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LATIN AMERICAN

CURANDERISMO

ROBERT T ThRIGHERESRIMI

HISTORY

Curanderismo, from the Spanish verb cuner (1o heal),
is a broad healing rradition found in Mexican
American communities th:'c:::ghﬂnr the Uniced
States, [t has many historical roots in common with
traditional healing pracrices in Puerto Rican and
Cuban American communities, as well as craditional
practices found throughour Larin America, At the
same fime, curanderismo has a history and a ser of
traditional medical practices thar are unigue to
Mexican cultural history and ro the Mexican
American experience in the United Stares.

Seven historical roots are embedded in modern
curanderismo, Its theoretical beliefs partly trace their
orgins to Gresk humoral medicine, especially the
emphasis on balance, and the influence of hot and
cold properties of food and medicines on the bady
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Many of the rituals cthat provide both a framework
and a meaningful culrural healing experience m
curanderismo date to healing pracrices COnTemporry
te the beginning of the Christian rradition and even
intg earlier Judeo-Christian writings. Other healing
practices dertve from the European Middle Ages,
including the use of raditional medicinal planes and
magical healing practices in wide use ar thar cime.
The Meorish conguest of Sourhern Eurape is vis

ille in the culmural expression of curanderismo. Some
common Mexican American folk illnesses originated
in the Near East and chen were transmicted chrough-
out the Mediterranean, such as belief in mal de o, of
the evil eve (the magical influence of staring at somt
one). Homeopathic remedies for common h.:.;].[!l
condirions such as earaches, cunscipaclmn‘ AT,
cuc. wid bruises, and burns were brought from
Eurcoe to the New World to be passed down 1o che
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present ime within curanderismo. There also is sig-
nificant sharing of beliefs with Aztec and other
parive American culcural tradidions in Mexico. Some
of the folk illnesses creared in pre-Columbian times,
such as a fallen fonranelle (eaida de fe moflera) and
perhaps the blackage of the intestines (empacho) are

arts of this rradition. The pharmacopeia of the New
World also is imporrant in curanderismo (and added

significancly to the plants available for trearment of

diseases in Europe from the 16005 to the present).
Some healers (curanderos) keep track of developments
in parapsychology and New Age spirituality, as well as
acupuncrure and Eastern healing traditions, and have
incorporated chese global perspectives into their own
practices.

Finally, curanderismo is clearly a deeply rooted
rraditional healing system, but ir also actively exiscs
within the modern world. Biomedical beliefs, trear-
ments, and practices are very much a part of curan-
derismo and are supported by curanderas. On the
border between the United Srares and Mexica, it is
not unusuaal for healers 1o recommend the use of pre-
scriprion medications (which can ofren be purchased
in Mexico aver the counter) for infections and orther
illnesses. These healers also use information obtained
from television and other sources to provide the best
advice on preventive efforts such as nurriton and
exercise and on explanations for biomedical illnesses.

Individual healers vary greatly in their knowledge
of the praccices rhat stem from each of chese seven
historical sources. The averall syscem of curan-
derismo is complex and not only mainzains irs
cultural link to the past but evolves toward accom-
modation wich che furare as well,

Cultural Context

This chaprer is based partly on research thar was con-
ducted in the Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas for
more than 15 years. That information is enhanced by
data from other regions near the U.S.-Mexican bor-
der, and from Mexican American communities in
Colorado, Nebrisgka, Chicago, and Florida Multiple
festarch environments, borh rueal and arban, have
iffected the practice of curanderismo. Alger (1974)
deseribed one possible ourcome of urbanized curan-
derismo, in which the folk healing system mimics the
Modern medical system, but chis mimicry does not
st rg any significanc extent in southern Texas,
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where both curanderos and cheir patients have exten-
sive knowledge of the medical system in urban and
rural areas. However, unlike artitudes teported in ear-
lier studies of the area (Madsen, 1961; Rubel, 196a),
curanderos and their patiens accept the use of maod-
ern medicine. These multiple environments of curan-
derismo practice create a complex healing syscem
with core elements thar are common to each place
and meodificarions thar respond ro local culeural,
political, and legal circumstances,

The earliest systematic research was done on
curanderismo in the late 1950s; when modern med-
icine was inaccessible, or only recendy available o
significant segments of the Mexican American popu-
latien, Since char dme, the efficacy of modern med-
icine has been demonstrated empirically numerous
tmes, s0 it is an integrated part of the cultural system,
alehough many access barriers still exist to prevent its
full use by everyone. These barmers reflect the same
reasons thar the holistie health movement and che
charismatc healing movements are becoming inc-
reasingly popular. Although traditional healers in
Mexican American communities believe thar modemn
medicine is as capable in certain types of healing, their
experience shows that their own practices are not rec-
ogmized in hospitals and clinics and that they can
accomplish those same tasks berrer than modern
medicine. Thus, curanderismo and modern medicine
often assume complementary roles in the minds of
the curanderos and their patients, although not nee-
essarily in the minds of the medical professionals of
the area.

Intellectual Tradition

Tradirional Mexican Ameticin healers perceive healch
and illness to contain a duoalicy of “narural® and
“supernatural” illnesses. This duality forms the theo-
recical base on which curanderismo is construceed.
The narural source of illness is essentially a biomed-
ical model of illness char includes lay interpretacions
of some diseases inspired by Mexican American cul-
ture, Biomedical aspects such as the germ theory of
disease, generic diserders, psychological conditions,
and dietary causes for medical conditions are acce-
pted. These nacural illnesses are created by physicians
with herbal remedies. A parallel supernatural source
of tllness also is recogmized by chis healing craditon.
These illnesses are not considered amenable to rrear-
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ment by the medical establishment. They can he
tons of

cmied-

wal svsrem for its fatlire o recognize the existence of

repaired only by the supernarural manipuls
curanderos, The ¢

randeros fauit the scientfi

magic or of supernatural causarion, One curandero
commented that as many as 10% of patiencs in men-

ral insrituriens were really embrnjados (hexed of
bewirched), and because physicians could nar recog-
nize this condition, it went unereated, This curandera
was willing ro test his theory sctentifically in any way
that che mental health profissionals ser up as a
research orofect. Mowever, the mental health pros
fessionals were not willing o allow the rests to be
conduected becanse of their atcirudes roward coran-
derismo. In this case, ir appeared to the anchropolo-
gists that the curanderos had a scronger belief and
Lrust noscience, even when ic was direcced ar che
supertiitural, chan rhe physicians and orher health
professionals,
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aupernarurally induced illnes
said to be imitiaced by eicher evil spirics (espiritos
malos} or by brafos (individuals praceicing antisocial
magic). They form a significant part of the curan-
deros’ work; these healers explain that any particular
iliness experienced by a patient could be caused
theoretically by either narural or supernatural
pracesses, For esample, chey believe chere is 2 nanu-
ral form of diaberes and a form that is caused by a
supernarural agene, such as a Brugo. The same is true
for alcoholism, cancer, and octher diseases, Iden-
tifying the narure of the causal agent for a particular
illness is a key problem for the curanders: Some
identify more supernarural causes for illnesses, and
others rake a more biomedically balanced approach
[n either case. there 15 much less dichoromizing of
physical and socal problems wichin curanderismo
than within the medical care svstem (Holland, 1963;
Kiew, 1968),

Curanderos routinely deal with problems of a

social, psychological. and spiritual nacure, as well as
physical aillments, Many cases averlap inta two or
maore categories. Bad luck 1 business 15 a2 comemon
problem presented to curanderos. Ocher problems

sm or alechol
manifesrarions, can
cer, digbetes, and infertilicy, One healer discin-
guishes berween the problems presented by women
and men. The cencral Focus of che prollems brought
by women is the husband: che Teshand drinks roo

include marical distiptions
aluse, infidelity, supernaru

alcohol
£

much, does not work, does not give them money; or

AND INTEGRATIVE MERDICINE

i5 seeing other women, Men bring problemy

: ; of 3
more physical macure, such as stomach Pain
headaches, weakness, and bladder dvsfuncring "‘f:e';

also bring problems thar deal directly wich o,

i
(%] ¢ "3
hev fided to Findd b. ca i
[hey need to finda job, ca

100 ger wlong with Peanls
E apl

at wark, or are having trouble SECEng up g biusingss
The wife rarelv 1s the foeal paint of their prok
The coral list of problems presented ro curan,

1
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SOy
includes almosr every situation that can be t|.._mglih
f uncomiertable human condition, Clran:
derisma ‘seems o play an im]:u_:-lmr-.t. culeyral]y
appropriate psychotherapeuric role in Mexican
nerican communities (Galvin and Ludwig, 1967
v, 1972).
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tneman, 1968; Torre

Anather element of curanderismo that forms ap,
important intellectual foundation For ics Practices i
the concepr thar healers work b vircize of “a it of
healing® (el dor) (Hudson, 1951 Madsen. 1965
Romano, 1864 Rubel, 1966). This inherenr ahilie
allaws the healer to pracrice his or her work .-5-r~_.,:
cially in the supernarural area In the past chis wqg
believed to be a gilt from Grad. Flowever, a seculap
incerprezation of the don is comperirg wich the map
tradicional explanarion. Many healecs stll refer ri the
don as i gife from God and suppore this premise witk
Biblical passages (Corinthians 12:7 and James R EN
bur other healers explain the don as an inborn traic
that is present in all humans, juse like the abilicy
sing, run, or ralk, Almost any person can do chese
things, bur some do them betcer than others, and &
few peaple can do them excrernely well. Curanderos,
according to this theory, are the individuals wich 2
Becter abilicy to heal than is normative for the [

lation as a whole. Healees refer to chis concepr 48
"developed abilicies.”

Anather element common to Hispanic-based folk
medicine 15 the horcold syndrome (Currier, 1966

Foster, 1953 1:
common in southess
the only indications of 2 horccold syndrome fourd
amoeng the parienss were scattered folk beliefs; such

vm, 1940} This belief system 15 net
Fexas (Madsen, 19013, where

as ol eaning cirrus durng menses, not froning bare-
foot on a cement floor, or eaking a cold shower alter
prolonged exposure to the sun. Nene of chese beliefs
wias organized systematically or shared extensively
within the Mexican Ariericin population. In echer
areas, there is extensive knowledge and use of this sys
tem of classifying foods, rreatmencs, and elements o
illnesses to provide the basis for deciding which remes
dies apply ro specific illnesses,
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THEORETICAL BASIS

The communicy-based theererical scrucrure for
curanderismo has three primary areas of concentra-
al
espirirsal),
and the mencal level (nivel mental). Mare curanderos
have che don for working ar the material level, which

tion, called levels (miveles) by the healers: the mares
;

level (rtvel materad ), the spiriczal level (x

15 organized around the use of physical objects o heal
or to change che patiént's environment, This thearer
ical area can be subdivided into physical and super-
natural manipulations. Physical trearments are chose
thar do not require supernarural intervention o
ensure a successtul outcome, Parterar (midwives), bue-
sevos (hone seccers), yerberos (herbalists), and sobadores
{prople who trear <prains and tense muscles) are heal-
ers who work on the sived marerial and effect cures
without any need for supernatural knowledge or
practices. All the remedios caseros (home remedies)
used In Mexican American communities are part of
this healing cradicion.

The supernatural aspect of this level is involved in
cures for common [elk illnesses found in Mesican
American cormmunities, stch as meso, empachn, caida de
mollens, espanto, and mal de ojo, These illnesses are
unigue to Hispanic cultural medels of health and ill-
ness. This area of healing also includes the spells and
incantacions char are denved our of medieval Eurapean
wircheraft and earlier forms of magic, such as the
cabala thar have been matnrained as supernarietal heal-
ng elements of curandensmo. Supernatural manip
ulations involve pravers and incantations in conjuncrion
with such objeces as candies, nbbons, water, fire, cruci-
fixes, tree branches, herbs, oils, eges, and live animals.
These treatments use a combimaton of common objects
and rimals to cure health problems.

The spiricual level (nivel espirieal) is an area of heal-
g thar is parallel ro the channeling found in New Age
greaps and in shamanisde healing ricuals around the
world (Mackling, 1967, 1974a, 1974b, 1974¢ Macklin
and Crumrine, 1973), Individuals enter an alrered state
of conscivusness and, according to the curanderos,
miake contact with the spine world by one or all of the
tollowing methods: opening their munds o spirit
voices, sending their spines out of the body to gain
knml.']eu:[g-r aca discance, arad allowing spirits the use of
the bady to communicaze wich chis world,

The mental level (nivel mental} 15 the least often
sncountered of the three [evels. One healer described
working with the mental level as the ability to trans-
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mentates) 10 away thiatwould affect the patient’s muen-
tal or physical condition directly. Bach parierits and
healers are confideat char the curanderps can effiece a
cure from a disranee using this rechnigque,

The three fevels are discrete areas of k:mu-{cdgu
and behavior, each necessitaring the prese

¢ of a sep-
arate gift for healing, They involve different types of
training and different methods of dealing with boch
the narural and the supernacural world, The marerial
level involves che manipulations of tradirional mag

el forces found in licerarure on Wesrers witchorafr,
Spiritualism invelves che manipulation of a complex
spinit world char exises parallel to our own and the
manipulation of correntes espirstuales, spivitual cur-
rents that can both heal and provide informarion or
dhagnosis from a discance. The menral level necessi-
rares the concrol and use of che previously mentioned

wibraciones mentales, Thus the levels are separate mech-
ods of diagnosing and treating human problems that
are embedded into a single coltural tradition,

Mot all problems ean be dealr wich successtully
using each level. An example of this is serious aleohol
abuse (Trotrer, 1979 Trotrer and Chavira, 1978),
Aleohol abuse and alcoholism are rreared by curan-
deros using rechniques of both the marerial and the
mental level. The techniques of the spiricual level,
however, were considered ineffecrive in dealing with
aleohol-related problems: Therefore, if one has che don
for working with the spiritual level alone, he orshe is
exeluded from the process of cuning alcohol problems.

One cheme that is commen to the practices of all
three levels is the use of energy to change the patient’s
health sratus. On the macerial level, this energy often
is discussed in relation o the major ritual of that
level, known as the barridis or limpia (2 “sweeping” or
“cleansing”). In this ricoal a person is “swept” from
head ro foot with an object that s thoughr to be abile
etcher to temove bad vibrations {wbracioner malos) or
to give positive energy (vibracones positives) to the
patient. The type of object wsed (e, egg, lemon, gar-
lie, crucifiz, broom) depends on che narare of the
patient’s problem and whecher it i necessary 1o
remove or to replace energy. On the spintual level, che
energy wsed for both diagnosis and healing 15 the pre-
viously menrioned correnites espirituales, The mental
level is almost totally onented around generanng and
channeling witraciones mentales. The following sec-

tions provide more derail on the acoual pracoices of
the curandero’s work on zach level
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The Marterial Level (Nivel

Material) o B
[he marerial level is the easiest of the three levels o

describe; it is the most exrensively pracriced and the
most widely reported. At chis level the curandere
manipulates physical objects and performs rituals (i

tradajas, spells), The combinanon of eljects and riru-
als is widely recognized by Mexican Americansas hav-

ing curacive powers. Practivoners of the marenal level
use cammaon herbs, fruies, aoes, fowers, animalsand
animal produces (chickens, doves, and eggs), and
spices. Religious symbols, such as the crucifix, pic-
tures of saines, incense, candles holy water, oils, and
sweer fragrances, are widely used, as are secular items,
such as cards, alum, and ribbons, The curandero
allows the pacients to rely extensively on their own
resaurces by ptescribing items chat eicher are familiar
or have strong cultural significance. Thus a signifi-
cant characteristic of the abjects used ac the material
level is thar they are common items used for daily
activities such as cod king and w nr-_-.]'u::-_

Marural Hlnesses and Herbal Cures
Curanderos recognize thar illnesses can be broughe
abour by narural causes, such as dysfuncoon of the
Pody, carelessness or the mabilicy of a person to per-
form proper selfscare; and infectton, Curanderos ac
the matenal level use large amounts of medicmal
herbs { plantas medicinales) to treat these natural ail-
ments. Some rraditdonal curanderos classify herbs as
having the dichoromous properties considered essen-
tial for humoral medicine, based on a hot-cold classi-
ficanion system common throughout Lacin Amenca
(Foster, 1253}, They use these dual properties to pre-
seribe an herb or combination of herbs, depending on
the charactenistcs of the illness. If a person’s illness
supposedly 15 caused by excessive "hear,”
cold” properties 1s given, C-.:un*.flru':y. if @ person’s ill-
ness 1s believed o be caused |
and dryness,” a combination of herbs having “hort
and wer” propertes is administered.

an herb with

v excessive “coldness

'-"Jthcr curanderas recognize herbs for cheir chems-
ical propesties; suc has poisens (verba del covete,

Karwinskta bumboldtung Roem. ot Sch. ), halluanogens
{peyote, Lop |’.-.Jr’-r. ora willtams Lem. ), sedarives ( (flor de rla,
Talia mexicana Sehl. ), stimulants (yerbi del fueno), and
-mr-nn’a'.,-s {eascara savrada ), These individuals refer to
the beneficial chemical properties of the herbs char
allow :'.':rr-.-. ro rrear narural dlnesses.

COMPLEMENTARY

AND INTEGRATIVE MEDICINE

Cutanderos prescribe herbs most frequentdy

T
2as, bachs, or poulnices. The teas act as a sor .:u['-:l;:r‘.:.-l
Ative i:llﬁ'mi'lfhf.:"fiii_'l:.,' Bormaia -!_l'_-(jrrj_g.:' Baoraio ﬁ"l?'irdff-
L, for example, is taken to cut a fever; for de Hla 4 ]
mild sedarive, 15 taken for ISOMNIL: 'h_-r_)‘ de la ‘.-'-"I-'\.-'n.u!
rina (Eaphorbia prastrate Aic) is used as a douch four
vaginal discharges; and pedos de elote are used for kjg.

ney problems. Herbal baths usually are prescribad g,

[ fal

deal with skin diseases; fremo (ash tree, Prowng,
species) 15 used to trear scalp problems such 4
eczema, dandeufl, and psoriasis; and fnaza 1= F'r':'
seribed for body sores, For specific sores such as bols,
mealea ||:!n1.D.;|:.‘]j.' A Malvastrum) leaves are boiled unp)
soft and then applied to che sores asa poulrice, Other
herbs are used as decongestants. A handful of oregang
(oregano, Cregenam sulgare L) s placed in a humidi.
fier to treat someone with a bad cold.

Some herbal lore is passed on as an oral eradigon,
and other information is available in Spanish.
language books for Mexico that are widely circulaced
ng both curanderos and the public (Adas

Wagner), These works describe and classify numerous

herbs. Herbal remedies are so importan: to Mesican
American folk medicine that their use often is con-

fused with the art of curanderismo icself by the mass

culture, Indeed. some curanderos known as yerberos
or yerberis, specialize in herbs, bue cheir knowled e
and skills go beyond the mere connecrion of one dis-
ease to one herbal formula. For curanderos o be gen-
uine, even at the marerial level, an element of
mysticism muost be invelved in their pracrice. Heds
are rypically used for their spiritual or supernarural
praperties, Spiritual cleansings (barrndas) often ane
given with ruda (Reta graveolens L), romero (rosermaty,
Resmarmus oficanalis L), and albacar (sweer basil,
Ccirmtem bas

remt L), among athers, Herbs are used as
amulets; verbena (verbena, Verbena officinalis L), worn
as an amule, is used to help open a person's mind 1o
learn and retain knowledge,

Some curanderos have successtul pracrices on thi
marerial level withour resorong to the use of herbs
Some nonherbal creatments are described in the fol-
lowing section.

Supernaturally Caused Illnesses and Rirual
Cures

Supernarural illnesses, which occur when supernat-
ral negative forces damage a person’s health, some
fdrmes can be confused wich

healer started chat

natural illnesses, One

these supernatural ilinesses may
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manifest as uleers, cuberculosis, rheumatism, or
migraine headaches, but in reality, they are believed
to be hexes that have been placed on the person by an
gnemy. Supernatural influences also disrupr a per-
son’s mental healch and his or her living environ-
ment. Physictans cannot cure a supernacural illness,
The curandero usually deals with social disrupeon,
personalicy complexes, and sometimes, sérious psy-
-l:]mh:ngzca.l disturbances. One healer gave the follow-
ing description of a case char contained several of
these elements:

This patient worked for the street maintenance
department of (a small city in south Texas). Every
day after work a voice would lead him ouc into the
brush and sometimes keep him there unril 2:00 am.
This acrivity was wearing our the man and his fam-
ily and he was poing crazy. A bad spirit was follow-
ing this man and would not leavee him alone. The
man was cured, bur ir ook three people o cure
him: myself, a friend, and a master {rraestro) from
Mexico. This man was given three barridas each day
for seven days, one by éach of us. The rools used
were eggs, lemons, herbs, garlic, and black chick-
ens. The man was also prescribed herbal baths and
some teas to drink. He was also given a charm made
from the haba mifring designed to ward off any
mare negative influences which might be directed
at him, This padent regained his sanity.

Also, a number of illnesses are both superniatu-
rally cavsed and of a supernactural narure and can be
treated on the matenial level. The following account is
an example of such an illness and cure:

My brother-in-law was working at a motel ., . in
Weslaco, When he started working they laid oft this
other guy who had been working there for several
years, This guy didn’t like it, and he's bean known
to be messing arcund with black magic, T den't
know whar he did to ny brotherin-law, but every
other day he'd have to be raken home because he
was sick, He started rthrowing up, had shaky knees,
and weak jeinrs, 50 my mother and T went over to
see this lady m Reynosa, and she told my mother
just what to do. My sister rubbed her husband wich
a lemon every night for three days. She also gave
him some kind of tea. . . . On che third day, a big
black spor appeared on the lemon, so we threw it
away, and he's been [ine ever since,

Rituals and the Marerdal Level
Curanderos use several types of ricuals for supernaru-
tal cures, The barrida is one of the most common
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rituals. These cleansings are designed to remove the
negative forces char are harming che patient, while
simultaneously giving the spiritual
strength necessary to enhance recovery. Patiencs are
always “swept” from head to toe, with the curandeco
making sweeping or brushing motions with an egg,
lemon, herb, or whatever objecr is deemed spiritually
appropriate, Special emphasis is given to arcas in
pain, While sweeping the padent, the curandero
recites specific prayers or invocations chat appeal to
God, saints, or orher supernatural beings to restore
healrh to the patient. The curandero may recite these
prayers and invocations our loud or silently, Seandard
prayers include the Lord's Prayer, the Apastles’ Creed,
and Las Doce Verdades de Mundo (The Twelve Truths of
che Warld).

The following description of a barrida illuscrates
how the marerial objecrs, the mystieal power of these

the parient

objects, the invocations, the curandero, and the
patient come togecher e form a healing ritual
designed for aspecific patient and a specific illness: In
this case, five eges, four lemons, some branches of
albacar (sweet basil), and oil were used. To begin the
healing process, the lemons and eggs were washed
with aleohol and warter to eleanse chem spintually.
Before beginning the ntual, the participants were
instructed to take off cheir rings, warches, and other
jewelty; high-frequency spiritual and mental vibra-
Hons can produce electrical discharges on the metal,
which might discurb the healing process. The sweep-
ing irself is dene by interchanging an egy and a lemon
successively. Sweeping with the egg 15 intended to
transfer the problem from the padient to the egg by
means of conjures (conjures) and invocations (recha-
sos): The lemaon is used to eliminate the subaje {magt-
cal harm) thar has been placed on the patient. The
pacient 15 swept once with albacar (sweet basil) that
has been rinsed in agua prepareda (prepared water).
This sweeping purifies the parent, giving scrength
and comforr to I

3 spiritual being, The ritual ends by
making crosses with aceite preparado (specifically pre-
pared oil) on the principal joints of che patients, such
as the neck, under the knees, and above the elbow.
This oil serves to cur the negative currents and vibra-
tions that surround the patient, which have been
placed rhere by whoever is provoking the harm. The
crosses protect against the continued effect of these
negative vibrarions, Agrea preparads is then rubbed on
the patent's forehead and occipuc {cerebre) o ran-
guilize and to give mental strength. All the objects
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used in the barrida are then burned ro destroy the
negative influences or harm transferred from che
patient.

"'n.t'-'."Llh'r COMMOon ritl_'ﬂ] ]":
“incensing

alled a sabwmerio, or
" The sabwmerio is a purification rice used
primari ['.' for rrearing businesses, households, farms,
and orher places of work or habication, This drmal is
performed by trearing hot coals with an appropriate
incense, The curandero may prepare his or her own
incense or may prescribe some commercially pre-
pared incense, such as el sabumerio maravilloso (mirac-
ulous incense). A pan with the smoking incensc 1s
carried throughour the building, making sure thar all
corners, closers, and hidden spaces, such as under the
beds, are properly filled with smoke. While incensing,
the healer or someone else recites an appropriate
prayer. I the sabumerio maravilioso is used, the prayer
often is one to Santa Marta, requesting thar peace
and harmonv be rescored to the houschold. After
the sabumerio, the healer may sprinkle holy water on
the floor of every room in the house and light a white
candle thar stays lit for 7 days. The sabumerio is an
example of the curandero reearing the general social
environment, secking to change che conditions of the
persons who live or work there, [ncensing of a house
removes negative influences such as bad luck fsala-
cfones), marical .{izruptiuns illness, or disharmony.

For business and farms, incensing helps ensure suc-

cess and growth and proteces against jealous com-
petitors. These rituals are designed eo affect everyone
in the environment that has been treared.

Another rype of rirual, called a sortilepio {cmmn'uh,
uses material objects such as ribbons to de up the
negacive influences rhar harm the curandero's
patients, These neganve influences are often personal
shorecomings, such as excessive drinking, infidelity,
rebellious children, unemployment, or any ather
problem believed o be imposed by antisocial magic
(s trabaja). One sortilegio that 1 observed required
four ribbons in red, green, whice, and black, each
approximarely 1 yard in length. The color of each rib-
bon represents a type of magic, which the curanderos
can activate to deal with specific problems. Red magic
involves dominarion, green deals with healing, white
with general positive forces, and black with negacive
or debilitaring forces.

When working with a specific area of magic, one
uses marerial L':|1‘|1': scrs thar are the 'tp]_}rﬁpn'l.tc color
naturally or thar have been made thae color arofi-
cially. The coloe-based division of magic also is car-
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ried over into another type of ritual system used o
the marerial level, velacfone, or burning candles o pro-

duce supernatural results. The velacones and the ¢q)
ored material objects used in the sornlegios tie intg oy,
energy theme that runs throughout curanderismy,
because the colors and objects are believed o haye
specitic vibratory power or energy that can affect th,
patient when activated by the incantations used iy
conjunction with the objects. For example, blue cap.
dles are bumed for serenity or cranquiliny; red candles
are burned for health, power, or domination; pinj
candles are burned for good will; green candles are
burnied to remove a harmful or negative influence
and putple candles are burned to repel and arcack had
spirics (espiritus obscwros) or strong magic. Once the
proper color of candle has been t']'u:ﬁl:n to produce
the proper mental atmosphere, the candles are
arranged in the carrece physical formarion and acri-

vared by the conjuros y rechasos. If a patient asks for
protection, the candles might be burned in a oiangle,
which is considered to be the strongest formadon,
one whose influence cannot be broken easily. If they
want o L{Un’lin-'l[L' LSOMmMeone—a .SE‘L'H]:‘:L'.\ a lﬂl",'\:]'l Or an
adversary—the candles might be burned in circles,
Other formarions include crosses, rectangles, and
squares, depending on the resules desired (Buckland,
1971,

Another relatively common use of candles is to
diagnose problems by smudying the flame or the
ridges thar appear on the melred wax. A patient may
be swepr with a candle while the healer recires an
invocation asking the spirit of the patient to allow its
material being to be invesdgared for any physical ot
spiritual problems thar may be affecting the pesson.
This rirual also can be performed by burning objects
used in a barrida. Lighting the candle or burning the
object after the barrida helps the curandero reveal the
cause and exrent of the patienc’s problems, Similarly,
Fa petitioner asks for candling, the wax of the can-
dles burned for the velacions may be examined for fig-
ures or other messages thar point to the source of 2
patent’s problems,

One of the organizing principles
level of
Christanity in general and the

of the matesial
curanderismo  is  synchronicity with
Catholic Church in
particular. Spectal invecations often are direcred ar,
saints or spirits to bring abour desired results. For

example, San Martin dr_ Porres is asked ro relieve

poverty, San Martin Caballero to ensure success in
business, San Judas Tadeo to help in ||11|:u.:"§‘.-l|f'1¢
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siruarions, and Sanea Marta to bring harmony to a
household, Ritual materials used by the Church, such
a5 water, incense, oils, and candles, are extensively
used by folk healers. The ways in which these reli-
gious objects are used and the theories for their effi-
cacy closely mirror the concepes found within che
healing minisery of the Church, which are not incom-
patible with European witcheraft, from which curan-
derismo partly detives.

The Spiritual Level (Nivel
Espiritual)

Curanderos who have the dor for working on the spir-
itwal level (nivel espiritral) of curanderismo are less
numerous than those who work on the material level,
These practitieners also must go through a develop-
mental period (desarrollo) that can be somewhar trau-
matic. Spiritual practices In communities revolve
around a belief in spiritwal beings whe inhabirt
another plane of existence bur who are interested 1n
making concact with the physical world periodically.
Healers become a direct link between this plane of
gastence and char other world, In some cases the
curanderos claim to control these spiric beings, and
in ather cases chey merely acr as o channel through
which messages pass. Some of these practices are car-
ned out by individual healers, whereas ather acoivities
pccur in conjunction with spiritual cencers (centros
espiiaristas) thar are staffed by crance mediums and
other individuals with occule abilicies, These centers
often work through owo prominent folk saines: El
Mifio Fidencio from Northern Mexico and Daon
Pedritco Jaramillo from southern Texas (Macklin,
1974a, 1974b, 1974¢), This rrend in visiting spirirual-
ist centers appears to be relarively recent, not having
been reported dunng the 1950s and 1960s by those
doing research on Mexican American folk medicine
[Clark, 1959: Madsen, 1964; Rubel, 1980, 1966).

The practice of bpi.—iu:.ﬂinm rests on “soul con-
cepr,” a belief in the existence of spirit encicies
derived from once-living humans, The soul is
thoughe to be che immortal component, the life and
personality force of humans, an entiny char continues
te exist after physical deach on a plane of realicy sep-
arate from the physical world. This concepr is impor-
tant nor only to curanderismo but also to che
f'!“ginns, and mystical beliefs found in all Western
culryres,
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The soul is alrernartively described by curanderos
as a force feld, eccoplasm, concencrared vibrations, or
group of electrical charges thar exist separare from
the physical body. It 1s thought to rerain the person-
ality; knowledge, and modvadons of the individual
even after the death of the body. Under proper condi-
tions the soul i1s ascribed the ability to contace and
affect persons living in che physical world. Although
souls occasionally can be seen as ghosts or appari-
tions by ordinary humans, they exist more often in
the spiritual realm previously mentioned. Some peo-
ple view this realm as having various divisions chat
have positive or negative connotations associaced
with them {e.g., heaven, limbo, purgarory, hell). Other
people see the spiricual realm as parallel to the physi-
cal world. They state char the spiritual isa more pleas-
ant plane on which to live, bur few attempt any
suicidal test of this belief One healer commented
thac “spirits” {espiritos) and “souls” (almas) are che
same thing, These spirits’ acovities closely parallel
their former acoivities in this world. Because the per-
sonality, knowledge, and motivation of the spirits are
much the same as chey were for the living being, there
are both good and ewil spirits, spirits who heal and
spirits who harm, and wise spirits and foals.

These spirics might communicars with or act on
the physical plane. Some have left tasks undone in
their physical lives that chey want to complets; others
want to help or cause harm; and many wanr ro com-
municate messages to friends and relatives, celling
them of their happiress or discontent with their new
existence. Therefore, curanderos with the ability to
work on the spidtual realm become the link berween
these two worlds. Some curanderos believe thart chere
are mulrirudes of spirics who wanrt o communicare
with the physical world, and they tend to howver
around those who have the don to become a medium,
walring for an opportunity to enter their bodies and
passess them. This explains che cases of spirit posses-
sion in Western cultures. Individuals who become
possessed are people with a strong potential 1o be
trance mediums who have not had the opportunicy to
learn how to conerol this condition.

The ability to become a medium is chought to be
centered in the cerelro, that portion of the brain
found ar the pasterior base of the skull. Those with
the gift are said to have a more fully developed cere-
bro, whereas thase who do nor are said to have a weak
cerebro (un cerebra debil), This weakness has no rela-
tionship either to the intelligence or to che moral
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nature of the individual, only to his or her ability 1o
communicate with the spiritual realm. Weak cerebra:=
represent a danger for anyone who wants to becom: =
medium. Only rare individuals demonstrate med::-
mistic potential spontaneously and can practice as
mediums without further training. Therefore, curan-
deros often test their patients and friends for this gift
of healing, and those with the gift are encouraged to
develop their ability. '

The development of this ability is called desarrollo
and is a fairly lengthy process that might last from 2
months to more than 6 months initially, with peri-
odic refresher encounters often available from the
maestro (teacher). Desarrollo is a gradual process of
increasing an apprentice’s contact with the spirit
world, giving the apprentice more and more experi-
ences in controlled trances and possessions, as well as
the knowledge necessary to develop and protect the
apprentice as a spiritualist. The teacher also is respon-
sible for giving the apprentice knowledge at a safe
pace. The curandero does not always explain what
each sensation means; each person, as he or she devel-
ops, becomes more sensitive to the environment. The
apprentice must expect to encounter odd sensations,
such as bright lights, noises, changes in pressure, and
other sensations associated with developing powers.
At the end of these desarrollo sessions, the conversa-
tion reverts to social chatting for some time before
the apprentice leaves. This developmental process
continues, with variations, until the apprentice is a
fully developed medium:

Fully developed mediums control how, where,
and when they work, and several options are available
to them. Some mediums work alone and treat only
family problems (Box 30-1); others might use their
abilities only for their own knowledge and gratifica-
tion. Some mediums work in groups with other
mediums or with other persons whom they believe
have complementary spiritual or psychic powers.
Some mediums work in elaborate spiritual- centers
(centros espiritistas) that are formal churches, often ded-
icated to a particular spirit (e.g., Fidencio, Francisco
Rojas, Don Pedrito Jaramillo). The spiritual centers
* and the activities surrounding them take on the major
- aspects of a formalized religion.

Sometimes a trance session is open to more than
one person at the same time. This group session can
be carried out by a lone curandero but more often is
found at spiritual centers. The process of the devel-
opment of these centers is described elsewhere

Trotrer and Chavirg, 197320 Once 2 cemols bael

established, ir may house from 11

mere mediums, the better; otherwise, 3 medium Thay

fave to let hus or her body be used by toe many gie

ferenr spirits, -.:m?..il;:;:n_:_; them and laying them apey,
to supernatural harm. Larger temples might ht;v;
four or five videnntes (clairvoyants), as well ag the
mediums, and might be putting several apprenticeg
through desarrollo at the same time. Many of the
accounts provided to these authors about Spiritual

healing were from individuals who had had experi-

ences with spiritual temples in Mexico. Some temples
were located in Espinaso, the home of El Nifg

Fidencio and a center of pilgrimage for mediums
practicing in his natmne, and others were in urban cen-
ters such as Tampico and Mexico City. Large numbers

of people make pilgrimages to these healing centers_

in Mexico to deal with health care problems that they
have not resolved in the United States.

One healing center is called Roca Blanca, after the
spirit that speaks most often in that place. The owner,
Lupita, founded it about 30 years ago, after discover-
ing her ability to cure. She was granted permission to
practice by a spiritual association. The following
report is from a visitor to Lupita’s healing center:

I went to this place simply because I was curious. I
was swept with albacar and the medium was at my
side. While I was being swept, the medium went
into trance. The sister who was sweeping me asked
the spirit who he wanted to talk to. He said, “with
.the one you are sweeping.” Then, the sister finished
sweeping me and directed me to talk with the per-
son who was addressing me. When she (the
medium in trance) talked to me, she sounded like a
man. He asked me, “Do you know who I am?” I

have a cousin who got killed in a place in Tampico. .

“You must be my cousin,” I said. “Yes, exactly, Iam
your cousin.” “Look,” he said, “You have come here -
with your husband.” On other occasions I really
had been there with my husband, mother and dif-
ferent relatives. “You have come here with your
husband because you think he is hexed and that is
why he is sick. But that’s not true. He has a physical
illness that the doctor'can cure. Don’t believe it’s
anything bad.” - (

He said, “I'm going to prove who I am by com-
ing to your house. Tell my cousin Pm going to see
her.” You see, I have a sister who’s not nervous at all
and who isn’t afraid of anything. On Tuesday, as
my sister was leaning by the window watching a tel-
evision show, she felt someone embrace her. She
turned and saw no one.
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BOX 30-1

Curandero.

-

Many curanderos able to work on the spiritual-level
prefer to work at home, alone. Their practices tend to
be less uniform than the practices of mediums work-
ing at.spiritual centers, because they do.not have to
conform to the calendric and ritual structure found in
more formalized temples. However, there is enough
: commonahty to their actions to. provide an accurate
,descrlptlon of a lorie medium. This healer i is descnbed
by a student in hlS early 20s who was ne of her
patients; -she had been handling problems for hnm
and his family for several years.
R: Can'you- descnbe how this curandera works in as
great detail as you can? :
S:We drive up ‘into-the ‘driveway oF a fairly decent-
looking place. She walks out and greets us, shakes
-our hands, asks how we'are domg and-how we have
been. Then we go inside: She’s got a small room
_.perhaps 8 by 10 feet. She has an altar with saints
. L\and candlesand ﬂowers on it.:She has a small vase
zshaped like a crystal ba” snttlng on a table.

Sometimes it has water on it and sometnmes turned

upside down,

You walk in there and sit down and she s talklng
with you. She’s not in her. trance; it’s just social talk.
Then she sits and | puts her hand on that crysta] ~deal.
She taps it, closes her eyes, and she starts asking you
what kind of"problem you have or whatever you want
to ask her.: - L ' ;

R: Her voice changes? ‘
S Yes, it does Ifsalot lower. All ofa sudden her vouce
becomes soft, sort of like wh;sperlng Really mild. -

R:Does she k eep her hands ‘on the glass al oF thrs"

time?,
S: No. Sometlmes she grabs a Folder w1th papers in:it
and starts wntmg down thlngs onit; usmg her finger.

These spiritual centers vary according to their size,

their owners, and the spirits who are associated with

them, but there is considerable regularity in the serv-
ices they perform. Sometimes ‘mediums prescribe
simple herbal remedies for physical problems. These
recipes are virtually identical to the ones presented in
the previous section on the material level, although,

occasionally, it is said that a spirit will recommend a
new use for an herb. The mediums might suggest that
the patient perform the already familiar rituals of

ily. She had prescrlbed herbs, suggeste d,the useof'
:perf'umes to ‘ward off the envidia: {env

from work. ‘Each of these cures could just as easily

.stnctly on the materlal level is not the tools she

R: Can she read what she has written?
S:'m pretty sure she can.

‘R:How-does she cure people?

S: She does'it in a ‘number of ways. Some tlme ago
my.‘mother -had: pains on both. of her-heels. She
went to:the doctorand the. doctordidn’t find any—,
thmg wrong. So. she went over to this lady: 2 gain:

... who said it was something (a trabajo or hex) thata [ '

.. woman across the alley from his house] had putin
the yard. When my mother’s out hanglng up

_clothes she’s barefooted ‘and she stepped on it

: And that’s what was hurting her. So the curandera
gave her a “shot” on her arm hke a regular shot.
And that cured her. '

R: How did she give her the shot? ' © &

S: (Simulated the action of giving an m)ectlon thho

““a syringe or hypodermic.)

R: Could yourimother feel it? , ‘

S: She told-me she didn’t..But it cured her
The mFormant went on to tell of severa| other‘

cures that thls curandera had perf'orme:l for his fam-

nelghbors and suggested that the Amo er perform a
series of barridas on her son-in- “law to remove a,hex:
agalnst him that was’ making him ill and keepmg him

have been: suggested or perFormed by a curandero
working on the material level 6f curanderismo, but
this curandera did it from a trance state. Theref'
what sets thls curandera apart from those worklng:

or the rituals she suggests. to her clients; but the
source of her dlagnosm and cure-her contact WIth a
spirit world ‘

in addition to imparting knowledge about remedies.
The curanderos state that spirits control spiritual
currents (Corrientes espirituales) and mental vibrations
(vibraciones mentales); they can manipulate the
patient’s health by directing positive or negative
forces at them from the spiritual realm.

During spiritual sessions observed at a developing
spiritual center in southern Texas, a spirit repeatedly
presented himself over the course of several weeks to
treat several natients One of these natienrc wac a man




man did so, bucthen the spiricchided hitm for not Bl

liwing instructions correctly. The bandaes wac Lo

ow and not long enough. The man was

mscracted oo buy g new b

indage and place ic on the
window ladge to carch the moming dew, which is
thoughe ro hs

v healing properties. Fe then was o
place a glass of warer under ¢

head of his bed and 2
jar of alecohel ar the side of the bed. He was to wrap
hrmself i che bandage accerding o given inscruc-
tions and lie quietly on his bed for no less than 2
hours, during which time the spiric promised to visit
him angd complere the cure, The man followed these
instrucrions and stared thar he did gain relief from
his back pain. The same spinit treaced a voung college
girl who periodically had asthma accacks, The girl's
maother, a regular member of the graup, broughe her
to the session. The spirit, in the person of the
meditirn; stoed and i.‘i.ﬂ':'.FtEL.: the girl’s head wich one
hand on her corebrp and the other on her forchead,
sending Corrtenes espririteeales throush her brain, The
pirit then rold herto cake 3 sip of ages preparada and

s
sit back dewn in che circle: The rrearment was =uc-

cesstul n overcoming chis particular arrack, and the
mocher mentioned after che session thar chese cures
relieved her own aschma for several monchs.
Another pacient requested a social and emorional
ereatment. Her husband recently had begun to prac-
tice wiccheraft (btagera), and she was worried thar he
of his friends might arrack her or members of her
tamily. A considerable amounr of tension existed
berween the couple’s families. She Felr under contin
ual stress and had gone ro a doctor for help. The
physician prescribed a mild sedative, which she had
taken for 3 weeks wichour relief. The medium’s st
probed her mind and told her o take chree sips of
agua preparada to break any spells thar had been cast

on her. The spiric promised o provide her with pro-

tection and help from chie spiricual realm to councer-
act anything that her husband might do. She
appeared to be concent with the spirit’s activities ar
her behalf and was greadly relieved,

Several aspects of che spintual level have not been
covered in this L:£L'|'-l.1|_'_",l_':'fi':'|[j|,‘_lr| but are desceibed in
more derail elsewhere (Tratter, 1975). These aspeces
inelude the actual rechnigues of resting for el don, the
physical and supernarural dangers of rrance medi
umship, the acquisition of spiritual prorecrors to
overcame those dangers, derailed descriprions of the
trance skate from che ttl.:|_‘|-::tl_'.'-3 perspesive of che devel-
oping medium and the objectoive perspective of an
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ohserver, and

Ay

mediums' associarions,

et

The Menral Level (Nipel

Conducting observarional, descriptive. and EXPeri-

mental research on the pracrices of the menral oy
has proved to be the mose difficulr rask in exploring
all the aspects of curanderismo. The menral leve] has
the fewest ritvals and rhe leasc oirward comipley
behaviar associaced with it. To date, it has the foyes,

pracriticners, which seversly limirs the number of peo:

L 144

ple who could be approached for an OpPOTTLnicy §
investigate the phenomenon, All the cases che auth
LJ|:HL'F‘.':.‘\'J r-l.'}]gl.':-'-'.'r_‘l.f id

0

or

tilar patrern. For example:

Alter cthe curandero chatred with the patient and
asked them abour che basic problem, hie asked tle
patient o state her complete name (of nombre com.
pleta). The curandero wrote the name on a piece of
paper. Sirting behind die desk he used for consul-
tations, ke leancd his arms on the desk, bent fos
ward slightly, closed his eves, and concentrated an
the picce an:l.J'n:r. After a few minutes, he opened
his eyes, told the patient more zbour his or her
problem, and stated thar ir was being resolved.
The curandero stated that he had learmed to use
his mind as a transmicrer through deserrolio. He
could channel, focus, and direce sibraciones mentals
at the padent These mental vibrations worked In
two ways—one physical, one behavieral, I5 he was
working with a physical illness, such as cancer, he
channeled the vibrarions to the afflicted area,
which he already had pinpoinced, and wsed the
vibrations ro retard the growth of damaged cells
and accelerate the growth of normal cells, In a case
of desired behavioral c]]angm—:1 he sent thie vibra-
Hons into the person's mind and manipulated
them in a way that medified the person's behavior
The curandero gave an example of one such case in
which 2 husband had begun drinking excessively,
was seeing orher women, was being a poor father 1a
his children, and was in danger of losing his job,
The curandero stated thar be dominated the man's
thoughe processes and shifted them so thar the
husband stopped drinking o excess, and hecame a
model hushand and farher {Troceer, 1981, P 4730

ncretc beliefs drawn
craditions—such as

There also afe a number of )
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meo this area of curanderismo. For example, seme
healers stare thar rhey are able ro perceive “auras”
around people and thar they can use chese auras to
diagnose problems that PaClentcs are encouncering.
They conduce the diagnasis an the basis of the color
orshape of the panent's-aura. Some stare char chey
learned these pracrices from other healers, whereas
sthers indicate that chey learned chem from books an
parapsychology.

The mental level is practiced most often by ind:-
vidual healers working wich individual parients,
racher than in groups. [t appears to be a new addivion
ro this healing system and does not have, as yer, a cod-
ified body of rirual associaced wich it It therefore
constireres an area 1n which addicional descriprve
work will be necessary to unify healers' behavior.

Theoretrical Unification

The three levels of curandensmo unify chie theories of
disease and illness found in the Mexican American
folk medical model. They create a framework for
determining the cherapeuric approaches of curan-
deros in southern Texas. The system emphasizes a
halistic approach to oearment and relies heavily on
the intimate mature of the referral system and the
extensive personal knowledge of the patient’s social
environment thar is normally held by rhe curandero.
Christian symbels and theology provide both rools
(candles, incense, wazer) and organizarion models
(riruals, prayers, animistic concepts) for che macertal
antd the sparitial levels, bur not vo a similar degree for
the mental level. An energy concept is the central idea
that integraces the three levels and forms a systemaric
interrelacionship among them. This energy concept
derives from belief 1n forces; wibranion, and eurrents
that center in the mind of chose who have the gift for
healing and that can be transmitred o cause healing
from a distance, by affecting the patient’s social,
physical, spiricual, or psychological environment,

All chree levels of healing are still evalving, The
varations in the practices of curanderismo can be
explained partly by differences in cthe curanderos’ per-
sonaliry, differences in cheir treatment preferences or
abilities, and differences in their Emphﬂsis on theo-
retical or experiential approaches. There also are vari-
arions produced by mdividual interprecations of an
underlying body of cheory. A study of chese variations
would be useful, now that the underly

ing theoretical
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system provides a commoen starting point and com-
mar olhjectives,

SETTINGS FOR
CURANDERISMO
HEALING SYSTEM

Curanderismo is a community-based healing system,
It is complex and widespread. At one level, it may be
pr;!...'.l:i-;:l.’d in any area where Mexican Americans know
about it, Pare of this healing tradition is the informa-
rion char is spread throughour the Mexican American
-ulture on home treatments for common physical
atlments {colds, Fle, arthrics, aschma, diabetes) and
for common spiritual or “folk llnesses” (susto, mal de
e, and emipache). This is analogous to the biomedical
informarion char is spread throughour all Buropean
eultures, including the Mexican American culeure,
where the home is the Fest line of defense for che
diagnosis of illngsses that evenrtually might necessi
rare a physician ar hospical. On che ocher hand, some
aspects of curanderismo require the use of special
locations, preparations, and toals. This is especially
rur of spiritual pracrices on the spiricual level and
tor che effective trearment of supernacural harm on
rhe marerial level,

The first secong where this knowledge 15 used is ar
home. When people become ill, they use cheir existing
cultury] model of health and illness to come up with
solunions. One oype of solution is home diagnosis
and home treatment, Therefore, both biomedical
concepts and folk medical concepts are applied
immediately, and home crearments.are al:tf:‘l'llptr:d. In
the case of curanderismo, this often resules in the use
af home remedies (remedio caseros) thac have been parr
of the culture for generations, especially herbal cures,
When rhe diagnosis identities a magical or supernat-
urally caused illness; the illress results in a2 home-
based rirual, These incerventions are done by
mothers, grandmothers, cousing, friends, or knowl-
edgeable acquainrances.

Hlnesses thar appear to be too serious to handle ax
home, both namral and supernarural, are taken to
professional healers whe have a locally widespread
riepuration for being able to treat both biomedical and
tradirional health care problems. Most of these heal.
ers work in a silenc, but positive, parmnership with
physicians, slthough the physicians often ate unaware
of the link. The curanderos interviewed in various
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studies of Mexican American folk medicine are con-
sistent in their posiove regard for modermn medicine.
They consistently refer pagents to modemn healch care
services, where they see the efficacy of thar approach
to be equal to or greater chan their own. Ar che same

nme, they note significant differences in the models of

health and illness berween cheir own practices and
modern medicine, especially in the areas of supernar-
ural ilinesses, in addressing social (mariral, business,
interpersonal) problems and in dealing with psycho-

logical problems, In these cases the trearments take

place either in the parient’s home or work environ-
ment or in special workrooms established by the
curanderos as part of their practices. The cure might
call for working directly in the enviranment char is
affeceed. In other cases the venue of choice is the
curandero’s area because the cure depends on careful
preparacion and protection from outside influences.
These work areas contain altars. medicinal plants,
rools for supernarural druals, and ocheritems, and the
atmosphere is considered most beneficial far the heal-
ing process, paracularly in the case of supernarural
problems and treatments (Troteer and Chavira, 1981).

RESEARCH
AND EVALUATION
APPROACHES

The research chac s available on curandedsmo is broad
in interest and historical depth. Unlike specific healing
rechniques, such as acupuncrure, which can be studied
in relation to specific illnesses with relarive ease, curan-
derismo is a complex brew of both theoredcal
approaches to healing and an interrelared ser of heal-
ing techniques, The techniques range from herbal
cures, which must be approached from an echnophat-
macological perspective; to riruals, which can be stud-
ied symbolically as projective psychiatric techniques: to
merhods such as massages, narural birch, nutricional
prescnpoons, and diecary pracrices. Some studies have
investigated the sciennfic efficacy of che pracrices of
curanderismo, whendas others have approached ic from
a sociopolitical or symbolic viewpoint. Some practices
have not been studied ar all. Therefore, although the
efficacy of some parts of the system is clearly defined,
other parts remam o be explored,

F.:Lrl}' research on curanderismo can be found in

the classic anthropological works on Mexican

American folk medicne, published primarily in g,
1960s (Clack, 1959 Currier, 1966; Kiev, 1968.
Madsen, 1961, 1964; Romano, 1965; Rubel, 1967
1964, 1966). These authors produced descrip :

Bl
baseline dara on the prominent folk medical

Prac-
tices of Hispanic communities in the United Staggs
They provide an initial view of curanderismio thar 15
rich in descriprions of Mexican American folk iJ.
nesses, such as susto, empachs, mal de vjo, caida
mollera, bilis, and espanto (Nail and Speilberg, 19
These works generally trear tradicional he;]l:n:lr -,
Mexican American communities as a body of knowl-
edge that is widely distribured throughout the eyl

i
67},

ture, tather than as a theorerical healing system,
Therefore the works consider the consensual darg an
what is available to a significant segment of the exise.
ing Mexican American population but spend les;
rrme dr.‘.li-l_':'ﬂ'_\jl'lg the professional actions of curan.
deros, because these mass culrural phenomena are
generally choughe of as having themes or unifying
elements rather than a cheoredcal structure. Thie
viewpoint 1s well r presented in artcles abourt curan-
derismo and irs form and funetion within Mesican
American communities (Clark, [959b; Edgerton,
etal, 1970; Foster, 1953; Martinez and Martin, 1966
Torrey, 196%).

Later research mainrains che strengths of this
approach but adds folk theoretical concepts. Early
epidemiological approaches to folk ilinesses give an
idea of the geographical spread and varation in
beliefs, illnesses, and |]L‘.:lli|‘|g ritttals, whereas later
studies identify or discuss the common denomina-
tors that unify curanderos; their underlying percep
tion of illness. Traditional anthropological research
Icultrli:;ll:'h were used o gather the daca for these
studies, primarily participant abservation and incer-
viewing over prolonged pertods. Most of che authors
used personal necworks to identify individuals who
were known locally as healers. Emphasis often was
placed on fnding individuals who were full-time
healers rather than ralking to those who treated only
Femily members and neighbors. Therefore a curan-
dero can be defined as an individual whe is recog
nized in his community as having che abiliry to heal,
who sees an average af [ive or more pmium:s a day,
and who has knowledge of and uses the theorencal
structure described in this chapter, These people can
be viewed as both specialists and P.-‘_~|'.:55i-.m:1.|5-
Several areas of curanderismo have received 2 consid-

erable amount of research attention.
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Home Remedies

Herbal and chemical rreatments for both narural and
supernaturﬂ -']lnas.suq are. common in Mexican

More than 800 remedios
caieros |1a~,':: been ldE!!EtI!n‘.-i'| on the U.5.-Mexican bor-
der alone (Trotrer, 1981a, 19815}, Many of the reme-
dies have been tested for biochemical and therapeuric
activities (Eckin, 1986; Trocrer, 1981, 1983: Trotcer
and Logan, 1986). Overall, the remedies are nor anly
biochemically active; more chan 90% have demon-
strated therapeuric acrions that matched che folk
medical model for their uses. At the same time, only a
small propertion of the herbs have been tested. This
lack of information is being overcome by an ongoing
project to study the efficacy of the complete range of
herbal cures available in Me:m.rm American commu-
nities (Graham, 1994), by use of combined echno-
graphic and biomedical merhods (Browner et al,
1988; Croom, 1983; Orriz de Monrellano and
Browner, 1985; Trocrer, 1985).

The exceprions to the general rule of efficacy are
the use of remedies for illnesses such as the common
cold, where the remedies relieve symproms but do noc
directly creat the illness. The actions of chese reme-
dies, some of which are described earlier, include
diuretics, rreatments for constipation, aboreifacients,
analgesics, sedatives, sumulancs, cough suppressanes,
antibactertal agents. coagulants and anricoagulanes,
vitamin and mineral supplements, and plants with
antiparasicic actions. Mosc have proved safe and
effective when used in the manner described and rec-
ommended by rthe curanderos, This area and the
therapeutic, culturally competent counseling prac-
tices of the healers are che most clearly acceprable and
useful approaches for articulation wich modern med-
icine,

Additional Information on

Epidemiology of Folk Illnesses

OF all rhe complex areas of Mexican American cradi-
tional healing, che one thar has received the most
research artention has been the study of comman
folk illnesses that are experienced and created in
Mexican American communities. The most Fre-
quently reporred are swsto, an illness caused by a

h'lg"n:'*n]-nf event; el de oo, an illness thar can be
traced to the Mear East, which involves a magically
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powerful glance raking away some of the vital essence
of a susceptible person; empachs, a l.."]DL'kagl'." of the
intestines caused by eaning the wrong ype of food at
the wrong time or by being forced to ear unwanced
feod; and carde de la mallera, & condition of fallen
foncanelle in infanes, A number of orhers also are well
defined, if noc as commoenly studied, but chese four
teceive most of the research artendon.

The epidemiology and che cognitve models o
these illnesses have been well documented (Rubel,
1964; Trotrer, 1982, 1985; Weller er al,, 1993), These
llnesses have been studied borh singly and in combi-
nation [Baer ec al., 1989, Logan and Morrill, 1979;
Rubel eral,, 1984; Weller ecal., 1993), in tetins of cheir
cognitive strucrure within and berween Hispanie cul-
tural groups, their frequency of trearment, belief and
mention in various conymunities, and their relation-
ships to medical conditdons and to the treacment of
medical conditions (Collado-Arden er al, 1983
Troteer, 1991; Troteer et al., 1989), In che case of susts,
clear evidence indicates thart ir is linked directly o
sertous morbidity patterns in Lacin American com-
muniries and acts as an excellent indicarer char bio-
medical personnel should investigate multiple
condirions and problems among patients complain-
ing of its symproms. Caida de la mollers, on investiga-
tion, is a folk medicine label thar corresponds
severe dehydration in infants caused by gastrointesti-
nal problems. It is life chreatening and, when identi-
fied by parents, is an excellenr indicaror thac che child
should be brought in immediately for medical care,
Empache is a severe form of constipation based on its
description and is creared with numerous remedies
that cause diarthea. Because it is thought to be a
blockage aof the incestines, the purgacive effect of
these remedics signals that creacment has been effec
tive. To date, no studies have linked mal de ojo to any
biomedical condition; however, because the symp-
toms include irmtabilicy, lethargy, and erving, some
connection may be made in the furure,

Healing and Psychiatry

Anorcher area of significant endeavor in curanderismo
is the identification of parallels and areas of compan-
bility between the processes and riruals of curan-
derismo and the use of psychiacry in cross-cultural
sertings (Kiew, 1968; Klineman, 1969; Torrey, 1969;
Trocter, 1979 Velimirovic, 1978).

The parallels are
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clear, especially when healers concenerare on psycho-
logical conditions char chey recognize from their
knowledge of psychology and psychiamy. A number of
successful collaborarions have been conducted in this
area berween tradioonal healers and individuals from
modern medical establishments in several stares.

Unexpecred Consequences

It {5 clear that Mexican American folk medicine con-
tains a very high rado of usefiul, insighcful, and cul-
turally competent healing strategies char work well in
Hispanic communities. As seen previously, these
range from proven herbal cures to therapeutic models
to culturally imporeane labeling systems that can help
physicians identify the cultural labels for certain vpes
of biomedical problems. The :_'r_;]ni:lle:.\'_ir:p of curan-
densmo ensures that these findings will increase,

Ar the same time, no health care system exises thar
does not have side effects and unexpecred resules. With
allopathic medicine, these range from the birth defecs
of thalidomide to dreadful side effects of chemother-
apy and the limired abilicy of psychology ro deal with
chronic mental health conditions such as alcohel and
drug abuse, In curanderismo, allopathic conditions are
not the bulk of is use, and a few unexpected conse-
quences have been discovered in trearing empacho (Baer
and Ackerman, 1988; Bacr et al., 1989; Trocrer, 1983b).
These occurrences are rare bur musc be raken inte
account and understood within the overall cultural
context of curandensmo and within che conrext of the
much more pervasive positive benefits: char the com-
munities decve from having these aleernative health
care practices available,

With the complexity and the diversicy of practices
within this traditional healing system, there remains a
grear deal of useful and insightful research thar can he
conducted beneficially in relacion o curanderismo.
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