship to a world of animals ac-
cording to a cultural reduction. The magical, in contrast, is never arbi-
trary because it depends on affection, not just effect—on intimacy with
a concrete animal, even a snake, not just on the significance of an entire
class of animals.

The Icon and the Pet

The iconic animal, for instance the cow, resembles the mythical class of
animals. But few people in Banaras can point to any myth that explains
their special treatment of cows. Fewer still can give any practical reason
for the unique status that the animal enjoys. This, of course, is not the
point. Marvin Harris, the ecological anthropologist, reduced the sanc-
tity of the cow to a calculus of calories. He argued that living cows
provide more calories in support of human needs than eaten cows. For
that reason, cows are spared the butcher’s knife. Sanctity is utility
dressed up in its Sunday best. But the water buffalo, which is not a
sacred animal, produces more milk and manure, and, in the absence of
expensive bulls, also provides more muscle than cows. Yet buffalo are
killed and eaten. There must be some cultural value that is embedded
in the practices that favor the cow. Unfortunately, this value is mute.
Like reasons given for the sanctity of the Ganges, every stated justifica-
tion for the status of cows is bound to be tautological or circular:
The cow is sacred because it is pure, because it has always been a re-
vered animal, because it is a symbol for things we value (such as fecun-
dity). The iconic type of animal, like the mythical, only seems to be an
objective standard; in practice, its status is based on indeterminate fac-
tors. The point is that such a sanctity can never, by definition, be ex-
plained in historic, theological, caloric, or any other terms. It is an
aspect—a face—of a unique human capacity to feel something to-
ward another being. The reasons for this attitude’s being directed
toward one animal rather than another fail to explain the attitude itself.
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That aspect depends on prolonged interaction, as one clearly sees in the
case of pets.

Banaras is a city of dogs in the same way that Pune is a city of rats.
The dog accompanies Siva in some of his familiar mythical roles, espe-
cially in his hideous beggarly aspects. The mythology of Siva, in turn,
determines much of what happens in the city of Banaras, which is the
c1ty of Siva. Consequently dogs are allowed to breed and wander freely
in the densely populated city. Dogs are everywhere, hundreds of thou-
sands of pathetic animals in varying stages of decrepitude. Unlike the
generic bandars, which represent a specific species, these are indescrib-
able mongrels that Banarsis call deshies (locals). Most are ravaged by
their own struggles with fleas, the hair ripped out and the crusty, blis-
tery skin hosting flies. They subsist on garbage, competing with cows
and pigs for a meager vegeterian diet. The females conceive at every
round of ovulation, but the overall population is controlled by the inev-
itable death of most puppies.

The residents of Banaras do not seek these animals for punishment;
they simply ignore them. The dogs are completely untouchable in the
strictest sense. Although they are a mythical class in a sense, deshi dogs
will never cross the line that separates the filthy from the human.

In stark contrast, pets are homologized animals. They are human-
ized conceptually and in practice by naming and by their admission into
the home. A few wealthy families own purebred dogs that they keep in
their homes, feed out of hand, and allow on the couch. In practical
terms, these are not dogs, despite any objective way of classifying. They
are not even Siva’s companion. But such pets are very uncommon. More
common is the “adoption” of a dog by an entire neighborhood. In such
cases the lines between the animal and humans—rather than gods or
mythical beings—become blurred. These dogs are much better fed than
the rest, and they enjoy rich and lustrous hair. But occasionally, espe-
cially during mating seasons, the blurring of the lines between domestic
and savage is an embarassment to the entire neighborhood, and the
beloved dog, in the middle of its painful coupling, may be stoned.

ANIMAL MaGic

The Azazel Animals

The practice of touching an animal or bird, then releasing it to carry
away disease or sin has been practiced around the world in a wide
range of contexts. Leviticus 16.5—ro describes such a ritual in connec-
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tion with the sacrificial rite on the Day of Atonement. Before a bull was
sacrificed, two goats were chosen, and the high priest (Aharon in the
passage) cast lots to see which would be sacrificed and which sent to
Azazel. Aharon laid his hands over the head of the surviving goat and
confessed the sins of Israel. The goat was then sent to the desert to
carry away the sins or to atone before God.

According to Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss, prominent scholars
in the French Année Sociologique school, this ritual represents the most
elementary form of expiation.” The contact and the expulsion symbolize
the removal of an essentially religious element—sin. The animal, the
touch, the release—all are incorporated into a broad sociological sym-
bolism. The authors extended their insight, which was strongly influ-
enced by their mentor, Emile Durkheim, to the healing rites of ancient
India and the Kausika Sitra. The use there of animals such as yellow
birds and black cockerel to remove jaundice and other diseases points
to the same type of symbolism. Illness is a religious event, the sociolo-
gists claimed, the result of Rudra’s anger. It is removed by transfer to
birds, which is really an expiatory sacrifice, but, like the Azazel goat,
the birds are released rather than killed.®

g g g

Case 14.1
Releasing Fish in the Ganges

Tuma is an elderly Tibetan woman who owns a shop on Jan-
path Road. She takes care of her thirteen-year-old grandson,
Tashunima, whom she rescued from the hands of an abusive
mother (her daughter-in-law). She raised the boy for a few
years, but then, several months before we met, the boy’s mother
took him from school, where he had been happy and healthy,
in order to put him to work doing household chores. She pre-
vented Tashunima from going to school. Whenever he objected,
she would pinch him very painfully by rolling the skin between
her thumb and forefinger. Tuma took him back after six
months of this—he had lost much weight and all his playfulness
and had become nearly mute. She enrolled him in DCS, a

boarding school for boys, and has slowly been nursing him
back to health.
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She asked me to purchase fish in Banaras, as many as I
could for one hundred rupees, and to free them in the Ganges
while chanting, “For long life.” She does this herself every Ti-
betan New Year but had no time now. She insisted I could do
it for her, for the boy, but I had to use the money she gave me,
not my own or a substitute. It had to be done on a Monday,
the auspicious day for boys.

On Monday, March 7, I went to Dasasvamedh Ghat and
bought one hundred fish—small catfish—that were put inside a
bucket. I rented a boat and went into the middle of the river,
where I released them slowly, repeating, “For long life” three
times.

The residents of Banaras, especially fishermen or boat-owner castes, use
fish in their rites of exorcism, as we saw in the case of Ram Prasad. But
the animals they use in the Azazel manner are birds. The Bhalya Tola
(hunter quarter) neighborhood in North Banaras is home to several bird
sellers, most of them Muslim. The shops that specialize in nondomestic
animals such as birds, rabbits, and monkeys are concentrated in one
narrow alley. Khalil and Muhammed own one of the smaller shops, but
they will not be bargained down on any of their fine pigeons. They are
both Muslim and their family has been in the business for generations.
Khalil’s family got its license to sell birds from the British in 1883. In
the past they sold their animals and birds while walking the crowded
lanes of old Banaras. Shopkeepers were loyal customers because a bird
cage at the entrance to a shop meant good business. These days, bird
sellers are frequently harassed by the police or other merchants who
despise the animals, so rhey stay put in their alley. Customers still man-
age to find them, often traveling great distances for a bird. But even in
their discreet shops, Khalil complains, forestry people and a few animal-
rights activists manage to disrupt their business. The merchants get the
birds from trappers who work in the country, often capturing protected
animals such as parakeets in state parks. The birds—parakeets, pigeons,
sparrows—are kept in separate but crowded cages.

Red sparrows (lal muni), which are caught in Banaras itself, attract
many buyers because they arc cheap, and the red color effectively re-
moves evil forces. People usually come to buy them when someone in
the house falls ill. They touch the patient on the forehead with the bird.
As the bird is rcleased, it takes away the disease.
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Birds are also bought for other reasons. Customers hang their
cages, especially with the ubiquitous green (Alexandrine) parakeets, at
the doorway, where they “absorb” the problems or ghosts that try to
enter the house. If an evil force enters the house, the bird will be the
first to become ill. Parakeets are particularly popular because they can
speak and warn the owner that something is wrong. As an added perk,
Khalil says, they can greet people with “Ram, Ram.”

According to Muhammed, langur monkeys are bought despite their
exorbitant price because they are good for the health—like Hanuman.
Throughout India Hanuman is revered for his healing powers, often in
the form of Balaji. The langur, Muhammed claims, “contains” some of
Hanuman’s healing powers, though the animal cannot actually do any-
thing. And unlike the birds, langurs are not to be set free. Household
animals are effective in absorbing the evil forces that enter the house,
but only the birds can actually remove them. “They fly close to God in
the sky and can intercede for humans,” Khalil explains, unknowingly
echoing Leviticus.

Despite being Muslim, Khalil and Muhammed are entirely ignorant
of ancient sacrificial motifs or sociological symbolism. Their awareness,
in turn, does not figure in the theories of sociological explanation. Rites
and symbols have their own life in the pages of scholarly books. One
could easily argue against the French sociologists that the ethical dimen-
sion so pervasive in Semitic religions is not particularly prominent in
ancient Indian conceptions of illness or that the sociological explanation
fails to account for the relation between religious ideas and material
manifestations of disease. But these are separate issues. For any ritual
to be magical, a subjective awareness must be present. A relationship
with the bird must be experienced directly and then accurately de-
scribed in order to account for the magical quality of the rite. Whether
the rite also happens to be expiatory or even medical is beside the point.

The Bagar tribals in Rajasthan practice a magical rite that is more
closely related to the sacrificial motif than any of the practices I have
observed in Banaras:

When some dreaded disease, or epidemic, either ravages the country-
side or is expected to do so [ . . . ] kelu, chana, a whole lemon and a
piece of red cloth are placed in a wooden cart. To the chant of mantras
a goat or fowl is sacrificed and its blood sprinkled on the cart, which
is towed out of the village by the bhopa and fellow villagers.!?

The use of animals, usually birds, to detect the stealthy arrival of
ghosts may be connected with another practice—the reading of omens
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in the behavior of animals. The Korkus and the Nahals, both tribes in
Madhya Pradesh, chase away every owl thar enters their villages. The
call of the owl, they feel, indicates that someone in the village will be-
come grievously ill. The prolonged howling of a dog or a jackal also
points to such an event. If a snake crosses one’s path, it is necessary to
spit onto its trail. One must then step on the spit in order to counteract
the illness or misfortune that is sure to follow the encounter.'*

Omens are never improvised intuitions or forebodings about untold
possibilities. They retlect a far more profound view of the way the
world is interrelated. Indian literature of every genre uses omens as a
way of linking psychological and personal events with the world at
large. The number of examples is staggering, but the role of omens in
the medical literature is particluarly instructive in its use of animals.
The Susruta Sambita (29.13) states that a physician on his way to a
patient’s house should consider it an excellent prognosis if he encoun-
ters “harmonious melodies of birds chirping on the bounghs of healthy
Kshira trees, bent under the weight of fruit, and looking gladsome with
their dowry of beautiful blossoms and foliage, or notes of birds perched
on the terraces of palace towers or on the tops of banner poles singing
melodiously.” With typical thoroughness the rext lists every animal the
doctor may wish to encounter or to avoid. The assumption, if these
texts are to be taken literally (as they should), is that the world is a
network of relations. Health is one aspect of humanity’s place in the
overall scheme, a sign of harmony. The singing birds do not constitute
a cause in a chain of cause and effect, nor are they a sign in a semiotic
sense. The happy singing is one loop in a complex system, like the
warning light on a dashboard indicating the use of high beams. It is
both a sign and a loop in the same wiring system.

The Healing Essence of Animals

Magical theories about the way animals heal humans usually take one
of two forms. First, living animals remove illness by means of direct
contact or by resembling aspects of the disease. Examples of this ho-
meopathic approach are the frog that attracts fever because of its cool-
ness or the yellow parrot that draws the yellowness away from a jaun-
diced patient. Second, animals contain certain “essences,” which are
seldom merely psychological, let alone symbolic, projections of human
values but are distilled physical substances—products of a natural al-
chemy—and profoundly healing. Extracting such pharmaceutical es-
sences often demands the life of the animal.



ANIMAL MAGIC 195

g 9 9

Case 14.2

Curing Tuberculosis

A milkman told me that when he was just a boy, he fell with
tuberculosis. He suffered from severe coughing and high fever
and had spots all over his body. His parents did not call a doc-
tor, though they were not far from the city. Instead, they tied a
goat to the head of his bed and kept it there until the boy began
to improve. He was given goat milk to drink and hen eggs to
eat. A he-goat was slaughtered and cooked. The meat of the
legs was removed and given to the boy. Finally he regained his
health. The milkman claimed that the goat had cured him be-
cause of its ability to digest any kind of plant, including poison-
ous ones. The milk and the meat contain the strength that
allows the animal to overcome illness, and their smells transmit
this strength through the air. Hen eggs—here the milkman
seemed to be entertaining popular Ayurvedic ideas—store “heat
and energy” (rajas) and supplement the goat products.

The milkman’s ideas about animals are revealed just as clearly by his
actions as by his words. Along with his family he shares a narrow living
space with two cows, a calf, and several chicken. The calf is free to
wander in and out of the hut, and the entire courtyard, deep with mud
and manure in the rainy season, serves as the family’s kitchen and sit-
ting room during the dry seasons. One day, as we sat on a bench in the
courtyard and the milkman was stroking the calf, he talked about his
animals.

“Do you name your cows?” I asked.

The milkman laughed at that question and said, “It depends on
their color and behavior. A frisky cow may be called Frisky, but the
name can change if her behavior changes.”

“Do cows have different personalities?”

“This depends on their place of origin. Himacal cows, for instance
are very mellow. But cows are not like people with different character.”

“How do you get a bull to come to the cow?”

“You say ‘Arrahoy, Arrahoy’ [He demonstrated. The “r” was
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lengthened. The bull will understand this wherever it is. It also responds
to “Durruhoy, Durruhoy,” for the same purpose. This does not work
for calling the bull to eat or for anything else, only to mate. If you say
it even from a long distance, the bull still comes. The bull recognizes
this call because this is the sound the cow makes when it is in heat. The
milkman called this imitation (anukarna.)

“Do bulls respond to music?™

“Yes, like this: fhe clicked his tongue several times]. Then too he
will come.”

“Do these things work only during mating season?”

“Yes. Cow and buffalo also start giving this sound when they are
in heat. They stop eating and act fidgety, so you know they are in heat;
then you make this sound to call the bull.”

“But why do you have to call the bull?, Doesn’t he know when it
1s season?”

“Yes, but this is quicker.”

“What do you do when a cow is difficult to milk?”

“In her season a cow will stop giving her milk. Good milk returns
when she is pregnant. If she misbehaves, you just tie her with a rope.”

“Do cow have souls?”

*Yes, all animals have a soul (jiv).”

“Must they be buried?”

“Yes. We used to put them in Ganga. This is against the law now,
so we dig a big hole in the ground, put them with cloth over the top,
and cover them with salt against smell. Or we give them to the Nath
caste, who skin them. Buffaloes and goats also.”

“Why did you throw dead cows in the river when it was legal if it
is so far from here?”

“It helps the cow in future births.”

“Now that you cannot use the river, why must animals be buried?”

“This is how it has always been.™

[Some milkmen do dispose of dead buffaloes in the river—against
the Jaw. They make no secret of it, however, and usually tie up the
traffic in a long procession that seems to be accompanying the beast on
its last journey.]

Extracting Essences. The use of essences or “juices” extracted from
particular animals reflects both a specific ecological intimacy with these
animals and universal principles. Healers of the Banaras fishing castes,
for example, use the oil of the rohu fish for healing an enormous range
of problems. The oil must invariably be rubbed under the sun. In con-
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trast, Rajasthani healers, who come from arid environments, sell sanda
lizard oil for the very same problems. According to Hakim Ali’s bro-
chure, the oil, when rubbed on the skin under the sun, will cure joint
pain, gastric problems, blood clots, earache, asthma, itching, weight
loss, bad dreams, and many other problems. The diseases read like signs
of the time: Hakim Ali works outside the Jama Masjid in Old Delhi.
But the power of familiar animals to heal is as old as India’s oldest
medical texts, and older. )

The Susruta Sambita describes an illness (Sita-putana) that 1s ac-
companied by “constant and frightened startling up, excessive shiv-
ering, comatose sleep, constant diarrheic stools and bloody smell of the
limbs” (Uttara 27.11). A rich mixture is prescribed as medicine for this
condition, which includes, in addition to numerous herbs, the urine of
a cow and a she-goat, the dung of an owl and a vulture, and the cast-
off skin of a snake (Uttara 34. 2). The disease and the cure always
reflect an etiology, a science of causes and effects. But in Banaras, as
opposed to the extremely sophisticated ancient texts, causes and effects
are actually the give-and-take between animal and humans across trans-
parent boundaries. The essence of the rohu fish is not an objective zoo-
logical quality. The fish is the most intimate natural companion a fish-
erman has, a source of nourishment and sustenance. Whatever healing
power it has comes from direct observation. This conclusion is sup-
ported by a comparison of the way animals are used for healing in
other cultures.
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Case 14.3

Healing in the Stomach of a Cow

On Sunday, April 9, 1995, Israel’s leading daily, Yediot Abronot
ran the following description of a magical healing rite, which
shook the country. In a slaughterhouse near Tel Aviv, infants
and young toddlers were placed inside the largest stomach of a
freshly slain cow. The children had been brought by ultra-
orthodox Jewish parents who were desperate to cure different
types of gross-motor disorders. The rituals had been taking
place at this slaughterhouse, a place renowned among the or-
thodox communities of Jerusalem and Bnei Brak. Yediot de-
scribed the procedure schematically in the paper: The children
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were brought early Friday morning and were made to witness
the butchering and dismemberment of the cow. The large stom-
ach, steaming with warm juices, was placed in a plastic tub and
slit at one end, into which the infants were placed and kept for
fifteen minutes. According to interviews with parents, the cow
transmits powers to the child, having refined the powers
through its digestion process into the form of juices. The par-
ents firmly asserted that they could see improvement in their
children. A week after the article’s publication, the slaughter-
house was closed down and its owner charged with numerous
sanitation infractions.'?

A day after the story appeared, Salem Abu Siam of the Bedouin Cul-
tural Center in Rahat was quoted as saying thar this method of healing
was Bedouin. The main difference, he continued, was that Bedouins use
sheep and pass the infants seven times through the still warm hide of
the freshly butchered animal. A reading of Wayland Hand, or even
James Frazer, will quickly convince anyone that no single culture can
lay exclusive claim on this universal practice.

Animal Bites

An immense number of cases can be collected throughout India or from
its ancient texts to illustrate the use of animals in magical rites. Animals
either cause several types of injury or provide the cure. They are often
the patients or the medicine, helpers to the healer-shaman or allies to a
sorcerer. In some cases animals are both culprit and cure: “When a
person is bitten by a snake or scorpion the healer digs up some pulver-
ized dirt mixed with the dirt from an anthill. He places the dirt in a
fresh skin pouch and ties it as amulet around the skin of the victim.
Then the healer gives his patient a drink of yellow curcuma and ghee
mixed in water.” '

Residents of Banaras have lost some of the intimacy with animals
that typified the agrarian and pastoral communities of the area. The
thoroughgoing naturalism of archaic magical practices, such as those
reflected in the Kausika Sitra, has been displaced to some extent by
ideas about spirits and ghosts. But even in the city, no impenetrable
wall stands between humans and animals. The connection is still there
in principle, if not as intensely. One can almost imagine a Vedic magi-
cian walking out of the distant past and setting up a very successful
practice in Banaras today. He might think that the language of ghost
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possession is overwrought, and he would probably find some of his
trusted medicines hard to obtain, but he would certainly be gratified by
the familiarity of the magic practiced throughout the city. For a dog or
a snake bite, or for scorpion stings, several options, which he would
probably recognize, are available to residents of Banaras.

Aparnath Math, a Sadhu college near the Visvanath Gali, is a re-
nowned place for curing dog bites. The patient must bring some mus-
tard oil in a container and give it to one of the disciples. The disciple
takes the oil to a shrine for the dog of the Sadhu (Aparnath). It is a
small shrine outside the temple, covered with colorful tiles depicting
peacocks and Ganesh with a mouse. Silently, with no mantra recitation
or any devotional appeal, the disciple pours the oil into a vat, in which
floats a smaller vat, with yet another vat floating in it. All three concen-
tric containers are filled to the brim with oil. At the tip of the big oil
vat a wick is dipped and permanently lit. The disciple pours the oil into
the outermost container until some overflows into the inner containers.
Then he scoops a cup from the innermost vat and pours its contents
into the patient’s bottle. He instructs the visitor to rub the oil over the
injury several times a day and promises that the injury will quickly heal.
The young disciple—he seemed about seventeen—could not explain
why three concentric vats are necessary. He claimed that the oil works
because of the power of the holyman and that it would work regardless
of the shape or configuration of the vats. However, he told me that he
had been instructed to follow the exact routine each time someone
comes with oil. When he himself had asked why, no answer was given.

In Himachal Pradesh, Omiji relates, healers use ghur and clay to
cure the effect of a dog bite. They refine the clay into powder by rub-
bing it over a stretched cloth. Out of this pulverized earth they make a
clay ball and apply it to the location of the bite. Although dogs are
not poisonous, the clay draws out the pain and the fever. The cure is
accompanied by mantras. The healer also gives the patient sugarcane
sugar to eat for the duration of the treatment.

g g 9
Case 14.4
Curing Snakebite

Bal Karan is an old laborer who lives in Nagwa, a decrepit
mess of mud huts situated where the Asi and the Ganges rivers
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meet. He enjoys a considerable reputation for curing snakebites
and can back it up. On June 29, 1989, the Svatantra Bharata
Varanasi newspaper displayed an impressive photograph of Bal
Karan, along with a rave report on a cure he had performed to
save the life of a woman. A few days earlier, this woman, also
shown in the photograph, had been bitten by a huge female
cobra. This happened during a musical concert in which Bal
Karan was performing along with some of his friends. A snake
charmer at the concert tried but failed to heal the shocked
woman. The panic in the audience grew as the woman began
to lose consciousness. Before Bal Karan knew what all the com-
motion was about, several people rushed her to a nearby hospi-
tal, but she was refused admission on grounds that she was too
far gone. Only then, nearly an hour after the bite, was she
brought to Bal Karan, who treated her in the following manner,
as he told me in 1994.

He began by identifying the location and the severity of the
bite by placing an onion on the alleged spot (the woman’s right
hand). The onion turned black, indicating a severe bite. Bal
Karan took her pulse and found it extremely “weak.”

With some help, Bal Karan stood the woman upright and
poured water over her head to run down her entire body. This
woke her up.

He then gave her Neem leaves to eat in order to find how
much poison was still in her body (the more poison in the body,
the less bitter the leaves taste). She refused to eat, so he used a
mantra, and she quickly took a mouthful.

After she finished ecating—the leaves were hardly bitter—
Bal Karan repeated bis mantra and performed phutna and
jharna, the blowing of a mantra and the sweeping away of the
poison. During that time he kept giving the woman Neem
leaves until she vomited. She then started coming back to her
senses. Bal Karan gave her ghee and milk, told her not to eat
food or salt and to try not to sleep all night. He also told her
to take cardamon seeds to Hanuman temple and to give them
to beggars as an offering.

Bal Karan had learned this simple procedure from a
woman aghori renouncer, who also had given him the powerful
mantras. He said that the mantras arc the chief source of the
cure and that the water is used to cool the patient down. Two
hours after he began the treatment, Bal Karan knew that the
woman would get well,
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In another incident, Hansraj, the milkman, told me of a
scorpion treatment he uses, which involves tying the limb in a
tourniquet above the bite, then using a mantra and sweeping
out the poison in the direction of the end of the limb. Before
doing this, the healer “fixes” a brass plate to the back of the
patient by means of mantras, and it falls off only when the
poison is all out. The screaming that invariably accompanies
this procedure, according to Hansraj, is the sound made by the
scorpion {or the snake) as it is being expelled. Healers also use
some herbs mixed with water, and if the bite took place at
night they do not let the patient sleep.

The sweeping or squeezing out of the poison along the bit-
ten limb is a common practice. Mrs. Arti Divedi of Lucknow
claimed that she could cure scorpion bites by means of a five-
point star yantra that she draws above the the bite on the same
limb. After she draws the yantra, she “sweeps” the poison out
of the limb by lightly moving her hand over it in the direction
of the extremity. Then she prepares an herbal concoction she
learned from her mother that cures pain immediately.

This account, like those that of Bal Karan and Hansraj,
could not be confirmed because snake and scorpion bites are
rare and treated immediately. However, the procedure closely
resembles the “cutting” of illness that many healers perform for
backaches, headaches, and many troubles attributed to posses-
sion by outside powers. In such a way, or in a more basic way
such as squeezing through narrow openings, the “sweeping”
resembles cases of healing aroung the world by means of pass-
ing through holes. The basic healing paradigm goes beyond
poison in the circulatory system to a nonspecific, but very con-
crete, experience of shedding. This is explained in Chapter 16

of this book.
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2 FIFTEEN R

The Tools of Magic

On the roof of my landlord’s house on a mid-February evening I can
sample the sounds of Banaras like a shopper in the Old Chowk-market.
One concert is held near Tulsidas Ghat, another in the opposite direc-
tion at the New Colony. Both are amplified by speakers located on nu-
merous poles around the area. There are subtle string sounds that un-
fold gradually and require unwavering attention. But tonight they are
lost in the explosions of electric guitars and the whining of a
synthesizer-organ coming from another concert behind the Assi post
office. Meanwhile, a local temple is sponsoring a public recitation of
the great epic Ramayana. The amplification here is the best of the lot.
One can see older rickshaw drivers sitting attentively on the back of
their cycles under phone poles with speakers. Entire neighborhoods
squat under the poles, silently participating in Rama’s breathless adven-
tures coming on the wings of a hoarse and earnest voice.

SPELLS AND MANTRAS

The sounds that permeate the dry wintry air of Banaras remind me of
the ancient Hindu theory that the world was created out of primordial
sound.’ The sound unfolded in ever more complex rhythms, pitches,
and melodies, and in time a world emerged. It is still changing to the
same music, but not in an obvious way. On this night the cacophonous
strands of music come from paid musicians and recitors, each focused
on his own audience. But far subtler wisps of sound rise daily from the
mouths of magicians and healers who recite powerful words in order to
move the world in a willed direction, or perhaps just to resonate with

203
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the rhythm of the world. The voices of magicians are rich with sacred
power that is renowned as mantra. Magicians are practical people, im-
patient with theology and philosophy of sound. But they accept the fact
that mantra encompasses manifest and hidden divine forces and holds
recoiled magical efficacies that are released by experts.

Magical sounds are hardly limited to India, of course. “Abraca-
dabra” and “hocus pocus” have become synonymous with magic itself.
Malinowski may have been wrong that spells and incantations are es-
sential to magic, but not by much. Just as the mantra is ubiquitous in
India, spells, charms, and incantations are everywhere else around the
world. And one explanation must account for them all—the Banaras
street magician as well as Shakespeare’s Macbeth:

WircH: Scale of dragon, tooth of woll,
witch’s mummy, maw and gulf
Of the ravined sald-sea shark,
Root of Hemlock digged 1* th’ dark,
Liver of blaspheming Jew,
Gall of goat, and slip of yew
Skivered in the moon’s eclipse,
Nose of Turk, and Tartar’s lips,
Finger of birth-strangled babe
Ditch-delivered by a drab
Make the gruel thick and slab.
Add thereto a tiger’s chaudron
For th’ ingredient of our cauldron.

AvL:  Double, double, toil and trouble,
Fire burn, and cauldron bubble.

Spells always exist in a specific cultural form—language, symbols,
functions. What would a Hindu see in the liver of a blaspheming Jew?
But the act of reciting or chanting—word meanings aside—must be ex-
plained by reference to a general theory. A reductive explanation, like
Frazer’s imitative principle, must be applied to this strange, though uni-
versal, human behavior.

Banaras Mantras

The majority of those who practice magical healing in Banaras regard
mantra as the most powerful tool in their bag. Sanskrit dictionaries
define mantra as the part of the ancient Vedas that contains specitic
sacrificial formulas.> Mantra is also defined as a sacred verbal formula
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addressed to a god or goddess or as a mystical or magical sound—an
incantation, charm, or spell. These broad definitions show that mantra
is not only a magical device: The bathers in the Ganges at dawn recite
mantras or hymns to the sun as it rises over the horizon. They mumble
ancient Vedic words about creation and about righteousness, not magi-
cal chants. But elsewhere in the city magical mantras are used in order
to heal or injure people, to attain success in business and love, or to
give birth.

Mantras may have a rich history and an enormous body of meta-

physical speculations behind them. But to practical magicians and
single-minded patients, mantras are simple and powerful. They are per-
ceived among magicians and patients as having come down from three
distinct sources, each esteemed in its own way: Vedas, theistic cults
{usually Tantra), and personal inspiration {or divine revelation).
Vedic Mantras. Vedic magical formulas are found mostly in the Athar-
vaveda, an ancient treasurehouse of powerful words for every occasion.
Scholars are not certain whether such spells actually served specific
rites, but the verbal formulas were apparently known to the anonymous
authors of the near-contemporary text of practical magic, the Kausika
Satra.® The spells of the Atharvaveda are usually clear and direct, as
illustrated by the following case. A person who suffers from the loss of
hair may recite to the Nitatni medicinal plant: “You were born like a
goddess on the Earth Goddess. We dig you up to strengthen the hair.
Strengthen the old hairs and grow new hairs. Make the existing hair
more luxurious”(6.136.1-2).

Early mantras were almost always meaningful; they made sense.
Their words clearly stated the desired goals of the ritual that required
the mantra, whether the ritual was magical, sacrificial, or devotional. A
few mantras, however, were nonsensical, and the actual chanting of any
given formula—even a meaningful one—always depended on rhythms
and pitches more than on clarity of enunciation.

Tantric Mantras. In contrast to the relatively staid early formulas, me-
dieval mantras recited by Tantrists can seem absurdly meaningless. For
instance, someone desperate for wealth may find a quiet isolated spot
and recite the following formula 21,000 times: “Owz brir kliin srivi
namah.”* The words mean nothing in literal translation, except for the
last one, which means obeisance. Over the centuries, the doctrine mak-
ers of various Tantra schools have developed elaborate theories to ex-
plain the origin and meaning of these sounds, as we shall shortly see.
But the esoteric meaning of mantras is more of a meditative device than
an instrument of communication. A phrase consisting of these five



206 MAGIC IN BANARAS

words is known as a “seed” mantra. It is an elementary vocalic building
block that magical chanters can combine in various manners with other
words to attain specific goals. For example, someone who gets passed
over for a promotion may utter: “Ouiz brivir Srivn Srivin $rivin §rivin $rivi
Srin Srivi Laksmi mama grhe piarya-parya cinta darya dirya svaba”
108 times daily for twenty-one days. The sentence, again, “means”
nothing, despite the fact that it holds a plea for Laksmi to make the
chanter’s household satisfied and his trouble removed far away. Most
Tantric spells combine both the meaningless and the direct plea, but
In constant repetition—the reader may try it—the sound drowns the
meaning.

Inspired Mantras. Magicians do not recite the ancient Vedic mantras.
These are either archaic or reserved for particularly sacred events offi-
ciated by special priests. The Tantric mantras, which are used with great
frequency, are the secret property or tools of some magicians. They
were handed down by the magician’s teacher—the guru—at the time
of initiation and, later, throughout the prolonged training. A Tantric
magician, or one claiming to be, will not reveal the mantras to the un-
initiated. But other magicians, or even those who follow Tantric prac-
tices on occasion, rely on mantras that come from other sources or
some that may even be “invented.” (No practitioner ever uses this ter-
minology. The mantra is said to be revealed directly by a god during a
dream or meditative state.) These mantras are easy to collect because
their users enjoy sharing them. Among those [ have recorded are the
following two:

1. To get rid of particularly nasty enemies, one may recite the fol-
lowing:

Sante San

Glory of Ali

Hit my enemy with a thousand arrows,

Whichever arrow you shoot, let it hit its target.

Let my enemy die

That week.

Give him a push

Akan, khakiin, ho, ha, he.

This mantra mixes elements from classical Sanskritic sources with Is-
lamic terms and culminates, in typical fashion, with a series of nonsen-
sical sounds.
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2. To exorcise ghosts, whose mischief can cause a large variety of
problems and diseases, one healer, an old sokhd, chants a very long
mantra that includes the following lines:

Kamaru and Ajmer Mari, High Court Mari,
Meerut Mari, Jalawa Mari, Hari Ban Mari,

Basti Ghar Mari, Chanarauti Fort Mari, Gate Mari,
Janda Mari, Amkas Mari, Numberless Mari,
Hawrah Bridge Mari, Court House Mari,

Jail House Mari . . .

Capture them and bring them everwhere

Mari, Marayal, be there.

This quotation is just a small fragment of a repetitious fifteen-minute
chant. The healer (sokhd) names several places followed by “Mari,” a
type of ghost that attaches itself to victims in one of those places men-
tioned. The portions of the mantra that I have omitted name other
ghosts, places, gods, or benevolent forces that can help drive the ghost
out, Naming the ghost starts the process of identifying, then addressing
the agent of the patient’s misery. A resonant verbal greeting, fortified
by knowledge of the ghost’s identity, invariably proves necessary for a
successful expulsion. Over the course of many years the sokha has as-
sembled a growing list of local spirits to cover every possibility. His is
an idiosyncratic roster, found nowhere else. He approaches his mantra
with profound respect and repeats it with precision, until he adds new
elements.’> The pattern of vocalic repetition continues throughout the
old man’ nasal intonation: “Harasu Brahm, Kaleswar Brahm, Himal
Brahm, Hari Brahm. . . .” On a warm day this monotony drones and
lulls the listener into a comfortable drowsiness, though the ghost may
suddenly rear its head and shatter the peace.

Traditional Hindu explanations for the power of mantras vary with
different genres. Because mantras are powerful and make things hap-
pen, they must somehow be grounded in the creative forces that move
the world. For the street magician, this may simply be the power of
the goddess, who is summoned by means of her special sounds. For the
ancient Vedic seer, the power of mantras may perhaps have been the
mysterious or invisible effects it sought through the force of brahman—
the sacrificial energy. Tantric theories are by far the most elaborate and
elusive. They link the words or, better yet, the sounds of mantras to the
mystical goals of the practitioner. The Tantric seeker after perfection—
the sadhaka—Dbecomes identified with various divine beings whom he
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places on his own body by means of esoteric practice, making them an
effective part of his life. A correspondence between individual con-
sciousness and mantric sound becomes reinforced through esoteric prac-
tices. In fact, the very heart of Tantric thinking is this notion of corre-
spondence, or mediated opposites. Sexual symbolism lends itself neatly
to express a profoundly abstract philosophy. Just as vowels animate
consonants with power (Sakt#i), for example, so too the goddess quick-
ens a passive god with dynamic energy. This correspondence pervades
each and every mantra and accounts for its power. The mantra of ten
“letters™ (syllables)—briris, srim, krim, pa-ra-me-sva-ri, sva-hi—is
formed of both basic priuciples: male and female (consonant and sylla-
ble).® The effectiveness of this mantra derives from the sexual duality it
exhibits in a symbolic sense. Many Banaras magicians who subscribe
to Sakta Tantrism view mantra by means of similar simplifications of
excruciatingly complex doctrines. For them mantra is a bridge between
the goddess and the embodied consciousness of the practitioner, the
access to her benevolent healing power. These magicians arc not theolo-
gians, and they keep their mysticism to themselves. Their knowledge of
doctrine is limited to basic principles, but their practice amply proves
that mantras, for whatever stated reasons, are powerful words.

Mantra as Spell

India has produced magnificently subtle ideas about the psychology and
the cosmology of sound. But in practice, the basic fact about mantra
remains a universal one: Magical rituals in India, as anywhere else, are
frequently accompanied by spells. The mantra is simply the Indian as-
pect of a much broader phenomenon. Traditional Hindu theories can-
not therefore fully explain the meaning and function of mantras. Even
the expert Indologist must go beyond indigenous theories, as Wade
Wheelock and Frits Staal have done. Wheelock, like Tambiah and other
scholars who implemented the ideas of Wittgenstein and Austin, claims
that the word of mantras is an effective word, a word of action.” Man-
tras do not just convey thoughts; they transform the consciousness of
the chanter and elevate the entire rite to another level of reality. The
magical force of mantras comes from the symbolic identities they estab-
lish between cosmos and magician, identities that are rendered subject
to personal experience. This is a quasi-mystical explanation, because it
places the magician directly in the realm of the sacred. Jan Gonda, the
Dutch Indologist, also claimed that mantra is a means of “coming into
touch or identifying oneself with the essence of the divinity which is
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present in the mantra.”® But this probably applies more closely to
highly trained Tantric practitioners than to the average street magician
who uses mantras.

Frits Staal, an Indologist and philosopher at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley, has led his controversial thinking on mantras to the
outer reaches of the humanities and into the realm of ethology. Man-
tras, he has repeated over the years, are not speech acts. They are not
even language, though they share a few secondary properties with lan-
guage. Instead, mantras are a type of sound, like music or the chatter
of birds, that “represents a remnant, vestige, ot rudiment of something
that existed before language.”? Oddly enough, this apparent biological
reduction is consistent with the view of traditional folklore in numerous
locations. The following Inuit poem is a case in point:

Magic Worbs

In the very earliest time,

when both people and animals lived on earth,

a person could become an animal if he wanted to
and an animal could become a human being.
Sometimes they were people

and sometimes animals

and there was no difference.

All spoke the same language.

That was the time when words were like magic.
The human mind had mysterious powers.

A word spoken by chance

might have strange consequences.

It would suddenly come alive

and what people wanted to happen could happen—
all you had to do was say it.

Nobody could explain this:

That’s the way it was.!°

When mantras are used in a ritual, Staal argues, their meaning
“does not lie in their language or even their poetic or metrical structure,
but in the sounds, with their themes and variations, repetitions, inver-
sions, interpolations, and the particular distribution of their ele-
ments.” ! Mantras represent the survival of a primitive biological prin-
ciple—a temporal structure manifest as sound—in a human cultural
form. Ritual is another such form, and it too is primitive enough to be
shared with many animals at the time of mating, expressing aggression
or marking territory. Although Staal refuses to speculate on the nature
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of the biological trait represented by the sound of mantra, he concludes
emphatically, and to the chagrin of many culturalists who know his
work, that both ritual and mantra are meaningless. They are pure pat-
tern.

The biological argument sounds extreme, but it is not absurd. Neu-
rologists have agreed that musical ability probably originated in the
same neural circuits that account for language ability. Neither repre-
sents a strict evolutionary adaptation, but both may have derived as a
secondary result of another adaptational success, for instance ballistic
movement—the earliest human hunting skill.'> Ethological research
may eventually discover the connection between ritual chanting and bi-
ological drives. At this point the claim that language and music share
neuronal circuits is too broad to contribute much to cultural analysis.
If one wishes to be really speculative about the biological basis of
sound, there is also the work of the geneticist Susumu Ohno and his
wife, Midori Ohno. Susumu Ohno assigned musical notation to the
substances that constitute DNA according to a fixed and consistent pat-
tern. He then chose a key and rhythmic pattern. The result was a mel-
ody his wife further enriched with harmonies to produce music that
even trained musicologists could not distinguish from thar of the great
composers.'? Of course, this is a mathematical or logical game; the ge-
neticist simulated the chemical properties of DNA with sound. It is not
the same thing as claiming, as Hindus have over the centuries, that the
physical world is sound.

Taken at their face value, many mantras are clearly meaningful:
They command a ghost to depart, specify an enemy’s lot, beg the fever
to come down. The impulse to give such desires a voice may be primi-
tive, but its voice is often a language. To be sure, no intrinsic and neces-
sary connection links the language of mantras to magical acts. Nonmag-
ical rituals such as bathing use mantras, while some magical rites do
not. An essential link does, however, connect the magical consciousness
and the primitive impulse behind the vocalization—the musicality—of
mantras. Even “meaningful” mantras are musical, using rhythms, repe-
titions, inversions, and other devices. The musical quality, the esthetic
temporal pattern, of mantras induces in participants a state of mind
comparable to what I described in Chapter 8. The sokhd who repeats
the names of all the Mari ghosts is not just being thorough out of a
pedantic compulsion. The musical patterns and the prolonged singsong
of the invented mantra, with its constant alliteration and endless repeti-
tions, are mesmerizing. They alter the awareness, which has already
been affected by the smoking of the hashish-like bhang prior to the
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recitation. Sound and smoke alike are primitive. The essential connec-
tion between mantras, when used, and magic, therefore, defies both
meaning and meaninglessness. It is the resonant musicality of mantras,
and all spells, that transforms ordinary plans into magical connections.
As Aldous Huxley once wrote: “If words had not first moved him, how
could man have come to believe that they would move things?” '

One could argue that because different spells or mantras are used
for obtaining different ends, their power must lie in the word meaning.
If pure musicality were the source of a mantra’s power, no semantic
correspondence would need to exist between mantra and goal; any
mantra could serve any purpose. To answer this challenge, one should
note that since the words are often meaningless, the correspondence
between a spell or mantra and its goal, in practice, are a matter of
rhythm, pitch, and even the status of the mantra—a matter of conven-
tion—but not its literal meaning. Practitioners do not change the word-
ing of the one or two mantras at their disposal every time they encoun-
ter a different patient. One mantra serves many needs because its magic
is not so much a matter of isolating specific causes to specific diseases.
Instead, the mantra seeks to reestablish the harmony or connectedness
that was broken as the illness surfaced.

Any native theory can explain the correspondence between words
and goals in one way or another, but theories are not the stuff of magi-
cal experience. Experience is a far more mundane and tumultuous af-
fair. It nods to enshrined norms but follows the playful energy of living
performance. Somehow experience rarely deceives, and its goal—well-
ness—is served better by sound than by words.

Oddly enough, many mantras in Banaras today are never heard be-
cause they are never voiced. They are whispered as the healer inhales,
then blown out on the patient or into a bottle of water or other objects.
This is called phutna—<“blowing” or “breaking”—and it suggests that
mantras can combine with air to create a powerful substance. The prac-
tice of blowing a mantra is associated, in varying degrees, with Tantric
ideas about placing divine powers in the body of the mediator. The
healer becomes a container of energy—sakti—through which the man-
tra passes before it is placed on the patient. Like every other practice
associated with healing, this one too can be done with a magical atti-
tude or indifferently. Unlike the chant or spell, which is heard, phutna
is felt with the skin. In either case, the experience of magic has nothing
to do with the meaning of the blown words, but everything to do with
their “texture.”
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MacGicar OBJECTS

Among the objects I have seen used in magical rites in Banaras are
water, clay and metal pots, hammers, string, amulets made of numerous
types of objects, stones, paper, coins, grains, knives, nails, quills, skulls,
animals, diagrams, words, mud bricks, leaves, trees, hair, sticks, flow-
ers, reeds, lampblack, oils, books, plates, handkerchiefs, fans, necklaces,
various intoxicants, shells, feathers, lemons, images of gods, the limbs
of the human body, and ponds.

The list is chaotic because any mode of organization would be com-
pletely arbitrary. Any object can be replaced with any other, and the
determining principle is never an objective characteristic intrinsic to one
item, let alone a whole class of objects. If one adds other objects used
by magicians elsewhere around the world, the list would explode in size
and disarray. In fact, every conceivable object would have to be in-
cluded because, in one place or another during the course of four mil-
lennia, every available thing has been recruited into the service of
magic.

How do magicians choose their preferred items, and how do these
serve the magical event? Does each object have its own distinct explana-
tion, or can one general principle encompass every object ever used in
magic? A consistent and comprehensive theory of magic must answer
these questions effectively. Tylor and Frazer claimed that magical ob-
jects either resembled or touched the goal or person at which they were
directed. Hair, for example, could be used in a rite to injure the person
from whom it came. Analogy and contiguity, the rules of sympathy,
explained every magical instrument by means of such primitive ways of
reasoning. This is an overarching, comprehensive principle, though it
has now been rejected as simplistic. In contrast, Tambiah argued that
objects become effective in magical rituals when they symbolize certain
relations and thereby express the desired conditions the magician hopes
for. Porcupine quills, for example, are regarded as effective in destabi-
lizing the household peace of one’s enemies only when taken from males
and females of the species. The pair of quills is a powerful symbol be-
cause it comes from a pair of animals that display a distinct (quarrel-
some) type of relationship. The symbolic principle, like sympathy, is
comprehensive and consistent. It can explain the use of specific items in
a given rite, but it also provides an abstract framework for the entire
range of objects.

The theory of the magical experience (see Chapter 8) takes magic
in a more literal sense once again. Magic is regarded as a unique experi-
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ence that results from certain directly perceived relations. The tools of
magic must be related to these perceptions in some way, whether direct
or symbolic. In either case the objects must be incorporated into the
experience, at least as symbols. To evaluate such a theory of magic, one
must obviously look at its interpretation of magical objects. This job
can be simplified by submitting the long list of “magical” objects to a
few basic distinctions.

Rituals of magic seldom take place without some secondary imple-
ments such as tools, icons, musical instruments, or healing substances.
Even the wultd-janma chiropractor, who only runs his foot down the
back of the patient, must lean the correct hand on the correct shoulder.
His magic depends on this precision, so both hand and shoulder become
tools of the rite. If he accidentally leans on a chair with the other hand,
the chair does not become a magical tool. If an image of Kali happens
to hang on the wall and the healer routinely greets it as he enters the
room, the image may be more important than the chair, but it remains
peripheral to the magical event.

The objects of magic are either essential or peripheral in any given
context. This is a truism. But no fixed rule, universal to all the prac-
titioners in Banaras, determines which object belongs to which category.
The marginal in one case may become cardinal in another case, if cir-
cumstances warrant the change. The freedom to substitute resembles
the freedom of the traditional musician to improvise on fixed themes.
But as substitutions increase, both the theories of sympathy and of sym-
bolism become inadequate. So while the distinction between essential
and peripheral objects seems trivial, it draws attention to the limits of
existing theories.

Nonessential objects are either cultural/religious artifacts or mere
instruments of the ritual. The deities that often adorn the magical site,
or even an entire temple, for instance, are seldom essential to the magi-
cal event. Similarly, the matches used to light the camphor cubes are
instruments of the rite, like the flame, but, unlike the flame, they can be
replaced with a lighter. They are nonessential instruments. But objects
that seem irrelevant—a boat in the background, a bird call in the night,
a brightly lit flame—all these can become essential to the mood that
makes magical experience possible. The distinction, or rather the
change, is subjective and not intrinsic to the object itself.

Essential tools are not limited to one type, either. Some are directly
medicinal—herbs, for instance—while others are musical, symbolic, or
social. The hammer used by the pundit to awaken a newly constructed
boat is symbolic of the relation between the inanimate object and the
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craftsman who has given it a body. The raised sitting loft of the sorcerer
is a social mark of status, but it also serves the ritual by establishing an
appropriate mental attitude (awe) toward the practitioner. In short, the
essential class of magical instruments is rich and complex, but it also
owes its status to indeterminate reasons.

Symbols and Signs

Recall the ape in James Gibson’s analysis of perception (see Chapter 8).
The animal finds an item of food, say a skull, which it must shatter in
order to eat. Next to the skull lies a rock. The ape turns to it, picks it
up, and hurls it at the target. In what way, asks Gibson, does the rock
“represent” a tool? Gibson claims that the rock possesses intrinsic qual-
ities, such as “grabability” and “throwability,” that are neither repre-
sentational nor mental in any way. They are properties of the rock,
which evolution has equipped the ape to perceive. Computational theo-
ries argue, in contrast, that the animal recognizes the rock as something
other than what it is, as an instrument. The ape’s ability to learn and
to remember provides it with rudimentary forms of mental representa-
tion—symbolic thinking.

If this example seems a crude way to begin a discussion of signs
and symbols, this may be a fair price to pay for the clarity with which
it illustrates the central issue. A sign, according to C. S. Peirce, “is
something that stands to somebody for something in some respect or
capacity.” '* “Stands” carries an immense load because, as the case of
the ape shows, it is unclear just how one thing stands for another. The
two extreme positions cited in that example are the mental or ideational
relationship and the behavioral response. If the person or animal who
takes x to be a sign of ¥ has an idea of y evoked by the object x, then
the relationship between the two is mental. But if the object x only
produces appropriate behavior relating to y—the mental component is
unknown or nonexistent—then the “symbolic™ relationship is behav-
ioral.

This disagreement is the extreme form of a debate that goes to the
heart of several psychological and philosophical disciplines. In the study
of cultures, the debate revolves around the interpretation of cultural
symbols, modes of classification, and thought. Rodney Needham, for
instance, has developed a mental-culturalist interpretation of signs and
symbols and rejects any physiological basis for traditional views on
classification, right/left distinction, terms for basic colors, percussion,
and others.'® Brent Berlin and Fleanor Rosch, among other cognitive
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scientists, have shown, in contrast, that perceptual-physiological factors
determine basic ways of classifying and knowing the world.!” Although
their position is far from behavioristic, it still explains cognitive pro-
cesses in terms of a physical interaction with an environment.

Both approaches are vulnerable to criticism. In the case of men-
talism, as Needham himself conceded, anything can stand for any other
thing in a symbolic relationship.!® This can render symbols trivial. Cer-
tain conditions have to be specified under which unique objects come
to represent only other unique objects in order to make the symbolic
relation meaningful. But this is not easy to do. Cultural historians have
searched for such conditions—determinants—without always showing
how a mental motive—an idea rather than an economic factor, for in-
stance—actually brings contingent facts into a symbolic relationship. In
many cases these scholars run afoul of historical materialists and, nowa-
days, postmodernists.

Behaviorism in its crudest forms is even harder to defend. It evokes
the image of Pavlov’s salivating dogs associating one object with an-
other through harsh stimulus-response learning. In fact, many symbols
summon ideas and emotions even though no corresponding behavior
ever takes place. The sight of rain from inside a cozy house can result
in either the opening or the closing of a window, depending on a variety
of competing mental images in the mind of the beholder.

Behaviorism and mentalism are two ways of considering how a per-
ceiver might take one thing as a symbol or a sign for another. But there
are alternative ways of analyzing symbolic relations. Peirce divided
signs into indexes, symbols, and icons. An index is a sign that refers to
the object it denotes through a causal relationship. A thermometer is
one example of an indexical sign that is causally related to the fact it
signifies—temperature. A symbol, in Peirce’s technical sense, is a sign
that is related to its object by convention. A person’s name or the ele-
phant of the Republican party are two types of symbol. An icon, finally,
denotes objects by virtue of its own characteristics. The floor-plan dia-
gram of a magnificent cathedral represents the building because its own
spatial proportions resemble those of the cathedral. The relationship
is neither causal nor merely conventional. Some similarity between the
characteristics of the icon and the object it signifies must exist.

Many signs contain mixed features and may be both iconic and
symbolic or indexical and symbolic. Moreover, it is seldom obvious
how other peoples in distant ages have understood symbolic relations.
Researchers have assumed that primitive people take names and effigies
as signs that are causally related to other objects and therefore can be
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manipulated as magical objects. In a similar vein, some Indologists have
speculated that the forest in India’s literature serves as a symbol for
subconscious realms.'” Freudian and occasionally even Jungian ideas
have been used as navigational aides for charting the deep symbolic and
iconic meanings of ancient India’s vast texts. But indexical symbolism
has been just as pervasive in India. Landscapes of immense forests and
towering mountains have been perceived as directly powerful forces
whose meaning often has depended on the way humans have interacted
with their environment and shaped its contours by means of action and
imagination. Unfortunately, no objective criteria exist for judging in
what way an observer takes one object as standing for another. We risk
confusing one type of rationality with another and losing track of the
magical relationship altogether. Perhaps another example may illustrate
the direction we need to take.

There are many ways to track humans or animals. Predators sur-
vive by developing habits that resonate with those of their prey. They
also evolve effective camouflage. Above all, their senses are extremely
refined in picking up the trail left by a moving animal. For the vast
majority of species, this means a chemical trail in the form of scent. The
predator does not need to differentiate mentally between the trace—the
scent—and its source. The hunting skills of animals are not based on
the interpretation of signs. To predators scent is an extension of the
prey, an attractor in its own right, that is related biochemically both to
its origin and to the nervous system of the tracker. In contrast, human
trackers “read” the marks left on the ground or the broken twigs of
bushes as signs of the person or animal they are tracking. Yosef Yar-
koni, a Bedouin who assumed a Hebrew name while serving in the Is-
raeli army, was a legendary tracker. His senses, intuition, and logic en-
abled him to spot and track smugglers and Feda’ine (terrorists) even
months after they had passed through a landscape. Yarkoni’s colleagues
loved to boast about his powers. They claimed that if a man were to
spit under a rock in the middle of the desert and Yarkoni were to pass
by one hundred years later, he would be able to track that man to his
grave and curse his soul for spitting on God’s earth. Similarly, Jim Cor-
bet, the renowned hunter of man-eating tigers in India, boasted that he
could tell the sex of a distant tiger, its direction of travel, and whether
it was hungry or not just by listening to the call of birds in the area.

Great human trackers rely on learning and reasoning, not on the
conditioning and the genotypic advantages of animal predators. But
that is not the whole story. The difference between an able tracker and
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a great one is intuition. When the habits of the prey become second
nature to the hunter, or when the landscape becomes an extension of
the hunter’s personality, the tracks left behind—the indexical signs—no
longer signify just by a logic that points to the prey’s likely behavior.
The tracker intuitively knows what the animal does because he knows,
or feels, what he might do in its place. The tracks are “related” to both
hunter and prey, almost as in the case of the nocturnal scent follower.

Many of the objects used in magical rites, when the magical con-
sciousness is involved, signify in such a way. They are not only iconic
or even indexical. They are like a trace that links prey to predator,
because they link the object of the rite with its means through the per-
ception and interaction of the participant. In fact, vision—the most
“aloof” sense—is seldom enough in magical rites. The more primitive
and immediate senses, like touch and smell, bring participants into inti-
mate contact with the objects used. The use of amulets in ancient India
may illustrate this point.

According to the Kausika Satra, the mysterious skin disease called
Ksetriya is treated, among other means, by hanging an amulet around
the patient’s neck. The amulet is made of freshly killed animal skin in
which the healer places mud, including mud from an anthill, barley
straw, and sesame blossom. The amulet is kept on until the patient is
healed (Kausika Satra 26.43 and Atharvaveda 2.8).

The amulet acts as a layered therapeutic symbol. It contains dirt
from the anthill because this dirt had been churned up from below the
surface—or the skin—of the earth. The amulet leather shares a certain
desired quality (transitivity) with the cure of the patient’s skin. This is a
case of iconic signification, so ably analyzed by Stanley Tambiah. But
the amulet must also be made of fresh animal skin, usually deer. The
emphasis on freshness indicates that the authors of the Kausika Satra
felt it important to preserve the living characteristics of the animal from
which it came. The qualities of the animal or its skin can thereby “pass”
on to the patient. Since fresh skin conducts living substances and liquids
more effectively than dried or processed leather, the field-related con-
tents of the pouch (the word Ksetriya means agrological as well as uter-
ine) can slowly percolate through the fresh leather to the patient. The
magicians relied here on indexical thinking along with the symbolic and
iconic modes.

This, in brief, is as far as theories of magic usually go. Objects used
in magical rites and cures reveal a distinct way of thinking and acting;
they encapsulate an implicit philosophy. When properly formulated,
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these theories are not only accurate but fascinating as well, because
they illuminate the broader spectrum of cultural ideas in which magical
symbols often participate. But magical experience is another matter. In
order to be experienced magically, the amulet cannot simply signify.
Every pendant, even expensive jewelry, signifies without necessarily be-
ing incorporated into a magical experience. The amulet must be per-
ceived in the same way that the nocturnal predator sniffs its prey. And
it is the task of the healer to see that this happens.

For this reason, the patient and the healer struggle to enter the sub-
jective state of the magical consciousness by various means, including
the use of mantras, music, and breathing techniques. The separate,
symbol-reading self is stripped of its overriding authority in favor of a
perceptual and interactive experience. Ordinary and separate events be-
come transformed into magical relations. Anyone who has smelled fresh
sheets after a long journey knows how deeply affecting such a simple
sensation can be in contrast with the common routine of going to bed.
The magical rite sharpens mundane sensitivities and directs them in a
variety of ways in relation to the symbols magic uses. The amulet-pouch
is felt to be transitive and its contents—symbols all-—are felt percolating
into one’s body through the skin. If the subjective experience cannot be
substantiated by means of biochemical analysis at the point of con-
tact—for those who must have “objective” proof—it is still a neuronal
reality, like the difference between seeing red and green or the pain of a
phantom limb. Objective verification misses the mark if it does not take
into account, as its primary fact, the consciousness of a relationship.
Just as pain cannot exist without the awareness of pain, magic cannot
exist without the awareness of a relatedness felt as osmosis. A magical
object can be anything that becomes incorporated into such an event.
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The End of Magic

For a variety of reasons, scholars of religions no longer find it useful to
compare religion and magic. Although the old distinctions, dating back
to the Victorians, are still deeply entrenched in the popular view, they
mislead. According to the worst misconception, magic compels natural
or supernatural forces to obey human will, whereas religion acts by
supplication to a god who may or may not respond. With the rise of
symbolical interpretations of magic, this distinction has stopped making
sense. If the magical act is a form of expressive speech, which is not
compelling but meaningful, then magic and religion become two types
of one phenomenon: a symbolic rationality in relation to the sacred.

But there are better reasons for abandoning comparisons between
religion and magic. The history of the term religion shows it growing
out of European cultural and linguistic circumstances that rarely apply
elsewhere.! Extending such a concept across cultural barriers results in
a reification of diverse and fluid realities like faith and cumulative tradi-
tion. One may properly speak of the faith of Hindus or the cumulative
traditions of Buddhists, but the abstract categories religion, Hinduism,
and Buddhism ought to be abandoned or used in a very restricted sense.
Not only are the terms empty intellectual containers, but they lead to
false distinctions and set up boundaries between persons—the true sub-
ject of study.

These observations are doubly true for magic, which, more than
even religion, is a distinct development of European cultural history. Of
course, this does not mean that the phenomena we call magical do not
actually exist around the world, only that the abstract substantive noun
magic deceives when used away from its Near Eastern and Furopean

221
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home. John Hick’s summary of the situation with religion—*“religion
takes such widely different forms and is interpreted in such widely dif-
ferent ways that it cannot be adequately defined but only described”—
is valid for magic as well.? Definitions are based on the objective
properties of the thing defined. The object may be abstract, of course:
One can define and compare two species of animals, not just a tiger
and a cock. But the assumption that religion and magic are abstract,
though objective, things like Felis tigris and Gallus gallus is false and
misleading.

Unlike biological distinctions, no objective and universal criteria in-
form us when an act or belief is magical and when it is religious. When
is submersion in a river a religious rebirth, and when is it a magical
removal of pollution or disease? When is a pendant, say the Jewish
mezuzab that hangs on doorposts, a religious object, and when is it—
like the Muslim hamsa—a talisman? We gain little by even asking such
questions, because the categories religion and magic have been recog-
nized for the empty shells they are.

For these and similar reasons, scholars rarely use the term magic,
except in reference to its specific cultural contexts in the European his-
tory of ideas. The diverse phenomena that have occupied students of
magic—for example, alchemy, witchcraft and sorcery, and divination—
are discussed only in the cultural and historical contexts in which they
appear. They no longer serve as regional aspects of a universal category
called magic.

So is this book a dangerous throwback to the mid-century and ear-
lier studies of magic? The mere use of the word magic in the title might
lead some among the current generation of students of culture to think
so. However, the central thesis of this book is that a distinct and univer-
sal magical phenomenon does indeed exist, which I have called the
“magical experience.” It is not an objective category like religion or
magic of old but a psychological quality like imagination. No action or
object is ever intrinsically magical; it only becomes incorporated into a
system of perceptions and responses that make it part of a magical
event. The mezuzah can serve either as a religious object or as a magical
talisman, just as it can serve as a door stopper if necessary. Considered
in this way, magic—or the magical experience—begs to be distinguished
from other states of mind, such as faith. The question of magic or reli-
gion is internalized and becomes a subject for a far subtler and more
flexible distinction, for which we must listen to those who engage in
both. The answer will be entirely subjective and embedded in the shift-
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ing contours of circumstances, moods, and states of mind. A snapshot
rarely reveals enough.

g g g

Case 16.1
A Fertility Bath

Nothing matters more to the Hindu wife than fertility. The eter-
nal life of her husband hangs on it. Unfortunately, nothing also
is quite so uncertain as a successful pregnancy. More magic is
practiced with this in mind than all the other reasons com-
bined. I was drawn by this fact to Lolark Kund one Sunday
morning. I went to observe women—for it was mainly women
who acted as though the pool was powerful—taking their Sun-
day morning bath in it. Armed with notebook and tape re-
corder, I had to overcome the self-consciousness of a foreign
voyeur in the company of bathers.

But there were only three women at the pool that early
morning, an old woman and two teenagers. The old woman
was bathing, a tiny bent figure inside her clinging wet sari. The
two teenage girls were sweeping the steps around the pool, col-
lecting dust and debris left by the previous week’s bathers and
pijas into a pile, which they gathered in reed baskets. They did
not seem to mind their work, or, rather, their work failed to
interrupt their joking and laughter. The younger one, whose
name was Sangita, as I later found out, suddenly pushed the
other, Ranjini, into the water. Ranjini barely kept her balance
and stumbled to the edge of the water, wetting the leg of her
pants. She laughed loudly and squeezed her clothing, then
pulled both her pants legs above her knees, showing smooth
and muscular calves. She then turned around and noticed me,
and her laughter became an embarrassed smile. I smiled back,
and she quickly glanced at the old woman, perhaps expecting
some rebuke.

But the old pilgrim was busy with other things just then.
She was a Nepalese who had come to spend her remaining
years in Banaras, and she lived in a distant neighborhood. Al-
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though her duties to her deceased husband and society had
been fulfilled—she had three married sons—she still felt obliged
to come and bathe “in order to avoid the diseases of old age.”
She was now in the middle of a paja to Lolarka, the sun deity
who resides in the small shrine and makes the cold water of
this pool so healing. The pilgrim offered two lemons, a few
blades of holy grass, a rose, and a few genda flowers. Then she
lit a lamp and traced seven circles in front of the icon, which
was simply a circular stain of ochre paint with two eves on the
back wall of the shrine.

Ranjini was still in the cold water, showing no discomfort.
She began sweeping the first few submerged steps. Clouds of
dust kicked up and spread through the crystalline water. San-
gita, the younger one, scooped a few handsful of water and
vigorously rubbed her own calves, washing off the dust that
clung to her feet. The girls were cousins and belonged to the
low caste of the boat people. Ranjini’s father had drowned in
the river, but she had two older brothers. The two girls were in
school now, but in a few years they would be married, and
their lives would be devoted entirely to their husbands and their
families. They would never know another man before then, but
their glances and giggles showed they were maturing quickly.

The old woman was now silently reciting mantras, the bead
necklace tucked—but not completely hidden—under a shawl
indicated she was about halfway through her repetitions. By
the time she finished, the dust in the pool had settled, and a
serene calm was settling over the water. The girls, both dried
now, turned away to go, satisfled that their job was perfectly
finished, when suddenly the old woman flung her offerings into
the water, where they landed with a splash. The lemons bobbed
for a few seconds, then saited deep into the pool and away
from the leaves and blades of grass. The old woman gathered
her belongings and began to labor up the steps. The two girls,
baskets on their heads, grimaced with annoyance at the mess,
then looked at each other, shrugged, and scampered off.

Accompanied by a woman assistant-interpreter, I returned to Lolark
Kund many times in the following weeks and tatked with the three
women again. [ asked them what made Lolark Kund so special. The
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old Nepalese knew all about Lolarka and the myths that surrounded
the place. She claimed that her three sons were a gift of the sun, though
she had never been to Banaras in her youth. “Lolark is powerful enough
for anyone who believes, not only those who come here.”

“Who is Lolark? I asked, and she told me the myth of the trembling
sun who guards Banaras and burns away the sins of those who come
to this place. She pointed toward the shrine at water’s edge with the
image of the sun on the rock and carefully said: “I try to come every
Sunday (Ravivar) to bath and offer p#ja to Sun. I will do this as long
as I can walk.”3

The boat-caste teenagers also knew about the sun but did not seem
to care much for his shrine. Pressed to explain the attraction of the
place, they both said, “fotaka” (magic} and laughed. On the special
pilgrimage and bathing festival of Lolark Chath, thousands of visitors
crowd the narrow space in and around the pool. Many bring fruits and
vegetables, especially squashes, which are sent off on the water as hus-
band and wife, clothes knotted together, take a bath. Other vegetables
are pierced with needles supplied by the attendants of the boat caste.
Saris are left in the water by women who change into new garments.
The girls had seen these rituals because they are charged with helping
clean up the flotilla of debris left by thousands of bathers. They knew
that only someone of a low and polluted caste could handle such left-
overs, but this failed to bother them. When I asked them why totaka
made childless couples fertile, they had no answer. “We never talk
about such things,” they told me, “No one does. We just do what we
are told.” But I persisted: “Do you think the water is powerful, or is it
the ritual action, or the sun? Will you have sons because you spend so
much time in the water?” That last question was a riot, to judge by the
outburst of laughter that followed. They never answered any of these
questions, which they must have taken for misplaced curiosity.

Anyone who looks for clear and fixed criteria for separating magic
from religion in the words and the actions of participants is likely to
become confused. People—the proper subject for the study of religion
or magic—are too complicated. Their beliefs and attitudes have no
boundaries: Piety is mixed with greed, and superstition with purity. The
objects of beliefs and aspirations have no life outside the imagination
of believers; they show no Platonic clarity of form but are enmeshed in
the ambiguities of daily existence.

Imagine that you have received a contract to edit an encyclopedia
on magic. Or perhaps you decide to write a book on the history of
magic in India, as I have. How do you divide the vast subject into man-
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ageable units? The encyclopedia might contain entries such as “astrol-
ogy,” “ amulets,” “exorcism (see possession),” “witchraft,”
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alchemy,
and “spells.” The book might discuss these topics in their Indian con-
texts and use the appropriate terminology and sources. But you quickly
discover that this logical path is blocked by at least two major obsta-
cles. First, magic, either as the “magical experience” (of Chapter 8) or
as the commonly understood concept, permeates every aspect of life in
many traditional societies. To be consistent, the encyclopedia will have
to carry entries on farming, sex, fishing, sports, arts, crafts, warfare,
and every other area of life. Second, the usual “magical” topics—divi-
nation, alchemy, and the rest—are no more intrinsically magical than
any other area of life. An act, say a divination, performed without the
magical frame of mind is no more magical than settling a legal dispute.
In fact, conflict resolution, according to Victor Turner, is much of what
divination is about.* The technique of identifying hidden culprits or di-
agnosing difficult ailments is not intrinsically magical. A diviner who
comes into a college classroom to demonstrate her technique is not en-
gaged in magic, because the essential mental component is missing. In
contrast, the soccer player who carefully puts on his right boot first and
touches the turf with his right hand, which he then kisses, is engaged in
a magical act. On my definition, no act and no object are ever magical
solely by virtue of being included in a certain esoteric tradition. The
range of acts and objects surveyed in any work of reference will there-
fore be either limitless or arbitrarily limited to abstract theoretical cate-
gories such as “fetishism.”

EMpPATHY

Faced with extending their work on magic to cover every aspect of life
or limiting magic to a few arbitrary topics, scholars have opted for nei-
ther. Instead, they have assimilated magic into their cultural histories or
else ignored it altogether. Either way, magic expires.

Perhaps there is no good reason to revive the study of magic, de-
spite some signs of life in 1995.> Maybe, instead of returning to hidden
symbolic languages or deciphering abracadabra, a radically new ap-
proach is called for. Due to the fact that the magical experience can
exist anywhere—a dentist’s office as much as a hunting expedition—it
is the subjective aspect of magic that should interest us most. Magical
“empathy” can become the new subject of inquiry, the extension of the
magical experience into daily life. “Empathy” should not be confused
with Levy-Bruhl’s quasi-mystical “participation,” nor is it simply the
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moral concept of caring for someone. Moreover, the word empathy will
jar those who study Indian society. Hierarchical societies, where castes
and sexes are largely separated, have little use for empathy in its moral
sense. Empathy contradicts purity, the ideology that organizes society
into ranks from the pure to the impure. But the magical practices I have
seen were often too urgent to be impeded by social considerations and
ideologies. Sexes, castes, and religions mixed and even touched for the
sake of health. A liminal space, set apart from other spaces, was domi-
nated by a single goal and by the charisma of empathetic relations. At
such times and places, empathy is a trans-subjective vicarious identifi-
cation with another person, being, or object. Those who feel empathy
participate in larger contexts without the limitations of a rigid social
self or a detached intellect. The sense of self extends past the boundary
of the individual person {or caste) to a system of relations—but not in
a moral sense. In fact, the power of empathy can bring together a sor-
cerer and his victim as effectively as any healer and patent. I choose
the word empathy, however, because the practice of magic can make
sense only in a world of empathetic relations. A fragmented, atomistic
world inhibits the experience of magic.

This is certainly true for our own world—with one possible excep-
tion. The monumental financial success of the Hollywood film industry
can be credited to our unlimited capacity for vicarious identification,
for empathy. Two-dimensional optical images on celluloid are converted
into racing hearts and curdled blood. We sit in large dark halls with
dozens of strangers and become transported—all of us in nearly the
same way—into the life of an optical character. When the film is truly
effective, we lose our sense of identity and become one with a simpleton
like Forrest Gump, or even with a homicidal cyborg from the future.
For two hours we participate in the modern idiom of the magical expe-
rience—in the movies.

The same complicated biological and psychological apparatus that
made magic possible for Paleolithic cave artists—perception, imagina-
tion, and the rest—also animates the magical experience of both movie-
goers and street magicians in Banaras and their customers. This magic
becomes manifest as empathy, a simple term for a rich tapestry of inter-
linking beings. The heart of empathy and the key to every magical rela-
tion is a powerful sensory experience. Though magicians may substitute
symbolic objects and even reinvent new procedures and spells, they
leave one feature alone—the sensory bond of empathy. Touch, sight,
sound, smell, and taste are the essential ingredients for participating in
magical events, if not for interpreting them.



298 MAGIC IN BANARAS

g 9 49

Case 16.2

Samoan Massage

Only in a few cases, connected with the administration of treat-
ments for illnesses in which supernatural agents were impli-
cated, was there any instruction as to the timing of the adminis-
tration of the medicine. In the medicine for an illness known as
“ea saaua” or “ea fasia,” for instance, the healer is required to
use

Leaves of the matalafii (Psychotria insularum).

An even number, in this case 2o, should be beaten and
mixed with water and the compound rubbed gently on the af-
fected area.

The wearmenrt should take place when the locusts sing in
the evening or art night. It should not be carried out during day-
light.®

The strict emphasis on an even number (20) and the clearly specified
time of application read like the essential magical components of the
rite. But the one can be a pharmaceutical measurement, while the other
may be based on astute circadian observation. They may only seem
arbitrary—and therefore magical—to a Western scholar. The massage,
however, does not seem intrinsically magical; after all, the medicine
must be applied directly. There is nothing surprising about the ambigu-
ity, or rather the duality, of these applications. The vast majority of
magical rites, certainly all the rites | have witnessed, combine symbolic
action with a direct manipulation of the senses.

As a result, the vocabulary of magical empathy should not be just
a catalog of symbolic objects, nor should its syntax be limited to occult
ritual acts. Empathy—the experienced effect of magic—comes more
commonly from a massage, squeeze, rub, brushing, heating, cooling,
wetting, drying, pinching, or striking, to name just a few tactile manipu-
lations. And touch seldom occurs alone. The magical rite is often a
cleverly orchestrated harmony of stimulated senses, accompanied by an
aroused imagination. Still, as the most primitive sense, touch is also the
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most immediate and effective instrument of magical empathy. Of
course, both touch and its effects are a mere starting point. In actual
performance, matters become complicated very quickly, as the following
cases of snakebite remedies show.
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Case 16.3

Snakebite Remedies

W. H. R. Rivers described specialists among the Todas, who
make a cord out of women’s hair and bind it tightly in three
locations on the bitten limb. A mantra is recited during the
tying of the cord. The cord is kept on for two or three days,
during which time the mantra is repeated two or three times
per day. The patient is prevented from crossing a stream, but if
he must travel, he is carried above the water.”

Among the Jaunsaris of Uttar Pradesh, crossing also be-
comes a matter of taboo. According to Rizvi, the patient is not
allowed to cross the door, the house cannot be swept with a
broom, and the corner of a woman’s saris—its border—is not
allowed to touch the patient. The cure itself consists of eating
bhang (hemp) and drinking bhang fried in clarified butter.
Meanwhile, a cobra is killed and decapitated, then buried until
it rots. After eight to ten days, a small portion of decomposed
snake mixed with earth is cut out in the shape of a square
frame (that resembles the shape of a snake’s head) and washed
with milk. The head is wrapped in a new cloth and placed on
the bitten limb at the site of the bite. The cure consists of sev-
eral additional practices, including the use of purgatives such
as Dattura leaves. But even this brief sketch is enough to engage
the interest of anyone who compares this case with others from
unrelated locations.®

The Kethi and the Mutheu of Kenya insist that the biting
snake be found and killed. The head of the snake is cut off and
dried, then pulverized into powder that is applied to the
wound. At the same time the venom is sucked out.” The Rama
Indians of Nicaragua also use the pulverized head of a snake
that has bitten someone. The snake head is mixed in a powder
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of leaves and roots collected by a specialized healer. The biting
snake, according to the Ramas, must be killed, or the patient
will not recover. However, it cannot be killed with a gun.'?
The patient is given a root to chew until he returns home, the
only place he can be healed. The members of his family must
hug him and stay with him, but he is quarantined and sepa-
rated from everyone else. He must not even look at strangers,
especially pregnant women. He is swathed in blankets and
made to sweat. His diet is vegetarian and unspiced, but he also
chews roots and powders that help him vomit the poison.

These treatments show how far the therapeutic imagination reaches,
even when magic is reduced to empathy. In all these cases, touch (tying,
hugging, swathing, sucking) is very important, but visual imagery seems
to dominate the cure. The head of the snake in some simulated fashion
is the essential component of the medicine. This imitation—recall Fra-
zer’s homeopathy—combines touch (the substance must actually come
from the biting snake’s head) with anatogy, which is a visual concept.
Furthermore, the patient’s isolation among the Rama is defined as the
taboo against making eye contact, Social taboos compel us to rely on
sociological theories or at least to look at collective ways of thinking
about such ideas as body temperature, substances, cooking, intentional-
ity and fault, and crossing boundaries. These ideas are both collective
and influential, but they transcend empathy. Or rather, they define the
cultural parameters of empathy, not its experiential terrain. The existen-
tial force of a magical event comes from the engagement of actors in
actual circumstances. A survey of simple sensory manipulations—most
descriptions of magic unfortunately leave them out—needs to accom-
pany social and cultural analysis in order to reclaim for magical experi-
ence its rightful place in the humanities.

The history of magic should consist first and foremost of a taxon-
omy of physical acts connected with the magical rite: tasting, pointing,
beating, stepping, inhaling, exhaling, blowing, and many others. Which
are the senses used, how does pantomime convey information, how are
ideas integrated with manipulations of the body and other objects?
These are some of the questions that the study of ritual in general con-
fronts. In fact, ritual and magic overlap in several important respects.
But magical rites are special. The uniquely magical dimension of such
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rituals emerges from the way sensory manipulations create a system of
experienced relations.

The events of the rite are more important than the meaning of its
symbols. Exorcism, for example, always requires touch, either with the
hand or some other object. It is touch, above every other aspect of the
ritual, that creates a healing relationship between patient and healer.
Even expiation, a profoundly religious ritual, may contain powerful
magical moments. An immersion in cold water or the self-infliction
of pain accompany the symbolism of sin and regret. What is the rela-
tion between the experience of pain and the sense of moral purity that
follows expiation, and how is pain incorporated into cultural symbol-
ism? In the hands of a capable French structuralist, symbols can answer
these questions with dexterity and finesse. But symbolism is a hired
gun—it answers too much and becomes a law unto itself. The clove in
the hand of an ojba symbolizes one thing, the cane in the hand of a
priest another. But both practitioners must touch their “patients.” Both
create a relationship of empathy. This is such a basic fact that it seems
trivial.

To give an example that does not directly involve a human patient:
The construction of a new house must begin with a p#%a in which a
clay pot full of water from the Ganges is buried three feet under the
cornerstone. The pot also contains genda flowers, a piece of silver, and
a stone. It is impregnated with mantras before being buried. Magic is
never an abstract plea. The house will not be protected merely by means
of mental control of supernatural forces. Instead, the owner must fetch
the water, place objects in the pot, bend over the hole, and reach down
with pot in hand while lying on the pile of excavated earth. The ritual
is a theater, with the owner playing a major role. He must participate
because the magical event expresses his relation to the house. The rite
creates empathy: It places house and owner in one network of relations
that also includes every other force that can ever enter or possess the
house.

As a unique discipline, the study of magic has to focus on such
topics and then ground its material in specific cultural and natural set-
tings. The inaugural building rite has a magical component and an insti-
tutional component, both with interlocking histories. A simple history
of institutions and ideas without the theater would touch magic only
tangentially. The study of magic must combine the history of embodied
experience—the ground of interrelatedness—and its articulation in con-
crete cultural forms.
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There is no such thing as a magical plant, a magical pond, a magical
stone. There are curing plants, healing ponds, protective stones. These
things become magical for some people at certain times. Anything can
become a talisman, amulet, or even elixir under the right circumstances;
conversely, even the most healing mineral spring can be reduced to a
mere commercial spa. Magic is never an abstraction: It exists as a force
only in the minds and bodies of people. If you wish to understand it,
you must meet those who live by magic. This is what I have done, and
these are some of the people I have met: healers and patients, astrolo-
gers, boat builders and construction workers, farmers, rain makers,
Hindus, Muslims, Christians, Tantrics, atheists, believers, and scoun-
drels. All spin magic. Of course, people are messy. They say and do
conflicting things, or they say one thing today, another tomorrow. They
tell you too much, or not enough. They make it hard to classify things
neatly, reducing a scholar to fits of neurotic classification withdrawal.
We want to divide magic into neat categories: fetishes, taboos, exor-
cism, sorcery, and the rest. Instead, we have to watch and listen quietly,
avoid pigeonholing the complex experience we encounter, and finally,
when we are ready, participate in magical events.

But the raw data of magical rituals is too chaotic for simple descrip-
tion. The participants are often interested in matters that a researcher
of magic might consider peripheral. Their descriptions seem to disperse
the focus across a wide spectrum of events; their stories about magic,
when we listen to them, can easily deceive. I found myself immensely
entertained by many of these stories, but sometimes for the “wrong”
reasons.
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The Sadhi and the Woman

A fake sadhi came into a village where some women were sit-
ting. He began to read the palms of the children and women
and was very successful. The women of the village were awed
and showed him great reverence. One woman was very beauti-
ful, and the sadha decided to seduce her. As he read her palm,
he informed her that she was very sick but assured her that he
had the proper cure. “Give me some of your hair,” he said. “I
will make a yantra with it, which you can wear around your
neck to regain your health.” But the young woman was knowl-
edgeable in the arts of Tantra and cures, so she knew what he
was up to. She said, “Fine, but I must go inside to cut my hair.”
Once inside the hut, she found a goatskin gourd and cut some
hair off it. She brought this to the sadh, who took the hair to
the edge of the village and discreetly performed his ritual.
When he was last seen leaving the village, a black goatskin
gourd was chasing the sadha amorously.

g 49 9

Piss Alchemy

In 1941-1942 during the hot season, a Banarsi Muslim named
Shah (who told me this story) went with a friend to Dasas-
vamedh Ghat. It was early morning but hot when two sadhus
came by. They asked for some water to drink, but Shah’s friend
decided to invite them to his house, where he gave them sweets
and cold water. The holy men were deeply moved by this hos-
pitality and asked for some aluminum. Shah and his friend did
not understand this request, and they inquired how much they
should bring. They were told to bring as much as they wanted.
The two friends went to the market and bought 250 grams of
aluminum for a few rupees. They brought the metal to the sa-
dhus, and one put the metal in a clay pot and peed into it. The
aluminum melted. The sadhis covered the pot and took it to
the ghat, where they put some herbs in it. When the holy men
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returned, they told their hosts to let it sit for four hours and
wait for them to return, and they left. Two days later the sa-
dhas had still not come back, so Shah and his friend opened
the pot and found 250 grams of silver in it.

As it turns out, both of these tales fascinated the Indians who heard
them for the moral twist of the plots. A scoundrel got his comeuppance
in one, and two good men were rewarded in the second. The supernatu-
ral incidents were barely noted, let alone celebrated by the narrators.
This is typical for Banarsis, especially those who encounter magical
events often. But the city of Banaras teaches another, equally valuable
lesson. In the urgent practical need to seek out magicians, the townfolk
set aside their social and ideological distinctions. Muslim and Hindus,
high caste and low, men and women sit together-—often even touch-
ing—before the healer. Religious beliefs are never discussed, and the
power of the healer holds everyone in that special place.

The End of Magic is an effort to understand this unique experience.
The book describes magic as a phenomenon that stands apart from the
culture in which it is grounded. In order to understand the special bond
between magician and client, one must always go beyond the cultural
forms of the ritual performance to the universal nature of magic. This
is a stereoscopic task: One eye is kept on the rich forms of cultural
expression in Banaras, while the second remains focused on experience
itself. Some sections of the book have described the traditions of my
Banarsi acquaintances, while others have described theories of magic,
mind, and language. Theory and description were interwoven through-
out the book in a resonant interplay between reflection and observation.
But this dance revolved around a unitary and consistent theme: Magic
is the sensory experience of interrelatedness that emerges when individ-
uals develop a unique intimacy with natural and social environments.
Magical events are often experienced as extraordinary, and even occult,
phenomena. But reports of such experiences are neither mystical nor
strictly religious. They combine the mundane practicality of a noisy
street with a lofty sense of belonging to an intimate world.

A word of caution to the impatient reader who has skipped directly
to this conclusion: No single section, or even chapter, can recapture a
complex experience that was teased out gradually over the course of
the entire book. The explanation of magic must be as rich and as vivid
as the phenomenon itself. It must hang on the twin pegs of description
and explanation and sway from one to the other. The best way to profit
by this book is to follow right along.
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