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PREFACE

“How did you get into that?” is a question I often hear when I tell people that I study Mexican American religious healing. It is a reasonable question for any scholar, and perhaps especially in this case since, at least at first glance, it seems I share so little with the subjects of my research. I am a white man, a professor at an East Coast liberal arts college, and a member of the Protestant clergy (Presbyterian). My personal experiences with religion are numerous, but they have rarely intersected with the type of religious healing treated in this book. To be more specific, I am not Catholic, Latino, or even particularly given to experimentation in alternative, religious, or metaphysical medicine. So how did I get into this? Or, more pointedly, since I am not a member of the religious community I study, what role do I play as an academic researcher and writer?

While I am not party to Mexican American folk, religious, and traditional healing, it is also true that I do have points of access to my subject area related to some of my personal experiences. First, in my late teens and early twenties, I lived in Argentina, and as a result of those years, I speak Spanish fluently. And although Argentina is hardly identical to the U.S.-Mexico border region, the economic disparities, the colonial history, and the ubiquity of popular forms of Catholicism are characteristics that are shared across Latin America. I have also had the opportunity to live in three border states: Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. My years in Arizona were perhaps most important in terms of this book, since that is where I carried out my graduate education and where I served as pastor of Guadalupe Presbyterian Church, a small Spanish-speaking congregation of Yaqui Indians and recent Mexican immigrants. For three years, I listened to the stories of my congregants, stories that included plenty about sickness, healing, the power of God, relatives crossing the desert, and the almost daily slights of living in a poor part of the Phoenix area under the regime of Sheriff Joe Arpaio. Pastoral ethics have precluded me from incorporating these stories and experiences in my academic work, but these religious relationships of care have done much to create and sustain in me an abiding interest in religious medicine and conceptions of health for Mexicans, Mexican Americans, and their Anglo neighbors in the American West and Southwest.

In addition to my personal relationships with Mexican Americans seeking health and wholeness in their religion, my academic training also led me to the topic of healing. I came of age, as it were, when scholars of American religions were eagerly refocusing their work in the areas of lived religion, popular forms of devotion, the untold stories of women and racial and ethnic minorities, and understudied geographic areas like the West and Southwest. I began my doctoral program thinking I would study popular Mexican Catholicism, especially in relationship to the veneration of saints. However, as I began to explore this topic, I realized that the overwhelming majority of petitions to saints, mandas (contractual promises made to a saint in exchange for the saint’s help), and the paraphernalia left at saints’ shrines had to do with sickness and health. Soon, I had committed myself to the study of Mexican American folk and religious healing, often referred to as curanderismo. As I quickly discovered, curanderos and curanderas (healers) in the territories and states north of the border have had a small but not insignificant impact on Anglo American patients. As I followed the story of these interactions through the twentieth century and into the present, I uncovered more and more of these cross-cultural religious healings. This means that this book differs from earlier studies of curanderismo in that it focuses on the transcultural and multiethnic history of Mexican American religious healing in the United States. As I have encountered them, Mexican American popular religious practices flourish not at the margins of Anglo American society but as deeply enmeshed within American religious experience writ large. My aim, then, is to examine critically the complex relationships that have existed for many decades between Mexican American religious healing and the important, but similarly understudied, area of American religious, metaphysical, and alternative medicine and healing.

In brief, I argue in this book that non–Mexican American people have been and can be healed by the flexible and multifaceted modalities of curanderismo. I suggest that this phenomenon is possible because there are deep and vital channels of convergence that run through the experiences of diverse groups. These channels, be they a result of shared historical roots or later convergences, allow for narratives and rituals of healing to be effective across would-be ethnic and cultural boundaries. My focus, however, is not on what a boon this is for Anglo metaphysical religionists, but on what this means for how we understand American religious history, transcultural exchanges, and the challenges we ought to be posing to rigid insider/outsider dichotomies. My own position as a non–Mexican American academic who studies the impacts of Mexican American religious healing is in a certain way an example of how these old dichotomies stand in need of revision.

Whenever possible, I have brought the voices of my informants to the fore even while trying to understand the contexts that have both guided their voices and helped me frame my questions. I am not alone in my desire to be careful with my sources and my analysis, especially as it pertains to people who have long suffered the vagaries of imperialism and colonial takeover. In recent years, scholars have tried to be more conscious of how their personal ethnic, economic, and religious identities inevitably shape how they go about scholarship. Courtney Bender, for example, discusses how scholars and their research get “entangled” in the histories and experiences of the religious participants under their study. This entanglement, as Bender notes, goes well beyond the researcher’s own identity and assumptions vis-à-vis his or her subjects, and extends into the whole history of scholarship that precedes and helps define current investigations.1 In contexts defined by colonialism and racial discrimination (like the U.S.-Mexico border region), ignoring issues of privilege, memory, and identity can easily reinforce colonial power structures. As the noted theorist and educator Linda Tuhiwai Smith notes, there is a long history of academic research being used, consciously and not, to both regulate and realize colonialism and imperialism. This happens in myriad ways, including the ways research represents indigenous people and the kinds of questions that are asked.2

For this book, this means that I have worked hard to be attentive to the ways academic researchers and others have been complicit in racist representations of Mexican Americans and how these scholars often came to foregone conclusions that served to sustain gross economic inequities, lack of access to biomedical health care, social and psychological alienation, and the reification of otherness. Since many of the sources I have used are old ethnographies, it has not been difficult to isolate some of the worst offenders in this regard. Words like “superstitious,” “backward,” “violent,” and “lazy” are obvious indicators. But more insidious are the conclusions of well-meaning public health researchers in the second half of the twentieth century who isolated and essentialized Mexican American folk healing as a semi-exotic vestige of an ancient civilization that would melt away as modernity arrived, late but inevitable.3 I have been cautious not only with these characterizations of Mexican Americans but also with romanticizations of kindly and mystifying wonder-workers. If one side of the essentialist coin belittles Mexican American religious healing as a bygone superstition, the other side holds it up as a timeless and mysterious Mexican magic. Here, guilty parties include New Agers eager to tap ancient Mesoamerican wisdom. But this side also includes some contemporary practitioners of Mexican American folk healing who would maintain that their practices are as pure as they are ancient. The Native American author Sherman Alexie sympathizes with but ultimately rejects this kind of narrative: “When you’re colonized, you end up exploiting your own spirituality. You’re subject to so many negative stereotypes, you embrace the positive ones. . . . After generations of being reviled and dehumanized, to be thought of as magical is pretty seductive.”4 Thus my task as a historian has not been to prove essential qualities or question legitimacy, but rather to reflect on and attempt to understand participants’ historical and metaphysical claims about their healing traditions.

In short, I have tried to bring together two conversations in this book. One conversation is the one I have heard from practitioners. This is the conversation that emphasizes the power of God and of energy surrounding us. It focuses on ritual, healing touch, and the authority of tradition. The goal for the healers, not surprisingly, is wholeness for bodies, for relationships, for broken histories. I situate myself in this conversation when I recognize my own attraction to the physicality, the stories, and the hopefulness in the face of suffering that emblematize curanderismo. I have been witness to many historical and personal accounts of healing and strengthened relationships, and these have often moved me deeply. The other conversation is that of the academic researcher who writes articles and monographs. No doubt, much of this latter conversation is inherited from colonial structures of studying and defining the other, though, as I have mentioned, I have done my best to attend to and avoid the worst of these offenses. But this academic conversation is also important for its analyses of narrative, its explanation of religious change and hybridization, its sometimes potent ability to document and prove, and—in the best cases—its potential both to broaden and deepen our understanding of ourselves. Many readers and conversation partners have helped me considerably to weave these two conversations together, and I thank them for their assistance; places where I have failed in this complex task I claim for myself alone.
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Introduction

In a second-floor shop above the famous plaza in the center of Santa Fe, New Mexico, there is a splendid bookstore called Allá that specializes in books from and about Latin America. During a research trip in the summer of 2012, I visited the store and entered into a conversation with the proprietors about my longtime research interest: Mexican and Mexican American religious healing, often referred to as curanderismo.1 After showing me their considerable collection of books that touch on the many facets of this topic, one of the owners, Jim Dunlap, delightedly grabbed the Larousse Spanish-English Dictionary off the shelf and said, “Wait until you see this!” He thumbed to the entry on curandero and showed me the one-word English translation: “quack.” I was dumbfounded. For almost a decade I have been studying the fascinating history and development of one of the world’s great traditional medicines, especially as it relates to religion and culture. I have read countless pages about the role of curanderismo in Mexican American life and in the greater American Southwest, and I have met and talked to many highly experienced and talented curanderos (healers), and so was aghast that this vital and ever-changing religious healing tradition could be so facilely dismissed as quackery.

Of course, this is hardly the only dismissal that curanderos have had to endure. Tales of superstitious and benighted Mexicans abound, as do the exotic and romanticizing accounts of wizened and magical grandmothers. In the former, traditional Mexican American healing is dismissed as a remnant of a pre-scientific era; in the latter, the curandera is a caricatured object of a well-intentioned but shallow multicultural appreciation. A very different story about curanderos, their history, their religious and cosmological foundations, and their impact on multiethnic communities in the United States can be told. This book attempts to tell that story while also putting emphasis on a particular undertreated aspect of the study of Mexican American religious devotion and traditional healing—namely, that curanderismo has been a constant part of Mexican and Mexican American interactions with Anglo Americans from the time of the Mexican-American War forward.2 In the following pages, I argue that curanderos, their ministrations, and their understanding of the body, the soul, and wellness have had and continue to have an impact on American religious history and culture that extends well beyond the permeable boundaries of the Mexican American ethnic community. In this sense, this book more generally argues that Mexican American religions—including especially the practices and beliefs surrounding curanderismo—are an integral and influential piece of the larger picture of religious life in the United States. This kind of argument is important because the study of American religions was so long occupied with denominational histories, tales of prominent (and almost always white male) leaders, and a tacit acceptance of the manifest destiny of east to west frontier expansion. Happily, recent decades have witnessed a new movement in studying religion in the United States that revises, reinterprets, and reveals a great deal that was previously ignored. Where once there was a scarce sampling of material about Mexican American religious life, there is now a bounty.3 Indeed, my express hope is that this book join these efforts to retell U.S. religious history in such a way that Mexican American religious notions of healing be dismissed no longer but take their proper place as an integral component of American religious and alternative medicine.

Both the historical research, which forms the backbone of this book, and the interviews and other ethnographic interactions that I carried out suggest that curanderismo in the United States—besides being an important source of healing for many Mexican Americans—has had a long and fruitful interaction with metaphysically oriented healing traditions outside the Mexican American community. Indeed, I argue that curanderismo’s intrinsic hybrid nature opens up multiple channels of convergence with other energy-based healing modalities common in American metaphysical religion. As I discuss at length below, Anglo American spiritualists, mesmerists, New Thought proponents, and practitioners of New Age spirituality more often than one might expect have been able to find themselves, and find healing, in the ministrations of Mexican American healers. Or, to put this another way, while it is not accurate to classify curanderismo as just one more branch of North American metaphysical religious traditions, there is significant overlap. This is not altogether surprising, since these richly hybrid traditions share at least some constituent parts.

Before proceeding, let us discuss some central terms (also please see the glossary at the end of this book). First, it must be noted that the word curanderismo was not originally an emic term but rather a catchall used by scholars and other commentators (in both English and Spanish) to refer to the healing arts and practices of curanderos. In recent decades, like so many other scholarly constructs, the word curanderismo has been absorbed into insider contexts and is now commonly used by practitioners as well. In this book, I likewise use curanderismo to refer to the wide range of services offered by the healing specialists known as curanderos, including herbal remedies, limpias (cleansings), massage, midwifery, the breaking of curses, and counseling. Curanderismo, moreover, includes a metaphysical understanding of the body and soul within and in relation to a divinely created order, and therefore relies on prayers, rituals, saint veneration, and contractual agreements with the Christian God, Mary, saints, and sometimes Mexican indigenous deities. It should also be noted that, in Spanish, curandero and curandera are gendered terms and refer to a male and female curer respectively. The plural, curanderos, can refer to a group that is all male or to a group of men and women. Alternately, curanderas refers only to a group that is all female. Here, when I speak of curanderos and curanderas as a general category of professional, with some hesitation I employ the Spanish convention and use curanderos. This means that when I use curanderas, the group I describe is made up entirely—or at least predominantly—of women, a not uncommon situation since a majority of Mexican and Mexican American healers are women. In general examples of individual healers, I alternate between curandera and curandero.

Curanderismo in U.S. Life

Interest in Mexican American folk healing is burgeoning. Curanderos make the news, borderlands herbal remedies are available nationwide, and the religious and cultural aspects of this healing tradition continue to help people from many walks of life to grapple with illness, social dislocation, and personal loss. While curanderos have perhaps not entered the American imaginary to the same extent as the Native American medicine man, they nevertheless have made strides into the popular culture scene. For example, Rudolfo Anaya’s best seller Bless Me, Ultima recounts the adventures and wisdom of a fictional New Mexican curandera named Ultima. Anaya’s book, now also a major motion picture, has become a classic of Chicano literature and has been widely read in high schools, universities, and city-wide reading programs.4 Another somewhat nontraditional curandero in the public eye is Don Miguel Ruiz, the author of the successful self-help series The Four Agreements, which Ruiz advertises as a modern expression of ancient “Toltec wisdom.” Ruiz, through his appearances on daytime talk shows, has introduced many Americans to at least one form of self-help–focused curanderismo.5 Neither of these examples suggests that curanderos are well, or even accurately, known in U.S. culture, but they do hint at what Americans (of all ethnic backgrounds) might find fascinating about curanderos: their connection to a forgotten way of life that holds a promise of wholeness for the fractured realities of our time. Both the fictional Ultima and the mysterious Ruiz provide American audiences with an ostensible portal to an ancient and powerful tradition of medicine, spirituality, and profound self-knowledge.

However, both of these examples are relatively recent, given the long history of Mexican and Anglo American encounter in the Southwest and beyond. It is largely thanks to the civil rights movement and the consequent flowering of multicultural and multiethnic inputs to our national identity that the healing modalities of curanderismo entered the national consciousness. But just how long have curanderos been a presence among non–Mexican Americans in the United States? Besides being attracted to stories of curanderismo, are outsiders to the Mexican American community actually being healed by these healers? How has Mexican American folk religion and traditional healing affected and participated in the long history of alternative medicine in the United States?

This book brings attention to these questions and provides a portrait of a curanderismo that has been and continues to be integrated into complex, often transcultural and multiethnic communities. To put it another way, although the practices and beliefs of curanderos are certainly ethnically identified, they are nonetheless not staying within the bounds of the Mexican American community. Indeed, curanderismo has had continuous communication and influence on at least some non–Mexican Americans. In recent decades, this continuous communication has opened a new chapter in the history of Mexican American folk healing. As some curanderos have entered more and more into the greater American metaphysical and alternative healing communities, particular dimensions of this shared curanderismo have expanded while others have declined. For instance, the commercial aspects of curanderismo that, to some extent, have always existed have now taken a prominent role as Mexican American folk healers, their clientele, and Anglo American apprentices establish themselves in what the sociologist of religion Wade Clark Roof has called the American “spiritual marketplace.”6 Additionally, as later chapters of this book illustrate, questions of ethnicity, authenticity, and historical origin are also in continuing negotiation. For instance, many contemporary curanderos are today more likely to emphasize the American indigenous roots of Mexican American folk healing over its European Catholic sources.

In addition to this focus on the impact and integration of curanderismo in the United States, another goal of this book is to articulate a theory of transcultural religious healing. If Mexican and Mexican American healers have been able to heal people outside the narrative confines of their ethnic communities (a fact substantiated many times over in this book), at least two conclusions can be drawn about these instances of transcultural healing. The first is that there must be a biomedical or anatomical effect produced by the curandera in her patient that universally applies to all human bodies, no matter their socially constructed ethnicity. While this is an interesting proposal and deserves further study, that is not the subject of this book. The second conclusion is that whatever cultural or narrative forces that make curanderismo “work” within its ethnic community of origin are somehow also effective in other ethnic or cultural contexts. Or to put this in the form of a question: How can we account for the fact that a healing tradition that presumably relies on culturally and religiously specific narratives can also be effective outside the bounds of those narratives? It is this question that I theoretically frame and explore here, drawing on the astonishing history of contact and exchange between Mexican and Mexican American curanderos and limited but significant populations of Anglo Americans. Complicating this theoretical project are the many inequalities that have plagued the borderlands as the principal site of these contacts, but the experience of healing across ethnic boundaries does give reason for optimism. Multiethnic communities of care and mutual support have formed because of religious and cultural sharing around the central phenomena of curanderismo. In what follows, a brief introduction to a theory of transcultural healing will lay an interpretive foundation for the following chapters.

A Theory of Transcultural Religious Healing in the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands

It is not news that a Western biomedical approach to healing has enjoyed almost tacit legitimacy and hegemony for many years in the United States. Our modern health care system of clinics, hospitals, and biological research resides within the seemingly unassailable epistemic fortress of “science.” However, the growing interest in alternative medicine and folk and religious healing traditions underscores that the biomedical establishment has hardly gained total control of American healthways. Amanda Porterfield points out that a strict division between “religious” and “scientific” medicine, at least in Christian Europe, did not appear overnight with the Renaissance and the Reformation. In that early modern milieu of discovery and the questioning of received traditions, philosophers and scientists like Francis Bacon first denounced religious speculation about the cause of ailments. The premodern explanations of sickness that Bacon questioned relied on divine retribution and notions of harmonial balance. In the place of these religious diagnostics, Bacon and others intensified their focus on empirical, external causes of disease. In the ensuing centuries, this approach to sickness would become the predominant one, though, as Porterfield also notes, a strong counter-tradition of Neoplatonist engagement with ideal or spiritual forces was always present. In other words, explanations of disease rooted in ethical or theological systems and pathways to recovery based in prayer or some other engagement with nonphysical forces persisted alongside the nascent scientific biomedicine.7

This persistence, despite Western biomedicine’s dominance, has excited much interest among historians and social scientists. Scholars have devised various theoretical models to explore and explain the ways non- or semi-scientific healing traditions accomplish cures.8 Since many of these explanations focus heavily on the making of meaning, narratives of suffering and redemption, ethical valorizations, and the manipulations of metaphor, the study of religion is often at the heart of scholarly understandings of folk healing. Linda Barnes and Susan Sered persuasively contend that the study of religion and the study of healing are natural complements. They argue that “one might view the perceived conventional separation of religion and medicine in twentieth-century America as something of a cultural or historical aberration, and the reemergence of religious healing in the twenty-first century as a rather unsurprising re-recognition of the connection between body and spirit, and between individual, community, and cosmos.”9 Without a doubt, Mexican American healing traditions of curanderismo illustrate this ongoing connection.

One of the most compelling interpretive frameworks for religious healing comes from the anthropologist Thomas Csordas. In his approach to sickness and healing, a community’s metaphors and other semantic symbols operate to channel the experience of illness into specific formulations; these metaphors and narratives also then provide the opportunity for healing. In Csordas’s studies of Catholic charismatics, he finds that healing is achieved through a “rhetoric of transformation.” In turn, this rhetoric accomplishes three tasks in the life and well-being of the sick person: predisposition, empowerment, and transformation. In the task of predisposition, a community’s shared “vocabulary of motives and system of genres” is precisely the language that is used to articulate sickness. According to Csordas, this predisposition to vocalize various medical conditions has rhetorical impact that plays out on psychological, ritual, and cultural levels. This rhetorical predisposition works persuasively and lets a sick person name his or her malady in a manner that, within the metaphoric space created and maintained by the community, can empower and eventually transform the supplicant in cognitive and physiological ways. Put simply, naming your illness with cultural metaphors makes you a character in a set story of healing. Being sick, in this approach, is a narrative tension between one’s body and community narratives and signs.10

Csordas refines his argument by elaborating a theory of practice that attempts to collapse this perceived duality between one’s body and the narratives of one’s culture. Drawing on the work of the philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty and the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, Csordas argues that anthropologists should work from a paradigm of “embodiment” that recognizes that there is no experiential duality between subject and object, between body and mind, between perceived phenomena and the perceiver. “Thus, for Merleau-Ponty the body is a ‘setting in relation to the world’ and consciousness is the body projecting itself onto the world; for Bourdieu the socially informed body is the ‘principle generating and unifying all practices,’ and consciousness is a form of strategic calculation fused with a system of objective potentialities.”11 While Bourdieu’s concept of “habitus” (which predisposes the practices of the body) has sometimes been considered deterministic and structuralist,12 Csordas challenges and reinterprets Bourdieu’s habitus and argues that cultural and religious practices are indeterminate: “since no person has conscious mastery of the modus operandi that integrates symbolic schemes and practices, the unfolding of his works and actions ‘always outruns his conscious intentions.’” This indeterminacy of what Csordas calls “predisposition” allows for religious ritual, practice, and rhetoric to effect cognitive and sometimes physiological changes in the body. “Religious practice . . . exploits the habitus in order to transform the very dispositions of which it is constituted.”13 The implication here is that, since cultural narratives carry the potential to heal, it is absolutely essential that researchers attend carefully to these narratives. Thus, how a curandera explains her healing tradition in her own words must be central to any understanding of what she and her patients are achieving in their bodies and in their community.

Religious narratives, including myths, etiological explanations, ethical valuations, and theological reflection, reveal the predispositions of the person or group for whom the narratives have meaning. Following Csordas, it is clear that a thick understanding of the narrative predispositions of the participants in any healthway will pay interpretive dividends. Since healing takes place, says Csordas, when rhetorical predispositions lead to experiences of empowerment and transformation within specific narrative contexts, then a careful analysis of those predispositions will help us in several ways. First, elucidating these cultural predispositions will reveal concepts of the body as well as a kind of theological anthropology. Second, these predispositions will infuse the process of religious and cultural reproduction as well as transformations. Third, they will provide an outline of the channels and structures of the social context, including relationships of gender, class, ethnicity, and political and economic location. Finally, these predispositions will provide insight into exactly how healing is accomplished in specific contexts and instances.

Csordas, with his creative reformulation of Bourdieu’s theory of practice, goes far in explaining how healing functions in a specific cultural context. Of course, the rub is that it is not possible to isolate contexts in the U.S.-Mexico border region (or perhaps anywhere), and therefore we must expand Csordas’s theory when considering curanderismo. In the border region, the context is overwhelmingly hybrid. Every “group” in the borderlands, from Indians to Mexicans to Anglo Americans, has an ancient and recent history of hybridity, malleability, influence, appropriation, and fluidity. Part of the conflicted and multilayered history of this zone of rich overlap is the many healing techniques and assumptions that have come together. A transcultural theory of religious healing, then, requires a way to account for multiple groups and the various narrative predispositions that they embody.

First of all, groups that come into contact inevitably affect one another. The historian Thomas Tweed has suggested that “contact” can serve as a foundational lens for “renarrating” U.S. religious history. He notes that “when individuals and groups meet across social and political boundaries they exchange things. They give and receive beliefs and artifacts, practices and people, and (more abstractly) meaning and power.”14 Of course, these exchanges are rarely neutral or equal; forces of colonialism, capitalism, and globalization all have their influence on the flow of ideas, people, and goods. A further complication of cultural contact is that no “culture” is a pure and unchanging monolith. Instead, we can think of cultural contact as a hybridization of multifaceted and changing experiences. “Instead of hybridity versus purity,” comments the anthropologist Renato Rosaldo, “this view suggests that it is hybridity all the way down.”15

Second, the contacts that have led to so much hybridization in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands have often been violent, inequitable, and degrading. The history of Anglo American expansion into Mexican territory is rife with instances of racial stereotyping, ethnocentrism, economic exclusion, and patriarchal abuse of women. The cultural anthropologist Carlos Vélez-Ibáñez has written that this history has led to a “border syndrome” that mistakenly maintains that community life did not begin in the border region until the arrival of Anglos. After this arrival, Mexicans were commodified as labor units, and to be called a “Mexican” came to carry mostly a negative meaning. He writes that, because Mexican Americans were forced to endure “‘Americanization’ programs, English only, immigration raids, double wage structure, labor repression, [and] various economically induced pogroms,” this eventually and inevitably created “a border gestalt of extreme exclusion.”16 To be sure, narratives of healing that emerge in this context often seek relief from “border syndrome.” Various Mexican American scholars, while recognizing the suffering that has marked much border history, nevertheless find that there is powerful resiliency in Mexican American culture. The poet and theorist Gloria Anzaldúa called this “mestiza consciousness,” an inner strength that allows border inhabitants to find a unified identity in a place that so often seems to straddle diverse identities.17 This resiliency in the face of historical oppression no doubt shapes the predispositions of curanderismo in ways that make transcultural and multiethnic healing especially complicated, but also provides grist for creative engagement.

Latin American cultures, including that of the Mexicans and Mexican Americans of the U.S.-Mexico border region, are especially open to hybridization, exchange, and creative redefinition due to their long history of colonial contact and resilient combination. “Transculturation” as an interpretive framework for this kind of evolution as a result of contact was pioneered by the Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz in the mid-twentieth century in response to Anglo American anthropological theories of “acculturation.”18 Subsequent theorists have amplified Ortiz’s original concept in suggestive ways. The Uruguayan literary critic Ángel Rama’s articulation of transculturation is especially helpful in the context of borderlands folk healing exchanges.

 

The concept [of transculturation] is warranted in two ways: on the one hand, it is noted that the present culture of the Latin American community (which is in itself greatly transcultured and in permanent evolution) is composed of idiosyncratic values that can be observed in action from distant times; on the other hand, this community is strengthened by the creative energy that moves it, making it very different from a simple combination of norms, behaviors, beliefs, and cultural objects, given that this energy consists of a force that acts with ease on both the parts of its particular heritage that come from within as well as those that come from outside. It is precisely this capacity to work things out with originality, even in difficult historical circumstances, that demonstrates that this is a living and creative society.19

This vitality, resilience, and creativity, born from centuries of exercising the powers of hybridity as well as resistance, uniquely situate Latin America—and the border region—for transcultural exchanges. Transculturation includes “losses, selections, rediscoveries, and incorporations.” According to Rama, “These four operations occur simultaneously and are all resolved within a general restructuring of the cultural system, which is the highest creative function that is carried out in a transculturating process.”20

This understanding of creative transculturation helps to answer one of the driving questions of this book: namely, since narrative predispositions structure and guide folk and religious healing, then how is it that in a zone of contact like the U.S.-Mexico border, distinct healing modalities—including different religious backgrounds and assumptions often held by people of different ethnicity—are efficacious across cultures? Would it not follow that different cultures would embody different predispositions? If so, then something must account for the well-documented cases in which white Americans have found healing at the hands of curanderos or through the ministrations of folk saints. The following chapters trace out and examine how the various predispositions that guide distinct healthways in the border region sometimes resonate with one another in productive and even surprising ways. This phenomenon suggests that, even within a colonial and often oppressive situation, the various narratives of healing at the border can be rhetorical medicine for diverse groups of people.

In this context of transcultural expressions of Mexican American folk healing, the narrative predispositions that undergird cultural and religious healing are both durable and open to creative reconfiguration. They are durable because predispositions can border on the deterministic. Religious narratives of self and community, in this sense, serve to maintain cultural traditions. For example, if a Mexican American in contemporary society still chooses to use the services of a curandera, he is allowing a specific set of cultural narratives about illness and restoration to be reestablished in his life during the delicate time of sickness. At the same time, as Rama emphasizes, a culture that is self-consciously hybrid is based in creative combination. In this case, Mexican American folk healing will almost naturally seek out ways to combine and transculturate with the Anglo American majority in the United States. I argue here that transcultural contact results in fruitful sharing when predispositions converge across perceived ethnic or cultural borders. Since predispositions are durable, this kind of sharing can result in a mutual strengthening and reinforcement of shared narratives.

Themes and Organization of the Book

The organization of this book is somewhat historical and somewhat thematic. Its three parts fall roughly in historical order, beginning right before the turn of the twentieth century and progressing until the present. In each part, the organizing principle responds to the hybrid nature of curanderismo, and the chapters sometimes move from place to place and back and forth in time in order to demonstrate what sorts of negotiations, movements, and contacts are at play. Although the book certainly contains a historical overview of Mexican American religious healing, it does not attempt to lay out a comprehensive history of curanderismo in the United States. Likewise, this is not meant to be a guidebook of particular healing modalities within curanderismo.21 Instead, I emphasize change and exchange within the various expressions of Mexican American religious healing. Not only does this approach allow me to foreground the theoretical explanatory framework of transcultural healing discussed above, it also highlights the important impact Mexican American religious and healing traditions have had on the Southwest since the United States expanded into the region. My source material consists mostly of written documents, including newspaper reports, travelogues, manuals, and healers’ autobiographies. Other publications include early- and mid-twentieth-century ethnographies and histories, which, while technically secondary analyses, I have used as primary sources of Anglo colonial expansion into what was Mexico and is now the U.S. West and Southwest. The final chapters about contemporary curanderos draw on practitioners’ written statements as well as on observation and interviews that I carried out primarily in New Mexico in the summer of 2012.

Part 1 looks at religion and healing in the early history of the American Southwest while also exploring how metaphysical religious notions in the United States traveled west across the North American continent. Chapter 1 describes the historical and geographical context central to the book and provides a history of the peoples and settlement patterns of the border region, with special emphasis on both the religious history of the area and the colonial nature of successive waves of population. The confluence of many different cultural groups resulted in a religious healing tradition that is essentially hybrid in nature. From the earliest contacts between native peoples and the conquistadors to the later incursions of Anglo American settlers, healing in the borderlands has been a combinatory phenomenon.

The second chapter offers a short history of American metaphysical religion, including the development and practice of astrology, witchcraft, the occult, alternative therapies, mind cure, New Thought, Christian Science, faith healing, and the New Age. Stress is placed on the people who are known to have practiced metaphysical and religious healing arts in the American West and Southwest. The objective of this chapter is to make clear that many white settlers’ narrative assumptions concerning health, though couched oftentimes in colonial and even racist power relations, allowed for an interaction with Mexican American notions of healing and sickness that went well beyond superficial similarities.

The two chapters in part 2 move through the twentieth century and investigate the wide variety of practices that fall under the umbrella of curanderismo. In the economy of Mexican American religious healing, there is both supply and demand. These chapters address the supply side of healing by profiling several prominent transborder and transcultural curanderos. Their particular strengths and practices both shape the tradition and respond to context and need. That brings us to the demand side of the equation, wherein the changing fortunes of Mexican Americans, including their rising influence in the region, as well as the healing desires and needs of whites play a role in how curanderismo functions.

Chapter 3 draws on historical and ethnographic accounts to describe the various practices of curanderismo in the U.S. border region. To enter into the customs and habits of Mexican American religious and folk healing, I chronicle and analyze the lives of two prominent folk saints, Teresa Urrea and Pedrito Jaramillo. Their stories serve as early examples of Mexican American folk healers who interacted often and successfully with mainstream white America. Statements made by white patients as well as memoirs of border dwellers illumine those Anglo cultural assumptions that allowed Mexican American folk traditions and medicines to be transculturally efficacious. Later in the same chapter, the herbal remedies, prayers, and typical techniques of several mid- and late-twentieth-century curanderos are discussed. Although less famous than Urrea and Jaramillo, they nevertheless demonstrate many of the same techniques and assumptions, as they practice mostly in Mexican American barrios.

Chapter 4 underscores the importance of metaphysical worldviews at play in the lives of multiethnic populations in both northern Mexico and the U.S. Southwest. The more traditional rituals and practices associated with curanderismo and folk Catholicism profiled in chapter 3 give way here to spirit channeling, spirit communication, and religious innovation. The life and times of the famous Mexican curandero Niño Fidencio are told with a focus on the cult of devotion that has arisen after his death. Hundreds of healers in Mexico and the United States channel Fidencio to bring healing and comfort to their patients. This phenomenon is put in the context of Mexican espiritualismo, a metaphysical tradition that rivals North American spiritualism in spread and religious and cultural influence.

The final part of the book occupies itself with contemporary North American curanderismo. After the great advances won for Mexican Americans in the civil rights movement, the richness of Mexican traditional medicine and religious devotion are able to be celebrated as never before. This newfound openness allows for revitalized hybridization in curanderismo even as the tradition becomes more and more integrated with other varieties of metaphysically based healing traditions in the United States. Chapter 5 explores New Age interest in curanderismo and Mexican American folk healing. As inheritors of and participants in the American metaphysical tradition, New Agers participate in a long history of fascination with the spirituality and healing arts of the “exotic” peoples of Asia, Latin America, and elsewhere. The gnostic language often used in first-person accounts of contemporary curanderismo, language that claims to reveal “secrets” to a soon-to-be enlightened audience, proves to be attractive to New Age readers, as is the millennial rhetoric found in these accounts. Reformulations and evolution in the predispositions of curanderismo—and an unapologetic exploitation of the American spiritual marketplace—point to a new era of hybridization for some sectors of Mexican American folk healing within the greater American metaphysical religious tradition. In this context of cultural exchange, communities of care are established across borders.

Chapter 6 looks at ways contemporary curanderos as well as neo-shamans have endeavored to continue to “import” knowledge from Meso- and South America. Contemporary curanderos, in an act of cultural memory and reclamation, reformulate their healing tradition as one that is largely indigenous rather than the result of colonial contact and oppression. New inputs from Mexico and Latin America, often facilitated by anthropologists and other nonnative academics, have again created new directions in curanderismo. This chapter explores these new directions with two discussions; one focuses on a long-running university course on curanderismo at the University of New Mexico, while the second examines neo-shamanism and its growing place in contemporary Mexican American metaphysical healing.

The ongoing hybridization of borderlands healthways is discussed and evaluated in the concluding chapter. I compare Anglo American uses of Mexican American folk healing to similar transcultural exchanges both in the United States and in other colonial border regions. The well-developed scholarly critique of white appropriations of American Indian religious practices guides an evaluation of white participation in curanderismo. Interpretive frames like “appropriation,” “stealing,” “distortion,” and other polemical understandings of cultural exchange are not sufficient in the context of Mexican American folk healing and white involvement. I show that the cultural exchange of healing from Mexican Americans to Anglo Americans has been facilitated by deep cultural predispositions of openness to such healing in the majority white culture as well as by a productive negotiation on the part of many Mexican American healers to make available their traditions to receptive whites. Mexican American folk and religious healing is neither the superstition of a people that has yet to assimilate nor the heroic and powerful idealization of Chicano nationalists; it is—and has been—a vital part of American religious and alternative healing.


PART I

Contact and Combination


1

Hybrid Healing in the U.S.-Mexico Border Region

In the far northern reaches of the Spanish empire in the Americas, Franciscan and Jesuit missionaries labored to spread the authority of the Catholic Church and to harness the productive potential of the indigenous inhabitants of the land. As part of their mission, the Catholic religious committed themselves to caring for the sick, administering medicines and other kinds of treatments, and explaining the very nature of health and illness. In an early history of his order’s work, the Jesuit Ignaz Pfefferkorn wrote in 1795, “The vigilant care of the sick was one of the most important concerns of the missionary. . . . he did not content himself with looking after their souls; he also looked after their comfort, their needs, and the restoration of their health.”1 However, their premodern European healing methods were arguably no more sophisticated or effective than the healing traditions and disease etiologies of the native people. Pfefferkorn and his fellow Jesuits found direction for their ministrations in an early New World medical text, the Florilegio Medicinal. Compiled by another Jesuit, this text drew on native plants and indigenous remedies even as it reformulated them in the Catholic context of saints and divine retribution. This early combination of European and native Mesoamerican knowledge systems and religious worldviews set the stage for many later developments in traditional healing in the region.

Eventually the Spanish missions declined and other national and religious powers came to dominate the lands that we now know as northern Mexico and the western United States. As the regimes changed, colonial expansion and massive demographic shifts in the region created displacement, anomie, epidemics, racial and ethnic tension, and a host of other kinds of suffering. Like the Jesuits, Franciscans, and indigenous healers before them, later residents of the area would also find new ways to treat their pains, large and small, most often within the broad purview of religion. The eventual advent of modern medicine and the proliferation of biomedical care throughout the region did not obviate the need for religiously and culturally based healing modalities, which remained astonishingly vital, creative, and flexible. For hundreds of years now, Mexican and Mexican American curanderos, folk saints, and other popular healers have been part of the options for restoring health and providing spiritual guidance to people in the borderlands.

This chapter presents a regional history of colonial encounter and change through the lens of healing during the first four centuries after European arrival. A remarkable site of continuous cultural contact and colonization, the borderlands area provides a fertile matrix for transcultural exchange. These cultural and colonial contacts were often violent and deeply contested. First, Spaniards and the native people of the American continent and, later, mestizos, indigenous people, and white settlers from the United States and Europe have negotiated, exploited, and resisted constantly shifting patterns of power. Religious notions of wellness and specific healing modalities have long been some of the clearest examples of these complex exchanges. In fact, the sicknesses that often result from cultural contact—and conquest—motivate new combinations and predispositions for the restoration of wholeness both in body and in culture. The religious studies scholar Kristy Nabhan-Warren maintains that “Borderlands women and men live in intensely charged geographic, ethnic, and cultural milieus and their religious beliefs and practices reflect the contested and coterminous terrain in which they live.”2 Indeed, resilient combination comes to be a defining feature of the religious and medicinal landscape.

Colonial Contact and an Incipient Combinatory Healing Tradition

The Spanish first entered the region that is now northern Mexico and the southwestern United States in the mid-sixteenth century. These conquistadors, religious brothers, soldiers, and servants did not initiate religious and healing combinations but rather brought their ongoing hybridization from the Iberian peninsula, another longtime zone of contact and cultural redefinition. Muslims had introduced to Spain a Hippocratic-Galenic understanding of the body, based in the four humors.3 This doctrine of the human body calculated the amounts and natures of blood, phlegm, black bile, and yellow bile. Inherent to each of these four humors was an admixture of temperature and moisture. For instance, blood was deemed hot and wet while yellow bile was hot and dry. Restoration of health in this system often meant rebalancing physical and other forces that had moved from their proper position; illnesses related to heat might best be remedied with application of cold, while too much bile might require some emetic treatment to likewise restore the proper order of bodily fluids. The anthropologist George M. Foster argues that a humoral understanding of the body and its wellness, especially the hot-cold balance, was “the basis of ‘scientific’ medicine of the Contact period.” Foster further explains that it was “the members of religious orders, who for three centuries played the major role in transmitting humoral concepts to Indian and mestizo populations in the New World.”4

Since these “scientific” concepts were propagated by various religious orders in the Americas, it is not surprising that the Greek and Arabic emphasis on humoral equilibrium operated within and alongside Christian understandings of wholeness that stressed participation in the sacramental life of the Catholic Church as the prime mediator of God’s healing and merciful grace. Sickness and health in the light of this grace were multivalent, at best. On the one hand, suffering in body and mind might be exalted, even canonized, as participation with Christ in his passion. On the other, sickness might as easily be the just punishment divinely meted out upon the sinner. In both these conceptions of suffering, union with the Church via the ministrations of baptism and the Holy Eucharist, penance, and extreme unction was central to a return to the innocence and blessedness of health. Yet this Christian understanding of health and salvation was not rigid. In the Iberian context—a veritable crossroads—Islamic, Christian, African, Arabic, and European medicines and metaphysical paradigms continuously related to produce a malleable and impressionable relationship with health and healing.

The indigenous peoples had their own understandings of health and the body as well as healing specialists and medicines, though these conceptions and traditions varied somewhat from people to people. It is probable that many in the region shared the notion of soul as detachable from the physical body, and that the soul—in whole or in part—could leave the body due to fright or other trauma, thus occasioning sickness. Similar to the Europeans, the native inhabitants manipulated witchcraft to both bless and curse, and they used herbal and nonorganic medicines to treat these and other complaints. Some have argued that a contemporary emphasis among Mexican folk healing on emotional states as cause of disease is an aspect of healing that predates the Conquest.5

One of the earliest examples of hybrid healing that occurred in the New World is depicted in Alvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca’s relación of his odyssey through what is now the southern United States and northern Mexico. From 1528 to 1536, Cabeza de Vaca and his companions Estebanico, Alonso de Castillo Maldonado, and Andrés Dorantes wandered on a general westward course from the Gulf of Mexico toward Arizona and then down through the Sonoran desert to the already established New Spanish city of Culiacán. Near the beginning of their long journey, Cabeza de Vaca and his men are impressed into service as healers by their native captors, and the healing practices they adopt explicitly draw on local customs. The Spaniards then modify these customs with their own religious and cultural assumptions about the cessation of sickness. The following passage from Cabeza de Vaca’s account foregrounds the combinatory nature of their methods:

 

What the [indigenous] doctor does is make some cuts in the place where the patient has pain and sucks all around them. They perform cautery by fire, a thing that is held among them to be very beneficial, and I have tried this and had good results with it; and then they blow on the place where the pain is, and with this they believe that the illness is cured. The way in which we cured was by making the sign of the cross over them and blowing on them and reciting a Pater Noster and an Ave Maria; and then we prayed as best we could to God Our Lord to give them health and inspire them to give us good treatment. God Our Lord, and His mercy, willed that as soon as we made the sign of the cross over them, all those for whom we prayed told the others that they were well and healthy; and because of this they gave us good treatment and went without food themselves in order to give it to us and gave us hides and other small things.6

In this example, Cabeza de Vaca and his men do not forsake their Christian faith in religious healing through prayer and the sign of the cross, yet they accept that blowing and cautery seem also to be effective, at least with the people they are attempting to cure. The account also makes clear that the willingness of the sick indigenous to be healed by these both familiar and foreign techniques plays a role in successful curing.

For Cabeza de Vaca, the act of healing engenders important results, which the Spaniards regard as miraculous. As the noted French historian Jacques Lafaye points out, “Alvar Núñez [Cabeza de Vaca] does not establish a qualitative distinction between healing the Indians and the survival of his companions and himself. Drawing on miraculous cures becomes for the four men the normal procedure for procuring what they needed.”7 Lafaye suggests that these combinatory cures present an example of the hybridization that would later characterize so much of the Mexican experience, a complex process often called by the Spanish term mestizaje. Mestizaje in the Mexican context almost always signifies the racial and ethnic mixing of Spanish and indigenous people, history, and culture. “Forced by the Indians to perform miracles, [Cabeza de Vaca] limited himself to transmitting the petition to the superior power: God—herein a beautiful example of religious mestizaje in which Pagan belief appears as the motor, or rather, as the proximate cause of the Christian miracle.”8 In Cabeza de Vaca’s case, the indigenous need for healing coupled with the Spaniards’ need to maintain personal safety—despite being completely outnumbered—pushed both parties to discover resonances between their colliding notions of how to restore health. It is no exaggeration to suggest that Cabeza de Vaca and his men survived their shipwreck and desert wandering precisely because they were quickly able to create and exchange prayers and rituals for healing with the peoples they encountered.

In stark contrast to the tentative and experimental relationship between Cabeza de Vaca and indigenous people, the first intentional wave of Spanish presence moved decisively to evangelize and pacify the tribes in northern New Spain. The Franciscan and Jesuit orders at the forefront of this expansion spread not only Iberian healing practices but also European diseases, all in the name of propagating the Catholic religion. In the Jesuit priest Andrés Pérez de Ribas’s monumental tome History of the Triumphs of Our Holy Faith amongst the Most Barbarous and Fierce Peoples of the New World, the tropes of sickness, epidemic, and death are more often employed as evangelistic tools than as points of cooperation among the priests and the Indians. First published in 1645, Pérez de Ribas’s history relates several decades of early Jesuit mission activity in what would become northwestern Mexico and the U.S. Southwest.

In contrast to Cabeza de Vaca’s miraculous and comparatively seamless hybrid cures, the Jesuits’ imposition of Catholic practice and understandings of wellness drew less on native conceptions of health and sickness. The general Jesuit evangelistic strategy in this region was to gather ethnographic data on the native groups they encountered so that they could better frame their own Christian message in response to local knowledge and customs. Pérez de Ribas calls examples of this kind of work “casos de edificación—instances where missionaries (invariably with divine assistance) ‘successfully’ substituted Christian for native rituals and beliefs.”9 With this strategy, Christian rituals often replaced native practices of healing even as they accomplished political and economic subjugation of the indigenous people.

By this point in the Spanish conquest of the American continents, European diseases were running rampant through the indigenous populations. Various parts of Pérez de Ribas’s epic account of Jesuit missions touch specifically on how the priests and religious dealt with the epidemics of death and sickness that they were forced to confront. He recounts several situations in which native people, terrified by their impending demise from disease, would consent to Christian baptism as a last measure. Pérez de Ribas reframes sickness not as a negative to be overcome but rather as a joyous gift from God and entrée to a state of grace:

 

Among the fruits that God reaped from this illness was the Baptism of sixty-three elderly men and women who, being more hardened to the introduction of Christian ways, had refused Baptism when they were healthy. They had been persuaded by the devil that Baptism would make them sick and cause them to die. The illness struck them even though they were not baptized, and seeing that they were going to die without Baptism, they asked the priest to baptize them. Once he had prepared them he baptized and cleansed them in those heavenly waters. Then within days God took them all in a state of salvation.10

In this way, the sacramental rites of baptism and extreme unction came to be medicines that always preceded death. The Jesuits conceived of death not as a failing of the healing arts but as the final blessing and gift of a God who was, by his mysterious ways, overseeing and supporting the conversion of the New World. In this tortured calculus, it was better to die a Christian than to live as a savage.

Later in his account, Pérez de Ribas acknowledges that the priests were in some way responsible for healing: “In one hand they carried the holy oil, which they administered to these people along with the other sacraments for healing souls. In the other hand they carried all the medicines and aids that they could find to heal and mend bodies.”11 The sacramental function came first for the Jesuits, but there is a recognition here of the kind of hybrid medicinal efforts that Cabeza de Vaca carried out. However, only a few paragraphs later it becomes clear that the Jesuits’ corporal healing skills were quite secondary, especially when dealing with children. “The first fruits that Our Lord took were more than eight hundred children. They received the water of Holy Baptism, and before they could sin, died from illness and, thus, could go dwell in heaven.”12 Indeed, the death of native children is framed over and over as a particularly clear sign of God’s favor and presence.

This theological understanding of death served as a potent justification for the terrible hardships the Spanish were bringing upon the native people. However, they did not claim that God extended death as a blessing only for the indigenous. The Spanish and other European Jesuits explained their own deaths in these terms as well, suggesting that European and American healthways were not necessarily placed in a qualitative hierarchy. From the Spanish point of view, both European and American medicines operated as best they could within the inscrutable mercy of God. For example, the bishop of the area made one fateful journey to the northern hinterlands of his diocese. While in the wilds of Sonora and Sinaloa, he participated in the confirmation of eleven thousand new Christians and marveled at the work of the Jesuit evangelists. However, “divine goodness wished to reward the acts of such an apostolic Prelate without further delaying his glorious reward.” He died on his return trip.13 Perhaps what is most surprising about this view of death—as a reward from God—is that the Jesuits applied it consistently not only to themselves but also to the “barbarous” subjects of their evangelism. To be sure, the Spanish priests most certainly claimed civilized ascendancy over the natives in terms of their God, their political institutions, and their social structures. But in terms of health care, premodern European medical technologies were decidedly no more advanced than native American healthways; indeed, the low estate of European healing arts and the omnipresence of epidemics worked to open lines of dialogue with indigenous medicinal practices. With thousands dying, effectiveness was ultimately more valuable than a perceived purity. Nevertheless, even in the relatively equitable arena of healing, the Spaniards manipulated hybridization for their own benefit.

For instance, the ethnohistorian Daniel T. Reff has discovered several cases where the Jesuits implicitly drew on their own cultural knowledge of healing in conjunction with native practices in efficacious ways. Using both Pérez de Ribas’s work and Jesuit annual reports for his sources, Reff describes one instance in which priests “gathered up the remains of a painting of the Virgin that was burned during the Tepehuán revolt. The ashes were mixed with holy water and were administered to those who were ill, reportedly with great effect.” The priests also used medallions of San Ignacio to aid the sick, leading to several miraculous cures and the safe delivery of babies.14 Reff notes that there was considerable similarity between Iberian manipulations of sickness and the American customs; he lists several examples of these similarities, including the use of lay enchanters, the recurrence to special shrines, and the participation in lay brotherhoods and specialized societies. “Thus,” Reff concludes, “there was very little about native religious beliefs and behaviors that was truly unfathomable to the Jesuits—a fact that aided them immeasurably in their assumption of power and influence among the native people.”15

Toward the end of the seventeenth century, the Jesuit presence in northwestern New Spain advanced under the leadership of Father Eusebio Kino. One of Kino’s Jesuit colleagues was a brother from Bohemia who had studied extensively the fields of medicine and health care before taking religious orders. Johannes Steinhöffer, or Juan de Esteyneffer as he was known in the Spanish territories, worked for more than a decade as a medic among several native groups in northwestern Mexico. Esteyneffer was not only well-versed in the Hippocratic-Galenic tradition prominent in the Europe of his day, he communicated in the Nahuatl, Opata, and Pima languages common in the Jesuit missions, languages in which he conducted extensive research concerning indigenous medicines. Esteyneffer’s lasting contribution to the hybridization of American medicine was his medical anthology entitled Florilegio Medicinal de todas las enfermedades sacado de varios y clásicos autores para bien de los pobres y los que tienen falta de médicos.16

In a recent edition of the Florilegio Medicinal, the Mexican anthropologist Carmen Anzures writes in her biographical introduction that Esteyneffer’s book “reflects, in effect, a mestizaje of his European knowledge with remedies made from substances native to New Spain and to the northwest in particular.”17 This mestizaje appears in several different ways throughout the text and is not limited to pharmacopeia but also includes, as one might imagine from a Jesuit author, religious instruction. First of all, Esteyneffer begins nearly all discussions of an illness with a brief mention of the saint who is most profitably petitioned for relief of the specific disease or ailment in question; in all, he mentions 153 different saints in this capacity as intercessors for particular maladies. While most of his work suggests different medicinal cures and corporal treatments, it remains clear that Esteyneffer clearly understood both sickness and recovery as forces that can be manipulated by the Christian God and the various saints. Second, in Esteyneffer’s catalog of medicines, he seamlessly incorporates American plants, minerals, and other artifacts into his prescriptions alongside pharmaceuticals of European origin. Anzures surveyed the text and found that Esteyneffer uses forty-nine words in Nahuatl, evidently for items used in cures that originated in Mexico and had no European cognate. In addition, he uses twenty-two words in other northwestern indigenous languages.18 Finally, Esteyneffer prescribes cures for afflictions caused by hechicería, or witchcraft. His mention of witchcraft goes without any sort of framing comment, which leads one to conclude that Esteyneffer found bewitchment commonplace enough among his intended indigenous audience that it was not worthy of explanation. Indeed, that he makes no effort to differentiate hechicería from other causes of suffering may also suggest that these afflictions were not unusual in Europe as well.19 In any case, it is sufficiently clear that Esteyneffer used all the tools at his disposal, from his Catholic and European medical training to his wide-ranging experiences in northwestern New Spain, to describe illness and provide prescriptions of locally obtainable medicines to generations of mestizo and indigenous readers in the northern extremes of the Spanish American empire. Remarkably, Anzures has found evidence that this work first published in 1712 was still in use as a household medical guidebook by some remote households of northern Mexico and the southwestern United States as late as the 1970s.20 Such a finding suggests that these relatively early hybridizations of European and indigenous knowledge were extremely durable, especially in the increasingly isolated region of northern Mexico. Moreover, if border residents still consulted Esteyneffer’s work into the late twentieth century, this implies that the Jesuit’s explicit connection of pharmaceuticals to specific Catholic saints may have impacted notions of well-being into the modern day.

Consolidation of a Mestizo Healthway in the Remote Mexican North

The Franciscan, Dominican, and Jesuit missions that spread from California to Texas remained the central focus of Catholic life through most of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. However, political events in Europe and in Mexico eventually eroded the impact of the religious orders. First, the Jesuits were suppressed and expelled from the Americas in 1767, including from their missions in Sonora and Arizona. Then, in 1833, the liberal government in the newly independent Mexican capital nationalized the remaining Franciscan and Dominican missions throughout the northern reaches of the infant nation. By the time of this forced secularization of the missions, these institutions had already begun to decline. Many Spanish-born clergy left voluntarily or were exiled during the war for independence. Coupled with this lack of clergy, the native people who lived in relationship to the missions had gradually decreased in number due to sickness, mestizaje, and migration. These missions were ostensibly turned over to diocesan clergy under the oversight of the Mexican national church. Yet in practice, very few Mexican priests were sent north to these distant areas.21

Outside the missions, Mexican settlements and presidios in the region sometimes enjoyed the occasional presence of diocesan clergy; indeed, some of these men became legends in their own time for their faithful service to a population spread over vast tracts of land. Despite their efforts, the size and arid character of much of the land in question prohibited continuous interaction with clergy and limited the priests’ own communication with the hierarchy. The historian Gilberto Hinojosa finds that, in addition to the remote and sparsely populated nature of the northern frontier, the Catholic Church also suffered from some institutional hurdles. First, the liberal ideology and attendant anticlericalism that fueled the Mexican independence movement often were at cross-purposes with the Catholic Church. As a result, the Vatican was slow to fill Mexican bishoprics, and the ordinary priests in the region, often Spanish missionaries, left their posts in the absence of protection and leadership.22 In effect, the Catholics of the northern territories of New Spain, and later of Mexico, lived for decades with little or no regular access to the institutional Catholic Church. This context of relative isolation allowed a unique popular Catholicism to develop and flourish, first on the margins of the territory overseen by the missions and later under the negligent Mexican See.

Many of the traditional functions of the priesthood were transferred de facto to laypeople. The healing role of the clergy and religious orders, which had always been shared with local healers and drew heavily on local knowledge, rested now almost completely in the hands of curanderos as well as in the ministrations of lay orders. The hybrid medical traditions that had developed during the height of the mission era continued to operate in the independence period, but now with greater latitude than ever.

The basic features of this unique hybrid healing system are discussed more thoroughly in later chapters, but a brief sketch will be useful here. The logic that buttressed this healthway was that specific healing practices in the hands of gifted and trained healers could affect, diminish, and sometimes eliminate the causes of sickness, be they natural or supernatural. By the period of Mexican nationhood (after 1821), the healing arts in the northern region included the use of botanicals (as is richly evidenced in the Florilegio Medicinal); ritual acts including the use of certain foods, liquids, and other material goods; the intercession of saints, both officially canonized and locally recognized; and the physical manipulation of the body in the form of massage and in the birthing of children. While many illnesses could be addressed in the household with herbal medicines and prayer, curanderos were responsible for treating more severe afflictions.

The continuation of certain indigenous practices is a sure element in this hybrid healthway, though the level and the specificity of that contribution are unclear. As late as 1981, an important study, which took considerable pains to discover non-European aspects of curanderismo, yet concluded that “as of now Mexican American folk medicine seems to have primarily a European historical and theoretical base.”23 There is little reason to believe that this statement does not apply to earlier eras as well, although it must also be noted that historical data in the post-missions era are indeed quite scarce. Many contemporary curanderos have reclaimed the indigenous roots of curanderismo, relying on claims of an esoteric oral tradition. But as an initial statement, however, it is accurate to say that European colonialism, attitudes of racial supremacy, pandemics, mestizaje, and geopolitical isolation worked powerfully together to produce a unique healing system that yet had many ties to a premodern European past as well as a poorly defined but considerable resonance with indigenous medicinal knowledge. This was the healing tradition that would be encountered by Anglo settlers in the middle of the nineteenth century and would develop in conjunction with the growing United States.

Curanderos were not the only option for medical care in the period following Mexican independence. Some modern medical doctors came to northern Mexico to practice their arts, as did a fair number of snake oil salesmen and quacks. Some of their modern medicines, specifically quinine, did provide relief, but many of their methods and drugs were ineffective or actively harmful to their patients. Several common prescriptions contained dangerous ingredients like mercury, which along with the ubiquity of bloodletting, often dispatched patients more efficiently than did their original disease.24 Moreover, biomedical care did not, at this point, provide a convincing holistic explanation of illness and recovery, nor did it deal with socially or supernaturally caused maladies as did the folk and religious traditions associated with curanderismo. For these reasons, curanderos frequently offered better and more comforting care to the suffering than did the new doctors. As a result, the basic shape of health care, dominated by herbal remedies, prayer, and ritual acts, remained relatively constant and successful throughout the early to mid-nineteenth century.25

The Birth of the Southwest and the Mexican American

The Southwest of the United States was born in a few short years, first with the annexation of Texas in 1845 and then much of northern Mexico in 1848 following the Mexican-American War (1846–1848). The territory of the current continental United States was rounded out in 1854 with the completion of the Gadsden Purchase. The Mexican population in the newly acquired region endured several significant challenges stemming from their new status as Spanish-speaking, mostly Catholic, racial minorities; as one prominent tejano put it, he was now “a foreigner in [his] native land.”26 Cultural contact with Anglos and the American political takeover forced Mexicans from Texas to California to define themselves in new ways. In this context of shifting identities, cultural and religious practices and notions of healing and wellness that had once been unremarkable now found themselves held in relief against the norms of white Americans who were settling the West and border regions in ever-increasing numbers. The public comparisons made between the advancing settlements of English-speaking, often Protestant, whites to the Mexicans were rarely positive.

Many nineteenth-century Anglo accounts of the longtime inhabitants of the land held them as “lazy,” “degenerate,” “superstitious,” and “filthy.” These critiques encompassed Mexican political structures, agricultural practices, and basic character, but they were often especially vicious and superior when attacking the peculiar Catholicism of what had recently been remote northern Mexico. One particularly virulent commentator was Rufus Sage, a journalist and trapper. In 1846 he wrote,

 

Education is entirely controlled by the priests, who make use of their utmost endeavors to entangle the minds of their pupils in the meshes of superstition and bigotry. The result of this may be plainly stated in a few words: Superstition and bigotry are universal,—all, both old and young, being tied down to the disgusting formalities of a religion that manifests itself in little else than senseless parade and unmeaning ceremony,—while a large majority can neither read nor write.27

Sage and many of his contemporaries mixed their anti-Catholicism with a racial supremacy that did much to exclude Mexicans from many aspects of American life.

Of course, the American Catholic Church did not share Sage’s views on the Roman faith, but it was not always eager to embrace its new Mexican American parishioners, nor was it particularly sensitive to the cultural diversity among Mexicans in the expansive new territory.28 After the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the American Church sent bishops to oversee the former Mexican dioceses. Two notable leaders were French missionaries, Bishop Jean-Marie Odin in Texas and Bishop Jean Baptiste Lamy in New Mexico. Both men soon found themselves at odds with many of their Mexican parishioners. Lamy excommunicated one of the few native New Mexican priests, the popular Father José Antonio Martínez, who had allegedly participated in the resistance against the American takeover. Lamy also removed native artworks from parish churches and replaced them with statues of blond French saints. In Texas, Odin clamped down on some tejano practices of the church such as the ringing of bells on civic occasions.29 In California, Thaddeus Amat was appointed bishop of Monterey and Los Angeles in 1853. Soon after arriving in his new bishopric, Amat began to criticize the “superstition” of his new flock. He actively discouraged the practices of curanderos, and in 1858 he suspended the Mexican Franciscans in the diocese for their support of Mexican “ceremonies, cults, and devotions of corrupt Catholicism.” Amat and other American Church leaders like him, explains the historian Jeffrey Burns, were afraid that the popular piety of the Mexicans “would discredit the Church in the eyes of the increasingly predominant Anglo-American society.”30 In this new American era, Mexicans found themselves and their devotional and healing practices increasingly excluded from public religious life.

Complicating the Mexican American identity and position in the new western states and territories—in addition to the language barrier—was that the border between the two nations remained mostly open until World War I. Even as white settlement soared, especially in California and Texas, Mexican migration across the border also continued. The flow of Mexican people and customs across the international boundary functioned to limit Mexican assimilation. Overall, the Mexican population in the area did rise significantly in the first three decades of the twentieth century for a variety of push and pull factors; indeed, by 1930 the Mexican population of the United States was over 1.4 million, up from approximately 80,000 in 1848.31 Pushing the migration out of Mexico was the considerable unrest and oppression caused first by the dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz and later by the Mexican Revolution.32 Pulling people to the United States was the growing need for cheap, seasonal labor in the burgeoning American agricultural industry.

The historian Mae Ngai calls the new and exploitative relationship between whites and Mexicans “imported colonialism.” She writes that imported colonialism “produced new social relations based on the subordination of racialized foreign bodies who worked in the United States but who remained excluded from the polity by both law and by social custom.” Ngai also notes the irony of this perceived foreignness, given that almost all of the whites in the region also migrated to the Southwest in the same period as the Mexicans who had come north.33 Nevertheless, Mexicans of all racial and cultural backgrounds found themselves, at best, a racial ethnic minority in the United States, deemed different from the mainstream in various, exclusionary ways.

The cluster of Anglo ethnographers who began to study “Mexicans” (they generally do not differentiate clearly between Mexican nationals and Mexican Americans) in the border area in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries often found that the practices and notions of health care were some of the factors that did divide Mexican Americans from their white counterparts. More recent studies have followed in the footsteps of those early investigations in that they also conclude that Mexican American religious and folk healing customs served to separate Mexican Americans from Anglos. Scholars have explained this separation in two ways. First, they claim that racism and exclusion on the part of Anglo America kept Mexican Americans from integrating into the white-dominated Western biomedical health system. A second and related argument claims that the logics of the Mexican American subculture vis-à-vis health care compelled Mexican Americans in the border region to maintain their culture-specific healthways.

Let us turn first to the argument that Mexican Americans resorted to curanderos and folk medicine because Anglo political and economic power as well as prejudice forced Mexican Americans away from biomedical treatments. Ngai’s contention that relations on the border constituted “imported colonialism” is borne out, for example, in the spike in development of industry and agriculture in the Rio Grande valley in south Texas. The anthropologist Arthur Rubel found in his various studies of this region that economic growth in the first half of the twentieth century necessitated a Mexican underclass that was segregated from white settlement. He discovered that between 1910 and 1930, “Anglo-American spectators” largely gained economic control of the region, developed it with intensive irrigation systems, and turned the former semi-desert land into an agricultural powerhouse. As these new areas flourished, the land companies filled their labor needs with an unskilled and semiskilled workforce made up almost entirely of immigrants from Mexico and Mexican American citizens who had once worked on local ranches, though Anglo settlers and migrants also played a part in these new ventures. In a pattern that would be observed in all of the U.S. border states, these land companies built towns and commercial centers to serve the growing populations. Referring to these border boomtowns, Rubel argues that “the differences in custom, language, and standard of living of the two ethnic groups which migrated to the new urban site were perpetuated by a well-recognized policy of separatism. . . . [T]hose of Mexican culture were assigned residence, schools, and church on the side of town which lay to the north of the bisecting railway”—the proverbial “wrong side of the tracks”—while non-Mexicans were assigned to the other.34 Naturally, the hospitals, clinics, and doctors’ offices were sure to be found on the non-Mexican side of town and were geared to serve an English-speaking, mainly white public. Folk healing, in this context, remained far more accessible to Mexican Americans.

But segregation was not the only factor that influenced Mexican Americans to maintain curanderismo in the new American Southwest. The second argument that scholars have used to explain why Mexican American healthways proved to be so resilient after decades of contact with European American biomedicine is that, at a fundamental level, Mexican Americans were somehow psychologically different from white Americans. This is generally not a genetic stance but rather suggests that segregation and an agrarian past had kept Mexicans and Mexican Americans of the mid-twentieth century so insulated that they were never equipped on a cultural level to deal with modern health care. Perhaps the clearest articulation of this widespread contention comes from an important 1968 study of curanderismo by Ari Kiev, a medical researcher who referred to this kind of healing as “Mexican-American folk psychiatry.” He writes that these beliefs and practices

 

persist because they “make sense” in terms of Mexican-American values, attitudes, personality, and conflicts. In the context of slum life in the American Southwest, curanderismo takes on an added importance because of the incompatibility of Mexican-American values not only with each other but with American values. For adequate psychological functioning and for purposes of maintaining the integrity of a society, individuals develop certain expectations about the certainties of their world—in terms of both natural and interpersonal events. Associated with these expectations are certain sentiments and values with varying degrees of influence and emotional significance. Those expectations and values that lead to uncertainty or confusion or to unfavorable outcomes generate unpleasant emotions like anxiety, panic, and despair, while expectations and values leading to security generate feelings of hope and faith.35

Kiev continues this argument by positing that the vagaries of the “culture of poverty” and rapid cultural change in the U.S. Southwest caused Mexican Americans to retreat into the more culturally specific aspects of their traditions. In this understanding, the persistent reliance on Mexican American beliefs and practices about health and sickness is ultimately conservative: “When efforts to cope with new threats and challenges lead to failure, individuals naturally turn to those sources of comfort that were successful in combatting unpleasant emotional states in the pre-change period.”36

Thus, mid-twentieth-century scholars tidily differentiated Mexican American healthways from mainstream Anglo health care, attributing the separation to racist segregation or to culturally bounded choice. In at least one way, these scholars are correct: there were and are massive power imbalances between Mexican Americans and Anglo Americans—including economic exploitation, racist assumptions about intelligence and religious superstition, and the exoticization of the nonwhite. No doubt, these power imbalances have excluded some from biomedical care while simultaneously maintaining the sheer necessity of curanderismo in segregated contexts. But sites of colonial contact, while certainly characterized by violence and oppression, are also places of novel combinations and creative redefinition. Indeed, the long history of hybridity and adaptation in Mexican American healing practices and beliefs has allowed for continued change and renewed efficacy. As later chapters show, new contexts of interaction with the by-no-means monolithic world of Anglo American healing practices continue to shape curanderismo, folk saint veneration, botanical knowledge, and other cultural-religious therapies.

To be sure, it is inaccurate to depict all the Anglo settlers in the borderlands as deep-pocketed ranchers with firm desires to establish Protestant churches and modern hospitals while sweeping the land clean of Mexicans. The Anglos who came to stay in the new American West and Southwest were a varied lot. The next chapter moves the discussion to the religious and cultural predispositions of many of the white Americans who came to the border region. Like their new Mexican and Mexican American neighbors, the Anglos who came west also viewed sickness and health with a hybrid mix of metaphysical notions and somatic assumptions.


2

American Metaphysical Religion and the West

A mysterious figure named Francis Schlatter convulsed late nineteenth-century Colorado and New Mexico territory with his inexplicable healing powers. An Alsatian immigrant and shoemaker, Schlatter first appeared in Denver in 1892 to ply his trade. Not long after, he received a personal revelation from God, a revelation that caused him to embark on a long and torturous walking trek from Colorado to Hot Springs, Arkansas. From there he returned to the West, swinging through west Texas and southern New Mexico. All along the trip, when he was not in jail for vagrancy, he received additional revelations and performed healings. His time along the border was especially fruitful; the Spanish-speaking people he met on his journey called him el Sanador (the Healer), and were some of his most willing and receptive patients. However, the most important episodes in his healing career occurred in 1895 in Denver, in Albuquerque, and at a ranch house owned by Mary E. McPherson in the Datil mountain range of western New Mexico. Some of the best information about Schlatter, including a long personal testimony, comes from McPherson, a “Republican-Methodist-Teetotaler” who became Schlatter’s confidant and secretary.1

Like Mexican and Mexican American healers of the time, Schlatter attributed his healing powers to God and often spent long days healing all those who came to him. By one account, during his 1895 stay in Denver, Schlatter personally treated eighty-seven thousand people. When he departed suddenly one night, his room purportedly contained fifty thousand unanswered letters, many of which contained handkerchiefs for his blessing. The journalist who reported these figures, Joseph Wolff, further added that these handkerchiefs “were not alone from the illiterate and the superstitious but mainly from the cultured and the educated. These had sought relief from all human means and failed. But the ‘heart of things’ had opened their eyes to the fact that deeper than in material helps was to be found their healing.”2 Evidently, Schlatter attracted an ethnically and economically diverse complement of curious, faithful, and desperate patients.

This chapter seeks to examine the history that set the stage for Schlatter’s overwhelming success. Anglo American residents in Colorado, Texas, California, and the territories of Arizona and New Mexico brought west with them a rich metaphysical religious tradition that had always focused to some extent on healing. Schlatter himself was at least partially aware of some of the other currents of alternative healing in the United States at the time. However, it seems that he did not consider himself to belong to any metaphysical movement. He admitted to McPherson during his stay on her ranch that “In 1892 I read Mental Science, but it only woke me up. Then I had to throw it overboard and follow the Father.” It is particularly revealing to note the cause of this remark. Schlatter had been sitting at McPherson’s kitchen table, talking to her and perusing some books she had gathered. Despite McPherson’s repeated assertion that she was a Methodist, the books she had that day in her ranch house kitchen were Science and Health, by the founder of Christian Science Mary Baker Eddy; Blossom of the Century, by the New Thought leader Helen Wilmans; Key to Theosophy, by the famous theosophist Helena Blavatsky; and Ideal Suggestion, by Henry Wood, another New Thought teacher.3 That a Protestant ranching woman in rural New Mexico had access and interest in these books reinforces how commonplace these religious and healing movements had become. Americans from many walks of life, religious commitments, and political stripes were conversant with New Thought and spiritualist convictions—so much so that metaphysical narratives, to some extent, had saturated Anglo American culture.4 The strength of these cultural predispositions facilitated Schlatter’s appeal to large Anglo crowds and, as later chapters of this book demonstrate, opened the door for Anglo interaction with Mexican American folk healing.

The key to Schlatter’s widespread success as a healer, however, cannot be solely attributed to Anglo familiarity with metaphysical healing. Schlatter’s own contention that he followed the “Father’s” will in all he did as well as his controversial position that he was Christ returned to earth differ significantly from the divine gifts claimed by most New Thought healers or curanderos. Nevertheless, Schlatter’s personal piety and restorationist rhetoric resonated with his Christian audiences and with several clergymen of the day who were eager to demonstrate that the Christian faith and the power of God yet had something to offer a modernizing world. Even if few believed that Schlatter was Christ returned, this did not stop many from comparing the massive numbers of people who went to him for healing to the crowds who often surround Jesus in the Christian gospels. Instead of accusing the crowds in Denver and New Mexico of ignorance or gullibility, commentators often applauded the masses for demonstrating the sincerity and innocence of biblical faith. Indeed, in addition to the metaphysical interests of some of Schlatter’s followers, there also was marked desire for an orthodox Christian means of healing as well. The comments of an eyewitness demonstrate this:

 

The excitement and the candid interest now prevailing in Denver over the appearance here of a man claiming to be Christ is, in a thousand ways, a fact of the widest significance to all capable of viewing its bearings without prejudice.

It is one of those facts that greatly illustrate the social conditions of a period, and vividly illuminate the yearnings of the impulses of the human heart. It is a fact which equally rebukes the self-complacency of institutional religion and the entrenched bigotry of science.5

Despite Schlatter’s incredible claim to be Christ, the excitement he was causing among churchgoers was seen as a plus by some clergy. The Reverend Myron Reed, known as “the most noted pulpit orator of the West,” compared Schlatter to the Old Testament prophets and exhorted that he was worthy of emulation:

 

He has gone where he believes he was sent. He has done what he believes he was told to do. He is the only man of the kind and degree that I ever saw. If people can not get good from God through him I do not know why. He has conformed. It is the most literal following of Jesus Christ that I have ever known. . . . He is doing good here; he is calling our attention to the fact that the center and source of all life is God. Not a God who a long time ago filled a cistern and then went away, but God a free flowing spring, a “present help in every time of need”—Immanuel! “God with us.”6
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Francis Schlatter, the healer. (Library of Congress.)

Thus, white Protestant Americans who found help in Schlatter’s healing touch were lauded by some of their own leaders for their restored faith in the miraculous aspects of their own religion. Devout Methodists who also happened to be well-read in New Thought could find various points of access to healers like Schlatter. In other words, Anglo Americans most surely brought their own hybrid religious traditions to the American West and the border region, traditions that included folk wisdom about health and healing as well as the possibility of miraculous cures.

Schlatter’s story is unique because of the size of the crowds he attracted and his mysterious disappearance, but in many ways, the excitement of large numbers of white Protestants about his healing power is not particularly remarkable. The religious studies scholar Catherine Albanese argues that an essential part of the United States’ religious history and practice has been what she calls “metaphysical religion.”7 In fact, this metaphysical tradition stands beside evangelical millenarianism and the development of a denominational mainstream as a sine qua non of the story of American religions. And since metaphysical practices often coexist with evangelical and mainstream Christianity, Albanese suggests that “writing metaphysical America becomes a way to chronicle a profusely rich and hybrid series of contacts among religious peoples, ideas, and practices. . . . [Metaphysical religions] express contexts and constituencies that overlapped groups, classes, and commitments.”8

I adopt Albanese’s term “metaphysical religions” as well as her definition of the same in order to illustrate a set of predispositions that operate at the core of many Americans’ search for physical and spiritual health. Metaphysical religions, for Albanese, display four principal characteristics. The first of these is a focus on the mind. The mind, in this sense, is a powerful force that goes well beyond mere cognition or meditation. It can often extend into psychic manipulation of matter, into extrasensory perceptions of energies and other realms of reality, and into the contours of human suffering. Second, metaphysical religion conceives of a multilayered cosmos in which the different levels correspond with one another in meaningful, and even determinative, ways. The mind itself is often the responsible agent for moving the human subject, or at least that subject’s consciousness, between different worlds. Third, energy and the manipulation of energy are often at the heart of metaphysical religious practices. Whether the energies are referred to as a “soul” or some other manifestation of force, the metaphysician relates to these energies and often communicates with them. Albanese explains that “magic,” in this context, is the combination of the imagination and the will to affect this ether-like energy. Finally, and of central importance for this book, the great human longing for wholeness and healing is what motivates and sustains metaphysical religious traditions. For the metaphysical practitioner, “salvation”—that most Christian and American of goals—is understood as “healing.” Of course, metaphysical healing itself runs the gamut from cessation of physical symptoms to the creation of spiritual peace within oneself.9

In order to make out the scaffolding of tendencies and well-worn patterns in the American metaphysical tradition, we must examine some of the most prominent characters and important movements in that tradition. The emphasis here is mostly on English-speaking, white Americans; my purpose in this is to join my voice with other scholars who have attempted to make clear that old paradigms of Protestant purity and modernist verisimilitudes belie centuries-old metaphysical practices. Beginning with the astrology, witchcraft, and “signs and wonders” of the colonial Eastern Seaboard, moving through the development of mesmerism, New Thought, and spiritualism, and continuing with more recent fascinations with Eastern arcana, New Age spirituality, and shamanism, there have been many opportunities for white Protestants, Catholics, and other European Americans to explore the world through a metaphysical epistemic framework. The western movement and settlement of white Americans into what is now the American West and Southwest brought these religious predispositions into contact with the Mexicans who were living in those regions and with the many Mexicans who would later emigrate north of the new border. Mexican American healing modalities and religious understandings of health established their own overlapping place in the constellation of American metaphysical notions of wellness. To understand the history of what has made this kind of overlap possible, I turn first to early experiences of metaphysical religious healing among Anglo Americans.

Signs and Wonders in Early America

Amidst the meetinghouses and the divines of New England, and despite the widespread Reformed Protestant sentiments that gave the colonists the name of “Puritans,” a parallel tradition of astrological lore, alchemy, occult sciences, witchcraft, and magic existed and even flourished. The historian David Hall has demonstrated that these practices, though sometimes held in tension with “pure” religion, more often were so intrinsic to the colonists’ mentality that they were indistinguishable from other ways of understanding and manipulating their milieu. This was often as true for the clergy as for the laity. As Hall points out, most of the almanacs, which served as sources of popular lore, were written by ministers.10 Other books and pamphlets available to the settlers of New England focused on the wonders of the natural and supernatural forces that they witnessed in their daily lives. These “wonder books” drew on folklore “for stories of the Devil as black dog or bear, for legends of the saints and their ‘white magic,’ for tales of fairies, ghosts, and apparitions, of ‘murder will out,’ of curses and their consequences.” Preachers of the day helped the people to interpret these wonders as part of God’s providence in a theocentric universe. New developments in science called into question some of the colonists’ previous interpretations of these stories of magic and portents in the heavens, but the predisposition to hold these things as unquestionable and empirically substantiated parts of life was slow to wane. For example, the famous clergyman Increase Mather held the reality of witches as “an article of faith, as was the presence of a Devil who enticed men and women into covenant.” His son Cotton continued in his life to avow the reality of witchcraft.11

Of course, these clergymen were perhaps the least likely to maintain such beliefs. It is fair to speculate that among farmers, housewives, and other laborers, belief in signs and wonders, in witches and devils, and in potions and other magical substances was much more common. Albanese suggests that, “more important than overt and official Puritan attitudes toward what we call magic, is the virtual certainty, given the geographical sources of immigration to New England, that cunning folk, witches, and wizards were disembarking from English ships in Massachusetts Bay along with everyone else.”12

Jon Butler’s influential work on the religious lives of early Americans reinforces the findings of Hall and Albanese. His analysis of the libraries of several intellectuals and clergymen in the middle colonies of Pennsylvania and New York as well as the upper south in Virginia make clear that the interest in magic, the occult, and alchemy was in no way restricted to New England. In one example, the 1697 estate inventory of the Reverend Thomas Teackle of Virginia reveals that this gentleman fostered a thriving interest in Hermetic medicine, an alchemical and occult method of healing based on the works of Hermes Trismegistus. He also read widely in Rosicrucianism, a movement that believed that a synthesis of occult knowledge, Christian scriptures, and other folk practices revealed secret knowledge. Butler also finds that almanacs were a mainstay of colonial libraries and outsold the Bible. These almanacs

 

provided the astronomical information necessary for astrological calculations in a twelve-month calendar called the “ephemerides,” and they also included the “anatomy,” a crude male figure encircled by zodiac signs that were thought to control various portions of the body. Using the almanac, even semiliterate colonists could plant, bleed, marry, or breed on correct days, and by following its guide to the stars, predict the future.13

Metaphysical and extrasensory experiences were not limited to the white, European colonists. African slaves also brought and maintained their own traditional methods of treating the body, divining the future, and brokering good fortune. In areas of the country that had large slave populations, it was inevitable that these practices of “Conjure” would affect the whole population, whites and blacks alike. The historian Yvonne Chireau has documented the importance of Conjure in African American life and has analyzed its relationship to black religious belief and practice. In antebellum South Carolina, Conjure, while originating with and practiced primarily by slaves, operated beyond initial racial boundaries. Chireau describes a white editorialist named Wells Brown who wrote in 1855 about the level of success enjoyed by several black Conjurers. Their business came not only from “the ignorant Negro, who brought it with him from his native land, but also by a great number of well-educated and influential whites.” Chireau opines that this interracial interest in Conjure was made possible by the fact that most Anglo Americans already were fascinated by “[d]iverse occult practices, witchcraft, divination, astrology, and supernatural healing.”14 Other west African practices came to the Americas in the form of “voodoo” in its various forms as well as “hoodoo,” a shorthand term for several magical practices. It was common for slaves to manipulate spiritual beings and other forces that had influence on both their surroundings and other people. Excavations of slave quarters in Maryland have turned up “spirit caches or bundles (charms) containing materials (clay, grave dirt, funerary objects, crystals, pebbles, roots, metal, rings, crab claws, cloth, and the like) to evoke the spirits, to instruct them on a task to be done, and to direct their actions toward a specific person.”15

In addition to these African contributions to early American metaphysical religion, Native Americans impacted the colonial religious landscape from the point of contact onwards. The historical records that survive from the English colonial era show that, though the English were in some ways contemptuous of the religious rituals and customs of the Indians, they were often as likely to recognize resonances between Indian practices and their own. Even critical colonists had to grant that the Indians’ powwows, medicines, and reliance on knowledge gleaned from dreams seemed to be effective. In 1674, a Puritan named Daniel Gookin reported that Indian “wizards and witches” issued spells, gyrated their bodies, set bones, and prescribed herbal remedies, and in so doing “they seem to work wonders.”16 By the middle of the eighteenth century, some were drawing more obvious connections between Indian customs and the practices of white wonder-workers. For example, the minister Ezra Stiles found that the “Powaws of the American Indians” were not unlike Anglo American “Almanack Makers and Fortune Tellers . . . , as Old Granny Morgan aet. 70 now living in Newport accustoms herself on occasion to a hocus pocus, & making Cakes of flour and her own Urine and sticking them full of pins and divining by them.”17 Historians have begun the task of showing that American Indians contributed in various ways to the development of Anglo American life and culture. Sometimes these contributions were only a recognition of similarity—as in the case of Stiles. But in other cases, the exchange of knowledge occurred directly. Colin Calloway, noted scholar of Native American history, has discovered that these exchanges often went beyond recipes for herbal concoctions: “settlers not only used Indian remedies but sometimes did so in accordance with Indian customs and rituals.”18

The Nineteenth Century: New Thought, Spiritualism, and Western Expansion

In the years after independence leading into the nineteenth century, American fascination with the metaphysical continued and, in some cases, metamorphosed and matured into influential American schools of thought. In other cases, the modern desire to master nature through science was inextricably bound to former metaphysical notions of universal spiritual forces. Spiritualists as well as the followers of New Thought and Christian Science all labored to connect themselves to these spiritual forces in ways that would bring miraculous healing. While these movements were certainly products of their time, they were not born out of the ether. All could trace their roots to earlier American and European experimentations with magic, the spirit world, and the manipulation of mysterious and inviolate natural and divine laws.

Mesmerism, which originated in eighteenth-century Europe, became an essential ingredient in nineteenth-century American metaphysical religion, medicine, and philosophy. Franz Anton Mesmer (1733–1815) was an Austrian Renaissance man and medical doctor who performed extensive experiments with magnets to align and improve the impalpable fluid that he understood to surround all things. After a good deal of success with magnets, Mesmer eventually discovered that it was not the magnets but his own manipulation of what he termed “animal magnetism” that led to the relief of his patients. He soon became fully committed to spreading this healing method. For Mesmer, illness resulted from a problem in the normal state of harmony in the energies of the body. The “magnetopath” (Mesmer’s term for a specialist in magnetic manipulation) was trained to bring the patient to a crisis point in which the magnetism of the body could be reset to equilibrium and therefore health. In a typical session, Mesmer gathered his patients together in a darkened room with soft music in the background. Touching their fingertips to each other in a “magnetic chain,” the patients were often moved to shake and swoon from the energy of the crisis point. Mesmer would go person to person to administer individual treatment with his hands. It was Mesmer’s disciple, Count Maxime de Puységur, who pioneered “mesmerism” as a hypnosis therapy and form of autosuggestion, a change that Mesmer himself never fully countenanced.19

Mesmerism, understood both as a manipulation of animal magnetism and as hypnosis, made a tremendous impact on Americans who were searching for health, for answers about the afterlife, and for a comprehensive way to link their religious beliefs with a burgeoning scientific worldview. If there was some fluid, some aura, that surrounded us and affected our bodies and souls, then controlling this aura was a source of power that proved irresistible for metaphysical healers.

Some of these healers also tapped profoundly into an American philosophy that itself was conversant with and sympathetic to mesmerism: Transcendentalism. Transcendentalists like Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau sought to imbue human life with the magnificent, and often mysterious, forces of nature. This appeal to harmonial transcendence, rooted as it was in apprehension of archetypal, natural powers, resonated with earlier Euro-American experimentation with witchcraft and occult sciences. While the latter drew on folk practices and traditions inherited from Europe, American Transcendentalism functioned with similar assumptions about how the power of the human mind could be tapped to affect not only attitudes but also actual physical situations.

The Transcendentalists attempted to account for the human condition and purpose in the world while skating the line between mind and matter, that is, between the idealized reality of thought itself and the somehow lesser—and possibly illusory—physical world. For example, in his famous essay “Nature,” Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882), for all his lauding of nature, ultimately could not avoid putting the power of thought at the pinnacle of human experience: “The best, the happiest moments of life, are these delicious awakenings of the higher powers, and the reverential withdrawings of nature before its God.” Thus, for Emerson the proper marshaling of reason and the power of the mind sometimes allowed humankind to overcome natural limitations. His list of examples of such transcendent moments clearly reveals metaphysical roots:

 

the traditions of miracles in the earliest antiquity of all nations; the history of Jesus Christ; the achievements of a principle, as in religious and political revolutions, and in the abolition of the Slave trade; the miracles of enthusiasm, as those reported by Swedenborg, Hohenloe, and the Shakers; many obscure yet contested facts, now arranged under the name of Animal Magnetism; prayer; eloquence; self-healing; and the wisdom of children.20

His laundry list of miracles, great moments, and transcendent connections suggests that “Nature” is a portal for the mind’s metaphysical realizations of an ideal and unseen reality beyond reality.

The ideas and tensions of Transcendentalism moved to the American West with John Muir (1838–1914), an early and influential conservationist. Compared with Emerson, Muir was most definitely more driven by commitments to the natural world; his physical setting in the mountains of the American West helped him reformulate the idealism of the Transcendentalists into a spiritualization of nature itself. His writings about nature and its preservation are rooted in his conviction that humanity and nature are unified and interrelated in the same material reality. He wrote in his journal, “We are part of nature now . . . neither old or young, but immortal in a terrestrial way, neither sick nor well.”21

Muir had a telling religious history; born in Scotland, he was the son of Presbyterians who had turned to the Campbellite Disciples of Christ. These Calvinist credentials, not uncommon in America, continued to maintain a negative view of nature, human and otherwise, as hopelessly fallen and dependent on the redemption of an ideal reality, namely, the salvific power of Jesus Christ mediated from the kingdom of God to a broken world. These theological and idealist roots—the same roots that likely kept Emerson from a greater materialism—continued to play a role in Muir’s worldview. Albanese argues that the Transcendentalists as well as Muir harbored an ongoing discomfort with nature for nature’s sake. But if nature could point beyond itself to something ineffable, even spiritual, then nature itself could be appreciated as a conduit—perhaps the best conduit—for the sublime.22 And so Muir was eventually able to find a workable compromise between the spirit ideal of his Calvinist forebears and his beloved material nature: he equated nature in its pure state to an ideal form. “Every purely natural object,” he wrote, “is a conductor of divinity.”23

An important American religious predisposition was at play for Muir and the Transcendentalists before him. An ideal reality exists in a superior counterpoint to the inferior material world we inhabit. However, as noted above, even from colonial times there has been a strong and popular tradition of infusing material objects as well as the human body with the power of ideal forces. Examples include the use of amulets, spells, astrological guides, African American Conjure, and Indian medicine. Transcendentalism and its interpreters like John Muir made these metaphysical inclinations into a trope of American thought. Like the Puritan divines before them, these thinkers and trailblazers continued to seek understanding of how transcendent forces, religious assumptions, and empirical, material happenings all related to each other. The Transcendentalists gave an intellectual voice and validity to the metaphysical developments that came before and after them.

The most prominent of the later developments was the diverse metaphysical movement referred to as New Thought. In the late Victorian era in which New Thought developed and spread, the idea of a divine and ideal state (like the Christian kingdom of God) continued to have much influence in white middle-class society in the United States. However, with Darwinian theories in high vogue and scientific discoveries being made on an almost daily basis, ideas concerning the manner by which humanity could obtain physical and spiritual wholeness began to change. The “superstitions” of the past could now be replaced by “science.” Likewise, modest efforts at personal improvement and wellness that drew on the position of the stars or on casting spells were superseded by overt goals of human perfection based on supposedly scientific theories of magnetism, the manipulation of auras, and the mind’s connection to “the Transcendent.” Among white Victorians, the “perfection” of the race through positivist advances in science seemed like a reasonable, even certain, eventuality. The scientific trappings of New Thought and mind cure were a natural complement to this optimistic humanism.

Virtually all histories of New Thought begin with Phineas P. Quimby (1802–1866). Quimby, born in Maine, was a pioneer of mental healing who would have considerable impact on later New Thought leaders, especially Mary Baker Eddy, the founder of Christian Science. Through his practice of mesmerism and other types of mind cure, Quimby came to believe that belief in illness was itself the cause of disease. Mastering one’s beliefs, then, had salutary effects on one’s health; for Quimby, this insight suggested that there was a scientific connection between the mind and the physical world. He understood “science” to be a revelation of God, which had to be internalized to produce health and life. This metaphysical science would allow humanity to slough off the constraints of crude matter and be filled with spirit.24

Quimby’s most prominent disciple, Mary Baker Eddy (1821–1910), took his views on divine science and the body a step farther. In her view, the body, and matter in general, was illusory. Only spirit (an ideal concept) was real:

 

The realm of the real is Spirit. The unlikeness of Spirit is matter, and the opposite of the real is not divine,—it is a human concept. Matter is an error of statement. This error in the premise leads to errors in the conclusion in every statement into which it enters. Nothing we can say or believe regarding matter is immortal, for matter is temporal and is therefore a mortal phenomenon, a human concept, sometimes beautiful, always erroneous.25

Eddy found desire in all its forms to be matter-bound and ultimately harmful. But like Emerson and others before her, her idealism continued to be tacitly directed at changing our experience of the material world.

One of Eddy’s followers, Emma Curtis Hopkins (1849–1925), called the “teacher of teachers” in New Thought circles, took the mind cure movement out of New England west to Chicago. From Chicago, she traveled and taught widely, including a trip to San Francisco in 1887. Hopkins taught that there were two minds, our own deluded “carnal mind” and the divine mind, also called “Man Child” or “God-Self.” In this formulation, some desires were acceptable if one was sure that they came from the “God-Self” and not one’s mortal self. In practice, divine desires were evinced through the repetitions of affirmations and denials specifically designed to deaden one’s human impulses and open the window for divine wants to flood in.26 For Hopkins, the individual health seeker was of primary concern. His or her own motivations, interests, and apprehension of the God-Self helped to personalize metaphysical religion in ways that presaged the twentieth-century New Age and self-help movements.

Hopkins was without a doubt the most important teacher of the New Thought leaders who would go on to spread divine science and mind cure to the American West. According to the historian Beryl Satter, “By the mid-1890s, her students formed the ‘western wing’ of a thriving national movement. After Hopkins’s retirement the key figures in the spread of this wing were Malinda Cramer (San Francisco), Nona Brooks (Denver), Annie Rix Militz (Chicago and the Pacific coast), and Myrtle and Charles Fillmore (Kansas City).”27 Like their teacher, this group of healers denied the reality of matter, preached that the divine mind must supersede the mortal mind, and used affirmations and denials to achieve health and wholeness. Their works enjoyed a wide diffusion in the West; recall that Francis Schlatter’s hostess Mary McPherson owned several books by Eddy as well as other New Thought writers.

The American metaphysical struggle to cleave to an ideal reality while simultaneously navigating a tremendous ambiguity between the power of the mind and the feebleness of the body was clearly at play in New Thought, both in the East and later in the West. At first blush, New Thought followers might seem overwhelmingly interested in the ideal, in the “divine mind,” especially in their explicit denial of the reality of the material world. But an irony is barely under the surface in all New Thought writing and practice: the appeal of New Thought has less to do with its metaphysical claims and more to do with its ability to bring health and healing to very material bodies. In a statement that applies to all New Thought movements, R. Marie Griffith archly notes about Christian Science that in this “most antimaterialist of religions, the body proved a powerful and ultimately inescapable referent.”28 It was precisely this practical focus on the healing of suffering people—despite a consistent rhetorical denial of the reality of this suffering—that facilitated popular interaction with Anglo folk healers like Schlatter as well as with Mexican American healers.

To summarize this trajectory of the healing power of the mind: mesmerism and its manipulation of the forces of animal magnetism that flow in and around people had a significant influence on both Transcendentalists and the first practitioners of New Thought. The ideas of a divine Mind in nature echoed Mesmer’s own notions of a force that tied all things together in an Edenic perfection. Emerson’s appeals for a human being who lived in harmony with the divine natural strain resonated especially powerfully in the American West, where John Muir raised interaction with the environment to a near-mystical pursuit. Mesmer’s techniques also impacted Phineas Quimby and Mary Baker Eddy. The former realized that the mind itself, not magnets or any other instrument, was actually responsible for manipulating the imbalances in and around his patients. Eddy apotheosized the mind and systematized an entire set of worship practices, theology, and polity to spread the power of the perfect mind of God to the suffering and deluded. Other New Thought disciples, principally Emma Curtis Hopkins, brought the power of mind cure to the interior and western parts of the country where various New Thought churches such as Unity, Religious Science, and Divine Science remain active parts of many communities.

By these two conduits, one philosophical (Transcendentalism) and one religious and cultural (New Thought and its heirs), some basic notions have come to serve as common assumptions in many segments of American life. The first of these is that there is a force, often considered to be divine, that flows in and around people and often their environments. The second is that this divine force is ordered when the force is balanced in a person, and thus he or she is healthy; likewise, an imbalance indicates sickness or disturbance. The third is that communion with that force is possible, be it through mystical contemplation, rituals, or intentional concentration of the power of the mind. Finally, there is a powerful trope of restoration that, while sometimes possible to obtain by oneself, more often is mediated through particularly gifted or trained healers who aptly manipulate the magnetism, flux, divine reason, and so forth, that unify mind and body.

Another avenue of healing and metaphysical religion that also can trace some of its roots to mesmerism is spiritualism. The historian Sarah Pike claims that spiritualism was “the most popular and widespread new religion of the mid-nineteenth century.” This “national religious pastime” centered on the séance. The home séance gathered the faithful and the curious around local mediums, normally young women, while other mediums brought their gifts to the public in traveling séances.29 In all cases, these mediums entered trance states and channeled the spirits of dead people. The historian of spiritualism Bret E. Carroll argues that mediums and spiritualists in general combined the basic structures of antebellum Christianity with the harmonial insights of Mesmer and Emanuel Swedenborg. Carroll describes the role of mediums in spiritualist gatherings:

 

As representatives of advanced spirits for those unable to establish a direct connection, mediums transmitted spirit ministration to the members of the circle. They therefore held a position of de facto authority in spiritualist religious practice much like that of ministers and charismatic leaders in other denominations and sects. Believing in a parallelism between the physical and spiritual realms, spiritualists believed in a dualistic ministry of spirits and their mortal representatives.30

This partnership between the spirits and their mediums provided a window into an idealized spirit world from which therapeutic messages of balance and comfort issued.

Carroll also suggests that spiritualism as experienced in the nineteenth-century United States functioned analogously to shamanism in “traditional religions”:

 

If the function of the shaman is to assert human mastery over the mysteries of the spiritual realm, antebellum Spiritualists reduced the mysteriousness of spirit not only by probing its nature and asserting humanity of their spirit contacts but also by developing repeatable procedures by which the medium could bring the spirits into their presence at will.

To be sure, Anglo American spiritualists certainly conceived of a spirit realm like that of their shamanic counterparts. Additionally, they could access this realm—and its wisdom, healing, and consolation—through the ministrations of the “medium-qua-shaman.”31 Later developments in American metaphysical religion would explicitly adopt the language of shamanism to legitimate and explain specific spiritual practices, practices that are often tied (at least through the beliefs and perceptions of the Anglo practitioners) to Latin American traditional healthways.

Spiritualism’s appeal sprung in large part from its ability to link sick and hurting people with idealized messages from the spirits of people who were more to be trusted than other living (or divine) caregivers. The historian Ann Braude suggests that spiritualist healers were not an unreasonable option for health care in nineteenth-century America given the uncertainties of the heroic allopathic medicine of physicians and surgeons or the sugar pills prescribed by homeopaths. Medium healers sometimes “examined patients in a trance, dispensing remedies prescribed by spirit doctors. Others healed through the laying on of hands charged with spirit forces, while still others used the clairvoyant state to see inside the diseased body.” Some healing mediums were obviously conversant with other strands of metaphysical healing and combined several remedies in their spiritualist health practice. For example, Braude describes the “clairvoyant physician” Mrs. J. C. Dutton. Dutton entered a trance state from which she diagnosed the ailments of her patients. In the altered state, she prescribed “proper homeopathic, Botanical and Electro-magnetic remedies.”32

In addition to these efforts to cure the living, spiritualists had a special aptitude for treating the grief-stricken. In an era when the death of infants was commonplace, grieving mothers were keenly comforted by spiritualist contact with the souls of their deceased babies. In a real sense, the fact of spiritualism itself militated against the idea that death was final. The prominent spiritualist thinker and writer Andrew Jackson Davis wrote, “Believe not that what is called death is a final termination to human existence, nor that the change is so entire as to alter or destroy the constitutional peculiarities of the individual, but believe righteously, that death causes as much alteration in the condition of the individual as the bursting of a rose-bud causes in the condition and situation of a flower.”33

While it cannot be said that all Americans were taken with mesmerism, New Thought, Christian Science, spiritualism, or Transcendental philosophy, there is no doubt that all of these related movements had a significant impact on the way many Anglo Americans thought about the body, death, the nature of illness, the existence of the soul outside the body, and the role of human agency in accessing magnetic energy, the spirit realm, or the perfection of Divine Reason. Moreover, these nineteenth-century metaphysical religions and movements very much inherited the basic cultural predispositions of earlier times in the United States. Outside the sanction of the Christian churches, there has existed a long tradition of exploration of energy forces, alternative realms, arcane knowledge, and a pantheistic cosmos. In the nineteenth century, these predispositions were tinged with the “science” of mesmerism, positive affirmation, and the promotion of mind cure, but the cultural impulses remained essentially the same.34

Metaphysical Religion Moves West

Anglos who chose to settle in the extreme landscapes and the seeming remoteness of the West were perhaps prone, like John Muir, to understand themselves as ultimately connected to both their environment and the communities that they had entered or created after the 1848 cession of most of northern Mexico to the United States. Their new lives in the West featured continuity with the past as well as a certain grandiosity and inventiveness. In this vein, the novelist Wallace Stegner once claimed that the American West is “pretty much like the rest of the United States, only more so.”35 His insight is apt when one considers the metaphysical religious movements that came west in the waves of Anglo settlement. These metaphysical movements flourished among those who were seeking a different place and a different life in the former lands of Mexico. For instance, Ferenc Szasz contends that, although “New Thought ideas were nationwide,” they “planted their deepest roots in the West.”36 The metaphysical religious developments in California discussed below are exemplary of trends in the whole western region of the country.

Thomas Starr King (1824–1864) was the minister of First Unitarian Church in San Francisco and would influence the Californian scene for many years after his death. King understood Christianity as an open and superbly tolerant religion in which the spiritual light of God’s truth was capable of flowing into many different kinds of people. The natural splendor of California was an ideal location for this “inflowing” to happen; he often told his audiences that the natural abundance that surrounded them should not be separated in their minds from their religion itself.37 One of his most popular and most requested lectures, first given in 1851, was entitled “Substance and Show.” “Substance” was King’s name for the divine and true forces behind appearances, an ideal reality. “Show” was the external manifestation of this underlying reality. However, King maintained that the “show” was the true expression of “substance,” and therefore it was quite possible for individuals to access the divine in the material particulars of their lives. This message appealed very much to Californians, who needed the sense of stability and purpose that such a message connoted. King’s blessing of both material progress and California’s natural setting opened a theological space of optimism where ideal forms seemed to be sprouting up in the prosperous cities and beautiful rural areas of America’s Far West.38

Many in southern California were also grappling with issues of material context and spiritual truth. Although the southern part of the state was more heavily settled by traditional and evangelical Protestants than was the north, this part of California also demonstrated a certain amount of openness and interest in mind cure, metaphysical movements, and nontraditional understandings of selfhood. For instance, the Theosophical Community at Point Loma made its home near San Diego in 1897.39 Eddy’s Christian Science Church entered the area in the late 1880s. Other New Thought groups also grew rapidly in southern California, including the Homes of Truth, Divine Science, and the Unity School of Christianity. Using census figures and membership rolls, the historian Tamar Frankiel finds that by 1910 metaphysical movements in Los Angeles enjoyed the participation of three thousand members. She estimates that another three thousand, though members of traditional Protestant churches, were reading metaphysical literature. With total membership in Anglo-Protestant churches at the time reaching only twenty-five thousand, the impact of metaphysical movements in southern California is quite evident.40

Perhaps most interesting in the above figures is the large overlapping group: the Protestants who also participated in New Thought–type exercises. Frankiel makes an intriguing argument that many easterners who settled in the unfamiliar climes of southern California were deeply, even spiritually, disoriented and were searching for new definitions of self, therapeutic wholeness, and integration with their new environs. Moreover, people came west for a variety of reasons, including ill health and the desire for material and economic improvement. The subtle negotiations between desire, health, and individual self-empowerment in New Thought and other metaphysical movements appealed to those who were “searching for an orientation” in a new land. As Frankiel explains,

 

The metaphysical religions appealed especially to the immigrants’ desires for a full life, a “fullness of peace, power and plenty.” If the new southern Californians were escaping the disturbances of the 1880s and 1890s in the Midwest, if they were disoriented in their adjustment to the new region, if they felt “enervated” or unhealthy (which would be natural in the aftermath of their “culture shock”), the metaphysicians showed them a way to calmness, confidence, and physical health. They taught mental focus, release from strain, disciplined reading and study, and ways to achieve a sense of spiritual elevation and create a private retreat from external confusion. They taught, in short, a new form of order. As Malinda Cramer, founder of Divine Science, put it, “we believe in perfect action and perfect thinking . . . in perfect breathing and perfect circulation, perfect digestion and perfect generation, perfect voice and perfect speaking. This is law and order everywhere.”41

Even if they never joined a New Thought–related movement, many residents in California found the orientation they needed in the metaphysical message.

* * *

Given this westward-moving American metaphysical tradition and the national fascination with the power of human minds to alter the physical and spiritual health of distressed and ailing people, it is no great surprise that Francis Schlatter, with his outlandish stories of divine revelation and mysterious peregrinations, was able to see, treat, and heal thousands of westerners. Likewise, the presence of various New Thought volumes in Mary McPherson’s New Mexico ranch house proves to be the rule rather than the exception in a place and era greatly influenced by such ideas and techniques. But that is not the whole story. Schlatter, by his own admission, had great successes among the Mexican communities he encountered on the Texas border. In the next chapter, the experiences of two Mexican American contemporaries of Schlatter show that the metaphysical predispositions that made the Alsatian miracle worker’s healing career possible also opened the ministrations of great borderlands curanderos to an Anglo American clientele.
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Curanderismo in the United States

At the turn of the last century, a Mexican American healer in south Texas named Don Pedrito Jaramillo achieved incredible popularity due to his miraculous powers. Joe Myrinson colorfully reported about Jaramillo in 1903:

 

It wasn’t only the Mexicans who believed in Don Pedrito, I’ll tell you that.’ Course it was mostly the Mexicans, but there were some others too, like old Horatio Foster. He was a friend of mine, a very serious man who didn’t like to joke around at all. Well, old Horatio got himself a case of that there eczema on his feet. Used to wear them high boots, which I don’t expect helped the case any, and all the time he had to stop and take them boots off in order to scratch. He went to see a lot of doctors,’ bout as many as was around here in those days, I guess. And each time he returned, still with that case of eczema bothering the holy hell out of him. Why, that man went to Corpus, to San Antone, up to Temple, and I’ll bet he spent over a thousand dollars all told trying to get them feet of his cured. Everytime he returned, and he told me this himself, his vaqueros [cowboys] would say to him, “Mister Foster, why don’t you go to see Don Pedrito?” And old Horatio would yell out at them, “AW, TO HELL WITH DON WHATEVER HIS NAME IS.” And off he’d go to see another doctor. This went on and on, and he kept telling those vaqueros, “To hell with that old man.” Well, finally, one day his feet were bothering him so much that he did go. Took one of his vaqueros with him because he couldn’t talk Mexican himself. Don Pedrito, it seems, told him to take two of those quart cans of tomatoes, and to pour the contents into his boots, one can for each boot, and to wear those boots like that for twelve hours. Boy, that sure was funny, old Horatio going around all day, slosh, slosh, sloshing with them tomatoes in his boots. Said he felt sillier than hell. He was an old Southern soldier, he was. I still remember him. And after twelve hours his eczema was sure enough gone. I guess it was that acid in them tomatoes that cured him. But I’ll tell you, it sure was funny, old Horatio walking around that day, slosh, slosh, slosh.1

This humorous account of Pedrito Jaramillo gives a taste of the kind of interaction—and success—that marked his tenure as the most prominent curandero in the region. In this story, Jaramillo’s patient is a reluctant Anglo rancher who only begrudgingly recurs to the great curandero as a last resort. Myrinson surmises that the successful cure of Foster’s eczema, which befuddled a host of doctors, came from the acid in the tomatoes. This specific story illustrates the odd exchanges that sometimes occurred when Mexican American curanderos had the opportunity to treat and heal Anglo American patients. In this instance, the patient is skeptical, and the cure is explained away as the simple reaction of acid on irritated skin. But, as this chapter demonstrates, the religious and metaphysical predispositions of white Americans often prepared them for healing experiences with curanderos, especially when the latter were particularly successful and regionally famous. Several of these most prominent curanderos now are commonly referred to as “folk saints,” and even well after their deaths, they continue both to enjoy the veneration of the faithful and to perform their miraculous cures from beyond the grave.

Mexican and Mexican American folk saints are figures of popular devotion that function much like official, canonized Catholic saints. In fact, their powers may surpass that of many official saints, as folk saints operate in the orbit but not completely within the purview of the Catholic hierarchy and its expressed theology of saintly intercession. Ultimately, it is the acclamation and practice of the faithful that promote a personage to the inexact status of folk saint. Folk saints’ popularity and the vitality of their cults tend to wax and wane, and most operate regionally. While folk saints can often display the attributes one might usually describe as “saintly,” there is openness on the part of the faithful to embrace even the most broken, and even criminal, as long as he or she is proven milagroso (miraculous).2 And these miracles generally involve healing—even if the folk saint was not a curandera in life, she almost always is a great healer in death.

The study of folk saints is important for the study of curanderismo’s impact on the United States. Although they are atypical in their fame and reach, folk saints still operate within the same predispositions that define the practices of less flamboyant curanderos. This stature allows folk saints to influence audiences well beyond Mexican American enclaves and to leave a historical record. Due to their influence on larger sections of American society, their stories show us how curanderismo first began to make contact with Anglo Americans; likewise, we can examine the ways Anglo healing modalities, both metaphysical and biomedical, also had an influence on Mexican American healers. The two healers examined here, Teresa Urrea and Pedrito Jaramillo, both had extensive interactions with white Americans. Their faithfulness to the basic practices and predispositions of curanderismo did not keep them from extending an efficacious healing touch beyond the boundaries of their ethnic communities.

After analyzing the impact of these two folk saints on multiethnic regional and national contexts, this chapter turns to a discussion of the varieties of practices of curanderismo in the mid-twentieth century. Some of these are already evident in the stories of Jaramillo and Urrea, while others demonstrate the breadth of Mexican American religious healing in the United States. Indeed, the healing practices of borderlands curanderos fall on a spectrum of possibilities. A particular curandera can specialize in a specific practice such as midwifery or bonesetting, or she can act more as a generalist, diagnosing and treating a wide range of ailments. She can practice her arts in a localized setting, or she can be well known and sought out by people who come from far away for her special gifts. She may draw heavily on her devotion to God, Mary, or another recognized saint of the Catholic Church, or she may channel the spirit of a long-dead, famous healer such as Don Pedrito. One goal of this chapter is to examine this incredible variety of practices and people involved with curanderismo. But the range of practices still has limits. Another objective of this chapter, then, is to trace those limits, to discover and define the bounds within which curanderos carry out their ministrations. What Csordas calls “rhetorical predispositions” serve as powerful, perhaps even inviolable, channels for the curandero’s conception and attribution of sickness, for the ways he chooses to treat the sickness, and for the community of care that, in most cases, helps the patient through recovery. These same channels help the patient and his or her community of care to later interpret the significance of the dual experience of being sick and getting better. When we can articulate these predispositions, these channels through which the power of curanderismo flows, then we are in a better position to be able to interpret how these channels affect people. Moreover, we can begin to explain how it is that these hybrid healthways provide channels through which Anglo Americans have sometimes also found wholeness.

Don Pedrito Jaramillo

Pedro Jaramillo was born sometime in the mid-nineteenth century in Guadalajara, Jalisco. In 1881 he crossed the border to live permanently in the southernmost region of Texas and died there, near the town of Falfurrias, in 1907. During his time in Texas, he cured thousands of people, and today his shrine attracts pilgrims from all over the United States and Mexico. Spiritualists channel his spirit, mandas (contractual promises related to healing and other favors) are made in his name, and his memory is not in danger of dying any time soon. Although it is exceedingly unlikely that he will ever be officially canonized as a saint by the Catholic Church, Pedrito Jaramillo is firmly ensconced as a Mexican folk saint. And like almost all of the folk saints on this side of the border, Jaramillo has had a significant role in the healing of Anglos as well as Mexican Americans.

One of the reasons Pedro Jaramillo has gained such fame among both scholars and popular followers is the existence of a book that chronicles his career as a miraculous healer. Written in Spanish in 1934 by Ruth Dodson, the bilingual daughter of Anglo ranchers, the book compiles over one hundred accounts of his cures and other episodes from his life. Dodson grew up near Jaramillo’s home, and she states in the preface of her book that all of her information comes from the Mexican American people with whom she was acquainted; therefore, as she notes, the story she writes is not for their information, but rather “the goal of this book is to have down in writing for the Mexicans something that at the beginning was, now is, and always shall be of interest for them.”3 The tenor of Dodson’s book is not of incredulity but rather of an appreciation of and faithfulness to the narratives she has collected. Her anecdotes of Don Pedrito are not in a recognizable order—perhaps they are put down in the order she received them—and she offers very little in the way of analysis of the stories themselves.

Unlike an external, academic observer, Dodson had a unique access to the Mexican American and Anglo ranching community of south Texas. In fact, she demonstrates in her own person that the hybridization of the borderlands did not only affect Mexican Americans but also impacted the culture and lived experiences of whites. Dodson’s interest in and open communication with Mexican Americans in the early part of the twentieth century suggest that the lines among ethnic groups in the region were at least permeable; her stories of Anglos cured at Don Pedrito’s hands also point to the overlapping cultural understandings of sickness and health, and of religious power.

In all, Dodson collects just over one hundred healing stories in which Jaramillo, through some remedy or other action, causes the complete cure of sickness in his patients.4 Reading Dodson’s narratives with a quantitative eye, we discover that Jaramillo’s success rate is 95 percent. Moreover, his failures (the other 5 percent) fall into two types: the first are lost causes that even Jaramillo will not attempt to cure, and the second are instances in which the patient does not properly follow the curandero’s instructions. If all patients were dutiful with their prescriptions, only 3 percent of reported complaints would be outside Jaramillo’s power to cure.

Despite the fact that Dodson’s stated goal for her book is to record Jaramillo’s miraculous cures for a Mexican American readership, many of the cures she recounts were of non–Mexican Americans. In order from most to fewest cured, Jaramillo healed the following (with number of cures): Mexican men (28), Mexican boys (20), Mexican women (19), Anglo women (6), Anglo men (5), Mexican girls (4), Anglo girls (2), and an Anglo boy (1). (“Mexican” in these counts can refer to both Mexicans who crossed the border to see Jaramillo and local Mexican Americans.) Of course, the great majority of people whom Don Pedrito cured were of Mexican origin—85 percent in all. But a not insignificant 15 percent of his cures were of Anglos. These figures also reveal some of the gender biases in Dodson’s recollections: Mexican men and boys are cured more than Mexican women and girls at a rate of more than two to one. However, there is near parity between the genders among Anglos, with a slight preponderance among women and girls.

What were the sicknesses, and what were the cures? A commonplace among many historical and anthropological accounts of curanderismo claims that curanderas and curanderos spend most of their time curing the five so-called Mexican illnesses. These are empacho (intestinal blockage), caída de mollera (fallen fontanel), susto (fright), mal de ojo (evil eye), and embrujo (bewitchment). The argument is that since these diseases are not recognized by Western medicine, curanderos are the only source of relief.5 Four of these “Mexican illnesses” are not mentioned at all in Dodson’s book. Susto (fright) occurs only twice in over one hundred cases, a datum that suggests that the five “Mexican illnesses” were usually cured by home remedies and not by curanderos.6 Indeed, the majority of the ailments Jaramillo treated are sicknesses widely recognized in allopathic biomedicine. The greatest category of sickness is the unnamed or unidentified malaise (19 cases), followed by pain (10), skin problems (8), injuries (6), mental illness (5), fever and chills (5), paralysis and crippling (4), rheumatism (3), and other identified, miscellaneous illnesses (26). Jaramillo is unusual in that he rarely used herbal remedies common to curanderismo; in fact, he mostly cured with water. Thirty-three remedies involved some sort of bathing, and nine called for the drinking of plain water. Other popular remedies for Jaramillo were alcohol (7), coffee (7), using a blanket in some way (6), and eating (6). In only four cases does don Pedrito use herbs to heal the sick.

As mentioned above, Jaramillo, at least in Dodson’s collected accounts, healed white, non–Mexican Americans at a rate of 15 percent of his total cases. Despite this clear overlap between Anglo and Mexican American healing narratives in south Texas, no study that I am aware of attempts to explain, or even systematically document, this transcultural phenomenon. No doubt, Jaramillo’s principal achievement and reason for fame is his inestimable role in healing Mexicans and Mexican Americans, who quite frequently had no access to other forms of health care. But to ignore his regional impact on non–Mexican American patients both obscures an important element of Jaramillo’s incredible story and does nothing to subvert the mistaken notion that Mexican American religious and cultural life had little impact on white settlers. Even though Dodson does not offer much in the way of explanation of Jaramillo’s cures—be they for whites or otherwise—the data she records signify, at minimum, that the methods and predispositions of prominent curanderos like Jaramillo were ringing true in transformative ways for some white patients. A closer reading of one of these transcultural cures reveals some of the dynamics of this remarkable hybridization.
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Don Pedrito Jaramillo. (University of North Texas Libraries, Portal to Texas History.)

The anecdote of the cure comes from the memories of Mrs. Armstrong, who had grown up near Jaramillo’s ranch. When she was a child, her family relocated to the area so that her father could serve as the postmaster. From this position, he was able to monitor the immense quantity of mail that arrived daily for Don Pedrito, and he related to his daughter that many of the letters contained small offerings of money. If the letters were in English, the postmaster translated them for Jaramillo and would help him write prescriptions in reply. Mrs. Armstrong records that her mother, for one, was never cured by Don Pedrito because the curandero told the mother, “I can’t cure you. You don’t have faith.” The daughter, however (the aforementioned Mrs. Armstrong herself), was the beneficiary of Jaramillo’s powers when he successfully cured her twice, once of a toothache, and later of anxiety. After these experiences, she facilitated the healing of a presumably Anglo child who came with his family all the way from New York in search of a cure.7

This anecdote is particularly rich for a number of reasons. First, it is one of the only incidents in Dodson’s book that touches on the necessity of faith in order for healing to be effective. And the faith in question is not faith in God—to whom Jaramillo attributed his powers—but rather faith in the curandero himself. Second, it seems that one generation of residency in the border region allowed the sufficient development in “faith” for the daughter of Anglo newcomers to be successfully cured of various ailments. Indeed, many of the other Anglo cures in Dodson’s book have to do with longtime ranching residents of the Rio Grande valley, men and women who would very likely be familiar with the narratives and customs that surrounded curanderismo. On the other hand, and in the same anecdote, outside visitors from New York come away with a prescription that heals their child. Likewise, the letters sent in English perhaps did not come only from longtime Anglo Texan families but from farther away, both geographically and culturally. This would suggest that people with divergent assumptions about health and sickness were able to draw on the healing arts of the other and that there existed sufficient overlap in the health care (and possibly religious) notions of some whites and Mexican Americans that transcultural healing was made possible.

It must be noted that while Pedrito Jaramillo was an exceptional curandero, he was not so exceptional as to be categorically different from other Mexican American folk healers. He certainly obtained a much larger clientele than most curanderos could aspire to, and, as mentioned above, his water cures departed from a more usual reliance on herbal remedies. But, as the anthropologist Octavio Romano argues, Jaramillo “did not significantly waver from performing his role in relatively strict accordance with the fundamental and generic definition of healer role as provided by tradition.” In this regard, it is more appropriate to understand Jaramillo as a “renovator” of the tradition than as an “innovator.”8 The fact, then, that Don Pedrito spent a considerable amount of his career healing Anglo Americans shows that the cultural predispositions and traditions of curanderismo were sometimes effective outside the Mexican American ethnic community at the turn of the twentieth century. A look at one of Jaramillo’s contemporaries, Teresa Urrea, will corroborate this suggestion as well as demonstrate that contact with Anglo America continued to provide opportunity for cultural change and combination.

Teresa Urrea, la Santa de Cabora

The story of Teresa Urrea (1873–1906), the Mexican wonder-worker and exile, has been told and told. She is the subject of at least one full-length biography and three historical novels, and she is mentioned in many scholarly works.9 During her life, her movements and exploits appeared frequently in newspapers across the United States, and since her death her story has been a popular choice for journalists looking for features on the uniqueness of the Southwest. Urrea is variously remembered as a quaint emblem of a bygone and credulous time, as a proto-Chicana feminist rebel, or as a still vital and venerated folk saint; her historical and cultural impact remains open to interpretation. Here, since it has been told so well and so often elsewhere, I will not completely reconstruct her history but will rather focus on overlooked evidence of her efficacy as a curandera to multiethnic communities in the United States. I will also explore her own contact and interaction with forms of folk and religious healing common among her Anglo contemporaries.

There is no doubt that Teresa Urrea captured the attention of news readers in the United States. Even before her exile to this country in 1892, she occasionally appeared in the American press both for her remarkable healing powers and for her role as a figurehead for a series of small but important uprisings that shook northwestern Mexico at the end of the nineteenth century. In 1891 the Chicago Daily Tribune reported that a young Urrea had healed over three hundred “sufferers” in Sonora, and that this fact had been confirmed by the signatures of several Mexican authorities, all of whom were “the opposite of superstitious.”10 Not long after this article in the Chicago paper, Teresa and her father, Tomás Urrea, were exiled across the border to Nogales, Arizona. Apparently, her removal from Mexico at this point was not enough to stop violence from breaking out between indigenous farmers and the heavy-handed soldiery of the Mexican dictator Porfirio Díaz. A revolt was brutally put down by the Mexican military in Tomochic in 1892, but before their defeat, the indigenous rebels had rallied behind shouts of “¡Viva la Santísima de Cabora!” (Long live the very holy one from Cabora!)11 Other events—including an assault on the customs house in Nogales by rebels carrying Teresita’s image—followed in the ensuing years, and the “Mexican Joan of Arc,” “Queen of the Yaquis,” and “Girl Saint” continued to make national headlines.

Urrea’s healing methods and the story of her development as a great healer differ mostly in scope from the principal patterns of curanderismo that are examined at length later in this chapter. While she most certainly ministered to many more people than a neighborhood curandera, reputedly sometimes several hundred in a day, Urrea worked comfortably with a variety of materials common to Mexican folk healing. For example, a 1902 Los Angeles Times feature story reports that Urrea healed with “medicinal compounds of her own concoction” and that these are “effected through her Indian knowledge of healing herbs.”12 Another key element to her method was the massage and personal manipulation of the sobadora (the term for a curandera who specializes in massage), a touch that she combined not unusually with prayers calling on God’s power. What set her apart among curanderas was that Urrea could “see” sickness in a patient. In fact, she was renowned among her Mexican followers for her substantial gifts of discernment of sickness. She told a reporter in San Francisco that “When sick people come to me sometimes I can see where they are sick just as if I was looking through a window.”13

Urrea’s public self-representation magnified the usual performative aspects of curanderismo. Her skilled use of showmanship and performance helped Urrea both to effect cures and to promote herself. The historian Brandon Bayne convincingly argues that most scholars have erred when they claim that Urrea’s position in the spotlight was thrust on her by unscrupulous promoters. Instead, claims Bayne, Urrea, like many immigrants before her, made canny use of her talents and her ambitions to create space in her life for opportunity and personal growth. Central to her mission was a healing tour of the United States. While this tour started under the auspices of private financers and a shady “medical company,” the relationship with the officials of this company qua medicine show did not satisfy Urrea, and she ended her contract with them before leaving the West Coast for points east. Instead, she decided to tour the country on her own, a decision that opened her to sometimes sensational news coverage as well as the scrutiny of the public.14 Additionally, Urrea’s commitment to make this odyssey across the country would move her away from crowds of Mexican believers and into areas of both tension and fruitful contact with Anglo spiritualists.

Urrea had become acquainted with several Anglos in the mining town of Clifton, Arizona, where she and her father had settled. While it is undisputed that the bulk of Urrea’s patients in Clifton were Mexicans and Mexican Americans, word of her gifts had already made national news and there is no doubt that she had begun to see some white patients at this time. Her first major move away from a solidly Mexican and Mexican American clientele was to northern California, where she performed the first recorded healing of a non-Mexican patient. A Mrs. C. P. Rosencrans brought Urrea from Arizona to cure her three-year-old son, Alvin. Rosencrans admits that using Urrea’s treatments was a last resort for Alvin, who had gone blind and was dying from cerebrospinal meningitis. After five doctors had given up hope, Urrea traveled across the West and laid her hands on the boy, which cured him. Soon after the miracle, the reporter Helen Dare interviewed the relieved mother, who explained,

 

“She [Urrea] put a plaster on his back and rubbed him for half an hour and he could open his hands. She has been caring for him for six weeks and he can move and talk, he is fat again, and I believe,” and the little mother’s heart choked up into her throat, “that she will cure him and make him see again.”15

Thus began Urrea’s outreach and interaction with Anglo America. Her healing tour of the country, which was originally planned to bring her on to Europe and India, allowed Urrea to appear in more and more forums. While she remained on the West Coast, it is clear that the majority of her work was still with Mexicans and Mexican Americans. But even then, white reporters and others were aware of her movements and had begun to speculate on the nature of her healing gifts. While still in San Francisco a few months after she healed the boy Alvin, Urrea met with a group of reporters who were eager to test her abilities. After this meeting, they decided that Urrea’s healing could be attributed to her unusual electromagnetism:

 

Here it may be explained that the young woman imparts by the touch of her hands a gentle electric sensation—such as might be supplied by excessive personal magnetism or a weak electric battery. The sensation would undoubtedly make a very decided impression on the mind of a Yaqui brave, and with the steadfast gaze of the dreamy black eyes as an additional influence, the magnetism from the white, slender hands is a pleasant treatment for any man. . . . Santa Teresa next laid her slender hands in the hands of an assemblage of reporters—one patient at a time. There was no malady to be experimented upon, but the magnetic influence was sufficiently proved.16

The tone of the article is, on the one hand, superior and skeptical. The author supposes that, more than the gentle shock of her touch, Teresa’s gentility, sexuality, and white color were the driving force for her effectiveness with Yaqui “braves.” On the other hand, the article also accepts with something like modern positivism that there was a scientific, electric explanation for Urrea’s evident success.

This attribution certainly makes sense in the context of Urrea’s tour of the United States. As discussed in chapter 2, mesmerism and other forms of energy therapies were prevalent and well known to many Americans at the time. Besides the reporters in San Francisco, other journalists also used the jargon of hypnotism to attempt to explain to their readers how Urrea’s healing “worked.” A reporter in El Paso mused that her powers came from “animal magnetism combined with electricity and Odyllic forces, of which any student can inform himself by perusing the latest works on physics and electricity.”17 In another account in the Los Angeles Times, a journalist marveled, “She never could have heard of Gassner’s strokes with the hand or of Franz Anton Mesmer, yet her method is theirs. She has had no education, so she cannot have read Deleuze, or Mayo, or Teste or Carpenter.” Yet, the story continues, “she uses her mesmeric influence with a grand disregard of its powers, otherwise than as a measure of relief to her patients.” The same article later compares Urrea to the great French spiritist Allan Kardec.18

With these kinds of stories emerging in the American press, it is perhaps not surprising that Urrea herself began to wonder at the sources of her own power. Her biographers agree that Urrea underwent a traditional training with a woman named Huila, the resident curandera on her father’s Sonoran ranch in Cabora. Moreover, Urrea often attributed her own power to the Virgin Mary and to God. Nevertheless, it appears that from as early as 1895 (three years after her arrival in the United States), Urrea had begun to seek out more satisfying answers for curious journalists who inquired about her methods. In one candid interview, she ventured this explanation:

 

Theosophists say that some astral body is making itself manifest through me; spiritualists say the spirit of some great and good person, who has lived before me is the source. Some doctors say my powers are derived from purely physical or nervous peculiarities. . . . I do not claim to have supernatural power, but I have the wonderful will power and magnetism strong enough to cure any and all diseases.19
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Teresa Urrea, the Santa of Cabora. (Southwest Collection, Texas Tech University.)

By the time she reached New York, Urrea had made associations with certain Theosophists. She had even planned to continue her tour to India so that she could study Buddhism and find how her own healing methods and ideas fit into Eastern religions.20

Events in her own personal life stopped Urrea’s tour in New York, and she eventually returned to the West, first to Los Angeles and then back to Clifton, Arizona. She died there in 1906 at the age of thirty-three, most likely from tuberculosis. Unlike Pedrito Jaramillo, who has been channeled by spiritualists since his death, Urrea no longer excites massive veneration. She briefly came into focus (for a few academics) as an archetypal Chicana and feminist revolutionary, but nowadays her story is told mostly in historical rather than hagiographical tones.21 Contemporary female healers are sometimes familiar with her history, but, to my knowledge, there are no shrines in her honor, and her grave in Clifton has been lost.

Don Pedrito Jaramillo and Teresa Urrea thrust curanderismo and the traditions of Mexican American folk healing into regional and national arenas. To be sure, their success with healing non–Mexican Americans helped them achieve this prominence, but what made them curanderos was their formation in the traditions of curanderismo: a divine gift to heal, an ability to diagnose all manner of illnesses and to produce significant and effective cures, and an insistence that healing came not merely from their ministrations but from a realignment of “faith” or even “magnetism.” In the following decades, Mexican American curanderos proliferated in the U.S.-Mexico border region, and the channeled spirits of Jaramillo and other deceased healers, in turn, became part of the borderlands practice of curanderismo. In the following section, the ongoing hybridization and evolution of Mexican American folk healing reveal that, while specializations developed, the basic assumptions that guided Urrea and Jaramillo’s careers continued to define mid-twentieth-century curanderismo.

Varieties of Practice

An influential typology of curanderos originates in the work of the anthropologist Octavio Romano. After more than three years of fieldwork in south Texas in the middle of the twentieth century, Romano found that curanderos—at least in that time and place—fell on what he termed “the healing hierarchy.” His list is comprehensive:

 

Beginning with the sphere of influence at its most minimal expression, and proceeding to the maximal in terms of number of followers and geographical area involved, the following hierarchical spectrum emerges: (1) Daughter, (2) Mother, (3) Grandmother, (4) Experienced neighbor, incipient full-time healer, male or female, (5) Village or neighborhood (urban barrio) healer, male or female, (6) Town or city (enclave) healer, male or female, (7) Regional healer (more than one village or city), urban and rural, male or female, (8) International healer, urban and rural, Mexican or American, male or female, (9) International, religious, folk-saint, male or female, and (10) International, religious, formal saint, male or female.22

Romano’s typology works best when one considers contiguous groups: there is naturally a hierarchy in a family of healers that might include beginner daughters, established mothers, and well-versed grandmothers. Such a family would very likely be bound by similar assumptions and understandings of healing. But Romano was right to stretch this hierarchy past the point where easy connections can be made; for example, “mother” seems much removed from “international healer.” But, just as certain assumptions tie the aforementioned family of healers together, so do certain fundamental conceptions trace a thread through Romano’s entire hierarchy. Indeed, Romano himself argued that the differences from the top to the bottom of this healing hierarchy reflect “a progressive difference in degree of charismatic influence and persuasion, rather than a Weberian-like difference in kind.”23

Within this continuum of charisma and persuasion, there exists room for specialization, especially at the local or neighborhood levels. For example, parteras specialize in midwifery, sobadoras practice therapeutic massage, and yerberos focus on the uses of herbs. All of these specializations, however, are not discrete but rather overlap one another.24 The anthropologists Robert Trotter and Juan Antonio Chavira have found that besides these specialized and overlying areas, there are three “levels” of healing practices that curanderos (at all levels of Romano’s hierarchy) employ in varying combinations; they refer to these levels as “material, spiritual, and mental.”25 In the following, Trotter and Chavira’s tripartite typology provides a framework for a discussion of mid-twentieth-century curanderismo in the United States.

The material level, as Trotter and Chavira describe it, gathers together some of the most outwardly apparent and common practices in curanderismo. For example, the well-known practice of cleansing or “sweeping” the body with herbs or a crucifix (limpia or barrida), the diagnosis and treatment of illness with herbal infusions, and other ritual acts and invocations all belong on this level. In addition to these often ritualized healing practices, curanderos may also bless a house with smudging incense (sahumerio), light candles of various colors and intentions, and make use of specially prepared water and oil.26 Many scholars reduce curanderismo to a motley collection of these material manipulations. Like the Florilegio Medicinal, these studies of curanderismo read like catalogs of these ritualized and repeatable uses of herbs and other artifacts.27

In response to a common assumption that these uses of material culture are little more than superstitious, Trotter and Chavira argue that an

 

outstanding characteristic of the material level is the curandero’s ability to manipulate symbols which are recognized as very much a part of the patient’s culture. This curandera shares with her patients a common view of the world: she understands their problems and the source of their problems, she is familiar with their lifestyles, and she shares some of their health beliefs and practices.28

Moreover, commonplace items—most likely to be important on this material level of curanderismo—are more than mere symbols of an idea-centered worldview. The many artifacts that the curandera uses in her treatments are all parts of the nearness and familiarity that she shares with her patients. In other words, things play a part in the narratives of healing, in the predispositions with which both patient and healer are versed. To comprehend the material level of curanderismo, then, is not to think of herbs or other items as mere emblems of some inner religious or psychological transformation. Rather, these materials are essential and inseparable elements of the logic that limns the entire healer/patient/community encounter.

Of course, this approach to the healing encounter is learned. Within the family, herbal lore is passed from parent to child. On the more professionalized levels of curanderismo, lengthy apprenticeships were once common between an older, experienced curandera and a younger learner who reputedly has the don (gift) for healing. In one fictionalized account of the life of a New Mexico curandero, the main character, Antonio, seeks out two local curanderas to learn their methods and secrets. When this is not enough to make him into a master, he forsakes home in a quest that lasts nearly a decade as he trains with Juanito, a sage and powerful hermit of a curandero.29 In less romanticized renderings of the apprenticeship, a person, either self-selected or indicated by the community to have a special aptitude for healing, would often seek out an established curandera for training. In most cases, this training consisted of education in the correct use of herbs and other material remedies as well as a metaphysical orientation to the process of healing itself.

The material level of curanderismo, besides being the most prevalent and most attested form of this healing tradition, served for many decades in the borderlands as the primary source of medical care for Mexican Americans. However, Mexican Americans have made choices when it comes to health care; curanderismo has been one modality in concert with others. To wit, the anthropologist Margarita Artschwager Kay did extensive fieldwork in a Mexican American barrio in southern Arizona in the 1940s and 1950s that reveals that material-level curanderas often labored, at least in certain cases, in conjunction with biomedicine. Kay worked primarily among the women of the barrio, whom she found to be the central purveyors of healing knowledge, starting with providing a proper diet for their families and often extending to a complex knowledge of herbal- and massage-based cures.30 In her ethnography, she provides an elaborate classification and discussion of the various ailments and their customary treatments that were commonly recognized in the barrio. Kay finds that sickness was understood in two broad categories: corporal and emotional. Each of these categories was further subdivided. Corporal illnesses could be temporary, benign, or serious. Likewise, emotional illnesses could be mental or moral. These subclassifications could be even further divided until one arrives at particular illnesses. Kay identifies twenty-six different corporal illnesses and sixteen emotional illnesses for a total of forty-two different infirmities that were originally identified by her consultants.31

Among these forty-two illnesses, Kay differentiates some that she refers to as “Mexican diseases,” by which she means ailments that are generally not recognized by Anglo physicians. For this reason, these diseases were the ones most likely to be treated by folk remedies and the ministrations of a curandera (though other “Western” diseases are also treated by these modalities). “Mexican diseases,” as Kay classifies them, are limited to physical illnesses; however, many of the ailments she defines as emotional illnesses could also be understood as typically “Mexican.” Physical ills include empacho (blockage), latido (irregular heartbeat), tripa ida (slipped intestine), pujo (groaning), mollera caída (fallen fontanel), and pasmo (shock). Emotional ills include the common susto (fright) and the externally caused hechicería (witchcraft).32

In her section on cures and curers, Kay emphasizes that Mexican Americans in the barrio where she studied had many options for healing, ranging from home cures to the most specialized forms of Western medicine and pharmacology. Each diagnosis of disease resulted from complex interactions with a plethora of healing knowledges; indigenous, colonial Spanish, and modern Western healthways all might contribute to a cure. Kay finds that the women of the barrio generally sought cures from three sources: home remedies, doctors’ prescriptions, and proprietary drugs.33 While prescriptions and over-the-counter proprietary drugs were mediated through a biomedical approach to health, the home remedies drew on local customs that were rooted in the colonial history of the land. Housewives, older female relatives, and curanderas, says Kay, were the principal mediators of home remedies, many of which include both herbal treatments and some other ritual practice such as massage or a limpia.

Today, curanderos continue to operate as but one of several modalities of health care. In many urban centers in the United States, the material culture of curanderismo is most evident in specialty shops known as botánicas or yerberías. In these shops, customers can buy a wide variety of herbs and herbal remedies as well as candles, many kinds of prepared waters, incense, amulets, and myriad images and statues of folk and official saints. Most of these shops offer literature about the saints as well as about various regimens of healing. It is very common for the botánica to be operated by a curandera who will likely offer services in the locale. According to the religious studies scholar Luis León, these botánicas not only provide services and goods to the needy and hurting, but in some measure, they have become material emblems for an entire understanding of sacred healing: “here is where contemporary curanderas do their work; these places function as churches, clinics, spiritual convenience stores, and more: they are postmodern sacred centers.”34

These centers become increasingly important when we consider Trotter and Chavira’s next major type of curanderismo: the spiritual level. In the middle of the twentieth century, some curanderos began to enhance their material repertoire with spirit-channeling. The botánica, a common site of visits to the curandera, sometimes doubles as a centro espiritista, or a place where people gather around trance mediums who speak for the spirits. According to Trotter and Chavira, the Mexican American “practice of spiritualism rests on the soul concept. The soul concept is a belief in the existence of spirit beings, entities derived from once-living humans.” When the medium is in a trance, she is “possessed” by one or another spirit; the spirits’ messages and behavior are consistent with their former living selves.35 Spirit possession is especially important for healing when the spirit being channeled is that of a great curandero. Trotter and Chavira’s observation of curanderos who operate “in the spiritual realm” suggests that there is a basic pattern to the spiritual visit:

 

The healing spirits always asked those who had problems to come forward to speak to them. This is one of the few times during these sessions that people were allowed to move inside the circle. Each person with a problem came forward and stood just in front of the seated medium. The medium then grasped the patient’s hand or wrist with his forefinger and thumb encircling the wrist. With his eyes remaining closed at all times, the medium sometimes stood with one hand on the patient’s forehead and another at the cerebro [at the base of the skull behind the head], searching the patient’s mind with currents and vibrations that would pinpoint the problem. When this examination was finished, the spirit suggested cures. The cures often combined herbal remedies, magical formulas, rituals, and promises of direct spiritual intervention to solve the problem.36

Sometimes these sessions focus on one individual, but often they include several patients each looking for time with the medium.

Luis León’s study of a large spiritualist organization called Mediodía corroborates and amplifies the work done by Trotter and Chavira. In his examination of Mexican spiritualism, León finds that current-day spiritualists in the border region are often highly regimented; the materias (mediums) experience extensive training and move up through several ranks. The spiritualist cosmology divides reality into spiritual and material realms and also differentiates among the various spiritual beings.

 

The most powerful spirits belong to the alta luz, or high light, or the media luz, or medium light; bad or evil spirits are of the luz obscura [sic], or dark light. It is believed that Jesus was an espiritualista ancestor and wise teacher who is now a being of alta luz, as are the Virgin of Guadalupe, Roque Rojas [the founder of Mediodía], various Aztec deities, and ancestral healers such as Teresa Urrea.37

The materias are at their most powerful when they channel spirits of alta luz.

One of the largest instances of spiritualist channeling is the fidencista movement. While this movement is examined in much greater detail in chapter 4, it is helpful to consider fidencismo briefly here as a principal example of the spiritual level of curanderismo. The fidencistas are named for José Fidencio Constantino Síntora, more commonly known as the Niño Fidencio. Born in 1898, Fidencio worked as a housekeeper on a ranch in Espinazo, Nuevo León, in northeastern Mexico. Early in life, he became known as a uniquely gifted curandero, and thousands of sick people flocked to Espinazo so that Fidencio could touch and heal them. His death in 1938 did not slow his healing mission; if anything, in death he is more accessible to the sick who seek out his miraculous care. A person who channels the Niño today is variously known as a materia (the standard Spanish term for spirit medium), or as a cajón or cajita (box [masculine noun] or little box [feminine noun]) since the person becomes a receptacle for Fidencio’s spirit, power, and voice. Besides operating healing shrines throughout northern Mexico and the border region of the United States, the fidencistas make frequent and regular pilgrimages to Espinazo. As during the Niño’s life, thousands are healed by the gathered materias during these events.38

The mental level, the third type of curanderismo that Trotter and Chavira document, is rarer than either the material or spiritual levels. The curanderos who practice these particular modalities are able to heal their patients through manipulation of energy, auras, and vibraciones mentales. Some maladies are more given to mental healing; examples include alcoholism and embrujo (being cursed or bewitched). Trotter and Chavira explain that the mental healing session itself can be rather still and quiet:

 

To proceed with the therapy using the techniques of the mental level, the curandero asks the patient to state his complete name, if this has not been already asked during the diagnosis. Then the healer uses that name as a concentration point. From the patient’s point of view the healer simply sits at the desk, staring at the paper upon which the patient’s full name, and sometimes his birthday, is written. Then the healer closes his eyes and takes on a look of concentration. The healer stays in this attitude for a minute, five minutes, even longer. . . . After the period of concentration the healer opens his eyes and begins talking with the patient. He tells the patient what he perceived while he was mentally searching the cause or root of the patient’s problem.39

The curandero will inform the patient at this time that he has been cursed or that he has some other disturbance in his mind or energy that has led to sickness. The curandero then relates to the patient how he, the healer, has begun the process of restoring health to the patient. He does this by “dominating the patient mentally” or by sending vibraciones mentales at the affected portion of the patient’s body.40

In other more common accounts of mental healing, the session with the curandera can resemble talk therapy or counseling. A midcentury study of curanderismo by the psychiatrist Ari Kiev suggests that much of the curandera’s efficacy rests in her ability to talk through problems with her patient while also providing appropriate direction. Kiev interviewed several curanderos and found that many benefited the patients considerably by inducing confession and providing assurance. One curandero stated, “The subconscious mind will accept all suggestions and it has absolute control of all functions, sensations, and conditions of the body.”41 In this therapeutic relationship, the confidence of the patient in the curandero is paramount. Kiev defends these therapies as ultimately effective, but he also expresses his discomfort with what he considers unhealthy transference between the patient and the powerful healer. He claims that the curandero’s powerful role in Mexican American society allows the patient to transfer various emotions including love, respect, fear, and even hostility.42 For Kiev, of course, the curandera working on the mental level is limited to non-articulated versions of Western psychotherapy; he is not interested in the claims that some curanderos can affect their patients through explicit manipulation of their mental vibrations.

Elena Avila, a curandera who is discussed in detail in chapter 5, also made heavy use of talk therapy, but in contrast to Kiev’s understanding, Avila’s counseling sessions often achieved much more than mere transference of problematic emotions. Referring to the talk sessions as pláticas (chats), Avila defines the procedure as “a deep heart-to-heart talk that continues in installments for as long as it needs to be—hours, weeks, even months—until everything has been said.” Avila’s explanation of her role in a plática reinforces Trotter and Chavira’s fieldwork on mental-level curanderismo: “When I do a plática, all five of my senses, including my intuition, are completely focused on the story I am hearing from a patient. It’s as if the motion of my pen writing his or her words on paper becomes a conduit to the energy that the client is emitting.” Avila continues, “I always let people know in advance that I need to connect with them on this deep level. Because my heart is open and my mind is receptive, I can feel the patient’s mental, physical, and emotional vibrations.”43

In more powerful and renowned curanderos, it sometimes appears that the healer could adduce the cause of sickness in a person’s body even before the patient informed him or her of the complaint. Niño Fidencio commonly diagnosed his patients in this prophetic way. In the lore surrounding his living work as well as the work he continues through his channelers, he is often able to see straight into a person’s body and discern the source of her suffering. Likewise, Don Pedrito Jaramillo and Teresa Urrea were reputed to have something like psychic abilities. As we discovered, both could diagnose patients merely by looking at them and even through the mail.

* * *

Limpias, spirit channeling and possession, and the sensing of energetic and mental vibrations characterize twentieth-century curanderismo. But these modalities, for the most part, persisted from earlier in the century when healers like Don Pedrito and Teresa Urrea were spreading their healing talents around the country. What also remained consistent throughout the twentieth century and into the present is Anglo American interest in (and sometimes openness to) Mexican American religious healing. In addition to the healing offered in botánicas and in other venues to any paying customer, the vibrant stories of folk saints like Don Pedrito, Niño Fidencio, and Teresa Urrea also provide an entrée into curanderismo.

One of the ways that Urrea remains in the public eye is as the subject of a Chautauqua event, a presentation in which a historian performs as a historical figure. Sponsored by the Arizona Humanities Council, the Chicano studies scholar Elena Díaz Björkquist has been performing as Teresa Urrea for several years. Dressed in period costume, Díaz Björkquist recounts Urrea’s story from Mexico to her eventful life in the United States. In 2006, I attended one of these presentations at a public library in Tucson. The mostly Anglo audience listened to the performance and later had the opportunity to ask “Teresita” questions. It soon became clear that they were much more interested in Urrea’s healing powers than in the story of her political activities among the Yaquis and Mayos. Still in character, Díaz Björkquist explained how she used “her” hands and the heat that was in them to touch and heal the sick. The atmosphere in the room was electric; people leaned forward in their chairs and were enthralled by the quiet assurance with which Díaz Björkquist portrayed Urrea’s miracle touch.

Díaz Björkquist later related that it is not uncommon for Anglo, Native American, and Mexican American people to approach her after one of her performances to ask her to heal or bless them. She told me that, at first, this was very surprising to her; she explained to these supplicants that she was not Urrea and did not have her powers. However, these incidents continued to occur, and at one point she decided “to just give them my blessing.” After making many of these Chautauqua presentations, Díaz Björkquist has concluded that most people in her audiences believe that “people have the power to heal themselves,” and that “Urrea drew on that.” This is what made her so successful both among Mexicans and in the greater context of the United States.44

That people often seek out Díaz Björkquist (in or out of her Teresita guise) looking for healing, insight, or some kind of comfort is utterly congruent with the facts of Teresita’s life: thousands flocked to her hoping to have their needs met. It is no wonder that, yet today, people from many walks of life are strangely moved and inspired by Díaz Björkquist’s considerable performances, although, to date, I have found little evidence that Urrea’s spirit is frequently channeled by living curanderos. However, another folk saint—the famous Niño Fidencio—lives on in hundreds of fidencista channelers and supplicants who reenact the pilgrimages, crowds, and healing miracles that marked Fidencio’s bodily existence. In the following chapter, I examine Fidencio’s impact on contemporary curanderismo in the U.S.-Mexico border region. The centrality of spirit channeling in fidencismo relates to Mexican espiritualismo, a metaphysical movement of spirit communication that, like North American spiritualism, has had a significant impact on how curanderos and their patients understand themselves in life and in death.
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Channels of Healing



	Paloma ¿de donde viene?
Vengo desde San Antonio
a saludarle al Niñito
y dejarle un testimonio:

	(Oh dove, where do you come from?
I come from San Antonio
to bring greetings to Niñito
and leave for him a testimony:




	“Es tan grande tu misión
en el estado de Tejas.
Siempre nos prestas ayuda;
tú nunca solo nos dejas.

	“Your mission is so large
in the state of Texas.
You always lend us help;
you never leave us alone.




	Por eso con tanta fe
y todito el corazón
venimos a darte gracias
y a pedirte protección.”

	And so with much faith
and from the bottom of our heart
we come to give you thanks
and to ask for your protection.”)1





Perhaps the most powerful and influential of all Mexican and Mexican American folk saints is Niño Fidencio. The above corrido, a genre of Mexican folk ballads common in the border region, is one of many that the thousands of followers of Niño Fidencio intone in his honor. Due to massive northern migration, fidencista devotion has become common in those parts of the United States that boast large numbers of Mexicans and Mexican Americans. Like Teresa Urrea and Don Pedrito, Fidencio healed throngs of people during his lifetime. What makes him especially influential when compared to these other folk saints is that both during and after his short life, Fidencio’s closest followers channeled his spirit. And while Don Pedrito also lives on as a spirit guide in south Texas, the Niño’s followers are much more numerous and organized.

In fact, many have suggested that fidencismo is a new religion, born in Mexico, but destined to spread. However, the central feature of this new religion—the channeling of a dead leader for the purposes of healing and guidance—is hardly new. This chapter seeks to situate fidencista devotion within various streams of Mexican and borderlands traditions. The first and most obvious input to fidencismo is the multifaceted phenomenon of curanderismo. Emphasis on the alleviation of suffering, the explicit use of Catholic symbols and language, and the one-on-one consultations of the curandera’s practice are all common among the followers of the Niño. Spirit channeling, though, suggests that other traditions are also at play. To be sure, Mexican elites as well as urban and rural poor have long had access to the metaphysical ministrations of spiritualists. I argue here that fidencismo is yet another instance of the remarkably rich, boundary-defying hybridization of Mexican and Mexican American religious healing. Whether fidencismo constitutes a new religion is an exercise in classification outside the scope of this book, but one thing is certain: Mexican spiritualism, including fidencismo, is a powerful and popular expression of the search for wholeness, a search common to curanderismo in general as well as to many other forms of North American metaphysical religion.

The Making of Niño Fidencio

José Fidencio Constantino Síntora was born in Guanajuato in 1898. By his teenage years, he was employed in household service and had become the dependent of Enrique López de la Fuente, a young scion of a family of ranch managers. Fidencio, already known for his sensitivity and domesticity, accompanied the López de la Fuente family north to the community of Espinazo, Nuevo León, in 1921. The family relocated in order to oversee the ranch of a German named Teodoro Von Wernich. Under the close patronage of López de la Fuente and Von Wernich, Fidencio quickly established himself as a gifted curandero and partero (male midwife) throughout the region. In many respects, Fidencio’s early history mirrors that of the Santa de Cabora, Teresa Urrea. Both worked as favored dependents on northern Mexican ranches, showed an early predilection for healing and a facility with the traditional remedies of curanderismo, and experienced life-changing visions.

Fidencio’s visions moved him from household healer and caregiver to national and international fame. In 1927, he sat under a pirul (pepper tree) in Espinazo, praying to God, allegedly lamenting the chasm between God’s love for humanity and the day-to-day suffering that he witnessed around him. It was at this time that “Divine Providence” appeared to Fidencio and instructed him to hold a large gathering the following spring. With the support of his patrons, Fidencio accepted his identity as a holy man and wonder-worker and soon began tending to the maladies of the thousands who gathered in Espinazo to seek his miraculous cures.2

His followers lovingly referred to him then, as now, as “el Niño” (the Boy or the Child), a moniker that suggests simultaneously the innocence of the Christ child and Fidencio’s unusual asexual and immature characteristics. He never grew facial hair, his voice remained high and prepubescent, and he never independently handled his own affairs. The cultural studies scholar Frank Graziano suggests that these were precisely the traits that set Fidencio apart for special regard and service as an eternal “niño”: “Though others have to earn this title, God sent Fidencio to the world as a niño forever, in body and soul. . . . Fidencio’s unmanliness, virginity, and even underdeveloped genitalia are all interpretable as evidence of his inherent saintliness.”3 But these distinctive aspects of Fidencio’s persona were not the only factors in his dramatic success.

An important underlying feature of Mexican life during Fidencio’s rise to prominence is an unusually stark absence of official Catholic institutions in 1920s Mexico. Since independence, the liberal and positivist Mexican state had never had an easy relationship with the Catholic Church. But following the ouster of the dictator Porfirio Díaz in the Mexican Revolution, the 1917 Constitution further diminished the power and freedom of the Church. Open governmental hostility toward Catholic clergy and institutions spiked in 1926, when President Plutarco Calles passed the infamous Calles Law, which forbade many forms of public religious display, expelled foreign priests, and seized much Church property around the nation. With little other action open to them, clergy withheld religious services in an effective strike. At the same time, faithful Catholics in central Mexico incited an armed rebellion known as the Cristero War (1926–1929). Regular access to Catholic services, priests, and customary public religious life was unquestionably curtailed, a loss that many Mexicans felt as an acute social and spiritual vacuum.4

The dearth of official Catholicism in Mexico in this period, while perhaps most sharply felt in the very Catholic center of the country, resulted in a near absence of institutional religion in the Mexican north, including the state of Nuevo León, where Fidencio lived and operated. The Catholic Church, even in the nineteenth century, had never enjoyed the kind of presence and power in the northern Mexican states as it had in the central and southern regions. The Mexican anthropologist Olimpia Farfán Morales explains that the Calles Law and ensuing Catholic retreat and revolt often meant that many northern areas lacked priests altogether. “Despite this, the [northern] population remained fundamentally Catholic, but their mentality was less imbued with traditional religious and social values, and they were more open to other ideologies, whether these were religious or not.”5 Not surprisingly, this northern openness combined with Catholic absence gave strong impetus to Fidencio and his very public ministry of care.

The relative absence of the official Catholic hierarchy in northern Mexico opened space for a healer like Fidencio to emerge and flourish, but the presence of Mexican espiritismo (spiritism) also played a role in the Niño’s formation. Below, I examine Mexican spirit religions in more detail and place them in the larger context of Mexico’s own metaphysical religious environment. Here, however, it is important to note the influence that spiritism had both on Fidencio’s mentors and on the general religious and spiritual atmosphere of the Mexican north in the early twentieth century. Little evidence exists that conclusively proves that the crowds clamoring for healing in Espinazo had experience with espiritismo, but it is unquestionable that espiritismo as an alternative religious tradition to Catholicism was indeed thriving in many Mexican cities and towns during Fidencio’s lifetime.6

Mexican spiritism traces its roots to the philosophical and metaphysical writings of the French educator Hippolyte Léon Denizard Rivail, better known by his pen name, Allan Kardec (1804–1869). Like his North American spiritualist counterparts, Kardec maintained that the spirits of dead human beings can and do desire to communicate with the living. While spirits can simply affect living people through direct influence, they can also speak indirectly through the speech or trance writing of gifted mediums. In his own experience as a medium, Kardec discovered and then systematically described the message from the spirit realm to be one of egalitarianism, optimism, and liberality. Of course, all of these principles cohered quite naturally with the positivism and scientific humanism of the leaders of Mexico’s revolution. Francisco Madero, president of the republic from 1911 to 1913, was a well-known Kardecist who had organized spiritist study groups in the state of Coahuila, a neighbor of Fidencio’s own state of Nuevo León.7

Even closer to Fidencio was his own protector and host, Teodoro Von Wernich, an avid Kardecist. Von Wernich, an acquaintance of Madero and a former member of Pancho Villa’s revolutionary forces in northern Mexico, owned the ranch where Fidencio worked. The Niño’s natural aptitude for caregiving as well as his knowledge of herbal remedies ensured that Fidencio was quickly known as a reliable supplier of health care on Von Wernich’s ranch. At the same time, the latter’s Kardecism added the necessary ingredient to make Fidencio into the international wonder-worker that he was to become. Von Wernich, like other Mexican spiritists before him, realized that the social vision of spiritism could be channeled toward the healing of sick and oppressed bodies. Since Fidencio had the healing touch and had already communicated with the spirit of Jesus, it was a relatively small step for Von Wernich to convince the impressionable young man that he was destined for greatness. At one point during Fidencio’s healing career, Von Wernich called to Espinazo a group of Trincado spiritists, a splinter group that followed the teachings of an Argentine Kardecist named Joaquín Trincado. “They believed that all material inequality, class hierarchies which differentiate men, sex role differences, and national prejudices and divisions would dissolve and all men and women would live together as ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters.’”8 These utopian spiritists may well have influenced Fidencio’s understanding of his own role as healer and social architect. It would be false to say that Fidencio himself embraced spiritism—indeed, he rejected it—but it would be nearly as false to say that the currents of spiritism flowing in and around Espinazo and the rest of post-revolution Mexico had no effect on Fidencio’s rise to power and prominence.9

Fidencio Alive: The Birth of a Borderlands Religion

When Fidencio saw Jesus under the pirul tree and received Jesus’s charge to continue and expand a healing ministry, the kitchen helper came into his own as the holy Niño.10 No longer a localized curandero and partero, the Niño began to attract sizable crowds to Espinazo. By the beginning of 1928, Mexican newspapers were heralding Fidencio as a famous healer, a “country Hippocrates” who was carrying out “stupendous cures and mitigating the pain of the suffering.”11 In March of that year, perhaps the high point of the public’s interest in Niño Fidencio, the number of people in the village of Espinazo had surpassed thirty thousand. His tenacity and endurance entered popular legend as he sometimes worked around the clock without rest. When it soon became impossible for him to have individual treatment sessions with each of those seeking relief, Fidencio engineered a unique form of healing: the “general cure,” in which he would throw food and other items from a rooftop onto the crowds below. Anyone who managed to be touched by these projectiles received healing. The anthropologist Barbara June Macklin explains that, in addition to these rooftop cures, Fidencio the curandero regularly used both traditional and innovative medicines and techniques:

 

He considered herbs . . . boiled with water good for almost anything, but especially internal ailments. He prepared tubs full of lard-and-soap-based pomade to which he added various plants. This he applied to wounds and skin diseases. However, Fidencio did not confine himself to [these] traditional techniques. He erected a huge swing into which he put the demented, the paralytic, and the mute for violent rides.12

This vertiginous pace of work slowed somewhat in the years following 1928, but Fidencio’s methods, his touch, and his mere presence continued to gather large numbers of sick to Espinazo until his death in 1938.

I have argued here that Kardecist spiritism had a significant presence in northern Mexico during Fidencio’s lifetime, but this of course does not imply that the popular Catholicism of the vast majority of Mexicans was absent. Fidencio and the sick and suffering who came to him for a miracle were Catholics—for this reason, it is not surprising that a visionary like Fidencio would encounter Jesus and his mother, Mary, over and over in visions throughout his healing career. Likewise, the supplicants who traveled the dry and hot miles to Espinazo were looking for the Catholic God’s power, mediated through the hands and words of a living saint. For a man whom some considered to be intellectually delayed, Fidencio appeared to have particular acumen in presenting a saintly and miraculous image to the public. One of the ways the Niño interpreted himself was in grand photographic gestures that could leave no doubt in the viewer that Fidencio was full of the power of Christ and the mercy of the Virgin Mother.

A cameraman who lived in nearby Saltillo made photo portraits of Fidencio throughout his period of fame and even during his embalming. Niño Fidencio appears in these images in a variety of religiously significant poses, which he devised himself. In some, Fidencio is a stand-in for Jesus Christ. For example, one shows him wearing a long-haired wig, with his arms outstretched on a cross. Indeed, his followers, both during and after his death, frequently insist that Fidencio carried Christ’s power. However, it often seems unclear which figure was and is more central to the miraculous healings at Espinazo, Christ or Fidencio. In one picture, enshrined behind glass at Fidencio’s tomb, a small Jesus sits in Fidencio’s lap, gazing up with reverence into the curandero’s beatific face. The most famous image of all mixes Christ imagery with perhaps the most central Mexican figure of all time, the Virgin of Guadalupe. In this portrait, called Niño Guadalupano, Fidencio is pictured with the sacred heart of Jesus in his chest but surrounded with the emblematic robes of Guadalupe, her rays of light, and standing upon her upturned half moon. The symbolism could not be clearer: Fidencio holds the miraculous power and position of the holiest and most revered figures of Catholic and Mexican religion. A modern Mexican commentator on these kinds of images has gone so far as to say that Fidencio was, for his followers at least, nothing less than “the Christ-of-our-times.”13

The Fidencistas and the Possession Trance

Unlike other healers who flourish and then pass, Fidencio lives on today in various ways. First and foremost, he continues to speak and administer healing through dozens of spirit channelers known as materias (mediums) or cajones and cajitas (little boxes, since they contain the spirit of Fidencio). Taken in trance possession, these mediums speak, administer advice, and prescribe the traditional remedies of curanderismo as Fidencio himself, but multiplied a hundredfold. Second, Fidencio persists in the ritualized biannual pilgrimages to Espinazo that continue to re-create the fidencista community in the image of the Fidencio phenomenon during the healer’s life. In a very real way, the hordes of people who came to Fidencio for help in the 1920s and 1930s never stopped coming. In this section, I argue that fidencismo follows religious and cultural predispositions that are in no way unknown or unnatural to the borderlands region. I have already mentioned curanderismo and Mexican spiritism as component parts of Fidencio’s own life; these same traditions and cultural logics continue to guide the practice of the cajitas as well as the many sick and suffering who come to them for relief. Moreover, as fidencismo develops in the transcultural region of the U.S.-Mexico border region, it also finds North American metaphysical traditions with which to resonate and flourish.
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Popular prayer card featuring Fidencio dressed as the Virgin of Guadalupe.

Healing and possession trance, discussed below, are the central elements of day-to-day fidencista practice. However, the movement may be best known for its biannual pilgrimages to Espinazo. These fiestas commemorate Fidencio’s namesake feast, St. Joseph’s day on March 19, and the days surrounding Fidencio’s birth (October 17) and death (October 19). Pilgrims come in the thousands to the village of Espinazo at these times to take part in a prescribed, hajj-like series of events. The atmosphere is at the same time penitential, festive, and commercial. As entire missions (fidencista congregations) under the leadership of their cajitas get off the train to visit the sacred sites of Fidencio’s life, Aztec dance troupes and drummers as well as vendors fill the streets. At various sites around the town, materias, speaking as the Niño, engage in consultations.

The first stop for pilgrims is the pirul (pepper tree) under which Fidencio committed himself to his life as a miraculous healer. From there, the crowds make their way along the “Road of Penance” to the López de la Fuente home where the Niño’s tomb and many personal effects are located. It is common for the supplicants to make this path barefoot, on their knees, or even rolling sideways in the dirt as a sign of penance or to fulfill promises made to the spirit of Fidencio. Once in the home, pilgrims circumambulate the tomb, pray before images of the Niño and Guadalupe, drink water from a vessel atop the tomb, and place their feet in a plaster cast of Fidencio’s footprints. Another step of the pilgrimage features a visit to the charco (pool), a muddy pond where Fidencio bathed the sick and carried out healing. Many pilgrims enter the opaque water with cajitas and receive healing along with a coating of mud.14 The liminal space of the pilgrimage sustains the fidencista faithful, and many return over and over to Espinazo throughout their lives. The anthropologist and filmmaker Jon Olson has called the fidencista pilgrimages “folk drama,” and like other repeated performative rituals, the fiestas rehearse and thus reinforce the narrative arc of Fidencio’s miracle-working, in life and in death.15

Away from the biannual pilgrimages, most fidencista activity occurs in regular healing sessions throughout northern Mexico and the United States. These sessions follow a similar format. First, the cajita and the fidencista faithful come together along with sick friends and family members who have been invited to receive Fidencio’s help. These gatherings can be in private consultation rooms in the cajita’s home or in more public meeting houses known as misiones (missions). In general, the space includes an altar with flowers, images of Fidencio and other saints, candles, water, oil, and other devotional and therapeutic items. There may also be a chair for the Niño, known as a tronito (little throne). “These religious symbols awaken the need for forgiveness and penitence; facing them, the healer adds to his authority, and the patient’s desire to cooperate grows.”16 The fidencistas who will attend to the cajita form a circle in front of the altar and sing one or more of the many songs that have arisen in praise and honor of the Niño. Soon, the cajita enters into trance possession with a series of deep breaths and continuous movements, at which point the assistants dress the medium in a white robe and cap that symbolize the person of Fidencio. Male or female, the medium then announces in Fidencio’s high, childlike voice, “Soy Fidencio Constantino Síntora, ¿en qué puedo servirles, mis criaturitas? (I am Fidencio Constantino Síntora. How can I help you, my little ones?) The medium is now ready to receive the gathered sick and suffering one by one.17

The next step in the curing emphasizes the importance of touch while also tying fidencista trance healing to the preexisting tradition of the limpia in curanderismo. The medium begins contact with each patient by carrying out a despojo (dispossession) of bad spiritual influences. This consists of the cajita rubbing his or her hands, sometimes with lotion, up and down the patient’s body, gently shaking the patient and praying, often giving special attention to that part of the body that is hurt or sick. The despojo has functional and apparent similarities to the curandera’s limpia, in which herbs, an egg, the hands, or some other item is rubbed over the entire body to cleanse the body of negative forces and to ready it for healing. Other Mexican espiritistas outside the fidencista community likewise use the despojo/limpia as a central feature of their curing ritual.18

Next, the patient divulges to the “Niño” the nature of his or her complaint. The cajita listens attentively, standing near the patient, and may ask follow-up questions. After the cause of the visit is discovered, the medium prescribes the cure, which may include herbal remedies as well as instructions for ritual acts such as prayer, lighting candles, the use of water cures or amulets, or to undergo another limpia. Many interactions with a materia of the Niño follow this basic pattern, but true to the innovative and often theatrical nature of Fidencio, other cures and methods sometimes emerge. For example, at a fidencista center in south Texas, one healer entered a trance and “brought” the Niño to treat a woman for an unknown malady. He “took off his cuerda (cincture) and tightened it around the woman’s waist before him. The woman swooned while the Niño chanted. Later the materia explained that Niño was cinching the evil out of her.” Most of the cures, however, include gentle touch and intimate, personal attention.19

After all of the gathered patients and supplicants have had an opportunity to have one-on-one time with the Niño, the cajita, still in a trance, sits down. The crowd prays the Our Father together, and the medium’s assistants place a towel over his or her head. After a moment, the medium makes some small jerks, stands up, and comes back into his or her own consciousness. The cajita may rest a moment or lean on the assistants and also may drink water, since channeling is thirsty work. To conclude the service, the gathered fidencistas pass the peace with hand shaking and hugging, a practice that is reminiscent of the Catholic mass.20

What makes fidencismo a new movement in curanderismo—and in Mexican and Mexican American religion more generally—is what the anthropologist Erika Bourguignon has called “possession trance.” That the materias bring the very person of the Niño to relatively uniform and corporate worship and curing sessions is what sets fidencismo apart and also allows it to begin to bridge potential divides between Mexican curanderismo and North American spiritualism and channeling. So what is fidencista possession trance? How is it learned, and how does it feel? Fidencistas in Espinazo and in centers in the United States have given voice to their experiences, and they are—not surprisingly—quite consistent. After all, the narrative arc of fidencismo, the communal nature of the healing sessions, the ongoing pilgrimages, and the widening opportunity within curanderismo for spirit channeling have all contributed to fidencista cohesion and reproduction. Like other curanderos, the cajitas of the Niño Fidencio are meeting people’s needs in ways that resonate in various cultural and religious contexts.

Possession trance, according to Bourguignon, occurs when one or more elements of the person, such as mind, identity, or name, is “replaced, temporarily or permanently, by another entity.” In fidencismo, the spirit of the Niño ostensibly takes over the consciousness of the medium such that utterances and actions made during possession are considered to belong to Fidencio. Bourguignon explains further that such possessions are linked to “complex cosmologies” that may be “more implicit than explicit” for the participants. Thus, “the behavior acted out [during possession] is largely learned and structured by local expectations.”21 Possession trance differs from trance (without possession) in that the latter is merely a dissociative state, like a waking dream, where the former clearly involves the introduction of a (perceived) other consciousness into the possessed person. Interestingly, “trance has its roots in human physiology, whereas possession beliefs, which are highly variable, are cultural phenomena. The human capacity for trancing (or dissociation) thus may be seen as raw material for cultural utilization.” Bourguignon’s cross-cultural research into possession trance moreover suggests that possession, in contrast with trance, is more common among women practitioners and occurs most frequently in situations of notable “societal rigidity.”22 To be sure, there are more female supplicants in fidencista centers than male as well as a preponderance of female cajitas. And, at least for Mexican Americans in the United States, there is an obvious release from social limitations. As the Mexican folklorist Fernando Garza Quirós explains, “For many Mexican Americans, a visit to Espinazo represents a return to their Mexican cultural roots and at the same time reaffirms their Mexican identity against the negative and hostile experiences of North American society.”23

The process of becoming a cajita involves several steps. First, the person is introduced to the Niño, generally through personal healing or in seeking a healing miracle for a loved one. After one experiences Fidencio’s presence and power, there is often a personal struggle and even bargaining with the Niño before one commits to embrace fidencismo. In the following passage, Panchita, a long-standing materia in San Antonio, Texas, discusses her own conversion and acceptance of the Niño at a fidencista gathering in Monclova, Coahuila. Panchita’s infant son suffered from disease-related paralysis and had received a terminal diagnosis. In the dialogue, the voice of Fidencio is spoken through an older female cajita named Tomasita.

 

When Niñito saw me he said, “Please do not cry anymore.” He told me, “You are more dead than the child you carry in your arms. Give him to God. Turn him over to the eternal Father.” Niñito asked me for helping him, what would I give him of my life. “What would you give me if God would grant you balsamo espíritu [spiritual healing] and the permission to come and manifest in your son?”

“If you see anything that I have, anything, ask it of me and I will give it to you, anything I have of mine.”

Niño said, “You have a lot to give. Your heart is bigger than your body, and those kinds of hearts I am looking for so that my heart can come into all those hearts that suffer like you. The heart of a mother living through so much pain.”

“Please heal my son,” I cry. “That is what I have come here for.”

Niñito talks back and tells me, “I hope God will grant me this santa bendición [holy blessing] so he will manifest himself in your heart, and so that he will grant me permission for my heart to come into your heart so I can form myself in your heart like a glass with a cross inside of it picked out. So that I can continue my charity in your heart.”

Then the Niñito turns to the two hundred people at the mission and says, “This is a mother giving up her son. This woman has given her heart to me. Pray that her son gets well.”

Niñito smiles at me and tells me, “Do you know what you are saying, woman?” I said, “Yes, sir, I know what I am saying. I want you to heal my son.”

He put my hand above my head and hit me three times on my heart. In front of all the people, he said, “Listen to what I am going to tell this lady.” All two hundred people were witness. “Pray that her son gets well because she will become one of the hearts that will serve me, my servant, for many years to come.” I gave myself to God.24

In this call narrative, Panchita comes to Fidencio out of her own desperation and love for her dying child. Her public display of compassion and suffering leads directly to the Niño recognizing in her a gift to heal and serve him. Consistent with Fidencio’s multivalent position in Mexican and Mexican American Catholicism, he and the Christian God are nearly interchangeable in the dialogue. God is petitioned, but the relationship of faithfulness that results from the interaction is between Panchita and the Niño.

If the first step in the process is Fidencio’s own choice of the potential medium, the second is the person’s own discernment of his or her gift for healing and ability to follow and serve. This discernment is similar to that of a non-fidencista curandera in that the same language of don (gift) is used. When a person acknowledges that she possesses the don to heal, then she can take the next step of entering into a time of apprenticeship. This training period, which can last a year or more, begins with observation of other fidencista celebrations and healing sessions and, often, participation in a pilgrimage to Espinazo. During this time period, the apprentice learns from the more established materia explicit knowledge about specific remedies and procedures but also implicit patterns of activity and speech. At the conclusion of the training period, the new cajita may go through a “coronation” ceremony, thus publicly recognizing her new role. Now, she may set up her own consultation room or fidencista mission, or she may continue to assist in the community of her formation.25

Apprenticeship clearly provides future materias with the idioms and ritual practices they need to participate correctly in fidencista healing and communication. The possession trance appears to facilitate the emergence of these idioms in fruitful ways for the gathered community. Speaking of fidencista possession trance and the common “discourse” of materias and supplicants alike, Frank Graziano compares Fidencio’s words, as spoken through the channelers, to a president and his speechwriter. In the metaphor, the speechwriter crafts speech that she feels the president would say, and as the speechwriter, she produces the words that the president indeed does say. “The discourse of the one intermingles with the discourse of the other until finally they are indistinguishable. Attribution becomes impossible, even moot.”26 To be sure, the materia’s own voice has a part in her utterances during possession trance, like the speechwriter in the example. But Graziano’s metaphor ultimately breaks down, because the followers of the Niño do not find the attribution of the words to be moot—the words of comfort and healing that emerge from the cajitas’ mouths in the thin, high voice of Fidencio are from the Niño and are uttered with all the blessing and care of God.

The presence of Fidencio, his healing touch, and his supernatural wisdom cannot be reduced to the mere production of meaning from a learned discourse. Like other curanderos, fidencista materias do work with cultural symbols and deep-seated expectations and predispositions. But these religious predispositions are forged in divine/human relationships as well as in the loving and caring contexts of family and religious community.27 It might be more accurate to speak not of “discourse” but rather of shared religious emotion and story. A successfully healed patient in San Antonio explains that the Niño’s words are themselves like one’s own closest thoughts: “he’ll tell you the thoughts that you are thinking. Things that are very important to you, he will tell you.” Fidencio makes one’s own internal voice holy and special. But perhaps more essential than that, he imbues the faithful follower with sublime sensations of personal care. The same San Antonio woman describes this:

 

You just call him with faith and you can smell his perfume. I feel safe because he is always there for us. When you have a lot of faith, you see a lot of visions, holy things. Everything is clean and beautiful when you are praying, and you call Niño. You can also feel him in your head. You can actually feel him with you.28

In fidencismo, those feelings of presence and accompaniment benefit from the perceived real presence of the Niño’s spirit in his channelers. The materia Panchita puts this ongoing presence in messianic terms: The Niño “said that even though they have killed his body, his spirit still had to keep on working and was going to continue to come until God said he wasn’t going to come anymore. . . . [H]e is not going to leave and he is going to keep on working to that very day.” And he will do this, she continues, by pouring his spirit into his chosen vessels, the materias.29

There have been no quantitative studies of the effectiveness of fidencista curing; in fact, mortality rates in Espinazo during Fidencio’s lifetime were alarmingly high.30 But this is not the rub. The Niño, known through his mediums, continues to be important to his followers because he brings regular relief as well as a promise of God’s power and care for the suffering. Like all folk saints, Fidencio is appealing because he is enough like his followers to be trustworthy and comprehensible but powerful and different enough to be able to make real changes in the lives of those who may feel powerless to make those changes themselves. In other words, the folk saint—both during his life and now as a spirit embodied in hundreds of materias—knows his patients and understands their pains, their stories, and their needs. There is a “sharing among the participants of the same values, beliefs, aspirations and problems,” notes Macklin. “Little social distance separates the afflicted person from the ‘expert.’”31

At the same time, Fidencio and the fidencistas together are united in their difference from a world often marked by socioeconomic oppression, inconsistent or nonexistent access to biomedical health care, and—in the United States—minority, or even illegal, status. The safe and healing space created within the fidencista movement as well as the gender-ambiguous Niño have been especially empowering sites for women. Possession trance traditions tend to be more attractive to women participants. One commentator on this phenomenon has even said that “for all their concern with disease and its treatment, such women’s possession cults . . . are thinly disguised protest movements directed against the dominant sex.”32 This contention is corroborated in the work of the folklorist Kay Turner.

 

In moments of trancing and curing, when a materia is fully available to the Niño’s influence, gender boundaries become fluid. The interplay of masculine and feminine elements shifts the dimensions of power available in any particular curación; different kinds of power become available simultaneously. At once, a woman who is curing can manifest stereotypical masculine authority while coaxing and nurturing—traditional feminine traits—a healing into being. For women in particular, belief in the Niño can operate as a strategy of rebelling and self-fulfillment that counters the effects of male dominance in their lives. The institutionalized authority of husbands, doctors, and priests—the most profound representatives of the patriarchal order in a Mexican woman’s life—is challenged by devotion to Niño, a man who on many levels represents the transformative power of difference.33

The solidarity and empowerment of a community united in difference, most effective for women, extends to other disenfranchised groups as well. For instance, fidencismo has become a haven for homosexual men as well as for the obese.34

Fidencismo in the United States

In contrast with the folk saints Don Pedrito Jaramillo and Teresa Urrea, the Niño never set foot in the United States. Jaramillo, of course, carried out most of his miraculous career in south Texas, and Urrea traveled from California to New York during her truncated life. Fidencio, however, comes to the United States only through his mediums, many of whom now live on the northern side of the border. As fidencismo grows and spreads in the United States, it influences Mexican American curanderismo. The spiritualism at the heart of devotion to the Niño resonates with the already existing practices of dream interpretation and energy healing in contemporary curanderismo. Additionally, the ritual aspects of fidencismo work neatly with the hybridized Catholicism already practiced by North American curanderos. What remains to be seen is to what extent Anglo Americans will participate in the healing rituals and beyond-the-grave communications of the fidencista missions. The metaphysical religious scene in the United States has a long association with spiritualism as well as with healing. Will this mean that fidencismo, like other forms of Mexican American curanderismo, will find a place in broader and multiethnic North American populations? It is too soon to say with certainty, but there are indications that the comforting voice and touch of the Niño are expanding northward.

Early in the twenty-first century, fidencismo’s center of gravity may be moving north from Espinazo to Texas. The corrido that opens this chapter tells of the size, devotion, and strength of the Niño’s mission in San Antonio, and a recent Mexican documentary shot in Espinazo during a time of pilgrimage reveals that many of the gathered faithful choose to be interviewed in English (though the film is in Spanish).35 Part of the story of this shift has to do with the succession of leadership in one of the principal groupings of fidencistas in Espinazo, namely, the followers of one of the longest-serving materias, Cipriana “Panita” Zapata. Head of the Movimiento Fidencista Independiente (Independent Fidencista Movement) until her death in 2008, Panita was an unequivocal link to fidencista leadership in Espinazo and traced her own involvement with the Niño to her father, Víctor Zapata, a close confidant of Fidencio, and the first person after Fidencio’s death to organize and vet new cajitas.36 Now, several of Panita’s followers channel Fidencio north of the border, practicing their healing in border-region Texas cities like Brownsville, Edinburg, and McAllen. One observer has noted that this might be a positive move for fidencismo. “Having leadership based in Texas might strengthen the Fidencista border community’s social capital with more opportunities for inter-generational activity and a more organized presence during Fiestas in Espinazo.”37

The preeminent fidencista trance channeler in the United States today is Alberto Salinas Jr., of Edinburg, Texas. Born in 1951 near the border, Salinas grew up in Mexican American communities, sometimes travelling with his migrant farmworker parents. After dropping out of high school, he got married, became a father, and worked at various jobs throughout Texas, including agricultural work and a short stint in law enforcement. In 1978 Salinas lost his job and soon found it difficult to support his young family. Remembering the ministrations and consolations he first encountered as a boy in the Río Grande valley, Salinas sought out the guidance of a curandero to help him. The curandero turned out to also be a spirit medium who advised the struggling Salinas to enter into a time of prayer, and to seek a more intimate contact with God. In this same time period, Salinas remembered an incident from his childhood in which a curandera had told him that he had the don (gift) for healing. Later in 1978, he made a pilgrimage to Fidencio’s tomb in Espinazo, Nuevo León, where he, in his own words, was “ordained by the Holy Spirit of God” and took “an oath of practicing missionary work through curanderismo, consulting, guiding, counseling and comforting people.” Since that point, Salinas has built up a well-known fidencista mission and consultation center, has travelled extensively in Mexico and the United States to study and promote fidencismo, and has enjoyed long relationships with both the Niño’s faithful followers and other observers of this innovation in Mexican American curanderismo.38

Salinas’s world is drenched with spirit, and he often understands illness and curing to be ultimately related to good and evil spirits. An excellent storyteller, Salinas relates “folk tales” from his Texas upbringing that feature witches, shape-shifters, and devils. He confirms that these stories are not mere entertainments or ethical fairy tales for children but rather are narrative expositions of a way of experiencing the world; he says they have “formed my consciousness.” To wit, Salinas, often imbued with the spirit of Fidencio, is an accomplished exorcist. Salinas the curandero, by dealing with spirits—including that of the Niño—has acquainted himself with spirit channelers outside the typical fidencista community. He describes an exorcism in which a trance medium friend channels an “Indian healing spirit” to assist. Soon, the patient herself, at first possessed with an evil spirit, is possessed at last with a good spirit. “This case taught us an important lesson,” writes Salinas. The lesson is that it is not economic or cultural difference but spirit that ultimately unites people in faith. “[B]eing poor doesn’t bring one closer to God, being rich doesn’t bring one closer to God, it is being spiritual that brings one closer to God.”39 Elsewhere, this “spiritual” emphasis provides Salinas with an openness to “new age therapy.” He looks upon his own work as consonant with a metaphysical conception of sickness, health, and reality itself.40

Mexican Espiritualismo

Niño Fidencio dominates the spirit-channeling scene, but fidencismo is not the only descendant of Allan Kardec’s spiritism in Mexico and the United States. The other sizable group that developed in Mexico—and has moved north—is espiritualismo. Similar to Kardecist espiritistas like Fidencio’s patron Von Wernich, Mexican espiritualistas communicate messages from spirits and emphasize healing but also tend toward a hierarchical relationship with their prophetic leaders and are not as clearly supportive of the common Kardecist doctrine of reincarnation.41 At their foundation, however, both groups should be understood as modes of curanderismo, since their motivating purpose is to alleviate the sick through traditional and spiritual rituals of care. For, as with the sick and suffering who find their ways to fidencista missions, most espiritualistas first associate with this community to get healed. The anthropologist Silvia Ortiz Echániz even implies that espiritualismo is a highly ordered and ritualized form of curanderismo. “Within the dynamics of the development of this religious doctrine, a syncretic healing practice was shaped and a worship service, in which curanderismo is carried out, was organized and structured.”42

Espiritualistas are in several ways like the followers of the Niño. They learn the language and contours of their healing practice through apprenticeship. They often provide healing and relief in situations of economic and social marginalization. Their core symbols and figures are consonant with Mexican popular Catholicism. In the following, I suggest that the differences between fidencismo and Mexican espiritualismo have more to do with style than with substance. Where the fidencistas are flamboyant, loud, and theatrical, the espiritualistas are doctrinal, tidy, and (comparably) quiet. This style allows espiritualistas to eke out a kind of tranquil coping within the anomie of sickness. At the substantive heart of both of these communities is comfort and healing, achieved in a community that includes at least one voice from the spirits.

Espiritualista temples tend to be hierarchical. At the top of the leadership cadre is the guía (guide), the head medium responsible for the various services held at the temple and for organizing those under his or her service. These materias are likewise regimented depending on experience and role in the organization. At a temple in East Los Angeles, the guía supervises the work of approximately fifty materias, some quite advanced, others in a period of training and growth. The materias participate in the cátedras, services in which the spirits teach the people through the mediums, and they also have heavy responsibilities at the curaciones, healing services that take place three evenings a week. Various other attendants and junior mediums are needed to organize the flow of people to and from the area of the temple where the senior materias greet patients individually.43

Even with these large numbers of leaders in the espiritualista temple, most participants in the healing services are “lay” members who come to the temple habitually (or occasionally) for healing and guidance but are not part of the hierarchy. The healing interaction between the supplicant and the materia follows a similar pattern as in the fidencista movement. After the patient is guided to the healer, the first phase of the treatment begins. In this step, the materia runs her hands up and down the patient’s body, massaging it while reciting a blessing. The fidencistas call this a despojo (dispossession), while the espiritualistas refer to it as a desalojo (dislodgment). In both cases, less doctrinally adept patients tend to refer to the procedure by the more common and traditional term used in curanderismo—a limpia (cleansing). The second step involves communication with the spirits. After the supplicant explains his or her complaint to the medium, the latter loses touch with her surroundings and receives direction from the spirits. When she comes to, the materia—with spiritual help—has ostensibly transferred the illness from the patient to herself. The third phase is the prescription. The anthropologist Kaja Finkler notes that these prescriptions can vary considerably given the nature of the spirit that intervened in the cure. “For example, an Aztec spirit protector tends to use herbal remedies whereas spirit protectors of more recent origin prescribe patent medicines and sometimes even antibiotics in addition to herbal medicines.” The final step is a blessing from the materia and a word of thanks from the patient. The patient is then free to go and generally leaves a monetary offering on the way out.44

If this is the general procedure for the healing of members of the general public in espiritualista temples, another level of healing and community formation occurs among the hierarchy of healer and channeler “regulars.” These constant participants in the ritual life and organization of the temples, like the people they treat, arrived first in the community because of their own suffering. Only after episodic healing, recurring visits to the temple, and a period of apprenticeship do these individuals gain the skills to channel spirits effectively and heal newcomers. The nature of their own healing is somewhat different from the healing they confer. Finkler suggests that the channelers in a temple, unlike their patients, do not experience a complete cure, or even some kind of metaphorical break with past illness. Her studies of regular participants at espiritualista centers in Mexico revealed that their “sick role is not actually terminated with the individual brought back to his premorbid role, but rather the patient emerges in a new role as health provider,” becoming either spirit channelers themselves or some other temple functionary. In this situation, a total cure is less preferable than some alleviation accompanied by the far more important positive creation of a new community of care. Joining the regular staff of the temple creates for the regular “a new set of relational networks which lead to new friendships, new responsibilities, and new ritual kinship ties.” Those support structures and relationships create a new and healthier dependency, a dependency that ultimately supports ongoing nurture within a reliable community.45

In addition to these important developments in one’s personal circle of care, the experience itself of channeling the spirits has a personal therapeutic function. To be sure, the patient enjoys the benefits of personal attention and touch as well as advice from the spirit protectors, but the channeler arguably gets even more from the exchange. She regularly experiences the reputedly pleasurable feelings associated with possession trance. “Such a possession state is experienced with an intense emotion, and all around the person a space of profound transcendence is created,” writes Ortiz Echániz. “It can be described as a feeling of fullness and internal joy because of the close communion with the sacred. During this process, the possessed person loses all notion of time, and such is his state of concentration, or ‘absorption,’ and happiness, that a certain resistance is put up to leaving the trance and coming back to daily life.” This reluctance to leave the trance often requires that apprentice initiates be coaxed out of the state by their more experienced guides.46 With the double benefits, then, of ineffable—even mystical—pleasure and an enhanced social network, it is not difficult to understand why espiritualismo has persisted in Mexico and crossed the border into the United States.

There is little doubt that the therapeutic elements of trance possession combined with the formation of caring communities have contributed mightily to the success and proliferation of both fidencismo and other forms of espiritualismo. Nonetheless, a great deal of the popular appeal of these religious movements continues to be their link to one of the main features of curanderismo, namely, the limpia. As discussed in the previous chapter, a limpia is, at its core, a cleansing. The curandera uses an egg, a bundle of herbs, or her hands to sweep away illness and negative forces from the body. Often accompanied with prayer and comforting words, limpias ensure that physical touch and personal attention are central to curanderismo. Both curanderos who channel spirits and espiritualistas who practice folk healing feature limpias prominently in their rituals and procedures. This fact not only moors Mexican and Mexican American trance possession to the older traditions of curanderismo, it also means that infrequent visitors to a fidencista or espiritualista center can interact with the possessed healers as a variety of limpia-giving curandero without having to personally enter into the complexities and structures of the trance possession communities.

For example, in the thousands of interactions between espiritualista mediums and their patients that she witnessed, Kaja Finkler observed that there was often little or no understanding on the part of the patient of the spirit communication or ritual procedure that the medium was carrying out. Despite this, patients found the interaction helpful and curative precisely because of the personal touch and similarity to a traditional limpia. Finkler states that the tactile portion of the treatment “is regarded by patients as a major beneficial component of the treatments provided by Spiritualists.” She also notes that the most popular materias at the espiritualista temple are not those who spend the most time with patients or prescribe the best medicines but rather those who concentrate their efforts on “cleaning and massaging” the patient. Likewise is true for healers who channel the Niño. The central feature of the materia Alberto Salinas’s sessions with patients is a limpia with an egg, herbs, or a branch from the pirul (pepper tree) central to Fidencio’s life narrative. In all cases, it is physical touch and the cleansing properties of the limpia that are emphasized.47 To be sure, spirit channeling is an innovation in the world of Mexican and Mexican American religious healing, but just as sure is that it incorporates long-standing—and deeply comforting—elements from curanderismo.48

New Channels for Fidencismo?

Like other varieties of curanderismo that exist north of the U.S.-Mexico boundary, fidencismo and Mexican espiritualismo have found new conversation partners among the various New Age and metaphysical religious groups in the United States. This new step in curanderismo’s history and hybrid life will be taken up in greater detail in the next chapter, but it is fitting to discuss here specific instances where the spirit channeling of fidencismo and espiritualismo are resonating north of the border.

The starting point for these kinds of exchanges is the fact that spiritualism, spirit channeling, and other related metaphysical religious practices boast long histories in the United States. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the Fox sisters of Hydesville, New York, had caught the interest of thousands. Soon, many East Coast salons were hosting public séances, and the Foxes and other spirit mediums were spreading spiritualism to wide audiences, where it resonated and multiplied in various ways. Catherine Albanese argues that the cultural impact of these events can hardly be overestimated. In a few short years, “Spiritualism belonged to American vernacular culture, and with its blend of . . . Swedenborgianism, mesmeric explanation, universalism, Transcendentalist themes of nature and intuition, and the rest of the metaphysical synthesis then available, it was here to stay.” Since that time, spiritualists and those in related movements would enjoy differing levels of prominence, but they would never lack for those who were ready to accept that spirits can communicate through the living.49

The New Age movement recaptured the interest in spirit channeling in the second half of the twentieth century. Celebrities like Shirley MacLaine helped popularize the idea that spirits can speak from beyond death. Another famous channeler was J. Z. Knight, who claimed to be the physical mouthpiece of Ramtha, an eons-old being who belongs to a cadre of spirits who watch over human beings. Instead of remaining on the fringe of contemporary U.S. life, these sorts of stories of spirit channeling are common on the New Age bookshelves in any large bookstore; even if they are not fully believed by all North Americans, these stories are in no way unfamiliar.50 That spirits, ghosts, and dead relatives are available to speak to the living is the central conviction of New Age channelers. Moreover, the dead sages of non-Western peoples are attractive and are often understood to be the ones most likely to hold the keys of healing for North American Anglo society. This environment of acceptance, curiosity, and familiarity may prove to be fertile territory for fidencismo.

As yet, there is little evidence that large numbers of non-Latino North Americans are flocking to the Niño. However, there are signs that some New Agers and other metaphysically oriented Anglos are finding their way to the Mexican folk saint. Like Teresa Urrea and Don Pedrito before him, the folk saint Fidencio has the power to appeal across ethnic and cultural boundaries. A fidencista materia has taught yoga classes to upper-class Texan women near the border. The women explain that the relaxation inherent in yoga augments their interaction with the spirit channeler. Alberto Salinas, the prominent materia profiled above, likewise reports that Anglo young people from San Antonio come to him frequently for help with their romantic pursuits. While some of these seekers may be looking for any help they can get, Salinas understands their requests as part of a larger reconfiguration of religious life in Mexico and the United States. The New Age and metaphysical markets that line the streets during festivals in Espinazo and the growing interest in spirit channeling and shamanism are just two examples of how fidencismo is entering and expanding the metaphysical subculture without respect to national and ethnic borders.51 This ever-growing relationship between North American metaphysical religionists and Mexican American curanderismo is the subject of the next chapter.
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Mexican American Healing and the American Spiritual Marketplace

Sedona, Arizona, is known as the “New Age capital” of the United States. Since the late 1950s, this small town has attracted people who find “energy” in the stunning geological formations—the Red Rocks—that characterize this unique place.1 Shops sell crystals, candles, CDs of Native American flute music, and other spiritual paraphernalia. Both locals and visitors can take advantage of hundreds of workshops and other gatherings to deepen their understanding on diverse New Age topics including Eastern religions, Native American spirituality, and a multitude of alternative healing therapies. In her 1997 history of the New Age movement in Sedona, the resident and participant Toraya Ayres describes the scope of this movement in the town and surrounding area:

 

At least 176 New Age oriented businesses are located in Sedona and Oak Creek, over 200 if other nearby communities are included: Jerome, Cottonwood and Prescott. The local breakdown includes 16 audiovideo companies, 21 publishers, 5 publications, 14 retailers, 39 sidelines (manufacturers of product) and more. These figures do not include any of the numerous holistic health practitioners, psychic readers, channels, sacred Earth tour guides or other individuals engaged in New Age service activities.2

Curanderismo has taken a place in this vast marketplace. Among the shops and events, bona fide New Agers as well as the merely curious can buy copal incense and saint candles, listen to curanderos explain their craft, and receive limpias (cleansings).

For example, in 2001 the Sedona-based online New Age magazine (and store) The Spirit of Ma’at interviewed a man named Tlakaelel. Tlakaelel claims to be a curandero and shaman of “Toltec Chichimeka” lineage, an indigenous community in Mexico that, he reports, traces its origins to the destruction of Atlantis over twelve thousand years ago. The readers of the magazine learned from the interview that the earth will be healed of its various maladies as a result of the sharing of ancient Mexican wisdom with people all over the planet.3 In 2008 Tlakaelel appeared personally in Sedona as a guest of the Ringing Rocks Foundation, an organization that identifies itself as a “Global Wisdom Conservancy.” At that time, Tlakaelel was billed as a “Mexican curandero” who “has been traveling the world sharing ceremonies and speaking about the common origin and basic unity of all peoples of the four colors, reminding us that we are truly cosmic citizens sharing this small planet earth.”4

This chapter and the next examine how Mexican American folk healing continues to touch patients beyond the Mexican American ethnic community. To be sure, especially in large urban areas with high concentrations of Mexican and Mexican American populations, curanderos still practice their craft among a Latino/a clientele. But more and more curanderos, following in the footsteps of Teresa Urrea and Pedrito Jaramillo, are reaching out to multiethnic clients; and as the example of Tlakaelel suggests, many of these healers have found a niche in the American metaphysical religious world. While most of these curanderos continue to operate in the American West, their products, printed materials, and online services are reaching much larger audiences. Of course, not all of these curanderos claim descent from the lost island of Atlantis like Tlakaelel, or even talk about “cosmic” oneness; there are those whose rhetoric and practices seem most similar to those of earlier healers like Jaramillo or the barrio healers studied in the 1960s and 1970s. But today many of these more “traditional” curanderos extend their practice to Anglo clients who almost always participate in alternative healing and have been impacted by the American metaphysical religious tradition and New Age spirituality. And, as discussed below, these growing multiethnic interactions frequently pivot on perceived authenticity. To augment this valuable authenticity, healers and patients alike have rekindled an interest in the indigenous origins of curanderismo.

To understand contemporary curanderismo’s interface with New Age and alternative healing communities, this chapter traces the continued development of American metaphysical religion into the twentieth century. The purpose of this historical exploration is again to shed light on the religious and cultural predispositions of many Anglo Americans, especially regarding emotional and physical healing. Then, an extended examination of one of the most prominent contemporary curanderos, Elena Avila, reveals that curanderismo continues to undergo hybridization. Avila’s way of practicing Mexican American religious healing overlaps in many ways with broad metaphysical assumptions among white spiritual seekers. Her work as a curandera illumines the convergent language, objectives, and populations that are bringing together Mexican American folk healers and Anglo American metaphysical “spiritual consumers” more than ever before. However, Avila’s story also provides an entrée into the complexities surrounding religious and cultural exchanges that occur across boundaries created by the violence and subjugation of colonial contact. Questions of indigeneity, authenticity, and the commodification of insider knowledge ensure that the transcultural practice of curanderismo in the United States is often accompanied by power negotiations and redefinitions. We begin the discussion by turning once again to the metaphysical religious contexts in which these new exchanges are taking place.

The Twentieth Century, Today, and the New Age

The various currents of metaphysical religion of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (covered in chapter 2) have continued to evolve and flourish to this present moment. Catherine Albanese has argued that, in effect, spiritualism, New Thought, and their descendents have become more and more entrenched and overt in American cultural and religious life:

 

The overriding news of the twentieth century and after was that metaphysical light escaped from its own black box. Even as nineteenth-century spiritualists had created a mass movement in vernacular culture, twentieth-century and later metaphysicians would do the same, creating an exoteric spirituality and dissolving it so thoroughly into society at large that it became, in some versions, simply part of America as usual.5

This promulgation of harmonial ideas and movements can be witnessed in the mainstreaming of chiropractic and osteopathy, the spread of New Thought denominations, and the American near-truism that positive thinking will yield positive results. Other characteristics of the metaphysical in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries that trace their roots to earlier times include the ongoing interest in spirit channeling, a deep and complicated fascination with Eastern religions and their “spiritualities,” the advent and spread of European nature religions like Wicca and neopaganism, and the multifaceted constellation of practices and beliefs that are referred to as New Age. While it is certainly outside the reach of this book to trace the entire evolution and spread of metaphysical religion in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, this section does highlight aspects of these phenomena that occurred in the American West and the border region as well as those that most have to do with contact between Anglos and Mexican Americans. Also under consideration here are the growing relationships between metaphysical knowledge, the exotic “Other,” and consumer culture.

It was already common in the mid- to late nineteenth century for white spiritualist mediums to channel the souls of dead American Indians. These Indian voices from beyond the grave comforted whites with a story devoid of any mention of the tragic conquest of Native American lands and peoples. From “the happy hunting ground,” Indian spirits regaled their white audiences (via white mediums) with high ideals, a savage wisdom made civilized in death, magical healing powers, and visions of an ecological paradise.6 Spiritualism offered the perfect combination of inputs to provide Native American messages that were sanitized and overtly Christian and yet romantic, “natural,” and exotic. In this way, the metaphysical tendency to seek correspondences between diverse realms, energy levels, and experiences opened up avenues for a connection to the American continent itself—embodied in the American Indian—as a source of power and special insight.

The twentieth-century American West became a repository for the mythos of the wild and free Indian. Seekers, artists, and other “free thinkers” were attracted to the comparably large populations of Native Americans and to the well-established yet esoteric ceremonies and rituals of the dancers and “medicine men” of the western tribal nations. In a kind of borderlands orientalism, both Indians and Mexican Americans came to emblemize a simple, spiritual, and ancient past onto which Anglo settlers could project their own future. The historian Tisa Wenger has analyzed the ways modernist intellectuals and artists along with government reformers overlaid their expectations and predispositions onto the lives of Pueblo Indians in New Mexico. Many of these artists depicted Pueblos in their oeuvre as “a timeless part of nature, romantic figures full of the nobility and spirituality lost to ‘modern’ civilization.” The large numbers of Mexican Americans were likewise interpreted as “‘salt-of-the-earth’ laborers and simple folk artists who practiced a picturesque and semi-primitive Catholicism.”7

In this regard, the Anglos who romanticized Indian and Mexican American simplicity and essentialized their religious practices as fundamental, unadulterated wisdom were congruent with the even larger metaphysical fascination with Eastern religions. The Asian traditions of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Daoism, like the religions of Native Americans, were treated epistemologically in a similar way: white, inquisitive, “open-minded” individuals chose the aspects of these traditions that were most suitable and palatable for them and for their personal inquiries and spiritual development. Often oblivious to the histories and hybrid complexities of the traditions they studied and admired, these theosophists, orientalists, and borderlands dabblers projected their own images of the noble savage, the selfless mystic, the prophetic and insightful guru, or the organic medicine man onto their nonwhite interlocutors. Wenger, speaking specifically about New Age uses of Indian ceremonies, points out that these appropriations have been “based in dominant concepts of religion as a matter of individual conscience, as a separate sphere of life that is largely disconnected from community or land, and as a commodity that can be easily chosen and changed.” Of course, these criticisms are pointed most frequently against New Age uses of Indian ceremonies. Nevertheless, Mexican American folk healing has also been a site of appropriation and commodification.8

Indeed, the buying and selling of therapies, consultations, and experience itself has become one of the hallmarks of the New Age. The sociologist of religion Wade Clark Roof has found that an “expanded spiritual marketplace” has typified the religious character of post–World War II America. One of the largest groups that Roof identifies within this new spiritual marketplace is what he calls “metaphysical believers and spiritual seekers.” Roof does not trace a historical trajectory from colonial occultists to nineteenth-century spiritualists and mesmerists to twentieth-century New Age participants, but he does acknowledge that contemporary metaphysical seekers sometimes link themselves to New Thought and earlier metaphysical movements. However, the act of picking and choosing from a wide array of spiritual options is more likely to define this group today then a clear connection to an even loosely institutionalized metaphysical organization or historical identity. In this marketplace, New Agers and other seekers are free to “create for themselves combinatory or pastiche spiritual identities.”9 The cultural studies scholar Guy Redden has gone so far as to suggest that the most adequate interpretive framework for understanding the New Age movement is that of “market.” He notes that, though New Ageism is characterized by individualism and personal choice within a wide range of sometimes disparate rituals, practices, and beliefs, there remains a “lingua franca” in the “intermediary spaces” of New Age marketplaces such as commercial bookstores, magazines, and other shops. In a religious movement that has largely eschewed traditional institutional structures, what is “in” and what is “out” is largely decided by what will sell in these New Age fairs and markets.10

Naturally, some of the offerings in this spiritual marketplace are more likely than others to intersect with Mexican American folk and religious healing traditions. One of these is a growing interest in a collection of practices popularly referred to as “neo-shamanism,” a movement that is covered in detail in chapter 6. Another point of intersection is the psychological and therapeutic aspects of curanderismo; emphases on personal growth and mind/body connectedness espoused by contemporary curanderos resonate with the self-help and individual development elements of American metaphysical religion.

Indeed, alternative psychological methods have been popular among several influential elements of the American New Age scene. In the American West, these experiments with psychology perhaps reached their zenith at the Esalen Institute in Big Sur, California. It was at the retreat and education center of Esalen that thinkers such as Abraham Maslow, Carl Rogers, and Aldous Huxley promoted the human potential movement, a sustained engagement with Eastern religious philosophy, and the pursuit of esoteric knowledge. Esalen continues to contribute especially in the area of alternative healing and medicine, and has been called a “prototype of integrative medicine” and “a Mayo Clinic for the New Age.” Drawing on the teachings of Vedanta and Buddhist mindfulness, participants at Esalen have pursued one of the hallmarks of all American metaphysical traditions: the recognition that physical and psychological wellness is tied to spiritual health. In part thanks to Esalen, many in the United States today would agree with the New Age scholar and practitioner Don Hanlon Johnson that

 

experiential and methodological journeys into breathing, sensing, moving, touching, cellular pulsation, and countless other interstices of bodily experience reveal not just emotional stories and releases from traumatic scars but also the depths of what people in various traditions have called the corridors of the spirit: spaciousness, cosmic connection, compassion, and the acceptance of what is.11

My examination of American metaphysical religion here and in chapter 2 in no way pretends to be exhaustive; instead, I have intended to highlight the historically continuous cultural predisposition, especially among European Americans, to seek out knowledge and techniques of well-being that exist outside the confines of scientific verifiability. In the colonial era, the “signs and wonders” of premodern Europe persisted, guiding both clergy and laity alike in their negotiations with natural and supernatural forces. In the nineteenth century, so known for Christian evangelical fervor, Transcendentalists, mesmerists, spiritualists, followers of New Thought, and theosophical seekers were also weaving into the spiritual fabric of the growing nation their desire to find God even in science, reason, and the inscrutable mind. In this same century, the territory of the United States radically expanded, pushing the border deep into the remarkable landscapes of what had been northern Mexico. Included in the Anglo settlers to the new American West were what I have called “borderlands orientalists” who were already keyed to find ancient wisdom and harmonial convergence in the exotic Indians and mestizos they encountered. As these metaphysical currents found new expressions in the twentieth century, the metaphysical New Age marketplace flourished with great vigor in the desert Southwest as well as in the fertile valleys and urban centers of California. Neo-shamans, dream workers, and other New Agers have thrived in the West, where they have sought out alternative spiritualities, ancient and gnostic Indian wisdom, and healing. The growing fascination with (and market in) Mexican American religious and folk healing has opened new vistas for many curanderos, especially those who are willing to share their knowledge with a clientele formed by the predispositions of the American metaphysical tradition.

“Aztec Secrets” and Contemporary Curanderismo

Elena Avila (1944–2011) was a curandera who practiced in Albuquerque, New Mexico, for many years. In 1999 Avila published Woman Who Glows in the Dark: A Curandera Reveals Traditional Aztec Secrets of Physical and Spiritual Health, a book that combines Avila’s particular understanding of curanderismo, including its sources and how it is best practiced, with an autobiographical account of her evolution as a healer and teacher. Like many Mexican Americans, Avila first encountered the practices and cultural assumptions of curanderismo growing up near the border in El Paso, Texas. Her mother and other women in her family knew the traditional remedies and treatments for basic ailments. And, Avila recalls, they also had a broad sense of “hot” and “cold” foods, which could impact certain physical and emotional conditions (following the Hippocratic-Galenic humoral tradition of colonial Spain). Likewise, the power of various saints, especially the Virgin of Guadalupe, and the use of candles and other items on home altars (altarcitos) to pray for healing were a part of Avila’s home life and personal formation. However, when she realized she had a vocation for medicine, instead of apprenticing to a traditional healer, Avila followed the path of many other Mexican Americans of her generation: she went to college and entered the world of Western biomedicine as a registered nurse.

Her career flourished and eventually led her into psychiatric nursing and leadership positions, including an important time in a rape crisis center. She explains that during her training to be a nurse, transcultural medicine had begun to enter the medical scene. Since she was one of the only Mexican American nurses at her level, she was often called on to research and present information to her fellow nursing students about curanderismo as an ethnically based health care tradition. This research brought back memories of her childhood and convinced Avila that curanderismo had much to offer modern medical care, which she found to be fragmented and often incorrect in its diagnoses, especially of psychological issues. At this time, she started to make journeys into Mexico to deepen her understanding of curanderismo; these study trips soon turned into a full-fledged training to be a curandera. Her personal development included apprenticeships with two men, both of whom self-identified as “Aztecs.”

The first, “maestro” Andrés Segura, was the leader of a troop of Aztec danzantes (dancers), and also what Avila calls a curandero total, that is, a curandero who has mastered a wide variety of methods including herbal remedies, massage therapy, counseling, and teaching.12 Avila describes Segura for her American readers as “one of the keepers of indigenous wisdom who had been asked to make periodic visits to the United States as a teacher and emissary. These elders came from a tradition of guardians who for centuries had maintained the Mexihka (Aztec) traditions.”13 It was Segura who first taught Avila that rape victims needed to be treated for susto (literally, fright), which Avila translates as “soul loss.” In this view, a trauma such as rape forces part or all of one’s soul to leave her body; curanderas, through a variety of methods, can call the lost piece of soul back into the body, thus restoring a point of balance and wholeness conducive to recovery.

Her second teacher in Mexico was Miktlan Ehekateotl Kuauhtlinxan, a frequent speaker and instructor on the traditional medicine and New Age circuits, both in the United States and around Latin America. Ehekateotl, according to Avila, is similar to Andrés Segura and Tlakaelel in that he is a chosen “carrier of the word” and guardian of ancient Aztec traditions and spirituality. A personal statement from Ehekateotl’s Facebook page on the Internet explains (in English) that he is a “Complete Traditional Healer and Carrier of the Word of the Continuous Tradition Tetzkatlipoka Designated from 1989, for the Supreme Council and the High Council from the Continuous Tradition Tetzkatlipoka.”14 Photos on the site show a middle-aged, slightly overweight man with metal-rimmed glasses. He has mestizo features, long gray hair, a Van Dyke–style beard, and a penchant for necklaces. It is clear that Ehekateotl understands that his own identity as a curandero total, including his legitimacy as such, is based in his “Aztec” heritage. His MySpace page further elaborates on his credentials:

 

I am part of an unbroken lineage of healers dating back several millenia [sic] and the current carrier of the word of the Tetzkatlipoka (black, smokey mirror) Tradition. I am a practitioner and teacher of the ancient and sacred Aztec healing system of Wewepahtli or “The Greatest Medicine”.

For over 468 years my people have been in hiding. Our tradition has been passed down from generation to generation. I am the last. Now the time for hiding is over.15

The North American reader of Avila’s book, by this account then, does indeed have access to “Aztec secrets” via the hidden knowledge carried by Ehekateotl. In this way, Avila and her Mexican teachers are playing to New Age fascination with gnostic revelations of “pure” native traditions.

One of the emphases of Avila’s depiction of curanderismo is that it treats the whole person while Western biomedicine does not. Ehekateotl’s teaching on Wewepahtli (the Greatest Medicine) forms the core of Avila’s holistic understanding of wellness and, at the same time, ensures that the religious or spiritual aspects of curanderismo come from the metaphysical font of a mythical Aztec past. Using many Nahuatl words, Avila reveals that the Aztecs’ life goal was “to live in harmony with this universe, of which they are a part. They believe that the universe is made up of an immense net of energy channels that meet and combine at different points.” Wewepahtli brings together in equilibrium four aspects of healing into a powerful whole. The first of these aspects is choosing to live with healthy habits and taking responsibility for oneself. The second emphasizes the use of herbs and other natural substances as medicine. The third focuses on massage, and the fourth focuses on the use of specific tools such as eagle feathers, eggs, and sweat lodges. Avila posits that these Aztec healing techniques always buttressed Mexican American curanderismo even if the words and specific formulations were lost. Part of her project as a modern-day curandera, she asserts, is to honor her immediate ancestors by sifting “through the bones” of her more distant indigenous kin. For Avila and other contemporary curanderas, this act of memory and restoration itself is key to the holistic healthway of contemporary, multiethnic curanderismo: the story that forms one’s identity is often the ultimate key to wellness.16

To be sure, although Avila emphasizes the indigenous roots of curanderismo, she does acknowledge that the Spanish contributed much of its humoral tradition and also suggests that they were the source of the popular Mexican and Mexican American notion of brujería (witchcraft) and the damaging power of curses. For the Spaniards, Avila says, “In general, illness was considered an effect of a possession by evil spirits, resulting from not following God’s laws.” Avila herself, however, rejects the reality of hexes, witches, or any of this “magic,” though she does allow that people can suffer and even die from thinking that they are cursed. Her role, in these situations, is to get her clients to take personal responsibility for their illness and “to call upon divine guidance, saints that are meaningful to them, and the protective spirits of their ancestors.”17 In this way, she relegates notions of divine retribution and malignant curses to the sidelines of curanderismo, despite the fact that both of these causes of illness have traditionally been important parts of curanderos’ diagnostics. Again, Avila’s audience in the United States is more likely to find themes of personal responsibility and a positive spiritual message more palatable than the vagaries of “black magic” or the heavy hand of the Christian God’s justice.

Once she thus situates her particular form of curanderismo as the continuation of Aztec traditions that have been influenced (often for the worse) by Spanish folk Catholicism, Avila turns the discussion in her book to the format of her treatments. Using many examples from her clientele, she portrays in detail both the basic pattern for a session and the theatrical rituals she fashions that are uniquely suited for an individual patient. In her converted garage in suburban Albuquerque, she set up a treatment room that holds her altar, incense, candles, dolls, and other items that she uses in her work. In brief, her method described in her book is to spend one or more sessions with a patient talking through his or her problems and health complaint, a procedure Avila calls a plática. While a patient can suffer from a variety of ailments, Avila’s own emphasis on two particular maladies suggests that many of her patients are afflicted with these problems. They are susto (soul loss) and envídia (envy). Once one of these (or other illness) is diagnosed, Avila carries out her treatment, which generally includes a limpia (cleansing) and, frequently, a “soul retrieval.” The following examination of the assumptions and types of healing that Avila and other modern-day curanderas employ in their practices shows that, in several cases, the hybrid tradition of curanderismo continues to change and grow, often in response to the current American metaphysical audience.

Susto, Soul Retrieval, and Restoration of Wholeness

Avila’s treatments begin with and rely on pláticas (chats). In many respects, a plática is difficult to differentiate from talk therapy, or even from a focused conversation on the patient’s feelings and situation. Nonetheless, Avila is quick to maintain that a plática is not psychotherapy. Indeed, her concerted use of the Spanish word allows her to construct a new category of therapy that far exceeds the simple English translation of the original word (a plática being nothing more in common Spanish usage than an informal conversation). Plática can thus operate for monolingual English-speaking clients as an exotic phenomenon that could not be linguistically conceived within the more mundane confines of English; in this, her use of certain Spanish or Nahuatl terms installs these commonplace words of curanderismo alongside other non-Western medical terms used in alternative medicine such as “chakra” or “chi.” Like these Asian concepts, a plática—as Avila defines it—also relies on the emission and reception of energy forces. So in addition to being the principal diagnostic tool, the plática also allows the curandera to put herself in touch with the client on a spiritual level.

 

The most important ingredient in the plática is the trust. There is an exchange that happens between my heart and the heart of my clients. As I listen to their stories, I soon find myself in an altered state. I always dress in my indigenous clothing to differentiate myself from the modern counselor or doctor in the white lab coat. The peaceful energy of my treatment room, the burning candles, the smell of the incense, and the images of the gods and goddesses on my altar all make it easier for people to know that they are in a sacred space where it is safe to desahogar, to get everything out of their heart.18

When Avila feels that the patient has sufficiently given voice to his or her problems and connected to Avila on a “heart” level, then she is ready to begin to treat the situation.

Avila often diagnoses susto, or “soul loss,” in her patients. Unlike the plática, which seems to be a term pioneered by Avila, susto is well attested in both scholarly studies and personal testimonies of curanderismo. At its most basic, susto results from an unexpected fright and causes the patient to feel listless, depressed, and generally weak. Some of the earliest anthropological studies done in Mexican American communities in south Texas suggest that susto has long been a very common illness, and moreover, the loss of one’s soul has been one of the most typical ways of explaining the malady. For example, Arthur Rubel found in a study carried out among Mexican Americans in 1957 that small frights such as a dog’s bark or tripping and falling can cause one’s soul to wander outside the body. In addition to fright, Rubel significantly found that social “situations which engender a disquieting condition of anger or fear” could also result in soul loss and its associated symptoms.19 The anthropologist William Madsen in a separate study corroborated Rubel’s findings and likewise reported that Texan Mexican Americans considered that a fright indeed resulted in soul loss, a belief Madsen connected explicitly to “the folk cultures of Mexico.” Both Rubel and Madsen found that susto was easily cured, oftentimes within the family and only occasionally by a trained curandera.20

It is important to note that, while these ethnographies of south Texas do understand susto to result in soul loss, only sometimes do the treatments they describe include specific mention of restoring the soul to the body. In contrast to Avila’s treatments for susto, which are discussed below, none of these earlier accounts refers to shamanic trance states, vision quests, or any sort of personification of the lost soul. Far more typical is the administration of a limpia, the act of sweeping over the body eggs or branches of herbs to “cleanse” one of illness, and the use of herbal teas, especially an infusion of basil. In these cases, the soul returns naturally to the body as a result of ritual, God’s will, and—occasionally—a simple invitation to the soul to reinhabit the body. For example, one of Madsen’s informants, the curandera Doña Juanita, explained how she handled especially difficult cases of susto:

 

First, I diagnose the case by cleaning the patient’s body with an egg. When I crack the shell and drop the raw egg into a glass of water, I can tell whether the affliction is fright or another illness. Some of the disease enters the egg and you can see it is fright by the way the egg white curls in the water. . . . My treatment lasts nine days. You must understand that it is not I, but God, who really cures. I pray constantly and so does my patient. Throughout the treatment, I give the patient purifying and strengthening teas. I sweep his body daily with an herb bundle containing albahaca (sweet basil), poleo (pennyroyal), and romero (rosemary). The most important part of the cure consists of drawing an outline of the body in the dirt three times a day. The patient lies on a dirt floor while I use a knife to cut an outline of his body in the ground. When he rises, I take dirt from the lines cut in the ground and mix it with water for him to drink. This I do three times a day for nine days. During each treatment, I say nine Lord’s Prayers and nine Hail Marys. On the final day of the cure, the last thing I do is recite the Twelve Truths of the World forward and backward. Then, if it is God’s will, the patient is well.21

Doña Juanita’s cure depends on precise ritual acts, prayer and recitations of Catholic intercessions, and the passage of time.

Eliseo “Cheo” Torres, like Elena Avila, is a modern-day populizer of curanderismo; his childhood recollections of being treated for susto near Corpus Christi, Texas, echo Doña Juanita’s cure. After he contracted susto when a dog bit him in the head, Torres’s mother gave him a limpia with sage while reciting the Apostle’s Creed and the Lord’s Prayer. After this, she whispered repeatedly into the boy’s ear, “Will the spirit of Cheo return to this body.” Torres reports that this soothing treatment allowed him to rest peacefully and recover quickly from the physical wounds of the bite as well as the terror he had experienced.22

For Avila, the treatment of susto often involves much more than a limpia and a simple entreaty that the soul return to the patient’s body. First of all, Avila’s explicit understanding of the holistic makeup of the person includes several components. The “soul” is that part of our “energy being” that traumatic experiences can fracture and sometimes scatter. The soul is also the element of the person that includes his or her talents, personal nature, and identity and is ultimately that which defines who he or she is. The “spirit” is different from the “soul” and is better understood as an aura that protectively encases the body and soul. In order to restore the soul, the spirit’s health must be assessed and strengthened; a strong spirit is more resilient to trauma and heals more quickly after a bad experience. This is important for its role in protecting the soul. For Avila, then, susto is more than a simple fright. It is the illness that results from an injury of the soul. This injury can occur in one incident or as the result of a lifetime of small slights against the soul; in fact, Avila is particularly clear that childhood episodes often lead to deep-seated soul loss in the adults she treats.23

Avila’s apprenticeship with Aztec healers in Mexico, in addition to providing her with an authenticity that is attractive to her New Age clients, also suggests that some sectors of Mexican American curanderismo have continued to evolve since the studies carried out by Madsen, Rubel, and others earlier in the twentieth century. A number of curanderos in the United States have maintained, and even instigated, conversations with indigenous and alternative healers in Mexico and other parts of Latin America in such a way that North American curanderismo has taken on new features in the last few decades. Avila’s dream therapies and shamanic traveling are an example of this change and expansion in curanderismo’s traditional treatments for susto. But this latest hybridization in curanderismo, ironically, has both aided and challenged the rhetorics that surround this kind of healing. On the one hand, renewed contact with Mesoamerican native peoples has provided an injection of indigenous wisdom, which is a vital element in authenticating these types of treatments to a North American audience hungry for such fare. On the other hand, interest from the New Age community has the negative effect of seeming faddish and overtly consumerist. Avila deals with this dilemma by asserting that, though these newer therapies appeal to New Agers, they ultimately predate New Age interest. For instance, she says, “Although workshops on soul retrievals have become a big draw on the New Age circuit, reclaiming these lost parts of oneself has been an important part of my culture for thousands of years.”24 Of course, the implication of this statement is that Avila’s culture is indigenous rather than New Age, or even Mexican American.

How does Avila’s ostensibly millennia-old treatment for susto compare with that of curanderos from fifty years ago? After a series of pláticas with a client, Avila frequently enters a state she refers to as a “trance journey.” On this journey, she interacts with people and characters she meets in a dream world; these people often provide needed advice and insight for Avila’s patient. She also commonly encounters a childlike version of her patient in the dream world. This personage represents the lost portion of soul that needs to be coaxed back into the life and body of the waking patient. In other cases, Avila leads her client herself into trance journeys where the client can find her own lost soul and meet other important figures. For example, Avila puts a New Zealander patient named “Catherine” in a trance when they both agree that Catherine has suffered from multiple soul losses.

 

During Catherine’s first soul retrieval, she saw a lion who said he was one of her guides. She also saw an old crone, a mischievous fairy, and Aphrodite’s face. These beings took her to a grave that she felt was her husband’s. Facing toward the east, she placed flowers on it. Then she saw herself packing up her house and moving to another state where she was looking for a place to stay and a job.

Subsequent trance journeys allow Catherine to find various pieces of her lost soul, all represented by defenseless and wounded toddlers. Finally, Catherine, with Avila’s guidance, is able to restore her soul to wholeness, a process that leads to major changes in her life. She returns to New Zealand, becomes a Wiccan priestess, and embraces Maori and native Hawaiian healing practices.25

Perhaps needless to say, this kind of soul retrieval departs considerably from the earlier Mexican American practice of saying Our Fathers, drinking basil tea, and inviting the frightened soul to return to the body. However, there is substantial evidence that these kinds of shamanic dream states have long been part of the healing practices of Nahuatl-speaking people in central Mexico. The anthropologist Timothy J. Knab has done extensive participatory fieldwork in the sierras of the Mexican state of Puebla with indigenous people who use dream work to cure the sick. In what Knab refers to as “the modern Aztec underworld,” or talocan, dreaming individuals interact with powerful nonhuman inhabitants who live in a symbolic geography. Specialist practitioners among these modern Aztecs are trained to interpret the journeys that dreamers make in talocan. In a process not dissimilar to Avila’s repeated pláticas and trance states, these practitioners help their ill clients to interpret their inner conflicts. Knab describes the two-part process:

 

When a practitioner analyzes the dreams of others, the first act is to transform the telling of the dream into a journey to the underworld. Once the dream has been transformed, its true nature elucidated by the practitioners as a series of events on the earth and in the earth, it is open for interpretation. The first dialogue of interpretation is the transformation of the dream to a metalanguage: the metaphoric journey to the underworld. The second dialogue is the interpretation of the transformed dream by the curer, the client, the anthropologist, or the reader. Dreams are seen as having meanings hidden within them, as in the obscurity and mist of the underworld, which are brought to light through interpretation.

Knab ultimately concludes that “This system is not a mere remnant of the bygone glory of Aztec cosmovision. It is a functioning system based on fundamental principles of Mesoamerican cosmovision. The system that emerges from the dialogical process of dreaming and curing is an integral part of everyday life in the Sierra de Puebla today.”26

Knab’s account of a thriving Mexican Aztec healing tradition that relies heavily on dream interpretation allows for at least two observations regarding modern Mexican American curanderos. First, Mexican American curanderos like Avila, who intentionally apprentice themselves to indigenous Mexican teachers, may indeed be infusing a new component of Indian knowledge into traditional Mexican American curanderismo. This would help explain why Avila’s treatments for susto deviate significantly from earlier recorded curing methods. Second, these new combinations are opening up new audiences for curanderismo. Mexican American healing traditions have not saturated the alternative healing movement as much as other therapies such as acupuncture, ayurveda, or sweat lodges. But now, Avila and others are buttressing curanderismo’s position in the alternative healing movement with the reviving authenticity of indigenous knowledge. The renewed rhetorical emphasis on its Aztec origins does allow curanderismo to appeal to some of the same North American clients who seek out Indian “medicine men.” Drawing on the work of Philip Deloria, the medical anthropologist Linda Barnes argues that, since the 1960s, “first hippies and then adherents of the New Age translated political and social tensions endemic to the white middle class into the pursuit of alternative meanings in Native American and Asian traditions.” This co-opting fascination with exoticized Indians and Asians “provided symbols for the rejection of mainstream, middle-class, white society, allowing individuals to engage in variations on ‘playing Indian.’”27 Avila and other purveyors of “ancient Aztec secrets” have no doubt responded to this spiritual demand.

Besides relating her practice of Mexican American folk healing more and more to modern indigenous practices and cosmovisions, Avila also appeals to the millennialism of the New Age community. The phrase “new age” itself predates the New Age movement and refers to a long-standing American fascination with a future era of wholeness, healing, spiritual maturity, and—often—the coming of a promised Messiah. Wouter Hanegraaff, a leading scholar of the New Age movement, has argued that this American millenarianism had a tremendous impact on the development of various New Age groups but that by the late twentieth century, it was more common for most New Agers to understand a coming “Age of Aquarius” to be more of a “macrohistorical” interpretation than an immediate expectation. “The view that the New Age will emerge, carried by human commitment, as the result of a (super) natural evolutionary process—although probably steered during this critical transition by superhuman assistance—has remained” dominant in the broader New Age community.28 One mark of this new era in human history will be the sharing of spiritual wisdom from all over the globe. Specifically, many indigenous people from the Americas as well as Africa, according to Avila, are coming out of long centuries of hiding and have now “been instructed by their elders to teach their medicine in books, gatherings, ceremonies, and workshops.”29 Avila’s own mentor, Ehekateotl, explains that, like his father before him, he had maintained Aztec healing in secret until it was revealed to him that the time for concealment would come to an end in 1989. After that point, the secrets should be kept no longer but rather shared with a world that was finally ready to hear them. These revelations that a new day is dawning resonate profoundly with New Agers who believe that a special time has begun in which wellness and unity among diverse peoples will flourish.

Energy Healing and Chakras

Rhetorics of “energy bodies” are yet another example of how some modern curanderos are overlapping their healing modalities with other popular alternative therapies and spiritualities. At the beginning of the twentieth century, this combination was already under way when journalists “explained” Teresa Urrea’s healing touch as mesmerism. She herself understood that she could affect the health of her patients by manipulating an energy aura about them. Likewise, the “mental level” of curanderismo that Trotter and Chavira document in the 1970s and 1980s focused on the curandero’s ability to cure by imposing his thoughts on the negative energy surrounding his client in a type of healing reminiscent of New Thought and mind cure. In contemporary healing, alternative healers are more likely to treat the body’s energy centers referred to by traditional south Asian Indian medicine as “chakras.” Not surprisingly, many curanderos today explain their work with explicit use of this term. In fact, in some cases, curanderos use the concept of chakras to explain how Mexican American as well as Mayan and other Mesoamerican healing traditions work.

For example, a healer named Kalyn Raphael combines the traditional Mexican American use of eggs in cleansing the body’s energy with an overt focus on her clients’ chakras. It is not completely clear where Raphael learned how to relate limpias with the release and manipulation of energy around chakras, but like Avila, Raphael foregrounds the fact that she apprenticed with curanderas in Mexico as well as in the United States. She explains of her work:

 

An egg cleansing session, especially if it focuses on the chakras, can aid in bringing a degree of balance back to the chakras. . . . As such, repeated cleansing sessions can be very beneficial, as the degree to which we are able to open and balance the chakras improves over repeated sessions.

Later, Raphael provides information about each of the body’s chakras, their related colors, and what sort of symptoms may indicate an imbalance in one or the other of one’s chakras. For instance, if one is having trouble being creative, one’s “spleen chakra” is out of balance, while a poor self-image may be caused by a disturbance in the “third-eye chakra.”30

In fact, chakras, rather than some other conceptual system, are the basis of Raphael’s understanding of the body; the application of a traditional Mexican American healing practice (the use of an egg cleansing) is subsidiary. The “ritual” that Raphael has developed in concert with her Maya mentor provides a map of the body that guides the flow of her egg. This map is based in the locations of the chakras yet also draws heavily on aspects of traditional curanderismo:

 

I begin running the egg over each chakra, going from the crown down as I repeat my ritual prayer in which I ask that each chakra be opened, allowing the quality of this chakra to fully come into their lives. On this first pass, I only cleanse their front chakras. I then place enough copal on the charcoal to encircle them as I blow the smoke from the copal over their bodies, dissipating unwanted energies released [sic].

I ask them to roll over so that they are face-down. I go over the chakras again, crown first, and pray that the amount of energy coming through each chakra increase and balance to the appropriate amount of healing and living that chakra in their lives. Using the copal I encircle them a second time, clearing unwanted energies released by the back.

I bring my client face-up now for the full pass. Now I run the egg over the entire body starting at the head. This pass covers the entire front of the body, and takes much longer than the initial chakra pass. . . . The entire body needs to be and is cleansed.31

Raphael seamlessly weaves two convergent notions of energy into one cleansing ritual. The first is a particular interpretation of chakras that is prevalent in Western New Age and alternative healing communities. The second is the well-attested Mexican and Mexican American practice of using copal incense and eggs to cleanse the body of unwanted or imbalanced energy.

In spite of the fact that she goes to great lengths to root her practices in Aztec medicine (and to a lesser extent in Spanish and Catholic folk traditions), Elena Avila also makes use of the term “chakra” to explain the flow of energy around her clients’ bodies. Since Avila’s practice is so marked by pláticas and vocalization of past traumas or unresolved issues, she likewise focuses on the energy of the “throat chakra.” Several times in her book, she maintains that an open throat chakra allows a patient to speak freely about his or her emotions with honesty. In contrast to Raphael, who works directly on her patients’ chakras, Avila maintains a Spanish vocabulary for her work and combines traditional Mexican American maladies with blocked chakras. For example, during a plática, Avila tries to get a patient to desahogar, a word she translates as “undrowning.” When a patient talks openly about her problems, Avila interprets this as “a way of speaking freely that clears empacho and unblocks the throat chakra so that toxic emotions can be released.”32 Avila is primarily treating blockage; by using both the terms empacho and “throat chakra,” she ensures that her pláticas make sense and do work in a variety of rhetorical settings.

Other curanderos may not refer specifically to chakras but nonetheless envision their work primarily as the manipulation of energy. An example is the work of the Colorado-based curandera Debra Havermann. Havermann is the author of a book entitled Woo Woo Chronicles: Adventures of a Wild Curandera, a series of vignettes from her career as a curandera that includes accounts of spirit communication with the recently deceased, exorcisms, the removal of ghosts, predicting the future, and communicating on behalf of pets and livestock. Havermann’s healing sessions are similar to Elena Avila’s but with greater emphasis on energy and no explicit reference to traditional Mexican American modalities such as limpias.

 

I start by interviewing the client about their health problem, home life, work and family history. While they fill out the interview, I scan their aura to look for clues to help them. We go into the healing room where I have a massage table. They do not need to take any clothes off. I smudge the client with sage and copal then ask their guardians to come to help me with a smudge of sweetgrass. I pray to the Creator and ask for guidance. As the client reclines on the massage table, I move my hands over the body, sensing energy blockages and areas in need of healing.33

Besides identifying sickness-causing disturbances in her clients’ energy fields, Havermann often sees positive and negative energy around people. These energies tend to represent individuals who have interacted or will interact with her clients, such as deceased relatives, new lovers, or yet-to-be-born babies. While Havermann almost always treats these energy issues with herbal concoctions and smudging, she explicitly refers to her experiences as “psychic phenomena.”

For instance, she recounts an episode in which she travels to Albuquerque to visit a friend’s “family psychic” and to purchase a ceremonial Indian blanket to use in her own healing practice back in Colorado. After meeting with the psychic and proving her own mettle as a giver of “readings,” Havermann proceeds to Albuquerque’s “Indian Market” to buy the medicine blanket. She explains that, due to limited time and the size of the market, she “had to use my psychic locating devices. I used luminous fibers from my belly button much like a spider uses its web. I can detect the energy vibrations I am looking for through the return vibrations from the fibers.” In this way, she quickly finds the blanket that was meant for her.34 This kind of psychic adventure is perhaps an extreme example of curanderos’ accounts of their experiences, but it coheres with their basic predispositions about energy and what is possible. Again, Havermann’s self-identification with psychic readings, energy auras, and the like allows her to work as a curandera within a community that is also drawn to a wide variety of alternative healing traditions and spiritualities.

Curanderismo in the Marketplace: Services and Educational Opportunities

To be sure, not all curanderos in the United States are changing to meet the needs of a multiethnic, metaphysically oriented clientele, but some are certainly finding new markets, and even new recruits. The contemporary curanderas discussed above have amended Mexican American religious and folk healing traditions to adjust to the current religious, metaphysical, and alternative healing contexts in the United States. They have downplayed former emphases on the humors, elaborate herbal remedies, and prayers taken often verbatim from Roman Catholic liturgical and devotional life. They have highlighted the movement of the soul in and out of the body, the power of the curandera to both sense and manipulate energy in the patient, and inherent elements of talk therapy within curanderismo. In addition, they have focused as never before on the indigenous roots of their healing practice, sometimes even apprenticing themselves to self-avowed Aztec or Maya curanderos. The resulting rhetorics of healing converge often seamlessly with the predispositions of metaphysical spiritual seekers in the United States today. These predispositions include a fascination and uncritical acceptance of indigenous wisdom (actual or perceived), an open criticism of Western biomedicine due to its neglect of a holistic conception of the person, and a recognition of metaphysical energy in and around the body.

These convergences show that both curanderismo and American metaphysical religion—most recently emblemized by the New Age movement—continue to hybridize; in fact, their interaction and mutual influence has grown continuously since at least the end of the nineteenth century. In the past fifteen to twenty years, however, a new convergence between these two groups has emerged as never before. Namely, the buying and selling of curanderismo as an alternative healing method, a spiritual system, and a new career option for both Mexican American and Anglo healers has entered the American spiritual marketplace. My purpose here is not to suggest that contemporary curanderos have “sold out,” but rather to demonstrate that the market model of twentieth- and twenty-first-century spirituality, especially for alternative and metaphysical groups, has firmly embraced and included Mexican American healing traditions. Perhaps the clearest evidence that curanderismo has entered the metaphysical mainstream is that it is now possible for white curanderos to work alongside (and with the blessing of) their Mexican American mentors and counterparts.

This entrance into the “spiritual marketplace” has been under way for some time. Anthropologists’ mid-twentieth-century fieldwork among Mexican American healers revealed that it was generally considered wrong for curanderos to charge overtly for their services. Instead, patients supported curanderos with donations, which, by tradition, were unsolicited. One of the clearest and most succinct statements about what curanderos “should” do and how they “should” behave concerning income comes from the anthropologist Octavio Romano: “In order to perform his or her role ‘properly,’ the healer should be ‘at the service of the public,’ and respond to each request for assistance. In this capacity, he or she should not impose a fixed charge for services, but rather operate on the basis of relative means and reciprocal exchange.”35 Despite this proscription on curanderos’ remuneration, by the second half of the twentieth century, curanderismo had become in most cases a professionalized trade that required payment for service. One curandera in Houston reported in 1983, “I charge ten dollars for one hour. What I really should be charging is a hundred and fifty dollars an hour . . . ’cause I’m damn good!”36 In his research at a botánica in Los Angeles, Luis León even finds that there is a group of investors who own several such shops in that city. These investors then employ curanderas to manage their botánicas, offer healing services, and sell their wares at fixed prices.37 Ultimately, the fact that limpias and other services of curanderismo are now offered commercially by curanderos who likely do not form part of one’s family nor one’s neighborhood allows a much larger cross-section of the population to access these services.

Avila details her negotiation with the tradition in her development of a fee-based service. She acknowledges that, since curanderismo is a “sacred calling,” it was standard procedure for a curandera to live from the generosity of the community. But after she failed to earn a sufficient income from donations, she switched to charging set amounts. Avila justifies this in two ways. First, she notes that modern urban economies with mortgages and other bills do not work well with donations that are often in-kind services, produce, or handiwork. Second, she finds that some of her clients took advantage of the donations system. “A client would tell me about his $330-a-day cocaine habit, and then give me ten, fifteen, or twenty dollars for a session that had lasted an hour and a half.” Eventually she settled on charging “a standard psychotherapist’s fee with a sliding scale.”38 This fee-for-services system did not prohibit Avila from seeing a wide range of people, including Mexican and Anglo Americans, American Indians, and recent Latin American and African immigrants.

Many curanderos have embraced the Internet as a place to offer their services. Avila herself offered video-conferencing for long-distance services and provided an online secure payment option. One of the most complete online stores is the website Curious Curandera, operated out of San Antonio, Texas, by a curandera named Concha. On her site, one can choose from a menu of services including “Spellwork,” “Card Reading,” “Spiritual Consultations,” “Spiritual Cleansing (Limpia),” and “Ritual Candle Burning” and can choose to make an in-person appointment or arrange for distance treatment via telephone and email conversations. For example, a face-to-face limpia costs $350 and takes place in San Antonio at Concha’s treatment center after online payment is received. A “Distant Spiritual Cleaning” costs $125. Concha explains briefly what is required for this kind of treatment: “Limpias can be performed at a distance since energy is such a powerful force. These take more time and more energy to perform. A current picture of the person is needed along with the persons [sic] full name.” In addition to these services, Concha has made available a large online library of pamphlets and books (both free and at a fee) about many aspects of curanderismo, Catholic saints, and other metaphysical healing modalities.39

The entrance of curanderismo into the alternative healing and spiritual marketplaces has helped to open Mexican American folk healing to a wider and more diverse group of patients. But it does not stop there—curanderos are offering seminars and courses about curanderismo. In addition to these offerings for the interested consumer, several curanderos have taken on apprentices (in-person and online) who wish to become curanderos themselves. Concha, the curandera who runs the website Curious Curandera, offers several email correspondence courses and awards certificates for successful completion. Examples of these classes are “Spiritual Cleansing Course,” “Crystal Energy Course,” and “Saint Magic (Folk Magic) Course.” In the six-week course on Saint Magic, for instance, students study the history of Catholic saints, how particular saints function for healing and other favors, how to use medals and holy water, and how to use plants and herbs in association with saints such as the Virgin of Guadalupe.40

Elena Avila’s work with apprentices began with occasional workshops with medical professionals who wanted to deepen their knowledge of Mexican American healing traditions. In these workshops, Avila modeled her particular understanding of curanderismo by leading group pláticas, demonstrating limpias, and performing large group soul retrievals. When she discovered that many workshop participants wanted to train further, she organized a yearlong course of apprenticeship for nineteen women. Without the anonymity that the Internet affords to teachers like Concha, Avila had to deal early on with questions of ethnic identity and openness.

 

Some of the Chicanas wanted to know why there were white women in the group. In talking circles, they asked, “How can they become curanderas? This isn’t their culture.” I understood this question because I have suffered the same sort of racism and oppression that these women had, but I also knew that we have to move beyond that. When I asked each woman to become part of the group, I had not been looking at her skin color, but at her gift, her commitment to study this medicine. At the end of the year, however, I was gratified to hear one of the Chicanas tell the talking circle that her greatest teachers had been the white women in the group. I was relieved to hear this because I know that I cannot teach consciousness and awareness to a person. That is something that each person has to learn for herself.41

Avila sympathizes with her Mexican American students’ desire to maintain curanderismo as a cultural marker, but the relationship-based structure of Avila’s group of apprentices eventually allows diverse women to learn in an open and even healing atmosphere. At least according to Avila, fears of white incursion and appropriation are laid to rest by shared intent and sustained relationships.

* * *

Although white Americans have interacted with Mexican and Mexican American folk healers from at least the middle of the nineteenth century, the work of Elena Avila and other Mexican American healers like her has helped to create a new chapter for curanderismo. Their innovations include a much greater reliance on a narrative of indigenous roots, a great expansion of energy-based therapies, the psychologization of many traditional maladies, and a combination of Mexican American healing language and methods with other alternative medicines. Additionally, among this segment of curanderismo the rote recitation of Catholic prayers and creeds as well as contractual relationships with many Catholic folk and canonical saints have declined precipitously. Curanderos in transcultural settings are less likely to attribute their gift of healing to God the Father or Jesus and are more likely to speak of a Creator, a Spirit, ancestors, or a less personified divine force. Finally, non–Mexican Americans now not only seek healing from curanderos but find ways to become curanderos themselves. From semi-traditional apprenticeship to online media, curanderismo as a commodified knowledge and skill set is now open to an audience that is not bound by ethnic identity. In the following chapter, two instances of contemporary curanderismo’s transcultural development further demonstrate the growing appeal and spread of this tradition. A university course on curanderismo and the neo-shamanic movement help to enmesh Mexican American folk and religious healing even further into the North American metaphysical religious scene.
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Reclaiming the Past and Redefining the Present

Before a packed lecture hall at the University of New Mexico in the summer of 2012, maestro Héctor, a curandero from the Mexican state of Morelos, performs a limpia, all the while explaining to the gathered students what he is doing as he sweeps owl and eagle feathers over his patient. In addition to the common explanation of a limpia—that it cleanses away negative energy and invites the person’s wandering soul to reinhabit his or her body—Héctor paints a picture of the body in relation to an energetic cosmos. The holistic human body, he claims, has “four essences: feeling, mentality, sexuality, physical body.” These essences align themselves up and down the vertical axis of the body, with centers of power in what Héctor blithely names “chakras.” And to make clear to his gathered audience that a universalized notion of the human body, where chakras can live side-by-side with limpias, is standard for a modern curandero like himself, he makes one more astonishing connection. He notes that the Greek caduceus, the winged staff surrounded by entwined serpents that is commonly used to symbolize Western medicine, is but one other depiction of the winged serpent Quetzalcoatl, the great Mesoamerican deity. With this, Héctor bids the witnesses of his limpia to see the old ritual not as a unique practice of Mexican folk healing but as a dynamic piece of universal medicine, tied intrinsically to a cross-cultural, energetic, and cosmically oriented human body. His presentation, in this sense, is an invitation to the metaphysically minded in the audience to embrace the limpia, even as they had already embraced chakras, as a human commonplace.

In a globalized world, new information and ongoing communication with people in Mexico and South America have kept the hybrid traditions of curanderismo where they have always been: in a creative place of change and growth. Of course, this communication is not limited to one-way flows from south to north. Nor can it even be understood as a “two-way street” of dialogue and mutual education and reinforcement. Instead, North American curanderismo today exists in a global network of healers and metaphysicians where Peruvian shamans are as likely to speak of chakras as are Mexican American New Agers in New Mexico. The currents of metaphysical knowledge and rhetoric wash around the planet.

This chapter examines these latest flows of knowledge and reconfigurations of Mexican and Mexican American healing. I suggest that the primary characteristics of contemporary curanderismo are an overt return to an imagined indigenous Mesoamerican and South American past coupled with a focused push to incorporate with other common alternative healing traditions such as ayurveda, Reiki, and massage therapies. Maestro Héctor achieved this by putting chakras and Quetzalcoatl into the same conceptual framework. Part of this moment in curanderismo, as I show below, is to situate the tradition in the realm of the “spiritual” or the “universal” rather than in its old home: a Catholicism that is portrayed as antiquarian and confining. Another contemporary feature is the ongoing reformulation of curanderismo as a worldview that is open to Anglos and other non–Mexican American people in the United States and around the world. To demonstrate these developments, I look at two significant examples of south-north, north-south flows of knowledge. The first is a long-standing summer course at the University of New Mexico wherein Mexican curanderos, Héctor included, share their knowledge with any and all tuition-paying students. The second example is the rise and spread of neo-shamanism among metaphysical seekers, especially those who look to the Americas for their source of shamanic wisdom.

Curanderismo University

Eliseo “Cheo” Torres is the vice president for student affairs at the University of New Mexico (UNM) in Albuquerque. His longtime passion, however, has been the study of curanderismo, and he has authored several books about his own experiences growing up in south Texas as well as his own investigations into herbal remedies and the folk saints Teresa Urrea, Don Pedrito Jaramillo, and Niño Fidencio.1 Since 2002 he has been the principal instructor and organizer of a summer course at UNM entitled “Traditional Medicine without Borders: Curanderismo in the Southwest and Mexico.” A great success, the course now attracts well over one hundred students from within the university as well as health care professionals seeking continuing education credit and other interested individuals. Many of the community members who take the course have done so year after year and give warm testimonials about how it has changed their lives; they return each summer to be rejuvenated and reconnect with like-minded friends. One of the attractive features of the course, as Torres points out, is how unique it is. No other public or private university has staged such a large and influential course on Mexican and Mexican American traditional medicine.

Torres has formatted the course to take place in two distinct weeks. In the first, a large number of speakers and healers from the New Mexico area teach students about the basics of curanderismo, including presentations about folk saints, herbal healing, the proliferation in Albuquerque of Mexican sweat lodges called temazcales, curanderismo’s connections with allopathic medicine, and an introduction to Aztec cosmology and ceremony. The American curanderos who lead the first week of class generally work in some form of healing profession; in 2012 they included registered nurses, social workers, herbalists, Reiki masters, addiction counselors, a doctor of oriental medicine, and a wide variety of body workers (massage). The second week changes focus from the United States to Mexico. In that week, forty curanderos from south of the border arrive in Albuquerque under the leadership of Dr. Arturo Ornelas, the director of an alternative and traditional healing center in Cuernavaca. These curanderos, who are also professors or associates of Ornelas’s school, take charge of the course and lead hands-on, small-group sessions on the treatment of mal de ojo, susto, empacho, and other traditional ailments. The second week also features Ornelas’s lectures about the Mesoamerican concepts, beliefs, and philosophies that he understands as the core of Mexican traditional medicine.

Before her death in 2011, Elena Avila was one of the chief presenters at the course, and her book Woman Who Glows in the Dark was regularly assigned. Her influence can still be felt in the course as many of the Albuquerque curanderas who speak in the first week of the course studied with and under Avila. Others mentioned that they had studied in Mexico with Miktlan Ehekateotl Kuauhtlinxan, Avila’s own mentor and self-proclaimed revealer of ancient Aztec healing wisdom. Several communities of support and education in curanderismo, called kalpullis, have arisen in Albuquerque, and all of them have some relationship to Elena Avila and her original efforts to teach her type of curanderismo to others. As I argued in chapter 5, Avila was an instrumental figure in this most recent configuration of North American curanderismo, an argument that is borne out in the large community of healers and educators who gather around the UNM course.

The other major player in the course, mentioned above, is Arturo Ornelas. Ornelas is the founder and director of CEDEHC, Centro de Desarrollo Humano hacia la Comunidad (Center of Human Development for the Community), which has been in operation for nearly thirty years in the Mexican state of Morelos, just south of Mexico City. He is a charismatic speaker, funny and charming even when speaking in English to a crowded lecture hall. While the emphasis of Ornelas’s message in the course at UNM is curanderismo and traditional Mesoamerican healing, CEDEHC’s diploma and certificate programs more broadly encompass acupuncture, Chinese medicine, various massage therapies, “pre-Hispanic music therapy,” as well as Mexican traditional medicine. Ornelas and CEDEHC have made it their mission to “recover” the ancient traditions of Mexico and Mesoamerica. In fact, their website claims that “Our Center, through field research, has been able to recover a great deal of medical knowledge related to Mexican traditional medicine” in conjunction with folk healers and academic researchers from around Mexico.2

Before we move on to some of the arguments about curanderismo that are made in the UNM course, it is worth mentioning that the course is experiential and even ceremonial. In the breakout sessions with the Mexican curanderos, students have many opportunities to practice the various healing modalities of curanderismo. For example, one morning we performed limpias on one another, pretending that we held branches of fresh herbs in our right hand and holding out our left hand, as we were instructed, “to receive energy from the universe.” Most afternoons feature optional workshops on such topics as “Sacred Drum-Making,” “Herbal Walks and Utilizing Plants in Self-Healing,” “Ventosas, Mexican Fire-Cupping,” and “Healing Touch Class: Using Our Senses in Curanderismo.” In addition to these offerings, almost every morning the class begins with an “opening ceremony” in which both local Albuquerque healers and the Mexican curanderos lead the group in greeting the four cardinal directions, which are referred to by their corresponding Aztec mythic names, as well as the direction of the sky, the mother earth, and to one’s own heart. Generally the opening ceremonies conclude with drumming, the blowing of conch shells, and the smudging of all present with copal incense and eagle feathers. The clear message in these ceremonies is that today’s curanderos root their practice in a cosmos inundated with energy, energy that connects all with all. And if this energy has a name, that name is pronounced in Nahuatl.

[image: image]

Altar created by the curandera Rita Navarrete outside a University of New Mexico classroom. (Photo by author.)

Recovering and Making the Tradition

As with any college course, assumptions about the subject matter, organizational decisions, student participation, and the class atmosphere all contribute to the various arguments that the instructors explicitly or implicitly make about the topic at hand. In the following section, I discuss some of the arguments about Mexican and Mexican American healing—and about religion’s role in this healing—that were put forward during the 2012 session of the course. The information for this section comes from my own participant observation of the class as well as from several informal interviews that I carried out with both instructors and participants. To summarize, the arguments in the course that I focus on here fall into four basic areas. The first and most clearly articulated was that the curanderismo proffered in the course is a recovery and continuation of ancient Mesoamerican traditions. The second related argument is that these traditions belong to a great, universal tradition of holistic medicine around the world. Third, this healing tradition, despite its history, is patently not religious but rather energetic, harmonious, and perhaps spiritual. And finally, this ancient tradition is open to all. Since Mexican healing is part of a universal medicine, the corollary is that it is part of a global patrimony of medicinal and metaphysical knowledge. In other words, anyone with pure intentions can learn to be a curandera or curandero.

Elena Avila, the godmother of contemporary curanderismo in the Albuquerque area, wrote that part of her training as a curandera was to discover her lost indigenous identity. In fact, her choice of mentors—two men both connected in some fashion to the Nahuatl-speaking peoples of central Mexico—illumines Avila’s desire to understand herself and her healing practice as a continuation of indigenous tradition and wisdom. Writing about the time shortly before her first apprenticeship with maestro Andrés Segura, an Aztec danzante, Avila confesses, “I wondered if it would be possible for me to return to Mexico and find a tribe from which my blood was descended and rejoin myself to a tradition.”3 This impulse to recover lost wisdom and identity was present in many of the people who addressed the UNM course. For instance, Patrisia Gonzales, a professor at the University of Arizona, presented her research about indigenous and Mexican American birthing ceremonies. Part of her investigations have included her own training and practice as a midwife with both Native American and Mexican American communities, a training that revealed to her that she has the gift of speaking with babies while they are yet in the womb. As she detailed her own journey and research to the class, she claimed that “being Mexican was being another kind of Indian.” In this reclamation of indigenousness for Mexican Americans, she, like Avila before her, wants to bring to light the traditions and indigenous knowledge that have been obscured or ignored by centuries of colonialism. Gonzales has written that her project is one of working with indigenous “knowledge keepers” to share what has been “hidden knowledge” in a process that includes “remembering, regenerating, reclaiming, and reframing.”4 Thus, at another point in her presentation about her training process, Gonzales disclosed that “we were reclaiming our limpias,” meaning that she and her fellow travelers were taking up the practice of the limpia again, remembering and knowing that it once was and still ought to be part of the Mexican American experience. Avila, Gonzales, and others involved in this reclamation exercise clearly find a sense of personal empowerment, connection with their own history, and a constructive way to live out complex issues and feelings of ethnicity and identity.

Another example of this reclamation of lost indigenous knowledge and tradition is the temazcal. A temazcal is a traditional Mexican sweat lodge characterized by its healing and ritual properties as well as its humid interior. There is considerable evidence of the pre-Hispanic origins of temazcales and their wide use throughout what is now central and southern Mexico. Archaeological remains of these sweat baths have been found near many major ritual complexes in Mexico and Guatemala, where they were apparently used for the purpose of ritual purification. Temazcales were also used as sites for birthing and the care of women postpartum, a use that has been preserved and documented in colonial-era codices. However, with the arrival of the Spaniards and the Christian evangelization of the people, temazcales were closely regulated, with the aim of eliminating the non-Christian elements of the practice. Eventually temazcales fell into general disuse except in limited indigenous areas.5

Temazcales are enjoying something of a comeback due to two different, though perhaps related, interest groups. The first, well-represented at the course at UNM, are Mexicans, Mexican Americans, and alternative medicine and spirituality practitioners who are seeking to reconnect to Mexico’s indigenous past. The second are spas in Mexico that cater to an ecotourist clientele; these temazcales are often located in high-end hotels and are part of a menu of spa services offered to paying guests. Four curanderos presented their experiences with temazcales to the UNM class. Rita Navarrete is a Mexican curandera who spends part of the year in Albuquerque and part in south central Mexico. Tonita Gonzales, Rita’s apprentice, is an Albuquerque-based curandera who runs a temazcal in the city for her patients and members of the community. Laura Alonzo de Franklin is another New Mexico–based curandera who operates a temazcal in a southern suburb of Albuquerque called Los Lunas. Laurencio López Núñez is a curandero and botanist who lives and works in Oaxaca. He also helped train and advise Tonita and Laura in the building and use of their New Mexican temazcales. In an interview, Laurencio explained that temazcales have been spreading in Mexico for the last twenty years and were continuing to rise in popularity. He admitted that many of the sweat lodges were being built as spas, but he insisted that many of the others are legitimate sites of healing where many different types of therapies are delivered, such as yoga, and as birthing centers. Laura Alonzo agreed, offering that “a lot of this knowledge was lost,” but it is on the return so that people “can experience new things.” Rita and Tonita likewise viewed the modern temazcal as a place where people can have their physical and spiritual needs met in creative ways. Rita proudly declared that in her Albuquerque temazcal, they “break all the rules” of more traditional Mexican sweat lodges. All agreed that the temazcal, in the contemporary setting, offers a true connection to Mexico’s indigenous heritage even while allowing open experimentation with non-Mexican therapies.6

While not required, students at the UNM course were highly encouraged to take part in a local temazcal ceremony (suggested “love donation” of thirty dollars). I attended a ceremony at the temazcal in Los Lunas, which is located in Laura Alonzo’s suburban backyard and is hosted and staffed by her group of apprentices and healers called Kalpulli Teocalli Ollin. The Kalpulli holds regular sweats at their temazcal, both private and open to the public. Alonzo’s temazcal is a low, round adobe structure with a short entrance tunnel on one side and a protrusion on the other to hold hot rocks over which water is poured to create steam in the structure’s interior. Paintings of Quetzalcoatl and corn plants adorn the exterior of the temazcal, and the area around the building is pleasantly landscaped with brick and stone pavers accented with desert ramadas growing with plants and vines.

The evening I attended was set aside for participants of the UNM course on curanderismo and included approximately ten newcomers and five members of the Kalpulli, who guided and aided us through the experience. As is customary for both the New Mexico and Mexican curanderos, all were dressed in white dresses or blouses and sported red headbands and belts “to protect against negative energy.” The gathered crowd stripped down to swimsuits, after which we were led in a ceremony to the Four Directions very similar to the opening ceremonies held at the university, including smudging with copal, trumpet blasts on conch shells, and invocations to Mesoamerican personages like Huitzilopochtli and Tezcatlipoca. At this point, Laura Alonzo’s apprentices instructed us in what we could expect inside the temazcal structure, explained some safeguards and warnings concerning the heat, and that we should, as we entered, bow our foreheads to touch the earth and utter the Nahuatl sacred word Ometeotl, though it was also fine if we wanted to say Namaste or Amen if that better fit our personal tradition. (Ometeotl, a Nahuatl term that indicates duality and unity, is a word that came up frequently in ritual contexts during the UNM course.) Inside the temazcal, the air felt warm and moist as we filed in against the walls. Once inner and outer doors were closed, we began the ceremony.

The ceremony itself was led by two young women, one Latina and one white woman, who were members of Alonzo’s group. Mirroring the ceremony to the Four Directions that we had just completed outside the temazcal, the inside ceremony was also based on four “doors,” which themselves opened metaphorically onto the Four Directions. Before each door was “opened,” water was poured over the hot stones, creating an immediate convection effect of superheated air. The two women took turns leading the participants in a short, informal rite specific to each of the four doors. At different times, we were called upon to sing children’s songs about being one with nature, to think of things we wanted in our lives, to visualize letting go of our problems into a flowing stream, and to imagine the presence of our ancestors in the sweat lodge with us.
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Temazcal operated by Kalpulli Teocalli Ollin. (Photo by author.)

The whole ceremony inside the temazcal lasted around forty minutes and was punctuated with opening and closing of the actual doors to let some of the hot air escape. When we exited, another member of the group spritzed us with lavender water to “ground” us. Later, we quietly visited with one another while snacking on light picnic fare.

Contemporary temazcaleros (that is, those who use temazcales) in Mexico have explicitly framed their reclamation of the sweat lodge and bath as a political and social claim of indigenous identity, within their own mestizo history, over and against the repression and destruction resulting from Spanish colonialism. A group of temazcaleros in Guanajuato initiated their own participation in sweat baths after getting instruction from Lakota people from the United States. Individuals from this group explain that, at the time of the Conquest, the Aztecs brought knowledge about the temazcal to the “lands of the north” and arranged that the knowledge would be returned south when it was able to be “reborn.”7 This narrative fulfills two objectives in that it authenticates the Mexicans’ decision to learn how to do a sweat from the Lakotas, and it generates a sense of pan-American indigenous solidarity and common history. In the Mexican context, the reclamation of the temazcal, then, establishes connections to a past before the evils and oppression of the Conquest, to a time when there is an imagined continental unity of native peoples against the European hordes. Temazcales have been a place to embrace the indigenous side of Mexican identity, to revalorize “Aztec” and other native Mexican traditions, and to tap into the perceived spiritual depth and wisdom of peoples deeply hurt by the Spanish takeover and Catholic evangelization.

In some senses, this reclamation of spirit and identity is also part of the proliferation of temazcales in Albuquerque and other places in the United States. Overlaid on that reclamation, however, is the much-commented-on metaphysical and New Age desire to share in the life of the exotic Other. In this context, the temazcal is not merely the resurgence of pre-Conquest medicine and religion; rather, it is also the adoption of a universal ur-wisdom that applies equally to all people in all places. Thus an Albuquerque temazcalera, who is also a young white woman, can instruct a multiethnic group of students and seekers that their “ancestors” whom they invoke inside the temazcal need not be actual ancestors but any “older person who has made an impact on your life.” Indeed, another participant in this session commented to me later that the rituals inside the temazcal had been surprisingly similar to self-help clichés; I agreed but admitted to him that, while inside, I had tried my best to follow the instructions of the leaders, hoping to have a meaningful experience. My impression was that the UNM students and others who had gathered at the temazcal that evening were sincerely interested in both learning about what had been presented to them as an ancient Mexican healing practice and, perhaps, getting a little of that healing for themselves. Working on one’s own emotional issues and saving ancient wisdom were two birds that could be killed with one stone.

The temazcal was certainly one of the most prominent examples of the move to reconnect and reconstruct native Mexican traditions within contemporary curanderismo. Another site of reclamation had to do with the general forswearing of Catholicism, the saints, and even the Virgin of Guadalupe, for Aztec deities/personages. While this was not a consistent rhetorical move of all of the gathered curanderos in the class, some were quite adamant that the evangelization of the indigenous Mesoamericans had been in name only. One member of an Albuquerque-based healing community named Kalpulli Izcalli explained to me a process she goes through when she learns prayers and rituals from older, more traditional curanderas. First she records and transcribes the prayers. Then, before learning them for her own use, she replaces all mentions of “Jesucristo” and “Guadalupe” with names of Aztec masculine and feminine forces respectively. The cross is likewise replaced with the “Four Directions.” Rather than considering this to be a modification of the prayers, she holds that this is a corrective revision to their original, if hidden, meanings. Like the temazcaleros who are working to rediscover and share their indigenous Mesoamerican heritage, this woman prefers to think of the prayers and ritual utterances of curanderismo to be untouched by the pain and erasure of colonial contact. With a quick name change, “Jesus” can remove his mask and show his true identity: Ometecuhtli, the male force of the duality Ometeotl.8 Again, not all of the curanderos took this stance—some of them professed their devout Catholicism to me—but this kind of renaming and reinterpretation is consistent with the UNM course’s basic premise that modern curanderos have access to very ancient, autochthonous wisdom and power.

Another argument of the course was the common metaphysical religious contention that spiritual and folk traditions are universally available. Ironically, this universalism stands in contrast to the claims of specific cultural reclamation (of Mesoamerican indigenousness). Nevertheless, both official presentations and informal conversations came around again and again to the notion that curanderismo is part of a universal human tradition of healing, wholeness, and spiritual interconnectedness. Tonita Gonzales, an Albuquerque-based curandera and one of the principal presenters in the course, summed up this idea by saying, “It’s everybody’s medicine.” Arturo Ornelas, the founder and leader of the school for integrative medicine and curanderismo in Cuernavaca, also made this point repeatedly from the podium. He explained, “On the planet there are hundreds of medicines, but human beings are the same all over the earth.” It is only when we insist on getting hung up in our differences that we miss the opportunity to integrate our various traditions. Ornelas continued, “Chinese medicine can work with ayurveda, Mexican traditional healing can work with traditional Australian medicine, and we all can work with allopathic medicine.” Ultimately, curanderismo becomes a kind of sign for much more than a healing or herbal tradition; it stands for an entire life-orientation that resonates with many other energy-based, therapeutic practices within the large field of metaphysical religion. Anna Joyce, a longtime participant and observer of the UNM course, expresses this all-encompassing aspect of contemporary curanderismo as both a spiritual path and a place for personal growth: “Curanderismo is a way of being in the world, an ongoing awareness of Sacred Presence, and it is part of that journey of self-transformation that every curandero or curandera undertakes.” Thus, a Mexican and Mexican American healthway becomes an inviting “journey” for all those seeking such a path.9

While the contention that curanderismo is a universal spiritual path dominated the rhetoric in the course, Cheo Torres, the course organizer, had a somewhat different approach to curanderismo’s growing accessibility to a diverse audience of consumers. He admits that the curanderos from both the United States and Mexico featured in the course use therapies and traditions as well as “spirituality” rhetoric that are more akin to a metaphysical or New Age environment than strictly to Mexican traditional medicine. However, Torres greets this development with practical acceptance. If patients want and are helped by practices like Reiki or acupuncture in addition to the limpia, he asks, then why should curanderos not embrace these other therapies? For Torres, it is not that curanderismo represents part of a global, spiritual path of wholeness, but rather that curanderos have always done what works to heal their patients. And what is working now is a new hybridization of alternative medicine and metaphysical spirituality with some of the more traditional modalities of curanderismo.10

This has meant, however, that many of the curanderos were quite adamant in their insistence that Mexican traditional medicine is not religious, which was repeated so frequently that this became another of the framing arguments of the class. Of course, this might have been a function of the setting at a state university, where issues of the separation of church and state can be sensitive, but it is also attributable to the fact that the healers’ understanding of “religion” and “religious” does not encompass the rituals and metaphysical underpinnings of their healing practices. On the first morning of the course, the participants were invited to leave the lecture hall and gather in an adjacent grassy area. Once there, we performed a ceremony to the Four Directions, which involved invoking the cardinal points of the compass, chanting a song to Father Sky (and other personified natural forces), bowing down to the earth, and greeting one another in peace with hugs and well wishes. Despite this liturgical performance, the leaders of the ceremony had told the students beforehand that it was “not religious.” Later, in a smaller session concerning the cure for mal de ojo, a Mexican curandera instructed students to sweep the patient with their right hand while holding out the left hand to receive energy from the universe. Again, she explained that this was not religious in nature. I asked Tonita Gonzales about this, expecting that she would say that they could not talk about religion at a public university. After she told me that she herself was a devout Catholic, she surprised me, explaining that “curanderismo and religion are totally separate. We don’t pray to God or to the Virgin because it is ultimately the energy in each of us and in the universe that heals us.” To illustrate her point, she mentioned that she has statues and images of santos in her healing room in Albuquerque but tells her patients that they need not be Catholic to be healed by curanderismo. For her, claiming that curanderismo is religious—or even more specifically, Catholic—would detract from its universal spiritual and healing power.11 Other people whom I asked about this also claimed that curanderismo is for everyone, not just Catholics, but they admitted that many curanderas use Catholic prayers and images in their practice. It is possible that the structures (and restrictions) of the Catholic Church are so intimately related to many of the curanderos’ conception of “religion” that they were reluctant to associate the openness and creativity of their own traditions with the official Church.

Part of the argument that curanderismo has little to do with religion, at least with institutional forms of Christianity, is the perspective of many of the contemporary healers that their tradition itself hails not from colonial mixing but purely from a Mesoamerican indigenous font. At various points throughout the course, Arturo Ornelas explained concepts of Mexican traditional healing by using Nahuatl terms and names such as Ometeotl and Tloque Nahuaque. Moreover, the recovery and divulgation of Mesoamerican herbal lore and cosmology are some of the principal curricular foci of Ornelas’s school in Cuernavaca. To this end, he and his curanderos draw on studies, including anthropological ethnographies, to revive Aztec, Maya, Huichol, Toltec, and Chichimec traditions in modern-day Mexico. Besides these ancient sources, continuity with the more recent past was also mentioned. The curanderos from both Mexico and the United States almost to a person also indicated that much of their knowledge came from their older relatives, grandparents, and aunts. In a typical narrative, the Oaxacan curandero Laurencio López Núñez recounted his childhood spent with his grandmother, who taught him a great deal of his craft. I asked him whether healers like his grandmother as well as curanderos in the more remote villages of Oaxaca shared his own interests in yoga and nutrition. He said that, of course, university-educated curanderos like himself have a different vocabulary about vitamins and anatomy, but that rural healers’ prescriptions for herbal teas and other remedies are fundamentally the same as what he would prescribe. In this, he implied that modern science has much to learn from indigenous Mexican medicine, given that ancient cures passed down in the villages work as efficiently as they ever did.12

The format of the course, which includes a great deal of interaction in small groups with the visiting Mexican curanderos, reinforces for students that curanderismo is primarily something that comes from a precolonial Mesoamerican cosmovision. Even though the bulk of the material that the curanderos present in the small groups centers on the traditional “Mexican illnesses” common in twentieth-century ethnographic literature concerning Mexican and Mexican American communities, Arturo Ornelas frames these practices with Nahuatl-language concepts. Moreover, while neither Ornelas nor Eliseo Torres hides that the Mexican curanderos work with a wide variety of complementary and alternative medicines that go well beyond Mexican traditional medicine, the emphasis of their presentations is not on how curanderismo is integrating with other non-biomedical traditions but rather on its ritual, energetic, and herbal elements. Students in the course would likely conclude that the curanderos on the dais before them—who also work as acupuncturists, massage therapists, and yoga teachers—are the bearers of a tradition passed on to them word for word from their parents and grandparents from before the Conquest. And, certainly, pieces of that tradition may indeed have survived and thrived in what these healers do, but the story is considerably more complex than that. This narrative—that curanderismo connects directly and with little variation to a pre-Hispanic past—troubled me. On one level, I was uncomfortable with the possible negative effects of retelling Mexican and Mexican American history in such a way that so ignored the influences of European religion and culture. While the impulse to underplay those influences is understandable, I felt (and feel) that recognizing the consequences of colonialism is an important step in rectifying historiography. But perhaps more difficult for me was the facile argument made throughout the UNM course that ancient indigenous wisdom obviously worked neatly with other globalized metaphysical traditions like Reiki or yoga, and that all of these were universally available to all people despite the inequities often present in transcultural exchanges across former colonial divides. In other words, I wondered what motivated these curanderos’ decision to be so forthcoming about their traditions and welcoming to an audience that clearly included many New Agers eager to incorporate a new variety of global wisdom into their practice.

Despite this discomfort, my intention in the preceding paragraphs has not been to call into question the historical factualness or the legitimacy of the healers’ narratives of an untouched Mesoamerican tradition. Rather, I hope to point out important reconfigurations of identity and authority among North American curanderos. While my own skepticism and wariness concerning Anglo and New Age appropriation of curanderismo surely affect how I understand contemporary curanderismo, the sincerity and candidness of the insider participants encouraged me to consider this new chapter in hybridization with an equal measure of openness. To say it another way, my experiences with these healers prompted me to look at their narratives and practices not in order to debunk their stories but rather for how they themselves were creating meaning, finding empowerment in their own identities, and experiencing healing. In her study of metaphysical practitioners in Cambridge, Massachusetts, Courtney Bender discovered that most participants had little understanding of, or even interest in, the long history of metaphysical religious pursuits in the United States. The legacy of spiritualists, Swedenborgians, and mesmerists did little to authenticate their current practices of channeling, remembering past lives, and energetic bodywork. Instead, stories about their actual experiences made much more sense to them, and held much more authority. Bender points out that “Historicity in this sense focuses attention on the authoritative social practices through which individuals and groups live in time, and in which stories and experiences of the past ultimately shape their lived worlds and understandings of it.”13 The curanderos who lead the UNM course on Mexican traditional medicine understand themselves to be inheritors and carriers of an ancient Mesoamerican tradition. My academic observation that this tradition, as they present it, greatly resembles much of the energy-based, metaphysical spirituality of the North American and western European New Age communities does not change the force of their claim of indigenousness within the realm of their own experience. Indeed, I have argued here that this claim constitutes a large part of their authority for their particular audience and clientele.14

The process of reclamation of an Aztec/Mexica identity in Mexico and among Mexican Americans has been an important part of empowering people whose histories have been damaged, and even erased, by colonialism and racist prejudice. One way of understanding the current trend in curanderismo to reconnect with Aztec and Maya traditions is that this is part of a larger cultural project to reclaim and reconnect with those parts of Mexican history that colonial powers and official historians have ignored or obfuscated. That Elena Avila and other Mexican Americans like her have sought out Mexican indigenous and traditional teachers, then, reflects this movement to re-narrate history in a way that gives more value to Mexican indigenous heritage. The proliferation of temazcales in New Mexico and other areas with large Mexican American populations is yet another example of this process of cultural reclamation and revalorization.

However, as this book has argued, and as the UNM course demonstrates, Anglo Americans and other non–Mexican American people in the United States have also shown an enduring interest in Mexican folk and religious healing. One wonders why, in their own search for health and meaning, white Americans find Mexican and Mexican American movements to reclaim indigenousness so attractive. On the one hand, this could be attributed to a growing appreciation in the United States of the historical and cultural heritages of a more and more ethnically diverse population. On the other hand, a portion of white Americans have long found indigenous pasts to be an especially enthralling and malleable site for their own self-definition. And when a respected authority figure like Arturo Ornelas, director of a Mexican school for curanderos, tells a group of metaphysically inclined Americans, white and Latino, that Mexican folk healing is one strand of a universal, global wisdom tradition, it is only natural that these spiritual seekers and members of the metaphysical subculture feel invited to take part. They feel invited to find themselves and their own narratives of growth and empowerment, of energy and chakras, of nature and spirit in the eternally hybrid traditions of curanderismo. In a very appealing and attractive way, the combination of ostensible ancient Mesoamerican medicinal and spiritual wisdom with popular metaphysical healing modalities is a perfect setting for continued cross-cultural sharing. The cultural logics inherent to these systems have grown together as to become interchangeable for many contemporary curanderos in Mexico, in the American Southwest, and across racial ethnic divisions. Cheo Torres, the course organizer, points us all in the right direction when he says, “This is the future of curanderismo.”15

Neo-shamanism and Curanderismo

The course on Mexican traditional medicine at the University of New Mexico is only one, though important, example of new south-north and north-south exchanges in curanderismo. Another metaphysical form of spirituality and self-healing that traces some of its origins to Latin America, and that overlaps significantly with contemporary curanderismo, is neo-shamanism. Neo-shamans enter trances and embark on spiritual, out-of-body journeys reminiscent of the practices of indigenous shamans and “medicine men” in various pockets of Mexico and South America as well as other parts of the world. In what follows, I argue that several Western academics, including anthropologists, psychologists, and historians of religion, have been integral in the rise and proliferation of neo-shamanism. Not only have these academics made a metaphysical and self-help–oriented form of shamanic techniques available to North American and European audiences, their readers and interpreters include Mexican and Mexican American curanderos. The incorporation of shamanism in the latter’s healing modalities represents another aspect of the reclamation of indigenous wisdom and spirituality apparent in the UNM curanderismo course. I also show how the use of trance journeying in contemporary curanderismo contributes to its crossover appeal among non–Mexican American New Age spiritual consumers. This is yet a further powerful example of the ongoing hybridity of Mexican American folk and religious healing.

Almost everything ever written on shamanism begins with the assertion that the word “shaman” comes from the Tungus language of Siberia and therefore originally refers to particular ritual specialists of that region of the world. These specialists enter trance states in which their soul travels out of their body to other levels of existence. The goings-on between the shaman and other beings encountered in the spirit worlds have tangible effects on the waking world, and in this manner, the shaman is able to produce healing and other sought-after results for his or her clients. However, most academics and other observers of shamanism have not been content to see it as an isolated Siberian phenomenon. The anthropologist Piers Vitebsky explains that the ability of the soul to enter “other parts of the cosmos” is “traditionally found in some parts of the world and not in others and allows us to speak of clearly shamanistic societies and cultures.”16 Although anthropologists are not united in their support for this blanket categorization of “shamanistic cultures,” most accept it as a useful heuristic tool.17 “Shaman” and “shamanism” have entered several languages around the world and have a basically agreed-upon usage in academic conversations. Namely, shamans enter trance states by various means, sometimes including hallucinogenic substances, wherein they journey to other worlds, all with the practical purpose of affecting the human sphere of experience.18

The study of shamans in various indigenous contexts around the world has formed part of several academic disciplines for many years. Indeed, Ronald Hutton has argued that shamanism “has been one of the phenomena against which modern Western civilisation has defined itself.”19 For decades this statement mostly referred to the ways European and North American scholars threw Western notions of spirituality and consciousness into relief by their studies of the dream states and mythic creatures associated with indigenous forms of shamanism. In more recent times, however, enterprising academics and other experience-seekers have introduced a form of shamanic practice into North American and European arenas. A hallmark of this so-called neo-shamanism is that it relies on the research and teachings of a few key scholars. The historian of religions Mircea Eliade along with the anthropologists Carlos Castaneda and Michael Harner constitute the core of this group, whom Daniel Noel has whimsically called “shamanthropologists” and “shamanovelists.”20 Not content with mere ethnographic or interpretive writings about indigenous shamans, these “shamanthropologists” make use of fictional accounts and narratives, universalizing syntheses, and practical instruction guides to make the world of the native shaman open and available to Western audiences. Their neo-shamanism likewise helps define Western civilization, but this time as a critique of its alleged modern soullessness and disenchantment. Of special interest here is that all of these scholars have found considerable evidence of shamanism in Mexico and Latin America, and in Castaneda’s and Harner’s case, have actively promoted the spread of Meso- and South American shamanic insights to the north.

In his classic work Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, Mircea Eliade describes shamanism from around the planet in order to trace out its principal characteristics. This reductive project has been especially beguiling for metaphysical and New Age practitioners because of its utility in terms of reproducing the rites and experiences of non-Western others; indeed, over and again neo-shamanic instruction manuals mirror Eliade’s original distillation of shamanic practices and cosmovisions. Put briefly, the Eliadean conception of a universal shamanism includes the following characteristics: first, the shaman experiences ecstasy, which is an altered state outside the body (as contrasted with possession, which is inside the body); second, once in the ecstatic state, the shaman journeys to other worlds; third, these worlds align up and down Eliade’s famous axis mundi, or sacred mountain or tree, with upper, middle, and lower worlds; fourth, the shaman almost always interacts with powerful spirit animals and frequently can become that animal himself or herself during the trance; and finally, shamans bring healing to their people, primarily by returning them to states of original purity.21

Reminiscent of curanderismo, Eliade discovered that the “North American shaman” treats “soul loss” by “finding and restoring the patient’s fugitive soul.” In a description of the shamanic rites of the Paviotso Indians (Paiute), Eliade relates that the shaman enters a trance not only to recover a lost soul but also to determine the cause of the original soul loss or other illnesses. The “images that the shaman sees during his ecstasy reveal the secret to him; if he sees the image of the whirlwind, it is a sign that the illness was caused by a whirlwind; if he sees the patient walking among fresh flowers, a cure is certain; but if the flowers are faded, death is inevitable; and so forth.”22 While these kinds of trance interpretations were highly public events for the American Indians whom Eliade profiles, later neo-shamans and other members of the metaphysical religious subculture would find these practices deeply appealing as personal psychological therapies, a move Eliade anticipated and welcomed. Later in his research and writing, he made it explicit that he found these tales of “archaic” shamanic journeying to be of spiritual importance for Western society. Andrei Znamenski writes, “Eliade argued that the first step for Westerners toward the sacred was to learn how to take seriously symbols, metaphors, stories—everything that might bear the remnants of ancient symbols. According to Eliade, such an approach could help to break the spiritual amnesia of Western society and return us to meaningful life.”23

Capitalizing on this desire was another of the main academic acolytes of shamanism to American audiences: Carlos Castaneda. Castaneda, who trained as an anthropologist at the University of California, Los Angeles, was the author of several volumes of what he termed “both ethnography and allegory.”24 In his writings, beginning with The Teachings of Don Juan in 1969, Castaneda encounters a Yaqui shaman named Don Juan Matus, a mysterious and playful figure who leads Castaneda into a new understanding of the universe. Don Juan teaches that the ancient Mexicans had incredible powers and could manipulate the energy that flows in and around us, as well as through time itself. Despite the general acceptance today that much of what Castaneda wrote was far from ethnography and much closer to fiction, his impact on the rise of neo-shamanism is unquestionable.25 According to Daniel Noel, a sympathetic critic of Castaneda,

 

Neoshamanism was born because of the fictive power, the fictive power not only in Castaneda’s Tales of Power but more importantly of the four-volume fairy tale he had produced by 1976. This is the fictive power that led those of us on the counter-cultural Left, in search of literalistic validation for our psychospiritual (and psychedelic) visions, to misread the fairy tale as fact.

Noel, like many others, however, was not put off by the revelation of Don Juan’s doubtful basis in reality. Instead, Castaneda’s writings were afforded more of a mythic cast. Noel argues that spiritual adventurers like himself should “deliteralize our reading, joining Castaneda’s created characters in their genuinely shamanic flight of fictive power.” Fiction, in this context, is not the opposite of fact but rather, and quite likely, a narrative of deeper truths that live inside the psyche and the imagination of all people. For the neo-shamans, that deeper truth has become regrettably more and more obscured in Western cultures.26

By the time he had become famous and had published over ten books about Mexican shamans and the spiritual path, Castaneda’s “conversations” with Don Juan reveal that the wisdom of the Yaquis was perhaps better understood as universal wisdom, no longer necessarily linked to the indigenous of Mexico. The following exchange, published the year of Castaneda’s death, illustrates this point well:

 

At the time of the events described in [The Teachings of Don Juan], don Juan spoke a great deal about allies, power plants, Mescalito, the little smoke, the wind, the spirits of rivers and mountains, the spirit of the chaparral, etc., etc. Later on when I questioned him about his emphasis on those elements, and why he wasn’t using them anymore, he admitted unabashedly that at the beginning of my apprenticeship, he had gone into all the pseudo-Indian shaman rigmarole for my benefit.

I was flabbergasted. I wondered how he could make such a statement, which was obviously not true. He had really meant what he said about those elements of his world, and I was certainly the man who could attest to the veracity of his words and moods.

“Don’t take it so seriously,” he said, laughing. “It was very enjoyable for me to get into all that crap, and it was even more enjoyable because I knew that I was doing it for your benefit.”27

With these candid admissions, Castaneda seemingly acknowledges, through his Don Juan persona, that his life’s writings are for the benefit of the readers, though not meant as strictly factual ethnography. Many followers and admirers have been content to leave it at that.

If Eliade provided the scholarly justification and ideation for the creation of neo-shamanism, and Castaneda provided the mythos and the countercultural spark, then Michael Harner wrote the how-to manual. Another “shamanthropologist,” Harner got his start with shamanism after fieldwork among various tribes of Ecuador and the Peruvian Amazon. During that fieldwork, he participated in shamanic rituals involving ayahuasca, a hallucinogen, which introduced him to otherworldly journeying, spirit helpers, and the ability to fight illness while in a trance state. These experiences inspired Harner to study other forms of shamanism, studies that led him to two conclusions: first, a shamanic state can be entered without the use of drugs; and second, the basic aspects of shamanic practices are an “ancient human legacy” that ought to be restored “to those who have been cut off from it for centuries.”28 Eventually, Harner left academia to found the Foundation for Shamanic Studies, an organization that promotes Harner’s “core shamanism” with workshops and other educational opportunities. Core shamanism purports to consist of the basics of shamanic practice in a non–culturally specific setting. In this way, Harner claims that, rather than being a reductionistic appropriation of indigenous knowledge, he and his students can practice shamanism without angst. “We are not ‘playing Indian’ or otherwise imitating the particular shamanic elaborations of any specific culture in core shamanism.” Instead, by “returning to the fundamentals of shamanism, we teach people the basic methods for entering non-ordinary reality through shamanic journeying and other means in order to interact first-hand with spiritual powers to obtain help in contemporary life.”29 Much of Harner’s writing, then, has focused on the mechanics of entering what he calls the “shamanic state of consciousness,” or SSC; this is often obtained through drumming and meditation. His classic guidebook, The Way of the Shaman, is an illustrated introduction to the Harner method and includes information on the topography of nonordinary reality, the adoption and use of “power animals,” detailed instructions on shamanic journeying while in the SSC, and suggestions on how to harness these journeys for practical and healing purposes.

Roger Walsh, another academic promoter of shamanism, is somewhat more cautious about its spread and applicability across cultures, yet he remains allied in his studies with Michael Harner, and he relies on Eliade’s basic conception of shamanism to guide his research. His work evaluates how shamanic techniques might be useful in the field of psychology. To this end, his research and writing have suggested that the study of indigenous shamans can provide guidance to Western neo-shamans as well as to medical professionals in the pursuit of integrative healing. Walsh says that what makes shamans unique in the world of spiritual and mystical experience is that they are “cosmic travelers” who travel to lower, middle, and upper worlds, where, typically, they interact with helping spirits or power animals. From these relatively standard descriptions of shamanic journeying, Walsh elides these indigenous practices with commonplace Western metaphysical topics like out-of-body experiences, Swedenborgianism, near-death experiences, lucid dreaming, hypnosis, and Jungian explorations of consciousness. He concludes that these seemingly related phenomena provide ample evidence that “nonshamanic cultures, including contemporary Western culture, can learn to journey shamanically.” He continues, “With the aid of drumming, most people seem to find it surprisingly easy, and over the course of a single weekend workshop it is not unusual to find people moved to joy or tears by their experiences.”30

Besides trance journeying, the other major practice area for neo-shamans is “soul retrieval,” which, of course, is the term that English-speaking curanderos use to describe some of their ritual activities. One of Michael Harner’s disciples, Sandra Ingerman, at one point claimed to be the world’s “leading practitioner of soul retrieval” and led workshops and sold books around the world describing her method. Trained originally in counseling psychology, Ingerman not surprisingly frames soul retrieval as an overtly spiritual form of psychological therapy; if physical symptoms exist, they are consequences of a fractured and scattered soul. And this fracturing almost always is attributed to psychological or developmental trauma of some sort. Ingerman provides a checklist of symptoms that may indicate that one is suffering from soul loss. The list includes chronic depression, blocked traumatic memories, addictions, a feeling of numbness or emptiness, and grief after a divorce or the death of a loved one. Ingerman explains that, as these symptoms indicate, soul loss keeps one from using and enjoying part of one’s “vital energy and gifts.” She adds, “the lost parts exist in nonordinary reality, from which they can be recovered only by shamanic means.”31 Neo-shamanic counselors, like Ingerman, differ significantly in this last claim: instead of relying on talk therapy, they embrace a metaphysical and energetic “reality” where, while in trance, they can interact with and rescue pieces of a broken soul. Remarkably, Ingerman even claims that it is unnecessary for her to know her client’s history prior to embarking on a soul retrieval—all is made clear in the nonordinary reality by spirit guides, power animals, and other “events” that occur while in the trance state. “As I suspected and hoped would happen,” testifies Ingerman, “the synchronicities were absolutely amazing. Time after time what I found out on my shamanic journeys coincide exactly with [previously unrevealed] memories from a person’s life.”32 This kind of insight strengthens the relationship of trust between the healer and the client and facilitates successful soul retrieval. It likewise reinforces a metaphysical worldview of interconnection, the absolute reality of soul and spirit, and the feeling that ancient indigenous practices open a window into unknown realms of power.

Many neo-shamans were introduced to these practices because they already were participants in some other form of metaphysical religion. The anthropologist Joan Townsend has written about the history of neo-shamanism within the larger community of what she calls “the mystical movement.” Townsend notes that neo-shamans, like the contemporary curanderos discussed above, generally borrow from an eclectic assortment of energy therapies and often are motivated by similar kinds of disenchantment with modern Western culture. “Although they tend not to be affiliated with any organized religion, they all continue intensive personal quests for spirituality, meaning, and transcendence.” And, Townsend continues, this shared desire for transcendent feelings sets neo-shamanism apart from indigenous shamanic societies, where only the shamans themselves generally enter fully into altered consciousness, and mostly out of a concern for the well-being of their patients. Likewise, “the beliefs of the neo-shamans are more eclectic than those of the classic shaman,” often including belief in and use of chakras and crystals as well as a pronounced commitment to the natural world and environmental protection and restoration. The neo-shamans also align themselves with other purveyors of holistic and integrative medicine with whom they share a similar frustration with the vagaries of allopathic biomedicine. Like other metaphysicals such as psychics, spiritualists, and holistic healers, neo-shamans insist that healing cannot be reduced to the elimination of pathogens or symptoms. For them, true healing, which neo-shamans facilitate through trance journeys, soul retrieval, and dream interpretation, involves the whole person, body and soul.33

Given this frequent crossover within North American metaphysical communities between neo-shamanism and other forms of traditional healing, it is not surprising that some contemporary curanderos have also embraced shamanic trance states as part of their practice. Once again, Elena Avila led the way. The following passage from her book demonstrates how completely Avila incorporated the typical modalities of neo-shamanism in her execution of soul retrieval. In the following, her client, Gloria, reported to Avila that she had been sexually abused as a child.

 

I went on a trance journey with the preconceived notion that I was going to find a molested three-year-old. Instead, to my surprise, I found myself in a river. I went deep under the water and discovered a viejita, an old grandmother, holding a small child of five years old in her arms. The child was very pale and very still. In Spanish, the viejita said, “Here, you are a nurse, give her CPR. She’s drowning.” I took the child from her arms, brought her up to the surface of the water, laid her on the bank, and resuscitated her. I didn’t see the viejita anymore, so I just held the child until she was breathing normally.

When I returned from my journey and told Gloria the story, she looked at me wide-eyed as if she couldn’t believe it. She said, “Oh, my God, I had completely forgotten that I almost drowned as a child.” She told me that, when she was about five or six years old, she and her family had been picnicking along the banks of the Rio Grande. Her father had warned her not to play alongside the river, but, being a little kid, she had disobeyed and fallen in. She couldn’t even remember who had pulled her out.

She was very close to her grandmother, who had died two or three years after the near drowning, and it had great meaning for her that I had seen her during my trance journey. She said, “My abuelita was taking care of that part of my soul until you came for it.” To me, this made perfect sense. I said, “Of course we needed to get the five-year-old soul that stayed in the river before we could get to the three-year-old who was molested.”34

All of the ingredients of neo-shamanism are here: the trance journey, a descent to a lower realm (in this case, under the river), the encounter with spirit guides (the viejita), the presence of damaged children representing pieces of a broken and lost soul, and the later therapeutic interpretation of events. In a later episode in her book, Avila leads an entire class of apprentices in what she explicitly names “a shamanic journey in search of their lost souls.”35 Her incorporation of this modality into her practice and conceptualization of curanderismo exemplifies the metaphysical sharing that defines much of the current moment in Mexican and Mexican American folk healing.

Moreover, the authority and romance of Mesoamerican and South American indigenousness undergird the spread of neo-shamanism among curanderos. Unlike some of the traditional practices of curanderismo that arguably hale as much from the Spanish as they do from native sources, shamanism has the aspect of pure indigeneity. This was on display during the course on curanderismo at the University of New Mexico. One session was dedicated to shamanism, and significantly, María Sabina was lifted up as a kind of saint of trance journeys. Sabina, a Mazatec Indian, was an internationally famous curandera who used psilocybe mushrooms, which are powerfully hallucinogenic, in her curing rituals. Typical of many shamanic healers, Sabina entered trance states wherein her visions and activities produced healing for her patients. For many years, her home in Mexico was a pilgrimage site for members of the hippie counterculture, and even today, her image and memory are a touchstone for shamanic journeyers.36 Arturo Ornelas suggested that Sabina should be compared to the great medieval Christian mystic Hildegard of Bingen and that Sabina’s sayings—collected primarily by anthropologists—have become Mexican spiritual classics.

Juan Pablo, one of the Mexican curanderos from Ornelas’s school, gave a presentation on trances. Like other neo-shamans, he claimed that all people have a “power animal” as well as a “power plant.” To discern and identify one’s power animal, one must enter a trance, or as Juan Pablo explained this, “see the world in a different way.” This new way of seeing things he likened to yoga, which, he claimed, also causes the practitioner to reevaluate and re-see the world. To enter into a trance state, Juan Pablo recommended either looking into an obsidian mirror (“This is how we do it in Mexico”) or looking into a regular mirror in a dim, candlelit room. At this point, one must unfocus one’s eyes and gaze into the mirror, where the power animal and power plant will appear; these, then, will be “true companions” that will help and guide. Sofía, another of the Mexican healers, added that all of us, beyond our basic biographies, have a “transpersonal” life that is truly self-aware as well as being aware of the universe and our connection to it and all other beings. While Sofía did not promote the use of hallucinogenic substances to gain access to this transpersonal self, she did mention several examples of powerful shamanic curanderas of her acquaintance who used peyote and ayahuasca to enter trance and visionary states. The unambiguous message that Juan Pablo and Sofía communicated to the UNM course is that shamanic journeys, power animals, and altered states of consciousness are some of the highest and most illustrious forms of Mexican curanderismo.37

The growing market for American indigenous wisdom (which certainly supports Ornelas’s healing institute in Cuernavaca, where Juan Pablo and Sofía are instructors) has spawned a thriving spiritual and neo-shamanic tourism industry. One of the “shamanthropologists” who manage this industry is the anthropologist Alberto Villoldo. In his many writings, Villoldo continues the genre pioneered by Carlos Castaneda: the magical anthropological adventure story wherein ancient knowledge is shared and Western mores and customs are challenged.38 Villoldo’s Four Winds Society currently offers classes in neo-shamanism as well as expeditions to Peru and Chile to learn from native healers. In the promotional materials for his Peru trip, participants are promised entrée to the inner wisdom of Amazonian shamans: “Our expeditions are not mere vacations, but expeditions where we immerse ourselves in the rich culture of the Amazon, Andes, and Sacred Valley. You will be welcomed as friends by the lineage of medicine men and women who preserve the teachings of luminous healing, soul retrieval, and the prophecies.”39 The invitation to share in indigenous wisdom is unmistakable. In the 1980s, Villoldo made a multipart video series with a noted Peruvian shaman named Eduardo Calderón that was marketed to New Age and metaphysical audiences throughout the English-speaking world. In the eleventh video in the series, Villoldo reveals that many traditional healers such as his collaborator, Calderón, want to share their wisdom and techniques with the “white man” so that they, too, can become “new caretakers and healers of the earth.”40 This trope—that natives want to share their healing powers and knowledge with spiritually curious North Americans—is especially evident in neo-shamanic tourism.

* * *

This chapter profiled two major sites of North American New Age and metaphysical incorporation of perceived Meso- and South American indigenous wisdom: the course in curanderismo at the University of New Mexico and the neo-shamanic movement. In the first profile, metaphysically inclined alternative medicine practitioners from southern Mexico come to the United States to teach large and eager audiences about ancient Aztec and Maya wisdom. With a luster of authenticity that cannot be matched by curanderos from the United States, the Mexican healers teach traditional arts of the curandero as well as more novel hybrid practices such as energy manipulation around the chakras, laughter therapy, and Chinese acupuncture. The second profile considered how American academics—mostly anthropologists—ventured first into the indigenous reaches of Mexico and South America to glean and gather shamanic insights and techniques, then brought back the trance journey and the soul retrieval for metaphysically inclined seekers in North America and Europe. Even though these anthropologists sometimes defend their activities as not “playing Indian,” the practitioners who learn their techniques testify that their shamanic journeying is made more meaningful (and a better challenge to cold and rational Western biomedicine) by the connection to ancient and mystical wisdom from distant tribal people. Some contemporary curanderos in both Mexico and the United States have incorporated the language and ritual formats of neo-shamanism in a number of ways that, while congruent with older traditions in curanderismo, are innovative. For instance, they embark on trance journeys, reconceptualize these journeys as soul retrievals in the cure of susto, recognize and interact with spirit animals, and include in their own self-understanding (if not personal use) the sanctity and utility of hallucinogens like peyote and certain mushrooms. Additionally, curanderos who incorporate neo-shamanistic techniques and rhetoric likewise embrace neo-shamanism’s fascination with bringing indigenous lore and experience to a multiethnic audience that has become disenchanted with Western biomedicine.

Of course, what is often forgotten by both scholars of religion and North American metaphysical religious people is that New Age and energetic ways of understanding the self and the world have also been popular in Mexico and other parts of Latin America. It is a mistake to think that Europe and North America are the only regions influenced by the Western metaphysical movement. As we saw in chapter 4, there is a long and thriving Kardecist spiritist tradition in Mexico that goes back to before the Mexican Revolution. In this regard, the United States certainly has no historical monopoly on mesmerism, spirit channeling, and the séance. More recent metaphysical combinations have also touched Mexico as well. The town of Tepoztlán, which lies about half an hour away from Arturo Ornelas’s school for healers in Cuernavaca, has been called the “Sedona of Mexico” because of its heavy concentration of New Age shops and services. In addition to New Age standards such as card reading, energy work, and aura photography, visitors and residents in Tepoztlán can also take in the spiritual renewal offered in various temazcales. The Los Angeles Times travel writer Christopher Reynolds enjoyed his stay there and noted, “you can get your chakras harmonized and ions cleansed just down the street from where you get your fresh guacamole and pollo en mole.”41 The bemused tone of this article is typical; indeed, it is often surprising for people in the United States to discover that New Age customs and traditions have a history and presence in Mexico. Why is this? The surprise likely results from a common desire to idealize Mexico as a source of unsullied and authentic Aztec insight, a desire that ignores Mexico’s position as a modern nation with a long history of ideological, political, cultural, and economic exchange with the rest of the world. This is not to say that Mexican New Agers do not bring unique Mexican characteristics to their metaphysical explorations, but it must be acknowledged that Mexicans, too, have a relationship with many of the same energy therapies and desires for holistic health as other people in other Western nations. But given Anglo American New Agers’ historical penchant for adopting and repurposing the religious and spiritual practices of others they deem “exotic,” perhaps it is not unexpected that they are not eager to discover that the holistic healing wisdom and therapeutic techniques brought to them from Cuernavaca likely share a similar ideational pedigree with their more pedestrian, U.S.-based New Age notions.

Finally, it is worth wondering why so little angst has been generated around these latest exchanges, incorporations, and perhaps even appropriations of what is supposed to be indigenous Mesoamerican knowledge. As some of the neo-shamans mentioned above have been quick to acknowledge, many Native Americans have issued robust denunciations of “white shamanism” and “plastic medicine men.” If Mexican Americans as well as Anglo Americans are looking south to native Mexico and South America for new healing techniques and spiritual fundament for their lives, then why have the same critiques not fallen upon them? While I take up this question again in the concluding chapter, a few reasons can be offered here. First, among Mexican Americans like Elena Avila and many of the other New Mexican curanderos who follow in her footsteps, there is an ongoing, often very personal, reclamation of the indigenous parts of their mestizo heritage. In this context, there is no appropriation but rather a sharing in old family traditions that have often been pushed aside. But the more salient reason that open sharing of Mexican updates to curanderismo is not condemned is a very conscious understanding of historical trauma. In interviews, several curanderas as well as Eliseo Torres explained that, while the oppression of mestizo Mexicans and Mexican Americans has been very great, it is a different kind of trauma than the eradication efforts and genocidal wars carried out against American Indians and some indigenous Mexicans. The Albuquerque curandera Tonita Gonzales considers that the ferocity and relative recentness of the oppression of Native Americans have led them to be very guarded with their ceremonies and rituals. With a sincere and profound sadness, she explains that she hopes that Mexicans and Mexican Americans, in contrast, have the opportunity to share their knowledge—including with white people—to safeguard its continuing survival.42 A final point is that, as this chapter suggests, some of the supposed ancient indigenous knowledge that is being shared today may more accurately find its genealogical origins in the hybrid space between mestizo practitioners and the Western metaphysical religious traditions of universal energy, corresponding dimensions, and personal self-help. This means that appropriation can run both ways. The historian Andrei Znamenski writes, “While many non-Indian spiritual seekers benefit from Native Americana, there are many Native Americans who receive their inspiration from the ‘New Age’ community and its print culture.”43 The same can be said of many curanderos at work today.
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Curanderismo as Transcultural Religious Healing Tradition

Problems and Possibilities

More than 150 years after the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and the carving of the U.S. Southwest out of northern Mexico, religious and other types of cultural contact continue to take place in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. During this lengthening period, complex group and ethnic identities like “Mexican,” “Chicano,” “American,” and “Anglo” have evolved in a setting of ongoing exchange, conflict, and hybridization. Without a doubt, metaphysical notions of wellness, sickness, and healing have clustered at these points of contact in multilayered and often productive arrangements. By no means is it impossible to imagine a nineteenth-century white settler from the East Coast buying a ranch in the Rio Grande valley, where she encounters a regionally famous healer whose touch removes her maladies as well as those of the local tejano population. Likewise, one can easily envision a 1960s Anglo anthropologist moving gradually from participant observer in the home of the barrio curandera to credulous apprentice. Finally, it is not implausible to picture a contemporary Mexican American healer establishing her credentials alongside newfound peers in the alternative healing movement. In communities throughout the border region and beyond, Mexican American religious healing has been a force that pushes the boundaries.

Given this history of exchange, two important questions present themselves. The first asks, How is it possible for what would seem like a culturally, ethnically, and religiously based and bound healing tradition—that is, one not based principally on biomedical norms—to function outside the bounds of its originating cultural, ethnic, or religious group? In other words, how are any of the scenarios in the previous paragraph possible? How is it that the folk saints and metaphysical therapies of borderlands Mexican Americans sometimes operate effectively for Anglo Americans? The second question is, What do these exchanges mean? More specifically, what do these transcultural experiences tell us about the religious history of the border? Is this yet another example of Anglo American appropriation—and misrepresentation—of “exotic” and “spiritual” knowledge of the nonwhite Other? Or has it been empowering for Mexican Americans that curanderismo has entered the constellation of American metaphysical traditions? Indeed, could the exchanges that have occurred around religious and cultural healing in the border region suggest a format of cultural exchange and combination that would apply in other settings? These and other questions will be addressed in this final chapter.

Channels of Convergence

For the most part, scholars and laypeople alike have portrayed Mexican and Mexican American religious healing traditions as an internal characteristic of this ethnic group. However, depictions of curanderismo have varied. On one extreme, some have been inclined to understand curanderismo, folk saint veneration, and other aspects of Mexican American healing as the crudest superstition, an unfortunate vestige of a premodern and uncivilized past. These kinds of dismissals of Mexican folk traditions have become relatively rare in today’s multicultural environment. On the other extreme, but just as likely to see these traditions as no more than an ethnically bound phenomenon, are those who find curanderismo to be emblematic of the heroic and sacred knowledge of Mesoamerica, unsullied by colonial history. This latter viewpoint is not uncommon among Anglo American appreciators who uncritically accept the quaint and fascinating particulars of non-biomedical, “spiritual” health care. For instance, the national media figures Oprah Winfrey and Ellen DeGeneres have both fervently promoted the therapeutic ideas and methods of Miguel Ruiz, a self-described Toltec nagual, which Ruiz translates as “animal shape-shifter,” and son of a Mexican curandera. DeGeneres confesses that she has read Ruiz’s best-selling self-help book The Four Agreements at least seven times and states that Ruiz’s “Toltec wisdom” has helped her improve her own mental health and outlook. Winfrey’s O Magazine explains to readers that the Toltecs, according to Ruiz, “were artists and spiritual seekers who thrived in Mexico hundreds of years ago, before they were forced to hide their ancestral wisdom from European conquerors.”1 The exotic and gnostic nature of Ruiz’s message helps his readers, like Winfrey and DeGeneres, to feel like they are tapping into an ancient and authentic tradition.

Between these extremes lies the majority of anthropological and medical research. These academic studies tend to theorize that these healing modalities, while not strictly biologically effective, are positive because they maintain mental health and cultural continuity. Likewise, for these kinds of arguments, curanderismo has no function outside its original ethnic source.2 But, as the previous chapters demonstrate, Mexican American curanderismo and even folk saint veneration have never been limited to the Mexican and Mexican American communities. Teresa Urrea’s fantastic success in her early twentieth-century tour of the country up to Elena Avila’s mentoring of white apprentices show that the religious healthways of the border have long appealed to at least some portions of the Anglo American population. Of course, the use of herbal remedies—and the implicit understanding that such remedies have some biomedical efficacy—has a foundation in cultural and ethnic groups across the globe. But what about Mexican American remedies that do not immediately suggest some sort of medicinal, chemical effect on the body? For example, in a limpia the curandera sweeps the body with an egg or a branch; the explicitly stated purpose of such a therapy is to remove negative energies from one’s person. How is it that such an act, which has no known biomedical impact (apart from some ill-defined or tautological “placebo effect”), can yet reach across the borders of cultural assumptions and achieve its task of healing?

One of the most helpful anthropological theories as to why non-biomedical healing traditions “work” (in the sense that both the patient and the healer experience a qualitative change in the patient’s condition) comes from Thomas Csordas. His theory, which is covered in detail in the introduction of this book, focuses on culturally produced narratives. Csordas understands these narratives as much more than mere stories; narratives about health, body, and illness actually find expression in both individual and social experiences of one’s body. “Because we are not isolated subjectivities trapped within our bodies, but share an intersubjective milieu with others, we must also specify that a somatic mode of attention means not only attention to one’s own body but also includes attention to the bodies of others.” This “somatic mode of attention” allows the observer to situate cultural narratives of suffering, relief, redemption, and so on within the body. This “paradigm of embodiment,” says Csordas, points us to “conclusions both about the cultural patterning of bodily experience, and also about the intersubjective constitution of meaning through that experience.”3 Somatic practices, often founded in and reinforced by metaphysical narratives of causation, reveal those narrative predispositions that powerfully channel the experiences of religious healing.

Briefly, this theory of healing maintains that a culture’s internal narratives articulate—and are articulated by—predispositions. While these predispositions cannot strictly determine outcomes, they do tend to express themselves as epistemic limitations. Indeed, Bourdieu was clear that these predispositions are often embodied in one’s physical being; in this way, cultural stories and norms can channel experiences of sickness and health. Put in religious terms, as narratives of healing and ailment often are, the predispositions of a specific culture likely find clear expression in the metaphysical assumptions of the cultural group. For example, sinful acts can lead to physical symptoms that can be relieved only through rebalancing one’s relationship with God. In practice, this rebalancing almost always also serves to recalibrate social relationships.

As long as one can maintain that a cultural group per se is relatively uniform and self-contained, the above articulated theory of religious healing can make tidy interpretive work of non-biomedical healing traditions. To move on to more realistic scenarios in which cultural groups overlap with others and are themselves porously defined, it is helpful to consider how Csordas’s theory of healing works with a borderlands example. William Madsen argued in 1964 that many Mexican “folk illnesses” were caused when individuals experienced the conflicts of acculturation to “American” norms. These individuals, referred to derogatively as inglesados (Anglicized), sought to lessen those conflicts either by moving away from the Mexican American community, becoming even more Americanized, or returning to their roots.

 

Those who retreat are usually afflicted with a series of folk diseases. As Anglos are believed to be immune to such ailments, merely being afflicted with one is a means of cultural identification with la raza [“the race,” that is, Mexican Americans]. To accept the diagnosis and to cooperate in treatment are a declaration of acceptance of the conservative Mexican-American world view. The treatment involves the re-establishment of traditional roles and frequently some form of penance. Such treatments are nearly always conducted by curanderos.4

If we use Csordas’s terms to analyze Madsen’s observations, we might say that the inglesado embodies the cultural pain of acculturation and is relieved only when he returns to somatic practices more in tune with the narratives of his community of origin. The psychiatrist Ari Kiev corroborates Madsen’s findings and Csordas’s analysis: “The treatment is not merely the result of the doctor-patient relationship but is instead a form of social reintegration through socially recognized methods. Mexican folk medicine thus plays a dual role, for it is designed to maintain the continuity of society as a functioning whole as well as to reintegrate individuals into the community.”5 Although Kiev might not express it this way, the whole interaction of the ailing individual with the community norms ensconced in the person of the curandero provides a narrative of religious, cultural, and somatic predispositions.

Of course, as this book has shown, Mexican American narratives of healing have frequently been effective not only in the way that Madsen and Kiev suggest but also outside the Mexican American community. Moreover, the so-called folk diseases of borderlands Mexican Americans have never been the sole focus of curanderos, nor have these ailments been limited, according to Elena Avila and others, strictly to Mexican Americans. And these exchanges are not superficial but rather resonate with curers and cured in profound ways. This phenomenon problematizes Csordas’s notion of somatic modes of practice that result from embodied cultural narratives. What does it mean when unexpected sharing occurs in the context of narratives of wholeness, in this case including religiously specific interactions with God, the Virgin, and to a lesser extent, saints and Aztec beings? It is precisely because of these instances of the efficacy of religious narratives outside the Mexican American culture that Csordas’s theories of the power of narrative must be expanded.6

Several scholars suggest that the nature of the U.S.-Mexico border, as a site of perennial contact and negotiation, is especially suited for the sharing of narratives and the exchange of ideas, people, and things. Renato Rosaldo goes so far as to suggest that borderlands people and border culture may serve as an ideal model for cultural analysis in general. He laments that most “metropolitan typifications continue to suppress border zones,” but adds that

 

human cultures are neither necessarily coherent nor always homogeneous. More often than we usually care to think, our everyday lives are crisscrossed by border zones, pockets, and eruptions of all kinds. Social borders frequently become salient around such lines as sexual orientation, gender, class, race, ethnicity, nationality, age, politics, dress, food, or taste. Along with “our” supposedly transparent cultural selves, such borderlands should be regarded not as analytically empty transitional zones but as sites of creative cultural production that requires investigation.7

Rosaldo adds that borderlands figures “demand study more as complex sites of cultural production than as representatives of a self-contained homogeneous culture. . . . In the present postcolonial world, the notion of an authentic culture as an autonomous internally coherent universe no longer seems tenable, except perhaps as a ‘useful fiction’ or a revealing distortion.”8 The social theorist and poet Gloria Anzaldúa pioneered this reconception of the border not as a place without culture but as a strong and resilient cultural zone of ongoing movement. The border denizen “learns to juggle cultures. She has a plural personality, she operates in a pluralistic mode—nothing is thrust out, the good, the bad and the ugly, nothing rejected, nothing abandoned. Not only does she sustain contradictions, she turns ambivalence into something else.”9 In this context of fertile combination, it would perhaps be more surprising if the healing predispositions of curanderos did not find resonance outside an ethnically bounded Mexican American community.

Another salient feature of the borderlands, the one that forces Anzaldúa’s plural identity, is that it is a site par excellence of colonial encounter. This zone has been on the edge of metropolitan powers since the Spaniards pushed the boundaries of New Spain into modern-day Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California in the mid-sixteenth century. Later, as the U.S. Southwest, the region continues to blur the lines between imagined ethnic and national identities. Of course, the U.S.-Mexico border has not been the only colonized region to experience exchange in the area of cultural healing traditions. In their groundbreaking study of nineteenth-century British colonial settlement and Protestant missions in southern Africa, Jean Comaroff and John Comaroff note that healing held a unique place in the British colonial and mission project.

Healing for the Africans and, to some extent, for the British was a site of “mediation between the human and the divine.”10 As with curanderos and their Mexican American and Anglo clients, the religious and the therapeutic were not easily separated in the southern African colonies. And, as Comaroff and Comaroff show, the white missionaries and colonists were more disposed to share in African healing traditions than they were to share in other aspects of the local culture, such as clothing or housing styles. “For it was in the domain of healing that the distances and distinctions of the imperial frontier were most often breached; that all parties to the long conversation seemed most receptive to innovation from ‘the other’; that the hybridizing effects of colonial evangelism were perhaps most fully realized.”11 In developments remarkably similar to the history of Mexican American religious healing, southern African non-biomedical healing traditions have found expression among whites before and after African independence in the middle of the last century and even in the present day. Comaroff and Comaroff find this exchange to have global analogues and consequences:

 

[A] fascination with indigenous medical practice has been discernible among whites throughout the twentieth century. This phenomenon has not been restricted to South Africa. In many places, the cultural knowledge of people marginalized in the name of modernity—or, more dramatically, suppressed as “primitive”—has been empowered by its very exoticization. . . . In the postcolonial epoch, more generally, with doubts growing about the supremacy of Western biomedicine, there has been a new attitude of open curiosity toward alternative healing.12

In the United States, this has certainly been the case, and white interest in curanderismo is hardly the only example. Perhaps the non-Western medicinal tradition that has most entered mainstream North American culture is Chinese traditional medicine. Acupuncture has almost become a commonplace throughout the United States, and certain traditional Chinese herbal remedies are ubiquitous. Slightly less common, but still present, is the basic sense that participation in even “scientifically sanctioned” forms of Chinese traditional medicine has a holistic character in which the health-seeker might ultimately harmonize physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being. Linda Barnes is a leading voice in the study of religion and healing in the United States and an expert on Chinese healing. She writes that, beginning in the 1960s, hippies and New Agers started to look for meaning outside their own milieu. According to Barnes, these seekers often invented notions of “tribal peoples” and “Chinese sages” to help them escape the confines of their middle-class white backgrounds:

 

This rewriting of the self found expression along a continuum of responses to China and the Chinese. At the one end was a self-transformation that might be designated as conversion. At the other end, we find full-scale appropriation—the taking over of another group’s practices in ways that may then exclude or marginalize the original holders of the tradition. Yet, as the two poles of a spectrum, both represent aspects of a larger phenomenon; both carry elements of their opposite. Neither process is pure.13

Barnes highlights how problematic, in terms of global power differentials and blatant orientalism, the borrowing of healthways can be. Her contention that the processes of appropriation and conversion are never pure most certainly applies to the Anglo American incursions into the arena of Mexican American healing and metaphysical notions of the person.

Although a complete comparison of white uses of Chinese and Mexican American healing traditions is outside the scope of this book, Barnes’s analysis of why Chinese medicine is ultimately effective for white American audiences is instructive.

 

The selection process [of another culture’s medicine], in many cases, appears to be governed by the perception of some underlying resonance—a poetics of analogy, in which some symbol, some practice, appears to provide an additional resource with which to articulate something intuited, something known, something already believed. The more complex the system being borrowed from, and the more multivalent its symbolic resources, the greater the likelihood that different groups will read their own context into any one of them.14

Barnes’s insight concerning a “poetics of analogy” does much to fill in the gaps that open up in Csordas’s explanation of non-biomedical healing when the latter is placed in a transcultural context.

To put this another way, in the context of Mexican American folk medicine, it is not particularly surprising that curanderos, fidencista materias, and powerful, sainted healers have all been successful in healing insiders of the Mexican American ethnic community—permeable as this community may be. Following Csordas and other practice theorists, strong cultural predispositions express themselves somatically. For instance, if one apprehends one’s body as a delicately balanced equilibrium infused by a soul that can be fractured due to a frightening or unsettling experience, it makes perfect sense to be healed by a healer who restores a piece of one’s soul through a soul-retrieving limpia and intercessions with God or saints. The act of re-immersing oneself in the narratives of wholeness of one’s Mexican American religious and cultural predispositions thus allows for a reimaging or reestablishment of balance and health.

What surprises, then, is when Mexican and Mexican American metaphysical, non-biomedical healing traditions are capable of curing those outside the narrative bounds of the Mexican American ethnic community (most commonly, Anglo Americans). Barnes’s “poetics of analogy” explains what has made this transcultural healing possible. Channels of convergence in cultural narratives, religious beliefs and practices, and epistemologies of the body allow the healing narratives of one to resonate efficaciously for the other.

At the turn of the twentieth century, these channels facilitated Pedrito Jaramillo’s healing of white ranching families in south Texas. His commonsense cures that referred specifically to God’s agency functioned across ethnic boundaries. And it is not unexpected that he was even more successful with white children of East Coast settlers; they had had even more time to accustom themselves to the narrative predispositions of the locality. An even more evident example is that of the Santa de Cabora, Teresa Urrea. The Anglo press’s harmonial and mesmeric explanations of her powers underscore the resonant metaphysical predispositions between Urrea and her Anglo audiences.

Toward the turn of the twenty-first century, these channels of convergence become more and more apparent as many Mexican American curanderos and New Age spiritual seekers turn to similar rhetorics and religious marketplaces to share in holistic healing. Elena Avila’s work is the most prominent example of this exchange, but there are many others. For instance, Concha, operator of the website Curious Curandera, very explicitly moves Mexican American healing practices and religiously based understandings of the body into parallel conversation with other alternative spiritual and healing traditions like card reading and “spellwork.”

But what exchanges occurred in the intervening years between Teresa Urrea and Elena Avila? Perhaps the best representative of this period is an Anglo Texan ranching woman who interacted mostly with Mexicans near the border and with hippies of the counterculture. Her name is Jewel Babb, and she was a well-known and muchsought-after healer in west Texas before her death in 1991. Her story illustrates many of the common predispositions that exist between many Mexican Americans and some Anglos in terms of wellness and power. Like many ranching women, Babb had grown up in a household where women were expected to have some expertise in home remedies and other healing arts. In midlife, when she had occasion to settle near some hot springs on the border with Mexico, she learned about the springs’ curative properties from the Mexican and Mexican American laborers who lived in the area. Soon, she came to administrate the springs for the Mexican Americans in the region who came to the waters for their therapeutic effects. As her reputation as a healer and interpreter of the hot springs’ inherent powers grew, she came into contact with a wide variety of people, including an Anglo man who taught her various massage techniques, which he referred to as “zone therapy.” Eventually, Babb also discovered that she could cure merely with her mind and with energy that resided in her hands.15

Babb’s biographer, a novelist and poet named Pat LittleDog, explains that during “a treatment, [Babb] holds her hands out, palms toward the patient. She says a sensation of warmth starts in one of her hands, then arcs to the other, and that the energy and warmth seem to circulate in the palms.”16 Her gathered knowledge as well as the newfound power in her mind and hands served her well when she had to leave the hot springs. Even away from the springs, Babb continued to treat many of her Mexican American patients and had a growing clientele from the hippie community in El Paso and other locales in west Texas. Jewel Babb’s story is important because it helps us understand how Mexican American folk healing combines effectively with those Anglo Americans who, in LittleDog’s description, “have certain strongly held beliefs in the value of natural products for healing, ecological concerns which include an interest in hot springs and other natural phenomena, and a tendency to seek unified systems, as exemplified in the term ‘holistic health.’”17 LittleDog explains Babb’s unique and illuminating position:

 

Whereas several writers on the subject of folk medicine have emphasized the homogeneity of the healers and their communities, it seemed to me that Mrs. Babb in many respects was apart from the Anglo ranching community; at the same time, she saw herself as bringing together otherwise disparate communities—Anglo with Mexican, poor with rich, Negro with white. This sense of herself as a cultural medium was quite evident, for instance in her story of the hot springs, a place where Mexicans, Negroes, Creoles, and Cajuns came together, many times speaking different languages to be healed.

. . . Mrs. Babb’s growing popularity with members of disparate ethnic backgrounds must be built on a set of qualifications equally appealing to segments of both communities.18

Babb’s use of water for curing, her reliance on body massage, her thorough knowledge of borderlands herbal remedies, and her manipulation of energy auras with her hands are, of course, not at all uncommon in curanderismo, a fact of which her Mexican American clients were aware. But Babb’s focus on holistic health, her spiritual rhetoric and use of physical touch, and her ecological simplicity also made her accessible to whites who were formed in American metaphysical religious and cultural traditions. Babb is unique as a prototype of the non–Mexican American border healer, but Mexican American curanderos have also found this place of effective convergence. LittleDog puts it well when she claims that curanderos’ “appeal is transcultural, so that, although one group of patients might respond for slightly different reasons than another, the basic techniques lend themselves to a variety of cultural expectations.”19

Appropriation, Exchange, and Empowerment

To be sure, cultural and religious convergence among diverse American groups does much to explain why a non-biomedical, religious healthway like curanderismo has been effective outside the Mexican American community. In the United States, an incredible ability to combine, overlap, and absorb has always marked the metaphysical tradition. The continuously significant portion of the white middle class that has identified openly with spiritualism, mesmerism, New Thought, and the New Age has remained committed, in one way or another, to tapping into energies and forces that ostensibly surround us and affect human bodies and communities. And, to be sure, openly metaphysical groups operate on the surface of a pervasive national interest in harmonial ideas and practices. Ultimately, it is not surprising that ethnic minority and immigrant metaphysical traditions have found their way into the greater American culture and consciousness. Catherine Albanese summarizes this great hybridization:

 

[F]rom a religious perspective, [Americans] were begging, borrowing, and stealing from one another, and they were doing it in broad historiographical daylight with little or no apology. Catholics and Protestants did it, and so did Jews. When Muslims became new neighbors on the block, they did it as well, and so did South and East Asians. Native Americans and African Americans had long since made their appropriations, and the public secret that was now emerging was that whites had all along borrowed from Indians and blacks as well. Americans, in short, were—and had long been—reinventing their spiritual selves and communities to produce transformed religious worlds. . . . Religion in the United States, in general, needs to be noticed for its overlapping between and among cultural worlds.20

Although Albanese’s statements about religious combination are accurate, she implies that these fruitful overlaps have been less conflicted than some of the participants may like. Indeed, it is impossible to ignore the fact that cultural contact happened in the geographical area now known as the United States in a context of great racial, economic, and religious inequality.

For instance, the very fact that Don Pedrito Jaramillo and other less-known curanderos lived in the United States and treated white Americans resulted from the southward- and westward-moving international border as whites entered Texas and other formerly Mexican territories. In a very real sense, white Americans came into direct and sustained contact with Mexican and Mexican American folk and religious life because of U.S. wars of expansion. In more recent times, most white interest in Mexican American folk healing comes from the New Age community, long disparaged for its uncritical appropriation of non-Western religious knowledge and practices. It seems too facile to refer to these transcultural experiences as mere “borrowing.” Such cultural exchanges can often highlight the political, economic, and cultural differentials in power, in this case between whites and Mexican Americans in the border region. If some Anglos have turned to curanderos for healing, and even for training, they have also participated in some of the same problematic dynamics that have marked transcultural and religious exchanges throughout the western colonial enterprise.

First of all, many metaphysical religious groups in the twentieth-century United States turned to Asian and Native American “spirituality” for language and specific religious or meditative practices. They then used the knowledge they discovered both to legitimate and reformulate their own sense of the human person and the cosmos. Richard King notes that Hinduism and Buddhism, painted by their Western admirers as “mystical,” have been appropriated in ways that say more about the appropriators than the Eastern religions themselves:

 

The rise of Hindu- and Buddhist-inspired groups throughout the West, much of contemporary New Age mythology as well as media advertising and popular culture in general, demonstrates the ongoing cultural significance of the idea of the “Mystic East”, and the continued involvement of the West in a romantic and exotic fantasy of Indian religions as deeply mystical, introspective and otherworldly in nature.21

A similar analysis applies to New Age romantic images of Native American religions, and now, to a lesser extent, to the mestizo phenomena of Mexican American folk and religious healing traditions.

But finding an uncritical and often self-serving spirituality in Asian, Native American, or Latin American ciphers is not the whole picture of this appropriation. There is also a double-edged desire in the Anglo-dominated New Age community to both be the other and expect that one can have what the other offers. For example, Brooke Medicine Eagle, who speaks on the New Age circuit and leads “adventure quests,” suggests that we all can “paint ourselves red.” She does not explicitly state that painting oneself red makes one into an Indian, but she puts her discussion in the context of “Lakota ways,” clearly implying that her instructions can lead one to an approximation of Indianness. Her readers are admonished, “By turning our attention again and again to the awakening and embodying of this Great Spirit in our everyday lives we will truly learn to paint ourselves red.”22 On the other hand, there is a current that runs through New Age rhetoric that all people, no matter their racial or ethnic identification, can access spiritual power and healing where they are and as they are. Thus, the white person is at no disadvantage due to his or her decidedly non-exotic heritage. Indeed, metaphysical knowledge is accessible to all due to its source within all people. This latter predilection is especially prominent among those New Age and traditional healers who actively seek to train others, such as Michael Harner and Elena Avila. Harner notes that “One of the most interesting things about shamanism is that it is very democratic. All have the potential to get spiritual revelation directly from the highest possible (and nonordinary) sources if they have the methods.” He adds, “The human mind, heart, and spirit are lying dormant, waiting for the ancient sound of the drum and for certain basic types of training in order to come alive.”23 With a little revelation of native wisdom (such as Avila’s “Aztec secrets”) and the acknowledgment that training and openness are all one needs (such as the curanderismo course at the University of New Mexico), there is little barrier to Anglo New Agers becoming curanderos themselves.

Another related critique of white participation in nonwhite religious practices has to do with the issue of consumption. Several scholars and cultural critics have pointed out that religions in America have long operated in a thriving and competitive marketplace. R. Laurence Moore contends that all sorts of American religious groups not only compete for massive audiences, they also make use of markets of goods and ideas to take an “aggressively leading role” in “shaping society and culture.”24 Following Moore’s argument, there are virtually no aspects of religious experience in the United States that have not interacted closely with the “marketplace of culture,” but the New Age movement has been particularly associated with the buying and selling of spirituality. In this regard, New Age practitioners stay right on the edge of the interpretive line between the “religious” and the “secular.” Moore explains, “The New Age, despite its many proponents who oppose competitive capitalism, . . . has a product to sell. Religious groups may call the product ‘transcendent awareness’; secular institutes, ‘holistic healing.’ In fact, many use these and related terms more or less interchangeably.”25 Of course, Elena Avila and similar purveyors of Mexican American metaphysical healing have found consumers within this context. The issue is that these contemporary curanderos, neo-shamans, and spiritualists are offering on the open market what might be considered insider or community-based knowledge. These Mexican American healers, the critics argue, are catering to each individual consumer’s needs rather than maintaining the communal aspect of Mexican American traditions.26

In a positive light, this supply-and-demand driven model of religiosity has allowed many curanderos and other healers to participate and interact more openly and fully with a diversity of clients in the United States. The religious studies scholar Marion Bowman argues that the notion of a religious marketplace, despite a long-standing negative connotation, is “an accurate value-free characterization of the contemporary situation, in which many people are experiencing greater religious consumer choice than ever before due to globalized spiritual commodification.” Bowman contends that healing is an especially “valuable commodity,” since “through healing, a variety of worldviews may be explored and experiences and insights gained.”27 This New Age desire to explore other worldviews, including that of Mexican American curanderismo, has thus created new avenues for transcultural exchange.

Of course, access to markets, spiritual or otherwise, is perhaps not as free as Bowman would paint it. The intractable statistical economic inequality between Mexican Americans and whites would suggest that “consumer choice” is racially freighted. In other words, if white metaphysical consumers have more money, they also have more access to commodified religious knowledge and practices.

Perhaps the most analogous experience of Anglo American interest in (and appropriation of) the traditions of an American minority’s religious and cultural traditions is that of white fascination with Native American spirituality.28 A brief look at Native American experiences with Anglo American seekers is instructive as a point of comparison with the types of transcultural exchanges that have taken place with Mexican American folk and religious healing. There is a long and exceedingly complex history of Anglo American appropriations of American Indian rituals, healing traditions, and other indigenous customs. Several scholars have made very pointed criticisms of these white incursions into actual or perceived Indian beliefs and religious practices, and their insights can help to highlight both similarities and differences concerning white participation in curanderismo.

The historian Philip Deloria asserts that the post–World War II era in the United States was particularly open to cross-racial experimentation. Since the war put Americans of all races and ethnicities in close proximity to carry out a united military effort, returning soldiers pushed the whole society to reconsider how American identity included the experiences of Indians, African Americans, and Hispanics. “Many Americans began playing with the categories into which people seemed naturally to fall, wondering how those boundaries could (or could not) be bridged, and becoming dimly curious about what it meant to make some part of somebody else—music, speech, authenticity—some part of you.” Deloria argues that whites sought out Native American experiences as never before, and for the first time in U.S. history “actually seemed to require a significant number of real Indians” to authenticate their activities. In the middle decades of the twentieth century, a variety of white “hobbyists” developed a whole subculture of Indian dressing, dancing, and craftsmanship, often with a complex interaction with American Indians themselves in what Deloria calls an “ambiguous hybrid terrain.”29

Eventually, the hobbyists gave way to a larger population of spiritual seekers. Deloria shows that this change was met by a small but influential group of native people who “found empowerment in a white-focused, spiritual mediator’s role.” For instance, in the 1960s Sun Bear emerged as a publisher and editorialist on various Indian issues in his magazine Many Smokes. Concurrently, the white counterculture’s rejection of Christianity and its establishment baggage led many to seek out other religious and philosophical traditions; this burgeoning group of people looking for spiritual insight and new metaphysical experiences created an opportunity. Soon, says Deloria,

 

the nature of Sun Bear’s intercultural brokerage changed, and Many Smokes metamorphosed into a full-blown New Age periodical aimed at a much larger, non-Indian audience. In 1986, it changed its name to Wildfire and proffered a montage of articles dealing with Christian theology, crystal magic, spirit channeling, vision questing, land brokering, Afghan relief, natural childbirth, and smudging one’s computer with purifying smoke. Catalogue goods were always on sale, as were stock offerings for the Bear Tribe. . . . The Bear Tribe, primarily a collection of non-Indian followers, offered a path to tribal Indianness that relied not on spiritual experience, cultural crossing, or accidents of birth, but upon economic exchange.30

Sun Bear is not alone in this new enterprise aimed at the New Age seeker community; a host of other Indian and non-Indian people have joined him in providing these kinds of services to any interested parties.

Many Indians have condemned these activities, and the criticism that falls on these “plastic medicine men” is multifaceted. For example, the Hopi/Miwok anthropologist and poet Wendy Rose denounces what she calls “whiteshamans,” that is, non-Indians who assume a public persona as “American Indian medicine men” for purposes both of artistic expression and profit. Rose admits that these whiteshamans are supplying a legitimate demand: “an entire population is crying out for help, for alternatives to the spiritual barrenness they experience, for a way out of the painful trap in which their own worldview and way of life have ensnared them.” But ultimately, the constructed performances of these non-Indian medicine men play into cultural forces that would erase any sort of community rootedness or authenticity. In the vaguely Indian-sounding wisdom of these whiteshamans, “Native reality is thereby subsumed and negated by imposition of a ‘greater’ or ‘more universal’ contrivance.”31 In other words, the crux of Rose’s rebuke of whiteshamans is that they too easily overshadow the more complicated and often less public narratives and rituals inherent to bona fide Indian communities. The overarching interest in metaphysical knowledge and aesthetic productions among general and New Age audiences in the United States, claims Rose, has forced many non-Indians (and even some Indians) to adopt inauthentic and context-less spiritual pabulum.

The scholar of Native American religions Christopher Jocks significantly expands and finesses Rose’s critiques. First, he posits that unwelcome appropriations of American Indian identity and knowledge have serious moral and political implications. These appropriations, says Jocks, are frequently inaccurate, knowingly falsified, distorted, or severely marred because they violate the original contexts of the ill-gotten knowledge. On the other hand, non-Indian uses of Indian ceremonies and other cultural artifacts can also do violence to native people by revealing privileged information, by profiting without attribution or permission, or by treating Indian traditions as nothing more than motifs for individual meditation. But for Jocks, the heart of the issue is that many exogenous interpretations of American Indian ritual and wisdom are hermeneutically conflicted. He claims that in “American Indian contexts, the only knowledge that is meaningful is that which is enacted.” This “enacted knowledge,” though carried out by individuals, is always enacted in community and in the community’s history. Such an epistemology makes impossible any sort of quick and easy use of discrete units of Indian ritual or insight. “Thus, knowledge as a timeless, pre-existing abstraction, or data that can be transmitted independent of the ‘accidents’ of its encodation, is simply undefined, unverifiable, unapproachable.” This has unavoidable consequences both for popular dabbling with Indian traditions or healthways and for academic study, since from this hermeneutical framework, “knowledge cannot be traded in some imagined neutral ‘marketplace of ideas.’”32 Although Jocks is clearly concerned with the moral, political, and epistemic integrity of American Indian practices and beliefs, he does not fall into what Deloria identifies as “ethnic separatism” or Indian “figurings of racial essentialism.” Instead, Jocks suggests that we must “imagine a model in which Indigenous and Euroamerican intellectual histories meet and conduct authentic exchanges in a context of real respect.”33 In this formulation, exchange and mutual sharing are possible, but must occur in a manner that is far more self-reflexive and careful than earlier, more problematic appropriations and interpretations.

To summarize, non-Indian uses of Indian knowledge, traditions, rituals, or healthways have been problematic for a number of reasons. First, these appropriations are often inaccurate, distorted, and offensively commercialized. Second, taken out of their original contexts, these ideas and practices lose their meaning and authenticity. Third, white appropriations have been prone to attempt to replace or obscure actual Indian traditions; this phenomenon underscores the profound racial prejudice that lurks near the surface of these appropriations. And finally, white experimentation with Indian spirituality or ritual often occurs without any sort of official permission or sanction. The New Age predilection to appreciate the non-Western, ecologically pure Native American romanticizes complex realities and obscures colonial violence.

White and other non–Mexican American exchanges with curanderismo and other kinds of Mexican American religious healing can also be problematic for some of these same reasons. Of course, white interaction with Mexican American borderlands traditions is predicated first on European colonization of the Western Hemisphere and second by the wars of expansion that moved the borders of the United States into former Mexican and indigenous territory. In this history of colonial conflict and hegemony, all exchanges across ethnic, religious, or other types of cultural boundaries are fraught. In this setting of unequal political and cultural power, it is problematic that Anglo desires to know about other traditions continue to regulate whether or not these traditions are viewed as legitimate. In other words, both Native American and Mexican American access to the national cultural mainstream remains dependent on white interest and acceptance. And finally, while the Mexican American perhaps cannot rival the American Indian in terms of romanticization, it is clear that contemporary curanderos do capitalize on their “exotic” appeal. In fact, if curanderismo suffers from some of the same issues of appropriation that American Indians have pointed out, this may result from current trends in Mexican American folk healing to minimize its European heritage and maximize its indigenous roots.

However, there are significant differences in these exchanges when we compare the American Indian and Mexican American experiences. Many of these differences somewhat mitigate the problems of Anglo participation in curanderismo. First, the very channels of convergence that make transcultural healing possible point to an important aspect of borderlands religious and cultural exchanges: namely, curanderismo (and Mexican folk Catholicism more generally) shares many historical and religious foundations with other European Americans in the United States. While recent curanderos such as Elena Avila have downplayed curanderismo’s Catholic and European heritage, we must acknowledge that much of Mexican and Mexican American folk healing practices are rooted in European and Arabic humoral medicine, a basic Christian worldview, and a European metaphysical and occult tradition.

Second, Mexican American religious beliefs and popular healthways are not constitutive for the Mexican American community in the same way that American Indian ritual life often is. To be sure, veneration and channeling of folk saints, the performance of limpias, and a general comprehension of sickness and health within curanderismo have a place in the formation of Mexican American identity, but they are by no means universal nor essential to that identity.

The issue of the role of the marketplace in the propagation of Mexican American folk healing also differs from the Native American context. Curanderos have always been open to reciprocal exchange for their services; nowadays, that exchange occurs very frequently as monetary payment for goods provided and services rendered. The botánicas and yerberías that dot urban landscapes around the country also suggest that the accoutrements of Mexican American and other Hispanic religious and folk healing traditions have certainly found their way into the marketplace. In her survey of over sixty of these shops, Carolyn Morrow Long discovered that the clientele is wide-ranging, though principally focused on Mexican and Cuban Americans as well as some African Americans. Moreover, she reports, “some store owners told me that many of their customers are ‘middle-class white professionals who need help just like anybody else.’”34 The unambiguous expectation of shops like these is that, although the product line is marketed to a specific ethnic community, all paying customers are welcome. A corollary of this assumption is that the shop owners are not “selling out” Mexican American culture but rather providing a service in a normal, community-sanctioned way.

Finally, there is some evidence that curanderismo practiced outside its original ethnic contexts often still operates within communities of mutual support and care. A major critique of “whiteshamans” is that they decontextualize community-based practices in order to market them to paying individuals. While this perhaps does happen in some of the contemporary offerings of Mexican American folk healing, one of the positive features of curanderismo, cherished by its participants, is that it is community-based, warm, and rooted in relationships, unlike cold and impersonal Western biomedicine. In other words, one of its perks as an alternative, spiritual healing tradition is that it works in contexts of personal touch, the telling of personal stories, and the maintenance of healer/patient relationships. For example, Elena Avila finds that her multiethnic group of apprentices did not come to her merely for information or personal insight. During their training, it became apparent to Avila that the women also sought out community and a system of mutual support.35

* * *

In balance, the various Anglo American incursions into the practices of Mexican American religious healing demonstrate that, in certain cases, transcultural exchanges can create opportunities for mutual growth. The vital metaphysical religious tradition in Anglo American life allows for fruitful interaction with the energy manipulation, spirit channeling, and faith healing that characterize curanderismo and Mexican American religious healing. Channels of cultural convergence, that is, deep-seated predispositions and narratives that make possible this kind of healing, have fueled an ongoing process of healthway hybridization in the U.S.-Mexico border region. Of course, the uncritical white fascination with exoticized, nonwhite, non-Western traditions creates some of the same problems for Mexican American/white exchanges that have beleaguered white appropriations of American Indian traditions. But the exchanges around curanderismo have benefited from a more profoundly and historically shared tradition of European openness to metaphysical energy and mystical healing. Moreover, the communities of care that have marked the practice of curanderismo continue to surround and support Anglos who have entered into apprenticeships with Mexican Americans. While these communities are no longer based primarily on ethnic maintenance, they do provide narrative contexts in which the various modalities of curanderismo can continue to flourish. In so doing, what was once a “superstition” of nonwhite borderlands people has begun to enter a new place in the greater American metaphysical religious world.


Conclusion

It is an ever-present temptation and danger when considering transcultural exchanges—be they welcome or violent—to imagine that two fully formed and discrete worlds are colliding. This is the simplest—and least illuminating—understanding of hybridization: primary colors on an artist’s palette combining in predictable ways. In the reality of experience, of course, the hybrid processes of transcultural exchange are far more multivalent, slippery, and resistant to facile interpretations. In the present case of transcultural expressions of Mexican American folk healing with Anglo American people, we must begin with the acknowledgment that curanderismo itself is the result of an incredible history of combination, and that those combinations continue. Likewise, the interface with non–Mexican American individuals and communities must recognize that—at minimum—the tendency among European Americans to believe in metaphysical powers and energies, while profound, also results from centuries of hybridization and is by no means a universal characteristic. Added to the deep hybrid roots of all “sides” of this combination are the complex and conflicted experiences of colonialism, military expansion, racist prejudices, anti-immigrant sentiments, and other forms of power imbalance.

A helpful approach to understand this complex situation comes from Greg Johnson’s study of Native American attempts to repatriate ancestral graves. Johnson understands tradition as a living “discursive strategy” rather than an ossified projection of the past: “tradition is not located only in factual content or moral fidelity. Rather, tradition takes form as and through intentions and desires rendered operative by metaphorical elaborations of select and valorized components of the narrated past in the service of the present.”1 For the study of recent changes in curanderismo, this understanding of tradition reinforces the notion that transcultural—and trans-traditional—exchanges can and do take place when rhetorical predispositions at the time of exchange allow for efficacious re-narration. This re-narration of the tradition results in somatic and emotional experiences of healing.

In this intricate context, I have contended that transcultural exchanges have occurred between Mexican American folk healers and Anglo American patients. On the one hand, American metaphysical traditions have created narrative predispositions in American life concerning the power of human beings to affect the energies and perceived ideal realities around us. From the colonial period on the Eastern Seaboard, through the ferment of spiritualism, mind cure, and New Thought in the nineteenth century, to the interest in Eastern religions and the development of the New Age movement in the twentieth century, American metaphysical traditions have formed the rhetorical shape of what is spiritually possible for many Americans. Furthermore, Mexican American religious and folk healing traditions have consistently had an impact not only on Mexican Americans but also on a small but significant number of non–Mexican American patients. The narrative predispositions of Mexican American folk healing have encountered channels of convergence with the predispositions of the American metaphysical tradition; these convergences have made transcultural healing a possibility. Moreover, the American spiritual marketplace has proven to be a receptive forum for the exchange of Mexican American folk healing traditions such as limpias, soul retrievals, herbal remedies, home altars, incense, and more recently, participation in trance journeys.

Ultimately, while it would be an overstatement to say that all North Americans, including Mexican Americans, have benefited from the episodes of transcultural exchange documented in this book, there are several positive outcomes of these exchanges. First, curanderismo has established a place for itself in the expanding world of complementary and alternative medicine. The course at the University of New Mexico and a greater openness to the work of curanderos in biomedical institutions like hospitals and community health clinics point to this new opportunity for Mexican American folk healing. It is not outlandish to speculate that limpias may soon take their place next to better-known alternative procedures such as acupuncture and Reiki therapy. Second, as Elena Avila’s experiences demonstrate, white participation in curanderismo is likely to occur alongside Mexican American colleagues rather than as an outright appropriation. Communities of mutual care that span ethnic boundaries have formed as a result of these transcultural exchanges of healthways. Third, American metaphysical and New Age interest in American Indian and indigenous knowledge and ritual has, in at least an oblique way, encouraged some curanderos in the United States to reconnect with the perceived indigenous roots of Mexican American religious healing. While it is by no means clear that Mexican and Mexican American healthways in the border region always had a strong tie to Mesoamerican healing practices, it does seem to be the case today that curanderos in the United States have initiated fruitful conversations with indigenous healers in Mexico.

Finally, the discussion of transcultural exchange articulated in this book provides a framework for similar types of religious and cultural combinations. In this case, healing is at the heart of religious hybridization, but in other cases, converging channels of predisposition could also create beneficial exchanges. One can imagine that this model of multiethnic borrowing might also help us understand exchanges in areas as diverse as religious legal polities, ethical formulations, conceptions of time and place, or the use of rituals and symbols. Borders do divide people from other people, but more than a hundred years of transcultural expression of Mexican American folk healing suggest that borders, at least in some cases, can be renegotiated, and perhaps even be a place for healing.


GLOSSARY

barrida: see limpia.

botánica: a specialty shop that sells items for religious devotion as well as for health and healing. Common merchandise includes herbs, medicinal teas, statuary, candles, amulets, and saints’ images.

bruja/brujo: witch; sorcerer.

brujería: bewitchment; a cause of sickness. Synonyms include embrujo and hechicería.

caída de mollera: fallen fontanel; thought to be caused by a bump to an infant’s head or when the mother withdraws the nipple too quickly from the infant’s mouth when nursing. Symptoms include fussiness, poor suction while feeding, and dehydration.

cajita/cajón: see materia.

curandera/curandero: a healer who practices the various modalities common to curanderismo.

curanderismo: a hybrid healing and religious tradition resulting from the combination of Iberian and indigenous American healing traditions. Curanderas/curanderos help their patients to heal with herbal remedies, body massage, counseling, and religious rituals and prayers.

desahogar: to vent; to unburden.

desalojo: dislodgement; the term used in espiritualismo to dislodge negative energy and illness from the body.

despojo: dispossession; similar to desalojo, despojo describes the process of removing negative forces and sickness from the patient in the fidencista community.

don: gift or innate talent; in the context of curanderismo, one has a don (gift) to be a healer.

empacho: a traditional condition of intestinal blockage; symptoms can include indigestion, constipation, diarrhea, and abdominal discomfort.

espiritismo: spiritism; generally refers to the philosophical and religious community in Mexico and other parts of Latin America that follow the metaphysical teachings of Allan Kardec.

espiritualismo: Similar to North American spiritualism, Mexican espiritualismo embraces the practice of channeling of spirits. It also tends to be organized hierarchically in religious communities with precise rituals.

fidencismo: the doctrines and practices of the community of mediums who channel the spirit of the Niño Fidencio. The participants in this community, including both mediums and other devotees, are called fidencistas.

limpia: cleansing; the act of rubbing a bundle of herbs, feathers, or an egg over the patient from the crown of the head to the feet to remove illness and negative energy. Prayers are often said during the limpia. Also called a barrida (sweeping).

maestro/maestra: in the context of curanderismo, an advanced healer who takes on apprentices.

mal de ojo/mal ojo: evil eye; an illness caused by inappropriate attention or admiration. Symptoms include weakness and a failure to thrive.

manda: a promise that a devotee makes to a saint in exchange for the saint’s intercession. Common mandas includes promises to go on a pilgrimage or to say a series of prayers.

materia: a medium; one who is possessed by a spirit in order to communicate with people in the living world. In the context of fidencismo, also called a cajita or a cajón (little box or container).

mestiza/mestizo: a person with mixed European and indigenous ancestry.

mestizaje: the mixture, in ethnicity as well as in culture, of European and indigenous inputs.

partera: midwife.

plática: a therapeutic conversation that includes diagnosis and counseling between a curandera/o and his or her patient.

sahumerio: incense; the act of smudging with incense.

sobadora/sobador: a curandera/curandero who specializes in massage and body manipulation.

susto: literally, fright; a condition of listlessness or depression that is thought to result from a fright or other traumatic experience, which causes a part of one’s soul to depart the body. Also commonly translated as “soul loss.”

tejana/tejano: a Mexican person in Texas prior to its annexation to the United States. Also used to describe people descended from the original Mexican inhabitants of Texas.

temazcal: a Mesoamerican sweat lodge used for healing, cleansing, and birthing. Characterized by its moist and hot interior.

yerbera/yerbero: a curandera/curandero who specializes in herbal remedies.
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